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    If you did, thank you. Thank you for respecting me and other authors for their hard work, understanding this is our job, and while we love it, we do deserve to be compensated for all the hours, and hours, and hours we put into it. 
 
      
 
    If you did not… Go buy one! You are a thief and your parents and grandparents and cute animals all around the world are ashamed of you. There is no justification for committing this crime because it is a crime, no different than walking into a physical bookstore, taking a print copy off the shelf, and walking out of the store without paying for it.  
 
      
 
    There is no such thing as a victimless crime. If you truly believe that, you’ve never been a victim. And the victims aren’t only the authors, but the fans who lose authors that quit over our constantly being stolen from and mistreatment. Mistreating the authors that write the books you like or read—not liking them isn’t an excuse for theft, it’s just extra weird then—that’s not a fan. Fans leave reviews to support. Fans send messages of love. Fans… Well fans are nice. Be nice. 
 
      
 
    There are lots of ways to fight eBook piracy, reporting the site even if you’re not the copyright holder is always a good option. If you want to help in the fight, Google it and you can see there are many ways. 
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    My name is Inez Garner, and I’m a vampire princess. I no longer swallow a hysterical giggle when I say that but I’m still trying to accept all that comes with it. Now that I’m not recovering from years of starving and feeding as I should, my power is growing and honestly, it scares me and makes me a huge target. 
 
    Luckily, the crazy of the apocalypse keeps me pretty distracted. More ghosts are coming and while that fries me out, it’s helping a lot of people. Everyone’s pushing for us to stop living in the apocalypse and with help from other courts, maybe we can make it to post-apocalypse.  
 
    Team Inez is growing as people put their faith in me that it’s the winning team. It’s hard not to collapse under that pressure but those with me are stepping up. I still don’t get what Darius, Jaxon, Cerdic, or even Kristof see in me—though I worry the guy had a nervous breakdown—but maybe one day it won’t be like this and I can figure out who I am and what I’m feeling. 
 
    Yeah right. 
 
      
 
    House of Garner is an apocalyptic, hot burning, WhyChoose romance with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine that doesn’t let anyone get in her way. 
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    I had been working on a plan for the past few weeks. The bridge idea had worked out well, and we did it again when some of us moved on from Anchorage. It had been agreed on that raiding northern Canada when still so cold wasn’t the most efficient way, so we stayed together and allowed Sebastian and those from the O’Cleirgh coven to load up as long as they helped us too. 
 
    Plus, they wouldn’t raid banks but supplies we agreed to. Only my “court” raided the banks, and Kristof hid away the goodies.  
 
    So some of us moved south to Juneau as our main operations outpost and used the bridge idea again. There was an island there that had one bridge from Juneau, and since we’d raided that part of the city first, we weren’t worried about what we destroyed. But we did destroy the area when engaging in skirmishes with such large numbers.  
 
    Those roads leading to the bridges we used north of Anchorage were completely undriveable, and that was a main road. Fine, there weren’t people to use them, but I didn’t like how we were doing damage when we might even need those later. 
 
    We had enough people and everything needed, so we could do it better. I let the adults handle the logistics on raiding and loading up, doing my part as the energy and fixer, along with electric semi maker and all of that… While working on my own project. 
 
    It might have seemed ridiculous to ask people what were the best moves survivors made in zombie movies and what were the worst, but it was useful. Plus, people liked talking about movies and the idea we could watch them again. There wouldn’t be new ones made—or at least not anytime soon—but getting a real night off was something people liked the idea of. 
 
    And we wouldn’t ever have that with corrupted in North America. If we set up the coven where Utah, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona met up, as I was being pulled to do, we would be overrun with corrupted. They would come for me. They might have avoided shifters and vampires, but I was the tastiest damn morsel they could ever want. 
 
    So why not use that? 
 
    The information I got was good though. No, helicopters couldn’t be flown at a weird angle and used as a zombie killing machine. It just wasn’t realistic, and it would crash. But it was smart to use them like in World War Z, but they had made the mistake of getting too low near the zombies.  
 
    And now that I had fixed a shit ton of choppers, that went into the plan. 
 
    There were several that said bigger vehicles weren’t always the best idea, as the numbers could overtake it. But it was good to use those arrow-like plow truck grills or some sort of way to cut through a group if it came to that. Mobile was a good idea as long as it was the right type that wouldn’t end up crashing. 
 
    Yeeeaaahhhh, I spoke from experience on that. It was why I had stopped ever trying to flee. I always, always crashed. I was a strong enough woman to admit my self-taught driving skills during the apocalypse were shit. 
 
    Really shit. 
 
    Trisha had figured out I was up to something, and I’d clued her in, smiling when she’d instantly jumped in to help me with her vast knowledge and experience. It took weeks because it wasn’t the only thing we had going on. There were a lot of balls being juggled between gearing up, killing baddies, food for everyone, and on and on. 
 
    Kristof, Cerdic, and I had handled the items I was compelled to retrieve in Canada, so that was at least covered.  
 
    But our group was about to move on from Juneau and let those from behind us in Anchorage continue what we’d started. James called them the “noncombatants” group. A lot of them had been military but were cooks, logistics, flight deck crew, or any other position that wasn’t front line.  
 
    Hey, that worked for me because the food they made was awesome and it was too big of a project for me to seriously want to be involved in that much. 
 
    Next, we were moving to Prince George in British Columbia, Canada to clean out the surrounding areas and then back to Edmonton where we’d come from but also Calgary. Then it was Vancouver, Seattle, and Portland so we were getting into big areas. 
 
    And a lot of damage we would do to them and the mobility we could have, which was what I wanted to avoid. 
 
    Hence, my idea and the meeting I’d called before we moved out in the morning. It was my court, Sebastian, a few of his trusted people, James, and Trisha. She was helping me set out the large map we’d managed to find in the meeting room at the hotel we were staying in. It was a dinner meeting, so I thought that might make people happier. 
 
    “Whatever you’re up to is why you’ve been asking questions about zombie movies, right?” James asked, smirking at me like he was ready to be amused. 
 
    Trisha cracked him upside the head. “Don’t be a dick and dismissive. She’s come up with a lot of good ideas and is the reason everything has come together. It’s a good plan, smarter.” She nodded for me to go ahead. 
 
    I pointed to an area about an hour and a half drive south from Prince George. “I think we should make this our killing zone. Start setting it up now before we even get the bulk of us there.” I ran my finger along the main expressways. “We’ve been killing the roads and surrounding areas when we set up on the bridges. This is an open area along a smaller country highway. 
 
    “It’s provincial parks behind it and lots of farmland in front. I think we stop playing so much defense and leave the bread crumbs for them to follow in on the path we want them to. We found a huge stash of landmines. Mark them very clearly, but corrupted won’t note that. We’ve got choppers now and those badass M-ATV Assault vehicles.  
 
    “Load them up, and that’s where we go. You crazy old guys could go clear everything out behind that area, as there’s not much along that part of the coast. We can trail them right there from Prince George, Edmonton, and Calgary. Then up from Vancouver, Seattle, and Portland later. We have the perfect bread crumbs they will come for.” 
 
    “You,” James muttered, studying the map and losing his mirth. “You’re saying leave drops of your blood.” 
 
    “Yes. They’re not driving. They’re not using GPS to find the best route. Lead them along the path we want and off the expressway we don’t want to damage and into one area we’re going to blow to shit. We’ve got the grenade launchers I wanted and more. I’m not saying bring them all at once, no, this is to be smarter, but we’ll be at Prince George for a while, so let’s do it right.” 
 
    “We will?” Sebastian asked, gesturing to himself and his people. 
 
    I frowned. “I thought you guys wanted to get more stuff to stockpile?” 
 
    “Are you allowing that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “We’re only one coven of a thousand. Sure. We don’t need all of that. We do need help killing the fuck ton of corrupted. Even if people fled to Ireland and some fled to the mainland, someone said Ireland was maybe five million and not all the humans died. Okay, Canada was thirty-seven million. Seventy percent of that is a fuck ton. Not everyone got eaten outright. Even half of that is still a fuck ton.” 
 
    “Not to mention the numbers for the US,” Kristof agreed. “You were originally shaving numbers as you could, but you’re saying enough of that if we plan better.” 
 
    “Yes.” I glanced back at Sebastian. “Callum and your guy pinpointed what circuit or component blew on solar panels and wind turbines. This also gives your people a chance to load those up and bring them to us to fix. Or trade out solar panels for extras. They’ve had two weeks to clear Ireland. Good. Send the ship with what you have and give them more ammo and everything.” 
 
    “So we can trade and be the coven to help others,” he muttered, rubbing his chin. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because you’ve kept up your end and you have over fifty killing machines that don’t need much sleep. Fine, maybe some will want to go home or switch out or bring friends back for the fun. Take the plane and fly home and tell Princess Nora the idea. Take some semis with you.” I shrugged. “We found more. We found more batteries. We’ll find more of all of it.” 
 
    “Killing the corrupted will be our biggest problem and soon,” Cerdic caught on as he moved to the map. He pointed to our endgame for the coven. “This is—we’ll be constantly overrun from all sides the moment we try to start building. You want to start drawing them up and away from the areas we’ll clear but more so we’re not scorching everything we want to build at.” 
 
    “Yes.” I pointed out the routes I wanted to use. “There’s not much hiding room for corrupted during the day. So we’ll know exactly where they’ll hide along the way. Fuck, leave blood in places like barns and empty hangars and give some of you guys a grenade launcher to have some fun. Group them up and fish in a barrel.” 
 
    “You are extremely intelligent and well-articulated with strategic planning for one so young,” Sebastian praised. 
 
    “I survived five years on my own while hunted and you see how they come for me,” I muttered, rubbing my tired neck. “It’s not the first time I’ve used my blood to group them up. Grenades are my very good friends.” 
 
    Everyone seemed in agreement it was a good move, so I let the adults talk about it. It wasn’t the men only as Trisha was involved, but they all had a lot more experience than I did. And had fought other battles and wars, knew more about the equipment.  
 
    “What is your specific plan on how to play this out?” Sebastian asked me after about twenty minutes of people going back and forth. 
 
    “I’m not sure on the area or where is best,” I admitted as I wiped my mouth and stood, heading to the map. I tapped where I was focused on. “Prince Rupert looks the best port area to dock both ships. We offload the vehicles, weapons, and artillery and it’s about eight hours drive inland to Prince George and another hour and a half to the location.  
 
    “That’s what can’t be sped up, so shifters handle that part and setting up. I don’t go any closer because I’m what they’ll come for and we don’t want that yet. You take off here, and depending on how long you’re gone and who you bring back or whatever, meet us up there. What we offloaded, we fill up the ship from there and send the merchant ship to Ireland.” 
 
    “Wait until they’re back because Mother will undoubtedly have a report of what’s been used and what they need to clear more corrupted,” Jaxon muttered, studying the map. “We’ve loaded the aircraft carrier with all the military everything we raided, but there’s still more we can come back for.” He gave me a side look. 
 
    Yeah, more like what I could pixelate and reconfigure into whatever. But we had found a huge cache of everything we could need from the Army National Guard base and still more from the Air Force base in Anchorage. 
 
    “I would like your permission to also speak with the Wessex coven,” Sebastian said, holding off when several of us opened our mouths. “They have a large coven of ‘crazy old guys’ as you put it. I think it smart to get out in front of the contact Cerdic’s sister will undoubtedly plan to be making. She’ll make a move and take advantage of the situation. 
 
    “This is the time to make the right move first, as the communication would be through us whose son you are engaged to and we approve the match. That instantly reminds her that she would agitate us if she misbehaves, and given all you’re allowing us to have, that would be rather stupid when they’re without even power.” 
 
    I sighed, sitting on the table and rubbing my head. “I swear some court eating me is just as much a concern as the damn corrupted. I don’t know enough about any of this to have much to weigh in here. I do think you fully understand how I’m not to be fucked with or fucked over and Jaxon being your son won’t protect you from my wrath if you risk the people I’m now protecting, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and I can say quite confidently without even speaking with my princess that we are the last threat you have. If we play this right, we can clear out the corrupted all over the UK and without irking what’s left of the human governments and they can do their own thing. But the Wessex coven—and potentially both house covens—are also powerful allies.” 
 
    “If you can ride out my sister’s whims and temper,” Cerdic grumbled.  
 
    “Yes, but she’s also not stupid or your mother wouldn’t have allowed her to take over,” Sebastian reminded him. “She knows to survive and make the coven thrive again, she needs a plan.” He gestured to me. “Or the way to make it all happen. You solidify yourself as that way and you could skip all of that court dancing as you have with us. Isn’t that what you want?” 
 
    I glanced at the others, mostly Kristof, Cerdic, Jaxon, and Darius as they knew more about this than James or the shifters.  
 
    “It’s a smart play,” Kristof finally said. “You can’t send Cerdic as you did Jaxon, as the princess isn’t as rational as Princess Nora. She would never hurt her brother, but that’s the potential for problems we don’t want. Same if you send me or someone else, plus, none want to leave you given the threat against you is still out there and unknown.” 
 
    I glanced away, not wanting to talk about the assassination attempt. There was nothing more to say besides speculation—which wasn’t all that helpful really—or them trying to talk about my feelings. I didn’t want to do that either. 
 
    “What would you ask for this?” I looked at Sebastian, knowing it was going to cost me. 
 
    “Nothing. You’ve been ridiculously generous, and what I want is to keep you in that mindset when it comes to my family and our coven. You’re making a bold, smart play on fighting against the corrupted and pushing back instead of simply riding the stormy waters. It’s the first step to rebuilding. It’s also a solid step to making alliances and friends you will need one day even if you don’t fully understand it now.” 
 
    I glanced at Kristof before pointing to the map. “Can you do some scouting in Ketchikan? There’s another Army National Guard station there along with a lot more including a Coast Guard base. Right over the border there are a few of Canada’s along with what the GPS says is an auxiliary unit? That might be some useful gear they could use on huge islands like Ireland and the UK.” 
 
    “With your permission I would go with and then be able to report what I saw with my own eyes,” Sebastian suggested. 
 
    I nodded. “Fine, but I want to clarify on what you or Wessex can get. We originally said all these little towns and raiding houses and what was there and completely so what we discussed privately. Well okay, we let you raid stores and get droves of stuff. You got that perk because you guys were hunting hardcore and helping us get a lot of that.” 
 
    “You don’t want it to be a free for all where people ignore the houses because of the work and take the bulk which you could need one day,” he surmised. 
 
    “Yes, but more I want to make it clear if we let anyone have a few trailers full of new and stuff we could have, that’s a very nice gift, not the assumed. Your covens undoubtedly raided houses for what you needed—everyone has—but you only have so many houses and residences in Ireland and the UK. We have a shit ton more, and that is why we’re allowing our help.” 
 
    “That’s still ridiculously fair and generous,” one of Sebastian’s guys said. “Fine, we don’t need the furniture, but maybe we find some nice leather couches that haven’t been used for years. Each house could be its own treasure trove, but to get those you have to clear out the ones that might be duds too.” He glanced from me to the map. “What are you thinking for perimeters?” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” I muttered, glancing at my people as they knew what I could do. “I think we get some open top trailers and regular trailers and get it all. Anything decent. Shit couches we don’t care about just leave it, but we’re going to need furniture and stuff at the coven, so why not get it too?” 
 
    “Strip everything to the bare bones,” Kristoff decided. “We want shitty couches still brought out and tossed in the dumpsters we will also leave out. All the expired organics or food need out too. If people want to strip fixtures and even nice appliances, that would be smart.” 
 
    “You’re going to demolish the houses so they’re just not rotting and sad but you can reuse those building materials,” one of Sebastian’s other guys surmised. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” he confirmed, gesturing between him, Jaxon, Darius, and Cerdic, which I didn’t understand, but I wasn’t about to bust him on taking the cover off of me. 
 
    Sebastian bobbed his head. “Yes, we accept. I would ask if we could even bring back more regular vampires from our court and help expedite this. None will be as fast as us, but provisions all over have run that low because, as you said, there were only so many houses to raid. New is nice, but used is nothing a washing machine can’t fix. Going from nothing to spoiled is not the best way to fix things.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “Yeah, I’m fine with it as long as you can control them. If we try this and it gets fucked up or people start getting ballsy, it will all fall apart and I pull the plug on helping.” 
 
    “Understood and agreed,” he confirmed. “I think you should start this before we even move out of the area. Let those who are noncombatants come and help yours and they can raid houses, knowing they get that if they clean out the full house. That’s still very generous.” 
 
    “It also gives us time to get things set up in your killing area,” James agreed. “The merchant ship is maybe half full. Fine, take the plane to get more, Sebastian take the chance with the Wessex coven, and we can make multiple flights. Some can go home with the ship. We need more personnel but the right personnel with parents around to make the kids behave.” 
 
    “Okay, add in that they help load and unload a trip for us with the merchant ship to get it farther south and easier to access later, and I’ll add some nice items to help with coven defenses in case what’s left of your governments start shit.” I shrugged when I got confused looks. “I gave you a few electric semis. Want some choppers we’ve fixed? Those M-ATV Assault vehicles?” 
 
    “Make them agree they are for corrupted or if attacked only or you could be put in the middle of someone gifting one and then you’re the arms dealer who helped take out another coven,” Kristof suggested. 
 
    “Fuck, yeah, okay, good point,” I whispered, rubbing my chest as I realized that was where some would take the help. “If they agree to that. Enough have died. Protect covens or kill corrupted, and protect covens does not mean going out and killing people they don’t like. Is there some way to make that really happen?” 
 
    “Yes, the princess must swear a blood oath with witnesses and you could ask for it to be recorded. It’s a binding agreement that they could die from if not kept,” Sebastian said. “I think it’s fair to ask, but you have to very carefully word it so it cannot be twisted.” 
 
    “Fuck, it’s so stupid for me to offer help,” I sighed, plopping down on a chair and rubbing my head. “It just gets more and more complicated.” 
 
    “This is a time it’s okay to delegate it,” Jaxon muttered as he knelt in front of me. “This is the time that you can trust Mother in something like this, as she wants peace too. I won’t lie when you shouldn’t let any princess influence—even my family—but she has a very long history of handling all of this crap and well.” 
 
    “Yes, my princess is very talented in this area,” Sebastian agreed. “As your grasp on military and attack strategies is excellent—even so young—hers is for this type of strategy plus she has had centuries to perfect it. And there is a way to handle it so it’s not seen as she’s controlling you or you’re under her as she handles more on our end.” 
 
    “It’s a matter of presenting the trust there that she’s a distributor of your deals,” Kristof explained. “Like how stores would sell products. You can’t just call anyone, and we’re too busy for visits, so you’re giving Nora a chance to be your agent, but the final say is yours and she gets the perk of extras for her knowledge of who to trust and who has what we’d want.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered, rubbing my head again. “I have a feeling this is all going to bite us in the ass, but okay, let’s do it.” 
 
    I crawled into bed that night with a knot in my stomach and feeling like I’d just gotten played somehow. I didn’t know yet, but I didn’t think it was snarky nature that saw this would go totally off the rails. 
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    I hated when my negativity was right. It made having hope for the plan or that life—people—could be better that much more painful. It was like a slap upside the head of reality, and it made me seriously depressed. 
 
    Sebastian and others had scouted ahead, finding a lot of everything that made the deal totally worth it. He flew out with James and a few of his guys so they could divide and conquer—mainly they handled contacting the Wessex coven and rounding up more from their coven who wanted to go. 
 
    And while they did that, we broke up into teams of getting things set up in Prince George as we needed, handling prep for those coming back to clear houses, and those packing up our stuff that we’d take south on the next trip with the merchant ship. So there was a lot of organized chaos that had purpose even if it brought us some headaches.  
 
    Sebastian got them to turn around and come right back, making it clear the plane was leaving and if they wanted spots on it, to move their asses. It sounded like a clear message to send. 
 
    Apparently not. 
 
    A noble from the Wessex coven bowed to me after arriving at the hotel. “Princess, I am Dennis, head of the party our beloved and generous Princess Olivia sent in response for your desperate request for aid.” 
 
    I blinked at him a moment and then looked at Sebastian with fury. “What fucking message did you give them?” I might have said more, but even I could sense the burning rage coming off the man when he was so locked down. “Well, clearly that went well.” I rolled my eyes at Dennis. “Yes, we’re clearly in desperate need of aid. So you flew out on your plane? No, that was mine. 
 
    “Do you want a hot shower? We have those. We have weapons. Working toilets and power. We have all the food we need and freezers full.” I shrugged. “So yeah, we’re totally in trouble. Thank you so much for your generosity when I sent a gift to play nice.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and let out a long sigh. “Un-fucking-real. What a fucking petty ass bitch when I was doing something nice.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Dennis seethed. “How dare you speak of my princess—” 
 
    “How dare you,” I snapped. “You’re a guest. You’re already a rude fucking guest, so just shut the fuck up. Seriously. Shut up or I will blow my lid. I gave her the chance to help her help her coven, and she turns it around that I’m desperately asking for aid. What the actual f? And you can tell her I said that. Tell her she’s a petty fucking brat and that’s coming from someone not even twenty-three.” 
 
    “I’ll relay your message,” he ground out. “We’ll return to the airport immediately.” 
 
    I snorted, smirking at him. “I’m not wasting fuel and a pilot on this bullshit. Fuck you. I gave a generous offer, and you shit on it. Fuck you. If the boat heading to Galway can fit you, catch a ride with them and see if you can get home from there or swim. I don’t give a shit.” I ignored his shocked reaction and glanced at Tyson. “I would like a knight or combat ready person to escort our rude guests for their entire stay. 
 
    “They can have rooms in the hotel we have taken over as we’re so desperate and you know, have that, and feed them, but if they start shit, shoot them or tell Kristof and he can behead some more assholes. It’s the fucking apocalypse and I’m—I’m just done.” I threw my hands up and looked at Sebastian. “Did you bring more people, or is it all Wessex people?” 
 
    He cleared his throat, seeming to realize I really did just handle it all like that. “We brought forty more vampires, and they had thirty, five from either princess court.” 
 
    “Well, sorry to Cerdic’s mom, but his sister’s asshole spoke first and pissed me off. Shame, I was excited to have nice in-laws like you and Nora.” I shook my head and headed for the dining room. “Lunch is ready. Don’t choke on it.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll manage, young princess,” Dennis hissed. “And she’ll be glad to have her brother home, as he is to return with us.” 
 
    I spun on my heel, my fangs coming out as I stormed over to him and got in his face as much as I could given he had several inches on me. “If she wants the grown ass man, she can come and try to take him. It’s disgusting she would treat her family like she fucking owns him. She blew this so don’t try for a last—and very desperate—move because you have no move here.  
 
    “And Sebastian, please tell Princess Nora that I’m not comfortable with her trading what she got from me with either Wessex coven after how insulting and disrespectful they’ve been to me and you with twisting your very clear message.” I smirked at Dennis when shock flashed in his eyes. “Yeah, no shit that was your bailout in case I wasn’t a doormat. Asshole.” 
 
    “Should I call off the teams mapping where the guests can raid?” Lara asked since she was helping me with that while Trisha handled all the military prep. 
 
    “No, Sebastian and his people were on that,” I answered as we headed to the restaurant. “Please brief him on what’s been done and where they can start. Also, someone to figure out rooms for thirty, five rooms with double beds are fine for rude guests who will still get fed.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Cerdic gave me a worried look when we sat down with food. “That will have repercussions.” 
 
    I had already been a shitty mood before that, so I didn’t hide how I didn’t like the way that sounded as if he wasn’t on my side.  
 
    “You want to be summoned home like a dog, fine, go ahead, but that was a subdued reaction to what was deserved. You want to see really fucking insulted?” I stood before he could object and locked gazes with Trisha. “Before Dennis leaves, make sure he gets to see the aircraft carrier and fighter jets we have along with the fucking destroyer we got back online while James was gone.” 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” she said, biting back a smirk. “With your permission, I will also draw up scenarios of weapons distance capabilities, time it would take to arrive, and flight times.” She smiled at Dennis. “The coven’s in York, England, right?” 
 
    Dennis swallowed loudly as he met my gaze and gave a slow nod he would make sure to add that to his message. I might be the youngest princess on the planet in power—or ever from what Kristof seemed to think—but I was a well fucking armed one. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d take it there,” Cerdic admitted, looking nervous for his family. 
 
    I shrugged, guessing Dennis could hear me. “I don’t want to. I’m not trying for world fucking domination, but everyone’s older than me and has their covens—which was handed down to them, so yeah, I’ve got to set up my own—so Trisha and I agree we make sure to have every other fucking defense ready to keep people from going over the line and simply being rude.” 
 
    “I think that a fair reaction to already having an assassination attempt,” Sebastian said as he sat down. I caught Dennis do a double take out of the corner of my eye. Okay, so he was making it clear I’d fought off people already? 
 
    I gave a quick nod and an internal sigh, done with the day and not wanting to try and figure anything else out. I was glad we’d used the chopper and gone to where they’d parked the destroyer, which had ended up being close. We’d left a team there, and they were headed towards us.  
 
    Now I really wanted to leave Juneau and go kill corrupted. After there were no more corrupted, I was going to need to find a new outlet for my anger, as I didn’t see not having reasons to get upset in the future. 
 
    I ate as I half listened to everyone get caught up. When I was done eating, I realized what could help, taking my tray to the kitchen where we had people working, and then walked across the street in full view of the restaurant. Then I changed my mind, thinking I’d acted rashly enough for one day, and just kept walking until I was out of view. 
 
    And then I leveled that building, getting that energy out of me. It was already marked that it had been completely raided, and it had to come down anyways. Now I’d given the team on clean up of my energy beads something to do. 
 
    And then I did it again because I was still upset. 
 
    I was a bit better after that, decided I wanted to go to a happier place, and headed a few blocks away where they were cleaning out a Juneau chain of coffee places and had hit the motherload since they’d roasted their own beans and had huge stores of them. Plus, now we had roasters and everything needed to do it ourselves when we had our coven. 
 
    “You okay?” Wolfe asked as I started packing pallets. 
 
    “It didn’t go well, and I sort of called that one, but it’s all on me because I’m princess, and that’s really not a fun job.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t want it, but you do it better than any of us could,” he comforted after a few moments. “It’s not on you for how others react.” He didn’t push me when I simply nodded, but then when someone drove over with the electric pallet loader to trade us out, he shot me another worried glance. “Is there something else going on?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m not sure what to do about it,” I admitted, shaking my head when he opened his mouth. “I just need to think. I need to digest and just think. Nothing is going as we hoped.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. They were good plans.” 
 
    Had they been? I wasn’t so sure, and that upset me. It was one thing to deal with the pressure of being boss and getting a coven going when I could help people have a home… But if I was just going to fuck everything up, then I really didn’t think I could have that on my conscience.  
 
    Everyone seemed to realize my mood was still bad and didn’t know what to say. When it was time for bed, Jaxon finally tried. 
 
    “I’m so sorry that—” 
 
    “I know. I don’t want to get into it,” I interrupted, snuggling up against his chest to take the sting out of what I said. I just needed some more time.  
 
    And maybe some cinnamon rolls in the morning. Those helped my mood considerably. 
 
    Instead, I got more shit. 
 
    After breakfast, it was time to recover the next item I was compelled to find from the locations on the atlas. I didn’t want to sluff off on that so I started getting sick or something, plus, it really was smart to keep doing that on the down low and not have anyone else get a whiff of a quest because that would bring other trouble. 
 
    I blurred off with Cerdic and Kristof—who carried me—and the moment he set me on my feet, his lips were on mine, his hand on my breast, and his other hand under my skirt. His fingers found what they wanted, and he teased me before I even recovered or knew what was going on. 
 
    “Wait, stop,” I said as I tried to break the kiss. “Stop, we need to talk, and we’re not even supposed to be alone.” 
 
    He froze and leaned away, his eyes filling with anger and fast before he took several steps back. I yelped as he turned and punched a tree faster than I could keep up with but only figured it out when the tree was falling over. I ducked down and moved my arms over my head as if that would help if it came my way or if Kristof turned to me next. 
 
    “Are you revoking our agreement to court you?” he demanded. 
 
    “No,” I choked out, shivering. 
 
    “I’m not going to hit you,” he snapped. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m sorry,” I whimpered, not able to unlock my legs or move. 
 
    “Mate, what did you do now?” Cerdic demanded. “Hasn’t she been through enough without you blowing your top? You can’t keep acting like this around her. She’s been through too much and—” 
 
    “I’m a baby vampire,” I rasped. “I didn’t know about vampires. Humans can’t—people don’t chop trees with a punch or holes in metal trailers.” 
 
    “So I have to play human for you?” he growled. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “I want to go back to Juneau,” I managed to answer. “I’m sorry, I won’t bug you with what I wanted to ask.” 
 
    “You wanted to ask me something?” he checked after several beats, waiting until I nodded. “You said we needed to talk. Humans do that when they break up.” 
 
    “Not always, you git,” Cerdic seethed. “And she’s never been in a relationship before. Why would you default to thinking that?” Someone touched me, and I gave a yelp, Cerdic sighing. “It’s just me, love. Let’s head back and we can come get your thing tomorrow alone.” 
 
    “We’re not supposed to be alone either,” I reminded him quietly, shaking my head before he could respond. “Forget it. Fine, whatever, please let’s just go back.” I wrapped around him when he lifted me, his sweater getting wet making me realize I’d been crying.  
 
    We arrived back at the US Civil Air Patrol facility we’d found, which was like the US National Guard for the Air Force according to what I understood. All I knew was there were still weapons left so it was a good find. Plus planes to turn into energy beads—which I was told was the official way vampires referred to what I did though I liked pixels better—that we could use for other stuff later. 
 
    Cerdic set me down, and I quickly wiped under my eyes, not thinking he should have brought me around so many, but then I realized Jaxon and Darius were also there. Kristof appeared almost at the exact same time, and I flinched. 
 
    And Sebastian snorted, getting enough to know what—or who—had upset me. 
 
    And that pissed me off because I wasn’t thrilled with him either; even if it wasn’t his fault Princess Olivia was nuts, he’d said he could handle it. Oh, and that his people would behave. So I snapped. 
 
    I shoved him, no longer crying but pissed. “I wouldn’t be so quick to judge that I’m so fucking tired and stressed out I wasn’t able to handle telling Kristof something to the best of my ability or it spun out. Because the problem is with your people. Sorry, I didn’t know how to handle that perfectly, but I shouldn’t have to. I shouldn’t have to overhear that I’m sooo lacking compared to Princess Nora. 
 
    “I’m clearly not as pretty or as refined or as intelligent or anything she is. I’m totally lacking, and it’s almost embarrassing. But Kristof must like young, unripened peaches, it’s gotta flip his switch, as that’s the only reason he’d pick me over her. And probably I just let him do everything to me and that’s so unprincess-like, as I’m even alone with him and Cerdic. 
 
    “So yeah, I’m totally a disgrace. But it makes sense because he shows me no affection or like he cares but he just stares like I’m his. He owns me like that and is watching.” I glanced at Jaxon. “Oh, and it’s such a pity for you that you’re stuck here but so many powerful covens and viable options were taken out. Maybe it’s a lesson learned for waiting so long to join a court, but poor Princess Nora, you chose me.” 
 
    “Who?” Sebastian bit out. 
 
    I glanced around, found the two guys, and pointed to them. “Those two.” 
 
    The shock from both of them that I’d blurted all of that and then narked on them wasn’t even funny, but one was ready. “Princess Inez, I apologize profusely that you inadvertently overheard what we were saying, but clearly you misunderstood—” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I seethed. “Bull. Shit. You knew I was there. Every corrupted from hundreds of miles around can find me. Nobles have chased me for years when I did a good job to lose them. Everyone always knows where I am, but you’re going to start with your bullshit that it was inadvertent? Right, because you did it when I was not ten feet away and no one else was around. 
 
    “You weren’t speaking another language. You were also quite blunt in what you said. You simply didn’t think I’d admit to it in front of everyone.” I rolled my eyes when his got wider. “Or if I told, you could just brush it off as a misunderstanding because you are old and have a penis while I’m young and have a vagina so of course I must be stupid and get hysterical over nothing, right? 
 
    “So was it worth it because I was seconds from ordering Trisha to escort you out of the area and get home on your own? And that was before Dennis and the shit from that coven, and now I’m ready to just tell everyone to go fuck themselves and we go back to the plan of collecting just for us and the coven and killing baddies instead of all this extra shit.” 
 
    A fly farting in the large room could have been heard as everyone raced to process all of that. 
 
    “I’m just done,” I rasped, shaking my head as I turned to leave and head back to the hotel. 
 
    “I suggest you two run and run fast,” Kristof growled. “Because I will come after you the moment I’m done apologizing to my princess and making amends, and if you’re not to the safety of Nora’s coven by then, I will kill you for disrespecting Inez, disrespecting her fiancé who pushed to make this work, and disrespecting me that I would ever treat a princess in such an abhorrent way. I have never.” 
 
    “No, never,” Sebastian agreed, sounding like that was almost for my ears. “You might not ever have considered staying before or jump through hoops some would want you to, but you were never disrespectful of our ways or a princess, no matter how young.” 
 
    That was the last I heard, but I kept walking, wanting to take one of the electric cars everyone were using back to the hotel. The keys were on the driver’s seat like they should have been, but when I reached for the door, I saw Kristof on the other side. I froze but then dropped my arm, stepping back. 
 
    “You were going to drive back to the hotel, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” I glanced around, glad there were people at least. 
 
    “And now you don’t want to because I wish to join you?” 
 
    I shrugged and fidgeted with my braid, scared to answer and upset him and unable to see anger in his eyes again. I didn’t know what to do and not make things worse, and I really didn’t want to keep feeling this way, tears filling my eyes. 
 
    “Inez, please, tell me why you’re crying,” he whispered. 
 
    “Because you’re fucking scary!” Eddie bellowed as he hurried over. “Maybe now you’ll listen to me. You don’t get it because you’re eighteen billion years old, but we’re baby vampires and babies react mostly on self-preservation, not rationally. All she senses is you’re upset and the temperature is rising around you you’re so upset. To us that screams to run. Right or wrong, I’m dying to run.” 
 
    It was true. That was about exactly how it felt, and while Eddie Pinault and I had gotten off to a rough start given we’d met during my period and that was his first time around a princess bleeding—which is a huge thing—he’d flipped out. But since then he’d become my defender and friend, constantly reminding people I was super young or to stop pushing me. 
 
    He slid in front of the door, blocking Kristof even as he cringed. “You’re not supposed to be alone with her. It’s not a hard concept. She’s said that’s what she wants, so the moment you don’t listen, ignoring what she’s said, you’re already not listening to her, and that sounds off alarm bells in us babies.” He glanced at me over his shoulder. “Take the drive back alone and clear your head.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eddie,” I whispered, hurrying to duck in and doing as he said. 
 
    “If you pound me for helping her, she will never forgive you or herself,” Eddie told him as I started the car. 
 
    “I’m not going to pound you,” he snapped. 
 
    “Glad to hear it, but dude, you’re not hearing me that the level of fight hormones or malice coming from you is as telling as seeing someone twist their body to throw a bunch.” 
 
    I flinched as I threw the vehicle in gear. He was right. That was exactly it. Kristof hit a level of anger and upset that was well over anyone I’d known, and even those lower levels had always led to fights or bad things. 
 
    Why would I think it would be different for him? 
 
    Why couldn’t he understand that? 
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    I should have guessed that Kristof would just be waiting for me at the hotel, but I was too upset and frazzled for logic. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say when I saw him, but it was ridiculous to get back in the car and drive anywhere else when he’d just show up there too, clearly not taking the hint. 
 
    What I really didn’t expect was for him to move Simon—the adorable margay shifter who was my age and also hot as a guy—into my view in animal form. “We’re not alone. May we please speak?” 
 
    I didn’t answer right away, swallowing loudly. “I think that depends on how you involved Simon.” 
 
    He let out a slow breath. “I asked him to help me because you were upset and needed comfort even if you wouldn’t speak with me. I promised him I would help him bust open all the safety deposit doors on the bank he’s assigned to since he’s too young to have that strength yet. So he could take a break now and help me.” 
 
    I took Simon from him. “Okay, we can talk if you please stop getting so angry. I’m sorry, but Eddie’s right and so is Cerdic. I’m not asking you to play human.” 
 
    “I can’t promise not to get angry, but I can promise to handle it better,” he whispered. “Would you prefer I walk away when I get upset? I thought that was dismissive like you didn’t matter enough to stay and finish the discussion. I’m trying, Inez.” 
 
    Was he? I wasn’t sure I thought that. It seemed more he was trying to—and did—help, but he seemed to think we were back to where we’d been without the meanness and we’d just not had time to sneak away. Which he had tried for, but Cerdic had interrupted when he’d caught up.  
 
    I wasn’t really supposed to be alone with either of them, and I didn’t think being alone with them together made it any better. 
 
    “I would prefer that,” I answered. I opened my mouth but then closed it, heading for the elevator as Simon purred loudly. Once we were heading up, I decided to echo what Eddie had said. “You said you were fine with us not being alone, but you keep trying to be. Did you just tell me that to—it feels like you were placating me and never planned to do it.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and then did it again when the elevator stopped and we got out. He followed after me and waited by my door for me to open it, seeming to understand I was hesitating. “No, I absolutely meant it. I thought a few moments alone before Cerdic caught up was playful.” 
 
    I nodded. “It is like when he sneaks a kiss on the cheek.” I opened my mouth but then closed it, wanting to lie down even if that meant he came with. I stuck my keycard in the slot and opened the door after it beeped. I set that on the desk and headed for the bedroom. Sitting down, I took off my boots before sliding under the covers, letting Simon snuggle under them with me. 
 
    Kristof walked around the bed and knelt on the floor next to it so he was at eye level with me. “Please finish what you wanted to say. I want to hear it.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” I rasped. 
 
    “Yes, I do, please, Inez,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I messed up again. Please, I want to make this right. The amount of sadness and hurt coming from you is killing me.” 
 
    “I can’t push you away, Kristof,” I tried to explain. “It’s not a kiss on the cheek but you’re intense, and I like that, but it’s too much so fast. You can hold me in place with your fingertips and have. I’m trying to catch up that we’re not still moving through your wormholes, and you’re already kissing and fingering me and I couldn’t push you away. Do you know how scary that is?” 
 
    He swallowed loudly. “Yes. Yes, I do.” He took in a deep breath but let it out slowly. “But she was evil. I’m not.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s still scary even if the person isn’t. It’s the feeling of helplessness, Kristof. That instantly has me panicked. I’m not trying to make you play human or—” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said that,” he sighed, scrubbing his hand over his scruff. “I don’t even know why I said it. You mentioned humans and I wasn’t putting it together. You don’t ask Darius or Jaxon to be like that.” 
 
    “No, but I have asked them to slow down or go slow with me. That’s not unreasonable to ask.” 
 
    “You’re right, it’s not,” he agreed. He gestured between us. “I’ve never done this, Inez. I know you haven’t before Darius and Jaxon, but this is new to me too. I need help and bread crumbs. I get excited to be with you and jump too far it seems.” 
 
    “You get angry when I try to talk to you,” I reminded him. “I know that triggers your traumas, but that anger triggers mine.” I closed my eyes so I didn’t see him as if that would make him not get angry. “I don’t want to be scared of someone I’m with. That’s not something unreasonable to want, and I don’t know how to fix this. I accepted because…” 
 
    “Because you were scared of me?” he asked, sounding destroyed. 
 
    “No, because I thought you were having a breakdown and would change your mind after my period.” 
 
    He was quiet several moments. “And the museum? I thought you truly enjoyed our time there.” 
 
    “I did. You were pushy, but I did.” 
 
    “We held hands and you told me to kiss you,” he muttered, sounding confused. 
 
    “Yes, but could I have pulled my hand away if I’d wanted to? So you made us hold hands, and I would have told you to stop if I wanted to, and that would have probably upset you.” 
 
    “I get it. Okay, I get it better, I think.” He let out a shaky breath. “Please don’t give up on me, Inez. We’ve had other fun—I thought we have.” 
 
    I nodded. We had. “I need more time to get used to you. I need you to check things with me.” It was my turn to let out a shaky breath. “And maybe if we need to talk about stuff, doing it with Cerdic around. I know you don’t get this, but he’s powerful too but I’m never scared of him. There’s no malice even when he’s upset. I don’t know how else to explain it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m fine with that,” he agreed. “Can I please hold you? It upset me you were so upset yesterday, and I wanted you to have fun, jumped the gun like that.” 
 
    I nodded, wanting to be comforted and willing to let him try if he wanted. I felt the bed dip behind me, his body sliding in behind me as he fixed the covers, and after a few moments his arm hugged me to him. He even pet Simon with me, our fingers sort of linked as we did it. 
 
    “Is this okay?” he checked, making me think he really heard me. 
 
    “Yes, it’s nice.” 
 
    “Will you ask me what you were going to earlier today, My Princess? If I hadn’t messed up, what would you have done?” 
 
    I swallowed a sigh, getting he wanted to see how it would have played out, but I was tired and upset. “I was going to tell you what I overheard and ask what you thought I should do. I wanted to say that I thought we agreed not to be alone because of the misunderstanding and fixing that trust, but more than that, it’s for my safety and now that I get more about courting, I think we should do it.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked after a few moments. 
 
    “Because if people see me sluffing off on the rules, they won’t assume it’s because it’s you, just I do it and it’s fine. That was the vibe I was getting with this courting stuff, and I was going to ask if I was wrong, but I really don’t want to give anyone the idea I’m just open to everyone or someone is stupid and pushes. That’s what Eddie was getting at. If I do it with one, others will assume it’s all.” 
 
    “And that’s unsafe. He’s right. You are, and I wasn’t seeing that. I’ve watched the courting with disinterested eyes only, as I would never participate and my birth coven wasn’t what most were. But yes, he’s right and I agree just on that alone. I was thinking you’ve been on your own and survived so long and in harsh conditions that it seems silly to act like you need a chaperone now.” 
 
    “I could see that.” Tears filled my eyes. “I can’t help my reactions. I’m not trying to hurt you.” 
 
    “I know, I believe that,” he whispered, kissing my hair. “Tell me what to do, Inez. Do you want to talk to Trisha and she can tell me if there’s an issue?” 
 
    “That’s not a relationship or—” 
 
    “For now,” he cut in. “Just for now while we get to know each other. If you tell me you don’t feel something for me, I’ll understand and leave you be, but if you do, please, please let’s find a way to bridge this. I thought I was, but I see I wasn’t going as far as I should, didn’t understand I should.” 
 
    “You like Cerdic, right?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I could talk to him. I think that’s not a bad role for him at my court anyways if it gets so far. He—I wish I could flow like he does. I feel like I just get thrown into walls instead of flow.” 
 
    “You do much better than you think, My Princess. Yes, talk to Cerdic. I promise more of this is my lack of understanding or social skills instead of my anger or upset at you. I get upset I can’t give you what you need. I hear you this time that what you need most is for me to listen, slow down, and watch my anger.” 
 
    I nodded, but then more tears came and I just wanted to stop crying. “That doesn’t sound fun for you.” 
 
    “You are worth it, and I want to if it means I can be with you. We will get better.” 
 
    “Promise?” I asked after a few moments. 
 
    “I believe it with all of what I am,” he said instead.  
 
    “So if I wanted to bring up you not showing affection to me in public?” I barely breathed, scared to push him. 
 
    “I think we should discuss it, as some apparently have misinterpreted it; however, I will say Cerdic and others tease me that I can’t seem to take my eyes off of you like in a romantic way, so assholes will always twist things around. If they’re looking for bad or to be assholes, they will find a way.” 
 
    “That’s true, that’s fair,” I agreed. “You’re not the type to ever tickle me until I giggle like Jaxon or even Cerdic and the twins, and that’s fine. It is. I don’t want everyone to be alike.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “They let me approach them. I feel I can or even just sit on their laps because I know I’m welcome, they want me to. It’s not bonding like babies do with mothers, but it’s—I instigate it. I went to you that first time, but you’ve never given me the chance to really instigate anything since. I don’t know if that sounds silly but—” 
 
    “No, not at all, as I would like that as well.” He cleared his throat. “I would love for you to sit on my lap as you do the others. I do not think that too much. If it made you happy, I would tickle you or make kissy faces at you as Wilson does, but the greatest gift I can give you is my protection. There are ways to balance both. I was trying not to push.” 
 
    “Thank you for that. I just didn’t know you were open to it either. You’re one person in front of others and totally different with me, and I like that guy, he’s just a bit pushy and gets angry too fast for me.” 
 
    “I’m glad we talked.” He kissed my hair again. “Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “If you really understand what I was trying to say.” I explained his anger as I had thought it earlier about the level he hits. 
 
    “I understand that better now, and I will try. Please forgive me if I walk away then.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Can I stay and sleep with you a bit? You’re tired, and I don’t want to leave you.” 
 
    I nodded and turned over, moving Simon to sleep along my legs as I curled up to Kristof. “I don’t know what to do about all of this shit, and I feel bad I was a bitch to Cerdic, but the way he said it made it sound like I might deserve what I get back. I was super nice and—I’m trying. Why is that such a bad thing and weakness to exploit? Are so many people that horrible?” 
 
    “I don’t want to lie to you, but I hate the hopelessness coming off of you, My Princess,” he whispered, hugging me to him. He kissed my hair again. “Would you feel better if I wore something fuzzy and you could rub my butt?” 
 
    I chuckled against his chest, the mental image going with that enough to cut through my upset. The laughs built, and I could barely contain them. 
 
    “Well, at least I know what to do to make you laugh,” he mumbled, his large hands running up and down my back. “What else would make my princess happy?” 
 
    “Cinnamon rolls,” I confessed. “I was hoping for cinnamon rolls for breakfast. Oh, those apple cinnamon ones.” I chuckled when Simon yowled, agreeing with me. “Yeah, any of the fruit ones are awesome. The cherry and chocolate chip ones were like orgasmic good.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure there’s some for dessert. For now, you rest, My Princess,” he whispered, his hands moving gently, almost in a rhythm to lull me to sleep.  
 
    It must have worked because I snoozed for a while and actually woke up lying against James, Kristof and Simon both gone. 
 
    “Still sleeping,” he grumbled. “I’m pretending I didn’t bring such assholes to upset you.” 
 
    “That was yesterday.” 
 
    “I brought them all, remember?” 
 
    “Fair enough, but it’s not your fault, and I wouldn’t remotely blame you.” I cleared my throat and moved his hand off my ass. “I’m not getting the switch out.” 
 
    “Kristof said he was going to chase down those guys the moment you made up.” 
 
    “Shit, did he really? I don’t know if I’m worried that will piss off Nora or turned on that he took them upsetting me so seriously.” 
 
    He snorted. “I was just teasing you. Besides, Sebastian said that when they reach Ireland looking for the safety of the coven from Kristof and he didn’t step in, she will know they fucked up and fucked up bad. He said Kristof’s punishment might be deadly, but Nora’s are dedicated. She takes it very seriously and they’re lengthy.” 
 
    “I wish I had the patience for that.” 
 
    He shrugged, pinching my butt. “I think we prefer you full of snark and fire. That noble you sent Tyson and the others after was in a bad spot before they took chunks of him. Then one of Sebastian’s guys got him to Nora by taking one of the boats from Boston you allowed. I brought him back the last trip, and he was laughing as he told us and how pissed Nora was that the asshole was running his mouth.” 
 
    “I think I owe her a gift for helping with that.” I turned enough to lean my chin on his chest. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re here, and I’m not sure you’re supposed to be in my bed given you’re not my knight or noble.” 
 
    “Maybe soon if that invitation is still there,” he admitted. “I heard a lot of stories from my Grandma, so it’s hard to turn that switch in my head, Trisha too.” He waited until I nodded. “I was heading to my room when Kristof came out of yours and said he wanted to find you cinnamon rolls and help Simon with his assigned bank, so if I could stay with you, he’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “Not sure how I feel that he sent another man to my bed,” I drawled. 
 
    “I might give him this one,” he said after a minute. “He seemed a bit anxious as to what to do. He admitted he didn’t want you to wake alone and worry, but he didn’t want you to wake with him still there and maybe be scared even if Simon was there. He figured I was the best mix of friend and enough to protect you given Dennis and the assholes are in the hotel and I’m armed.” 
 
    “Fair enough. If you might mention to him that there should be a clear line as to who he might send in the future, I would actually appreciate it.” 
 
    “You guys having trouble communicating?” 
 
    I sighed. “The short answer is some of my issues pour salt in his issues and vice versa.” 
 
    “That’s not good.” 
 
    “I agree, but I do like him when we can get past that. I think we’ve got a way this time. I thought he understood more than he did, and he thought I was seeing things as he did after our last talk.” 
 
    “Still, that’s a bit much.” He chuckled when my face flushed. “The sex that good?” 
 
    “Yes, the first time, but that’s not—it’s not about sex. I mean, the connection was there and I did trust him before we went off course. I want to go back to trusting him even if we don’t work out; I want that trust back.” 
 
    “You are a more patient person than I am. I tend to cut and run first sign of shit.” 
 
    “So yeah, you should wait before giving your oath for sure,” I drawled, rolling my eyes when he pinched my ass again. “I’m going to tell them who made me bruise.” 
 
    “Shit, you are pale enough it would show.” 
 
    I burst out laughing and rolled out of bed, grabbing my shoes and heading for the door. I barely remembered to grab the keycard, and James was on my tail. He caught me at the elevator and growled in warning. 
 
    “I’m also your escort, and I almost forgot my jacket.” 
 
    “Just keeping you on your toes. Where are we going?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s something you’ll want to see,” he promised. 
 
    Oh, he was right. 
 
    We drove just under a half an hour to the edge of Juneau’s outskirts where they were starting the house raiding from the map and plan I’d seen. We parked next to some dumpsters people drove over and then the rest were trailers—open top or regular—for loading. 
 
    And Dennis and the others were helping. 
 
    I frowned, but James shook his head. “Sebastian said they get their asses to work instead of lounging around with better food and amenities than they have back home or they were going to have a long conversation about how much what they did is going to piss off Nora, as she would have sent more of their vampires on the plane. They took seats just to start shit and expected to be flown right back.” 
 
    “No, they expected I would accept to not start trouble and get the array of favors I’m sure requesting desperate aid leads to.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably, but it seems the nobles of Cerdic’s mom weren’t privy to that part of the plan, as they sided with Sebastian and said to start behaving as they also represent all the Wessexes, not just Olivia’s court. It’s all for us and Nora’s coven. I’m not sure how all the dominoes will land, but it was a big push that fell hard and will echo.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m glad everyone’s not on board with that shit, but like, come on, we’ve got enough going on to start with that shit.” I snapped my fingers and found Sebastian before I forgot, noting Dennis was close. “I want to prepare a present for Nora to thank her since she handled that crazy vamp James tells me is in her cells. What would she like best? Is there something she personally wants?” 
 
    “Not just for the coven,” he muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. “There were some nice houses in town. I think allowing one to be stripped for her and her needs as certain fixtures and whatnot gave out as they do. Or she can give it to those in her good graces, which is nice.” 
 
    I nodded. “Raid the governor’s mansion. Let her know if there’s something she wants specifically, we can make sure to save it later. There was a lot of posh houses that were completely untouched where I met Darius.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you for handling that,” I said, waving off towards Dennis who did not look happy at being referred to as such. Well, I didn’t call him an asshole again. What else did he really expect? 
 
    Asshole. 
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    Dinner was amazing, and I got my cinnamon rolls for dessert. I thanked Kristof and then everyone who helped to cook. I was about to head to see if Vance wanted to help me with sorting seeds, as I wanted the ones I had finished before we started mass killing corrupted, but my nobles had something else in mind. 
 
    “You need some fun and fun we planned,” Jaxon said as he swooped me up in his arms. He ignored the yelp I gave and smiled down at me. “We have a surprise that you get tonight but we said others could use starting tomorrow.” 
 
    “Color me intrigued,” I chuckled, wanting to know what was going on. I frowned when we headed to the part of the hotel we weren’t using. I couldn’t think back to the map, but then I got it when we arrived at the pool… Which was now fixed and filled in, including the hot tub. 
 
    “Father wants to see if you will leave this hotel up and running and in Mother’s care for hunting and more raiding later, vacations even. He’s been taking pictures and wants to make the pitch to her as they have wolves, hawks, and more species of shifters in the coven that just don’t have any animals to hunt anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not against it. I want some sort of guarantee they won’t decimate the wildlife because it’s exploded here, but there are whole areas closer to us that were decimated and are now burnt biomes like Wilson said of some zombie killing game. So we’ll fix what we can, but we’ll need it too. I think I’m fine with it as long as a group meets up with them and everyone keeps behaving.” 
 
    “Because we’ll need the meat too,” Jaxon muttered. “It’s a smart plan to even spin it that way that this is now all yours, an extended branch of your coven, but you’re allowing to leave something like this in the care of your friends, to bring more friends or whatever, but you are boss.” 
 
    “Yeah, like that. If your parents say they got this, I believe that, but now more than ever can it not seem like I’m so overly generous people come in and pull all they can.” 
 
    “They’ll understand that and even agree with it.” 
 
    I nodded when he set me on my feet. “So I don’t know how to swim. I’ve had to, but it’s a really sad doggy paddle of not drowning.” 
 
    “Why did you have to?” he asked. 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “I’ve jumped a few ships when bad guys boarded or you know, corrupted.” I shook my head when he opened his mouth. I didn’t want to talk about it when the plan was to have fun and de-stress. 
 
    “Well, we’re just playing around, and we promise we got you, love,” Cerdic said. 
 
    I turned to him and cleared my throat. “I’m sorry I jumped all over you yesterday. You sounded sort of like you thought I might deserve what I’d get when I’d gotten so upset for you.” 
 
    “I know, and we’re good,” he promised, leaning in and softly kissing my cheek. “And I thank you for caring so much you got pissed for me. I’m on your side too.” 
 
    “Glad we settled that.” I was, but I raised an eyebrow when I saw the swimsuit Jaxon held up for me. 
 
    If it could be called that. It was basically a lot of connected straps. Or really it looked like open blinds.  
 
    I shook my head and grabbed it, being a brat and going to change in the bathroom. I checked out how I looked in it, feeling confident I wore it well, before letting down my hair so it was wild once I fluffed it up a bit. As I headed back to them I felt more than four pairs of eyes on me, turning to see who else was there, but Cerdic got to me first. 
 
    “I win,” he chuckled, swinging me up and then continuing so he tossed me in the pool.  
 
    I barely hit the water and I was plucked out, Jaxon holding me to him. He gave me a heated kissing, and I heard something tear. I glanced down and saw it was one of the straps. 
 
    “So it’s like that?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes, we’re going to play, and each time you smile you lose a strap to reward us.” 
 
    “I don’t remember smiling.” 
 
    “You did,” he purred. He kissed me again before tossing me in the water.  
 
    This time Darius wrapped me around him as I gasped for air. He kissed me as I lost another strap. I went to see who that other person was, but then I was being tossed again.  
 
    Kristof was next, and I melted when he asked if it was okay. I nodded, even leaning in to kiss him first. It was gentle, seductive. I liked his intense kisses, but we could work up to those again. This was what we both needed right now. He smirked at me and tossed me, making me squeal as he gave me way more air time than the others and I had a moment to freak out that I wasn’t going to land in the pool. 
 
    Cerdic retrieved me, and I couldn’t stop laughing as I gasped for air. It was dizzying, not just the dunking and tossing, but switching between them and their kisses, their touches driving me crazy. 
 
    It apparently drove them crazy too as the second they got all the straps off of me, I was out of the pool with Jaxon—who was apparently the winner as the suit fell off on his turn. That’s one way to play hot potato, but I liked it a lot. He laid me over one of the glass patio tables so my left foot was still on the floor and then he brought my right leg up and knelt behind me. 
 
    I moaned as he licked me, not caring my wet hair was in my face or how weird the position felt. What he was doing to me was too good to focus on stuff like that. I whimpered as my orgasm built and yowled when it slammed into me. Maybe they were right that cats were my spirit animals, but it just felt natural to react that way. 
 
    “Let me taste,” Darius muttered and then knelt behind me. I got fun all over again before it was time for more. 
 
    “Say yes,” Jaxon whispered as he rubbed his dick against my pussy, probably saying it for Kristof and realizing they needed to show him how to be with me.  
 
    “Yes, please, yes,” I moaned, gasping as he pushed in me. I moved my hair out of my face as I looked at him over my shoulder. “Am I nice and wet for you?” 
 
    He groaned deep enough it echoed in the tiled room. He liked when I threw a taunt or poked at him. “Yes, my princess is perfect for me as always.” 
 
    “Show me,” I demanded.  
 
    So he did. He worked me open and then slammed into me until I had to turn back around to not feel like I might fall. I mewled at how good it felt, trying to push up onto my elbow as I also wrapped my fingers around the edge of the table. 
 
    I pushed up enough to change the angle slightly, making him hit that perfect spot… Right as I locked gazes with that other person. A noble from James’s ship was sitting in the corner in workout shorts like he’d finished at the hotel gym. His dark hair was cut short on the sides, but just a bit longer on top and was stylish. He had some scruff on his strong jaw but like he’d shaved that morning. 
 
    But it was his eyes that made my heart flutter. They were an amazing green that made me think of morning dew on young mint leaves that were my favorite, bright even in the darker room and somehow dancing with the light. They were captivating and pulled me in.  
 
    I didn’t know how tall he was sitting, but he was—girth came to mind. He wasn’t stocky or adult filled in like Kristof or Cerdic, but muscles with muscles and just short of that line of over the top. But he was a strong, big boy for sure. 
 
    I angled myself so he could see more of my breasts bouncing and moving with Jaxon’s thrusts, licking my lips when heat filled his eyes. “Harder, fuck me harder, my love.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Jaxon hissed even as I also taunted the stranger. “Love you, Inez.” 
 
    “Me too. Write it on me. Show them.” 
 
    We both moaned deeply as he used his blood to write “Mine” and “Love” on me. We were getting close to the glorious finish line, and for some reason I changed the plan. 
 
    “On me. Not in me. Mark me,” I demanded with grunts as he about slammed into me hard enough the table might break. 
 
    He brought me with a cry and worked me through it, but then when it was his turn he pulled out, his cum hitting my heated skin. He marked my ass and lower back with all he had. “Fuck me, that was hot.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” I agreed, smirking when I saw the stranger agreed.  
 
    It took me a few moments to make my legs work, but then I stood, giving Jaxon a quick kiss before pulling away and heading to the guy. He watched me move, his eyes eating up every inch of my naked body. When I stopped, I gave him several moments to look closely.  
 
    “I was going to ask if you’re interested, but clearly you are,” I chuckled, nodding to his groin that looked ready to burst out of those shorts. “Would you like a taste?” 
 
    His nostrils flared. “Yes, Princess, I would.” 
 
    I slid two fingers between my legs, slowly to tease him, and then inside of me so they were soaked. Then I leaned in and held them out to him. He moved forward as well, gripping my wrist gently as his tongue ran all over my fingers and he got every drop. 
 
    “You taste as sweet as they boast,” he murmured, his eyes even more heated.  
 
    “Thank you. Did you want to be introduced to me before?” I waited until he nodded. “Are you pissed or insulted we kept pushing that back?”  
 
    I smiled when he shook his head. I’d only met Eddie so far, and that was intentional until more was settled with my court and men. It was the safest route for now, and for some reason it felt right to me to take the time. Maybe I wanted them to see who I was a bit before meeting them so they didn’t assume too much about me? I wasn’t sure, but now I was glad so we had this moment. 
 
    “No, Princess, I think it smart, as you have no older family to guide you.” His voice wasn’t as quiet that time, and I could hear an accent. A thick one. A sexy one. It made me think of my time in what was Poland or the Ukraine. 
 
    Did I have an accent and sexy eyes fetish or what?  
 
    “Thank you. I still want to apologize for being rude and not meeting you sooner.” 
 
    “Not bash my head in for watching what I shouldn’t?” 
 
    “I could have told you to leave.” I smiled when he nodded, letting my fangs come out and cutting my finger before running it along his neck. He moaned deeply, almost making my body vibrate just from that one touch. “Am I forgiven?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you are. Your blood makes my body sing like none ever have.” 
 
    I frowned. “Have a lot of princesses bled on you?” 
 
    He nodded. “It used to be a common way to try for a potential match at court. We normally bleed on them first. Would you allow it?” 
 
    I stood, licking my finger and then running my hands down my body. “Where would you like to bleed on me?” 
 
    I watched as he bit into his hand. I mean, a huge, angry gash, not just a slice of his fangs. Then he reached for me faster than I could keep up with and I was on his lap facing the others mostly as he moved his bleeding hand to my pussy. He rubbed it against me, and I came, my hands gripping his arms as I rode the fire and pleasure. 
 
    And it was F. I. R. E. My whole body went insane, way more than Cerdic’s blood even made me feel.  
 
    “Darius,” I whimpered. 
 
    “Mate, your blood is too much for her,” Cerdic muttered. “She’s going to blow apart.” 
 
    “I see that,” the stranger murmured, pulling his hands away and pressing his lips to my ear. “May I see what my blood does to you, Princess?” 
 
    “You can watch it,” I clarified when he moved like he was going to kiss me. 
 
    “Not more?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not without me talking to Darius and Jaxon first.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “A princess answers to no one and does what she wants when she wants.” 
 
    “Well, I want to respect the men I love and discuss it before being intimate with someone, as they’ve promised to never touch another.” 
 
    “I’ve never known a princess to do that.” 
 
    I shrugged but then wrapped myself around Darius the moment he pulled me away from the noble. “Darius, Darius, the fire. Too hot.” 
 
    “I know, my love,” he moaned, plunging in me as he held me protectively. He jogged with me that way to the elevator, his body moving and fucking me as he did. The others joined us in the elevator, and he only focused on me. Another jog down the hall and he kept going as they got the door open. The second we stepped into our room I climaxed and hard. “Oh fuck, you’re strangling me.” 
 
    “You love it,” I moaned as he laid me on the bed.  
 
    “I do, and I love you,” he whispered. He started with deep, hard but slow thrusts that had me making a noise each time, which he seemed to enjoy. “Are you mine?” 
 
    “Yes. Yours,” I promised. 
 
    “Say it again.” 
 
    “I’m yours, Darius,” I shouted. 
 
    He turned me so I was half on my side, half on my back, playing with my breast as he kissed my shoulder. “Look how much he wants you, Inez.” My eyes locked with the stranger’s who was sitting in the overstuffed chair near the bed that I hadn’t even noticed. “He wants to be the one here taking you. He wants his dick deep inside you.” He chuckled when I moaned. “But he can’t have you, can he?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Not unless we agree.” 
 
    “No,” I panted as he rotated his hips and teased me. “No, no one can have me unless my fiancés agree.” 
 
    “Why do you give us that gift? That power over you?” 
 
    “Because I love you.” I cried out when he started moving faster. “Because you accept me touching others when I won’t. You should get a say in who you’re comfortable with, who I’m safe with.” 
 
    “Because you respect and spoil your nobles more than any princess we’ve known before,” he praised. “What does my princess want?” 
 
    “More.” 
 
    “You heard her. Give her more,” Jaxon taunted the guy. “Take out your cock and show her how hard she made you, that you’re leaking for her.” 
 
    The guy licked his lips and waited until I nodded. He moved his hand over his muscular chest, showing off his chiseled abs as he went lower, and then pulled down the front of his shorts. My eyes went wide as I saw what he had hard for me. 
 
    “Shit, you like what he has,” Darius moaned. “She clenched around me. Stroke it for her.” 
 
    He did, and I knew I clenched again. Fuck. Kristof was probably the biggest dick on the planet. I mean, the thing was a monster I couldn’t take right away without tearing for sure. But this guy… Girth. Just girth. There was no way I’d be able to wrap my lips around it, and honestly, I didn’t think my hip bones would even allow it to be in me.  
 
    Well, babies came out of there, so that might have been pushing it, but seriously, his very large hand seemed to barely fit around it. It sounded like something Asher was saying about monster porn his friends used to pick on before the internet was gone. 
 
    And we were vampires, so yeah, that might fit a bit? 
 
    He moved his hand in time with Darius’s thrusts, and it was so hot and ramped me up that I finished hard and harder, twitching under Darius as he kept going. When he got close, I shocked him and bit his arms, drinking deeply from my fiancé as another man watched with longing. 
 
    “Come for me,” I ordered the stranger when I stopped drinking, licking the bite closed as I watched as his body listened to me. His eyes went wide, and he grunted as his spunk landed on muscles. “That’s hot.” 
 
    “You’re the boss of all of us for sure,” Darius panted, kissing under my ear before saying something under his breath. “Are you still thirsty or itchy now?” 
 
    “Both,” I admitted after a moment. “Why am I so thirsty?” 
 
    “Stress,” a few of them said together, but Cerdic continued. “And you’re growing. You’re getting healthier physically too. Baby vamps take time to grow.” 
 
    “How did you do that?” the stranger asked, gasping for air now that his orgasm was over. 
 
    I snuggled into the bed and smirked at him. “I don’t know, but I want to do it again, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. A lot.” 
 
    “Good.” I looked at Darius and licked my lips. “Want to screw me while I tease Cerdic and drink from him?” 
 
    “Yes,” both men answered. So that was what we did. Cerdic moved under me, and I rubbed my pussy against him as Darius took me from behind. Cerdic actually cut his hands and touched my breasts, his eyes full of heat as I moaned and wriggled for them as it pushed up my everything higher. 
 
    This time when we finished I was done and done. I nodded to Kristof to get involved as Jaxon wrapped me in a robe. The stranger would want to know what was going on, and we were being way more careful on who learned things. Jaxon raced me out to the parking lot a few buildings down and blocked from view of the hotel. The second I was on my feet I charged all the semis and vehicles there. 
 
    It wasn’t enough though, and I pulled energy beads from the open top shipping containers that people had scooped up the cars I’d destroyed into. I made another semi from them and sagged against Jaxon. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he worried. 
 
    “Fine, it’s just hard to do right after sex when my body’s already mush.” 
 
    “We do like making you like that,” he teased me. “Sleep, my love. Rest.” 
 
    “And leave you hanging?” I argued. 
 
    He snorted. “I’m a well sated man.” He kissed me when I tried to argue. “I’ll leave something out for you to wear tomorrow. Do that for me so you can rest?” 
 
    “Not the same, but okay,” I agreed, my eyes closing as we got on the elevator. I locked eyes with the stranger as we came back. “I still don’t know your name.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock and he just blinked at me a moment. “Truly?” 
 
    I nodded, frowning. “Why, should I know you?” 
 
    He cleared his throat as if saying he didn’t want the others to answer me. “My family coven is rather powerful and ranked at the top.” I wanted to shrug, but that seemed rude. “Branko Drango. Most call me Bran.” 
 
    “I like Branko, it’s sexy and suits you.” I glanced at Jaxon as he set me on my feet. “Why is his coven so famous? Or is it infamous like that crazy bitch who has a hundred nobles she abuses?” I swallowed loudly when he winced. “That’s the coven, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, that is my mother’s coven,” Branko chuckled. 
 
    “Great, I know stuff about like four covens and still step in it.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t because I think that’s still a rather kind way to describe my insane mother and family,” he told me. “I would say much else but not with others around.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not alone with nobles until engaged,” I told him firmly, wanting that to be the real rule if it would help keep me safe. 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “Let me know the second you’re open to having a new noble court you.” 
 
    “Really, Branko? You would consider it?” Kristof challenged. 
 
    “The same could be said for you, Kristof,” he threw right back. “Hell, you would have been first on my list before me of never courting a princess.” He nodded at me. “She is not just any princess.” 
 
    “We know,” the others said, and I flushed, which made them happier as I wasn’t doing it as much as when I’d first met Darius. 
 
    I shook my head as I headed for the bathroom to clean up and my nightly routine. “I warned you guys if you kept trying to make me blush that you’d make me used to it all and I would stop doing it all the time.” 
 
    “Yes, but I got you when you did and even most of your firsts,” Darius breathed in my ear as his arms slid around me. 
 
    “And yet, I didn’t get any of yours so don’t be too spoiled with that,” I warned. 
 
    “You got so many of my firsts, my love,” he argued. “First non family princess I fed. First princess to bleed on me.” He snickered. “First multiple orgasms, and you’ve done that a few times. First person who could order me to orgasm for them. First woman I’ve felt so at home with when I slept next to them, hated to leave when she slept.” 
 
    “You’re still spoiled.” 
 
    “I never denied that.” He snorted as he let me go, watching me with a gaze full of love as he did.  
 
    Because he knew I would always come back to him. 
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    I was sitting in the hotel’s restaurant we were using as our cafeteria basically, enjoying a second cup of coffee and waiting for my princess… While trying not to strangle Dennis. I hated the little fucker—always had—because my sister had gotten worse and more selfish after meeting him, and in my heart I had felt she would have grown up and become the woman I knew she could have been. 
 
    She should have. 
 
    I about swallowed my tongue when Inez came storming in wearing deep pink ruffled panties that didn’t cover her firm, lush ass and a strip of something the same color over her tits. And it covered maybe even less. 
 
    “You are pushing it, Jaxon,” she growled as she stopped in front of him. “I said you could pick out what I wore, not lose your mind and pick stuff like this when we’re not lounging on a beach. It’s cold out still, and I cannot go out like this in public.” 
 
    Jaxon cleared his throat, having the same reaction that many of us there had. “My love, you are out in public right now.” He smiled when she winced. “And I didn’t mean for you to only wear that, I swear it. I started to lay it out, but then Kristof called me to check something and I forgot.” 
 
    She frowned. “You forgot you were excited to dress me? I think that’s almost worse.” She spun on her heel and stormed right back out. “I’m not wearing anything for you anymore if you’re so fucking spoiled you could forget so easily. Clearly I’m being too nice with rewarding you.” 
 
    “Wait, Inez, that’s not what I meant,” he worried as he chased after her. “Please don’t stop spoiling me.” 
 
    “Well, that was breakfast and a hardon,” James grumbled from down the table. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who snorted, more than willing to suffer through the hardon to have seen that. She came back wearing a sexy mint green thick knit dress that was a bit shorter than normal, low cut, and with long sleeves. She was still sticking firm to no heels in the apocalypse, but she’d let us add to her shoe collection. 
 
    And was currently wearing the black stretch over-the-knee boots I’d picked for her. Damn, they looked better than I’d even pictured on her sexy legs. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off of her as she hurried to fill her tray. Then she took in a slow breath and went over to Kristof who was down the table from me as well.  
 
    “Can I join you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kristof agreed, able to hide his shock well, but I’d seen the twitch.  
 
    And then she sat on his lap. She set down her tray and sat on his thigh like it was completely natural, even moving his free arm around her so his hand rested on her hip like she was clicking in her seatbelt. 
 
    Kristof swallowed loudly, understanding she wanted others to see this and maybe pushing him a bit. “Good morning, My Princess.” He leaned in and gave her cheek a soft kiss. “You look amazing in that.” 
 
    She flushed, making my dick twitch again. “Thanks. Did you manage any sleep?” 
 
    I bit back a laugh. She couldn’t seem to really get we didn’t need the sleep, lumping us in with human insomniacs like we weren’t sleeping more because we just couldn’t. We could lie there, but after an hour or so, I couldn’t sleep because I didn’t need it. 
 
    “I did, thank you,” he muttered. “You?” 
 
    She rubbed her cheeks when she flushed darker. “Like a log. I was nice and tired out for sure.” 
 
    “And your body?” he asked quietly but so she could hear, which meant a lot of us could as well.  
 
    “It’s a nice ache,” she answered with a smirk as she lifted her mug. “Thanks for the fun. I want to play that game again.” She flinched when several of us choked, thinking she meant fucking with Branko. “I mean playing in the pool. That was fun and I couldn’t catch my breath even.” 
 
    “It was nice to see you smile so much.” He shot Dennis a warning look she didn’t catch, as if making it clear anyone else who tried to upset her had to go through him.  
 
    A sentiment I would make clear I agreed with. 
 
    “So I wanted to, um, discuss something?” she asked him so hesitantly my heart hurt for her. She was trying so, so hard to not be scared of him and others, which was admirable after what she’d been through, but I could see she was shaking and that hurt me. 
 
    “Of course, anything,” he said gently, kissing her hair. “What does my princess need?” 
 
    “I was hoping maybe you could switch with Sebastian for a while today? I wanted to discuss something with him and Cerdic without all the ears so I thought he could join us to do that thing.” She frowned. “Wait, does he count as a chaperone if he’s not my noble?” 
 
    “Yes, as he is related to your fiancé,” he explained. “Now be careful with siblings because that is sometimes seen as an invitation for more, but a parent or noble from a parent’s court is acceptable.” 
 
    I swallowed a wince, thinking of her even near my asshole twin or other siblings. Shit, that made me nauseous. 
 
    “Got it, thanks. So is that cool?” 
 
    “Whatever my princess needs of me.” 
 
    She frowned. “Thanks, but I’m asking if that doesn’t mess you up today.” She reached up and moved her fingers over his mouth. “You can agree to do it because your princess needs it, but maybe tomorrow is better. This is how couples talk, discuss things, and communicate well together.” 
 
    He kissed her fingers. “Yes, today works fine as long as it’s before dinner. I planned after to scout out the progress in Prince George.” 
 
    She nodded and started eating, her skirt sliding up higher when she leaned over her tray. “How about you find somewhere fun in Prince George for us to have a fun raiding date? Darius and I got those bows when we did that. Maybe we could find something fun like that or just play.” She shot him a look. “The nondirty kind.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Of course. Maybe a vet so we can take care of the cats who will join us.” 
 
    She burst out laughing, her voice echoing magically in the restaurant. “That’s not funny, I promise, it’s not. It’s just he said it so seriously and…” She sucked in a big breath and tried to calm down, looking over at her knights. “I woves you guys so hard, you know that. I just had a picture of Simon fighting to get shots or a bath like those pictures of soaked, pissed house cats.” 
 
    “We bite,” Simon grumbled, but looking just as amused.  
 
    She was mostly quiet as she ate, Kristof too as he finished, and I thought it was a good step for them to simply be a bit and get used to each other besides all the ups and downs. When they finished she leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I’ll see you for dinner then?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you for joining me.” 
 
    “Thank you for the hip massage,” she murmured as she flushed again. Shit, she was too delicious.  
 
    I slipped behind her a few minutes later as she set down her tray and thanked the kitchen. “Love, could you do your thing for me?” I slid the smartphone in her hand as she turned, wanting to do it when she wasn’t really focused and might ask why I needed one. I leaned down so our lips were almost touching, loving that she would always give a soft gasp before she closed the distance and kissed me. 
 
    And she did. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Morning.” I gave her a wink when she handed me back the smartphone and tucked it away. Then I hugged her, letting my hands wander. “That was a lovely show earlier. I liked the panties and how thick you’re getting.” 
 
    She shoved at my chest and couldn’t move me, but I leaned away as if she had. “Are you saying I’m getting fat?” 
 
    “What? No, no,” I muttered. 
 
    She gave me a hurt look. “Am I eating too much?” She ducked out of my arms and went over to the mirror. “Am I too heavy for these boots?” 
 
    “No, love, your bum is more lush now,” I explained, wanting to groan when she turned and looked, frowning.  
 
    “So too much padding?” 
 
    “Oh bloody fuck,” I groaned when she smacked it to see if it was too soft. “Please stop doing that.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked, completely serious and not getting it as she blinked up at me. “I wanted to see if it jiggled too much. I don’t know what that looks like though. I was always starved thin.” She flinched and looked at me with hurt again. “Am I not pretty if I’m not that thin?” 
 
    I grabbed her and kissed her quiet, letting out all of my feelings I swallowed too often to not scare her. She moaned as my tongue ran over her lips and into her mouth. When I pulled away, she was breathless with that glazed look that made me want to do everything dirty to her. 
 
    “Love, you are gorgeous. Thick and lush are good as women should have curves. You were too thin before. I’m trying to say I like your fuller booty and breasts. Healthy is a good look on you. Your stomach is still flat. You are not remotely overweight.” 
 
    She nodded but then winced. “Sorry, I totally reacted like a bratty girl, didn’t I?” 
 
    “I like that you do and care enough to worry over what I say.” 
 
    “I do care, but I didn’t mean to sound so shallow.” She glanced at her ass in the mirror again. “Maybe we should add some other workouts to our tai chi? I’ve been having fun training with the leopards.” 
 
    “I will give you a thorough exam later and draw up a workout plan based on if I find any underworked muscles or areas to tighten.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide as the meaning of what I was saying sank in. “Maybe. We’ll see how good you are. I’m going to go find Sebastian before he heads out and we can go.” 
 
    “You rock the boots, love,” I called after her, smiling when she nodded and fidgeted with the dress but kept walking. Damn, she was perfect. 
 
    “What is this special trip you’re taking with her?” Dennis demanded as he caught up to me. 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” I seethed, the balls on him even breaking through my normal mellow mood. 
 
    His eyes filled with anger. “Remember what court you belong to and your last name.” 
 
    I threw a side punch before I even realized it, watching as he went flying into the wall. I decided to handle this now when people were watching so there was no chance the message got tangled up later, as I trusted the nobles of my mother’s that had come with. 
 
    I fisted Dennis’s sweater and dragged him to his feet, slamming him into the wall again. “Do not speak to me about loyalty, child. You are a selfish fucking brat who wields my sister’s power as if it’s his own. I would put money on you being the one who whispered that shite plan in her ear.” I saw it in his eyes that was true, but she was still to blame.  
 
    She was the boss after all. 
 
    “My baby sister was disloyal to send you to order me home like I’m her fucking dog and not family. And I will be sending her a message from me saying that directly and how disappointed I am that she made a powerplay when she didn’t have enough information—clearly—and not only screwed over two covens of Wessex but possibly the family’s alliance with Princess Nora’s court. 
 
    “So let me make it crystal fucking clear that my last name is Wessex and I love my family, but I choose Inez. I. Choose. Her. My loyalty is to her, the one who wouldn’t ever think to use any of us as pawns, would never risk what was best for her coven for power. Olivia made a bad call, and it wasn’t a risk for the coven or help for our family coven, but her standing and power.” 
 
    “Traitor,” he hissed. “You’re not even engaged.” 
 
    I sighed and thumped his body and head against the wall several times. “Maybe that will knock some sense into you. I’m not a traitor. Olivia betrayed the coven by not doing what was best for them. Mother would never have done that, no matter the power she could have gotten, because what the coven needs is more important.” 
 
    “Agreed, and if you think my princess will let this stand after it went against everything agreed on, you are mistaken,” one of Mother’s nobles seethed. 
 
    “She’s not the boss anymore,” Dennis growled. “Olivia is.” 
 
    “That can be changed if she’s going to burn the coven to the ground, and it has before,” I warned him, nodding when he looked like he didn’t buy it. “What she needs is you not whispering your poison in her ear anymore.” 
 
    “Agreed,” that same noble said again. “And I was shocked to see this side of you, Dennis. It was a stark change from your normal, humble, and grateful attitude at court.” His eyes flashed shock when I snorted. “I see, so that was the act, but as Olivia’s brother you saw more. I will explain that to my princess.” He smiled at me. “And how treasured you are, as that is what your mother wants most.” 
 
    “Thanks, mate. I knew she would.” 
 
    “Do you think there is any chance your princess would have a discussion with me on behalf of your mother?” 
 
    “She would,” Inez said from a few feet away, her eyes darting around and taking in the dynamic before storming over to Dennis. “If you did something else to upset Cerdic or make the Wessexes look bad, which would hurt him, I’m going to fucking sick my knights on you and they’ll chew on you even if stupid is gamey.” 
 
    “No, love, I just wanted to get a few things straightened out, mostly whose team I’m on.” 
 
    Her eyes filled with emotion. “I heard that part.” She held her hand out to me. “Fuck him. Let’s go handle something else.” She looked at my mother’s noble once I took her hand. “We can have a conversation after you prove to be useful when we go corrupted hunting and soon. If you’re his mother’s noble, then you’re old.” 
 
    “I am at that,” he agreed, understanding the point but amused at her turn of phrase. “Thank you, Princess, we will not fail you again.” 
 
    She smiled at him and led me outside with Sebastian before letting go of my hand. She took her bag from him and handed it to me. “Can you lead and he can follow with me?” 
 
    “Do I get to know where we’re going?” Sebastian asked, looking equal parts amused and curious. 
 
    “Too many ears. I’ll tell you when we get there.” She smirked and held her hands out to him like a toddler asking to be picked up, making him snort which amused her. He lifted her up, and I took off, feeling him easily able to keep up with me. I arrived at the spot from yesterday in Montana, which she was supposed to go to next and hoped again that meant she was getting closer to being done with this quest. 
 
    It wore on her more than I liked, and the faster she established her coven, the safer she would be. We could make all the raiding trips later, but people knew of her now… She needed a coven. 
 
    My eyes went wide when she turned and leaned against a tree the moment Sebastian set her on her feet. She puked her guts out and looked ridiculously ill. 
 
    “She reacts like that?” Sebastian worried. “No, I’ve seen her be fine.” 
 
    “Love, what happened?” I asked as I slid my arm around her just in case. She held up a finger for me to hold off. I remembered I’d brought her a water and handed it over along with some tissues I’d stuck in my pocket earlier to clean the smartphone off and had extras. 
 
    “Thanks,” she groaned, taking both and cleaning out her mouth a few times before drinking. “Sebastian, I’m assuming you’ve done that before and you were trying to be polite and not hold me too closely, but if you don’t, it’s way more distressing. I felt it worse like bouncing around when it’s smooth always but unsettling.” 
 
    “I apologize, I didn’t know that,” Sebastian murmured, wincing. “I’ve only carried my princess or family when they were young. Most would never trust someone else to blur them off as you call it.” 
 
    “I figured,” she groaned. “Sorry, going to need a minute. My head feels like it’s going to float away and up my ass at the same time, so there’s that.” 
 
    I snorted, loving her snark and how honest she was always. “Take your time, love.” 
 
    “Can you explain the quest to him? We only covered a bit of that.” 
 
    “Why did you decide to tell him more now?” 
 
    “Jaxon told me he’s a historian, all into gifts from gods and tracing this and that from covens and houses.” 
 
    “And clans,” Sebastian muttered. “It’s more a hobby, as I’m nowhere near as old as Kristof and court keeps me busy, especially the past several years again.” 
 
    I did as she asked though, filling him in and seeing the disbelief in his eyes. 
 
    “Okay, done being sick,” Inez sighed as she stepped into me. I got the hint she didn’t want to be by her puke and moved us back. She stayed leaning on me though, and I moved my cool hand to her forehead. “Thanks.” 
 
    “What else did you want to talk to us about without ears?” I asked her. 
 
    “I realized there’s someone else I refuse to have the stuff we’re raiding traded to,” she admitted, glancing up at me. “Did the coven your twin joined survive?” 
 
    “It did,” Sebastian answered for me as shock rocked me. “Africa didn’t get attacked much initially, but the electricity and everything still went down. Later though some racist fanatics who got access to weapons attacked what they could with what they had. However, Nigeria was fine last I heard.” 
 
    She gave a quick nod. “Please inform Princess Nora that nothing ever gets traded to that fucking whore piece of shit, no matter if they’re friends or not. She and her court can sit and spin.” 
 
    “You are fucking amazing, love,” I whispered, burying my face against her neck, hugging her to me. I let out a shaky breath. Even my family didn’t take a stand like that against what the princess had done. No, they were allies of ours as my brother was hers. No one ever took stands like that, certainly not for the nobles, only when slighted themselves. 
 
    “I should have thought of it sooner,” she grumbled. “Does Nora have an alliance with her?” 
 
    “No, as I heard what happened from Cerdic right after the betrayal and I warned my princess that was the type of people the new ruling princess there was. We didn’t have contact with them before, as they’re a bit reclusive, but I will tell her you take this stand as even they will come into the light for what people will learn we have or is going on.” 
 
    “It’s smart to do the coasts first, as most will hear and think to just come raid themselves and fuck you and you can’t watch it all,” I muttered, still hugging her. “But if they immediately find nothing, they can’t just traipse around forever hoping for what could not be there.” 
 
    “That’s something to seriously consider, as we could get invaded just for the raiding potential,” she worried. 
 
    “We’ve thought of it. It’s why Kristoff and I are pushing to start on your coven, and teams can keep going, but clearing corrupted and your quest have to come first.” 
 
    “Got it, okay, well, we have more help now so we’ll focused on close to coasts and the rest,” she declared, sighing when Sebastian muttered in agreement. “Are you my barnacle now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you want to rub my fuzzy butt later?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m on your team too, Cerdic,” she whispered, rubbing her hands over my arms. “I couldn’t ever be friends with someone who was so horrible to you. Fuck that cunt.” 
 
    “Yeah, I feel the same,” I chuckled, giving her one more quick kiss. “Okay, let’s go retrieve your whatever.” 
 
    She guided us, and I carried her this time since we weren’t going that far. We stopped at a huge mansion on an abandoned ranch. She moved her hand to block out the sun and checked the place out as I set her on her feet. 
 
    “Damn, can this be like our weekend vacation home for just us when we need a break from the coven and ears?” 
 
    “I’ll make sure the others know that it’s a project for later,” I promised her. 
 
    She smiled at me and headed for the front door. “It must be a private collection then. Crap, we didn’t bring supplies.” 
 
    “Places always have shovels and stuff around,” I assured her. I broke the lock on the door once I checked there was no one remotely around, not people or corrupted.  
 
    She went inside first and headed to the library, pointing to a tablet with ancient writing on it in a display case. “That’s one, but there are two more. This guy must have been a real collector or, you know, thief since I’ve found several items in books as being lost or stolen and yet they were sitting in someone’s collection.” She shrugged it off and brought us to a ceremonial gold knife and a statue. 
 
    “That knife, I believe, was a gift from an Asian god,” Sebastian muttered as he looked closer. “Fascinating.” 
 
    “More like a pain in the ass,” she grumbled. “There are hundreds of things I’ve recovered over years without so much as a note that I’m not nuts. Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    I snorted, and we got to work, able to bury them together because they were located together. Sebastian and I made quick work of it, and she didn’t even try to argue, thanking us and smiling when I told her I was coming for that promise to rub her fuzzy ass. 
 
    We almost went for more items, but she seemed hesitant for Sebastian to see where everything would be hidden until she saw how he handled knowing this. Inez was ridiculously smart and pragmatic like that, cautious to worry for all of us. 
 
    Which made the task I handled once we were back all that much easier. I found a quiet place away from others and recorded a message to my sister. 
 
    “Olivia, I loved you,” I rasped. “You were the cutest little babe and then girl ever, but you grew into a brat that I believed would mature, but instead you became selfish, cruel, and someone I don’t even recognize anymore. I pushed for Inez to allow Sebastian to reach out to you and help both Wessex covens. And this is what you do? You send that asshole to act like that to the princess I’m courting? 
 
    “That piece of shit is lucky I didn’t snap him like a twig as he talked down to my princess while hissing at me I’m a traitor. What about me, Sister? You could have ruined my chance at happiness, and then he orders me to come home like your dog? What did I ever do to deserve that, baby sister? You are unworthy to rule the Wessex coven or even stand in the presence of Inez. 
 
    “She is what a princess should be—loyal, intelligent, pragmatic, and beautiful, and not just in body. No, she puts her coven first. Her coven adores her for it while you’re petty and ruin the chance of what she could give our coven and more. She’s considering pulling the plug and not helping any other covens. What will they do when they learn that and it was because of you? 
 
    “You’re in charge now, and Mother can’t save you when you throw a fit or poke someone too much and they snap back. All the lives of the coven are on you. You are their hope of survival. Deserve that. And if you never listen to another thing I say again, listen to this—stop listening to Dennis. That man is poison. I can’t blame him because you listen and you’re an adult, but his bile is poison. 
 
    “You had a chance to grow into the woman I thought you would before you started listening to him. I cannot fathom why you seriously did something so insane and ridiculous. You’ve blown the chance with Inez. You’ve pissed off Sebastian and soon Nora as they brokered the contact. ‘Desperate request for aid?’ Are you having a laugh? We took over a hotel and have everything. 
 
    “We’ve got ample food, power, water, working toilets, and kitchen. Fuck, the damn pool is heated. Yes, clearly she’s desperate and that play did nothing but make her laugh at you. You looked a fool in front of two covens and more who are nobles trying to get the chance to court her. Some huge covens too. And do you think they won’t tell what the new Wessex princess did? Of course they will. 
 
    “I wash my hands of you, Olivia. I love our family, but I will not be loyal to a woman who isn’t loyal to them, and you are only loyal to yourself. That was abundantly clear.” I sniffled. “And that you have no love for me that you would order me home from the woman I love without so much as talking with me first, your young asshole beckoning me like I answer to him too. 
 
    “So goodbye, my tiny lass, and I hope this gives you exactly what you deserve because what you think you deserve sickens me. I thought the apocalypse could smack you upside the head and make you live in reality, but clearly I was wrong. I won’t give an ounce of faith in you again.” 
 
    I ended the recording and wiped my eyes, my heart broken that a second sibling could be so cruel to me. My twin and my baby sister. What had I ever done to deserve such pain from them? 
 
    Maybe nothing and maybe Inez was what the Goddess thought I deserved to balance out the hurt and pain I’d had.  
 
    Another reason to always treasure her. 
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    Darius and Jaxon had both said something to me at lunch that had me spinning out a bit, completely lost in my head the rest of the afternoon. I’d been bitten by Kristof, and even if we were working it out, he’d bitten me, so thinking of getting involved with someone new was scary. 
 
    However, it seemed to have worked out with Cerdic. I didn’t want to jinx it, but things were going really, really well, and I thought he liked me as much as I liked him. It wasn’t just the hot stuff, but I liked him.  
 
    So maybe that was the answer. Going slow. 
 
    But thinking of Cerdic made me think of the phone he’d had me charge that morning, and a plan formed that made me shiver with how much fun it sounded. Something naughty but also not because Darius and Jaxon knew. So that taste of illicit but only because we were hiding it from everyone else. Fun. Exciting.  
 
    Really exciting. 
 
    I’d stopped by a cell phone store that was still intact, as those were really low on the priority list. But the door was broken, so I had a moment to wonder if it was the one Cerdic had even gone to. It took me a few minutes of looking around, but I found the smartphone option with the largest memory capacity. I charged it up and checked it was working before heading to the hotel and onto phase two. 
 
    I burst out in peels of giggles. Phase two? Really? Well, it was exciting to think about, like my Mission Impossible date with Jaxon even if he’d gotten hurt. It was that rush of more than day in and day out raiding. 
 
    After parking I headed inside and went to the computer behind the front desk that Wilson had gotten back up running for us along with the keycard system. He’d changed the passwords, and only we and my nobles knew it. I checked the floorplan and found what I was looking for. I activated two keycards for that room and stuck a small sticky note on one with the number. 
 
    I relocked the computer, tucked it all into my bag, and headed for dinner trying to hide my grin. 
 
    “Happy Birthday!” everyone cheered as I entered the restaurant. 
 
    I gasped, lost in my head and so surprised I honestly almost fell over. I rubbed my hand over my racing heart, and then it sunk in what they’d said. “It’s my birthday?” 
 
    “I told you she forgot,” Darius chuckled. “Yes, my love, it’s the first of May.” He came over to me and hugged me, giving me a soft kiss. “Happy twenty-third birthday, Inez.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled brightly at him, excited to the max. “I’ve never had people to celebrate with before. What do we do?” 
 
    “We have a lot planned,” Jaxon promised, taking his hug next. He kissed me, lifting me and spinning us. “To be born May 1st, you are the most special ever.” 
 
    “I don’t get it?” I admitted when he set me back down. “I’ve read in books it’s like May Day to some or a bit of this and that which really starts in April or different May days, but it’s always spread out and vague.” 
 
    “It’s said to be Aether’s day of birth and the day life began,” he explained. 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s what my passport said.” 
 
    “Happy birthday, My Princess,” Kristof greeted as he held out a huge bouquet of flowers to me. 
 
    “Wow, so pretty,” I whispered as I accepted them. “I’ve never been given flowers.” 
 
    “I’m honored to be your first,” he murmured, his eyes full of heat as he was the first of a few other things he liked too. He kissed my cheek and accepted the hug I gave him.  
 
    Cerdic was next, and after the hug and kiss, he held out a huge, overflowing basket for me. “Now that our princess can have all the luxurious baths she wants, I put together a spa package of all sorts of options for you to try out and see what you like.” He picked up something off the top. “And it’s not for this year, but I found a British slang of the day calendar because I know you love my quirky phrases.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I chuckled, taking it from him and checking everything out. “Yeah, I’m a huge sucker for sexy accents it seems because Jaxon could talk me into still letting him dress me after only a week’s grounding after sweet talking me in Gaelic.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Darius muttered. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Well, it sounded like sweet talking. For all I know he said I smelled.” 
 
    “I didn’t, but I did promise to eat you,” he chuckled. “We promised to not go over the top with gifts because that would be overwhelming, so I kept it simple.” He handed me several mini neon notebooks. 
 
    My eyes went wide when I saw what was on the cover. “Naked IOUs” was written in silver marker on the black cover. I opened it and saw each page was written out “I, Jaxon O’Cleirgh, grant my princess, Inez Garner, a voucher for” and then a blank. The notebook was filled with it, and the others were different topics. 
 
    “This is seriously awesome,” I chuckled, giving him a kiss in thanks. 
 
    “Well, you get more than that tonight for your special day, but I thought it would be fun.” 
 
    “It is, thank you, my fiancé,” I murmured against his lips. 
 
    “My gift is over there,” Darius said, nodding to the right.  
 
    I gasped as I looked over and saw a huge, four tiered cake and more desserts all over the table. “Really? Awesome!” 
 
    “Yup, and I coordinated with your knights who helped get the feast together with Trisha and James bossing people around.” 
 
    I kissed him and turned to my smiling cats. “What’s on the menu?” 
 
    “Cake everything,” Vance told me as he came over and hugged me. “We have sushi cakes since we’ve got seafood galore.” 
 
    “And a fried chicken cake,” Callum added as he went next. 
 
    “There’s fruit cake and a cake made of fruit,” Asher told me. 
 
    Wilson snuck in next. “And I made a tower of booze bottles we’re calling cake because we’re getting drunk tonight.” 
 
    “I’ve never been drunk,” I giggled, hugging him twice. “Of course that was what you did.” 
 
    There was more, and I got the list as I hugged everyone. There were salad cakes, a pizza cake, veggie cakes, and all kinds of crazy plus a slew of other dessert cakes.  
 
    Tears filled my eyes as I realized what it was. “There’s twenty-three different kinds of cakes.” 
 
    “For each birthday you’ve had whether you remember them or not,” Darius confirmed, hugging me when I got all mushy as he called it. “I love you, Inez.” 
 
    “Love you too,” I rasped, hugging him tighter since I’d set down my other gifts. “Okay, let’s party!”  
 
    “And she’s not getting drunk tonight when we’ve got something planned for her,” Jaxon told Wilson. “So don’t try it. She’d be upset she left us hanging or ruined the fun.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m stealing her first dance once the music starts,” he replied, pouting. 
 
    Too funny. I did stick with the spiked fruity punch that someone said had champagne in it for the bubbles. It was awesome to see the drink fountains going and everyone having such a good time. 
 
    And fried chicken cake was awesome. It was a tiered cake stand full of fried chicken, I knew that, but still, it was awesome. So were all the cakes, and I found myself smelling my flowers more than once. 
 
    “I’ll find a vase and arrange them for you since I know how to keep them healthy longer,” Lara offered, and I thanked her because I had no idea on that. 
 
    I turned and ended up having the perfect opportunity for phase three, pulling out the keycard with the sticky on it and sliding it in Branko’s hand as I walked by. He flinched but then pretended to bump into me so it was covered, and I didn’t see what he did with the card.  
 
    He did however leave the party about ten minutes later. I waited a bit longer and then told the others I had to use the restroom. I made sure I had the keycard and phone, leaving my bag with Darius, and headed to follow. I glanced around and saw no one was in the hallway, quickly using the keycard and ducking inside the numbered room that was actually the supply closet for staff. 
 
    I almost let out a nervous giggle that I’d really done it as the door clicked closed behind me. Strong arms moved around me from behind as I reached for the light. 
 
    “Is the birthday girl hoping for a kinky hookup in the closet?” 
 
    “No, but I could add that to my list later,” I admitted, blocking his hand when he moved to cup my breast. He let me and eased down a bit which made me feel better about the plan. “Darius and Jaxon said they talked to you.” 
 
    “They did. They said they were fine with me touching their princess as long as I didn’t hurt you and gave you what you want.” He pressed his lips to my neck. “What do you want, Princess?” 
 
    “A bit of fun. Are you up for it?” 
 
    He pressed his lower half against me. “Clearly.” 
 
    I bit back a groan. That was hot. “We’re not courting, so this is naughty.” 
 
    “Have you never had any naughty?” he murmured in my ear. 
 
    “No, well, not—this is all new to me.” 
 
    “Darius took your virginity, I heard.” 
 
    Something was in his tone, and I glanced up at him over my shoulder and could tell now he was about six-one from the height difference. “You sound jealous?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Sorry, but you’re not a virgin either, right?” 
 
    “No, and I don’t prefer my women be, but to know I was so close and missed the chance is a bit infuriating.” 
 
    I guess I could see that. I shrugged. “I was a virgin to having sex with Jaxon when we were ready, and I made sure it was just as special; so did he.” 
 
    “That’s delicious,” he groaned. “So you want naughty? A fling with a noble that’s not yours?” 
 
    “I don’t think fling is the term I’m looking for,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Okay, then what is the plan, as I’m clearly missing the mark and there’s astounding little blood in my brain at the moment.” 
 
    “Your accent is seriously sexy,” I groaned, having trouble focusing as well. “I want this. This feeling of my heart racing and stomach fluttering, this excitement and—we’re in the damn supply closet flirting and no one knows.” 
 
    He turned me around and moved me against the door. “No one does know, so for the record, you should never do this with another noble again as the lines are very blurred sometimes on hurting a princess. Most could have taken this as an offer for sex and hurt you before you could tell them otherwise.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. “My physical strength has been an issue in misunderstandings, so I agree.” I stared up into his pretty eyes. “You were very clear in letting me make moves and waiting until I gave you a clear signal. That’s why I want this with you, not just anyone.” 
 
    Understanding lit his eyes and he smiled. “Score one for the nice guy who checks instead of being overbearing or presumptuous.” 
 
    I nodded, licking my lips as I stared up at him. I held the phone for him to see. “I’ve heard people talk about chatting with bad boys or those they shouldn’t, sexting I guess was a thing, but I was thinking we could also get to know each other. Record messages and I’ll reply. A bit of Mission Impossible with flirting or whatever. And if we can catch each other, maybe a bit of this.” 
 
    “Hmm, I’ve not gone so slow in a very, very long time,” he murmured, leaning in and kissed my collarbone. “It sounds delicious if it’s you and something special for me. I have one request before I agree.” He waited until I nodded. “That you consider me first when you’re open to being courted.” 
 
    I snorted. “You were already top of the list. I’ve not met the others besides Eddie and we’re friends. I think he’s terrified of being so young and tying himself to someone forever when he’s seen lots of nobles treated like shit and just waiting for death.” 
 
    “Yes, I know the feeling well and I am not young,” he grumbled. 
 
    “So slow is smart. But yes, you drive a hard bargain of what I already wanted.” 
 
    He chuckled as he ran his nose along my cheek. “I was thinking of asking for that heart you draw on your nobles, as that is fucking sexy and gets me hot.” 
 
    “They get that because I love them, sorry,” I whispered. I had an idea though, biting my finger and drawing a triangle on the expose skin where his shirt wasn’t buttoned.  
 
    “A triangle?” 
 
    “I read it was the symbol of fire.” I kissed under his chin. “Do you want to set me on fire and play?” 
 
    “Fuck yes,” he groaned, his hands moving to my hips and squeezing me gently. “Do I get to draw it on you?” 
 
    I gave a slow nod. “A small one. How old are you because seriously, that was a fucking ride for even that amount of blood?” 
 
    “Not as old as Kristof but probably double Cerdic.” 
 
    I pulled back and blinked at him. “And your mother is still in power? Isn’t that—doesn’t it go like a thousands years before someone else takes over?” 
 
    His eyes grew cold but not angry at me, more just the topic was off the table. “Another princess wasn’t born.” 
 
    “My bad,” I whispered. 
 
    “It’s okay. Everyone else knows not to ask or dances. I prefer people for once be fucking real with me instead of games.” He sighed when I flinched. “Not this. This is fun like your pool game. I mean—” 
 
    “Yeah, the bullshit, I get it.” 
 
    He snorted. “You’re just a baby vampire and born in a modern age. No, you can’t really get what it is and how bad it really can go, believe me, and I wouldn’t want you to.” He moved his hand off of me, and I thought we were done with the meeting, but then he put something in my hand. “It’s a personal alarm I put new batteries in. Keep it in your bra for emergencies. Pull the key out and it will go off.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    He growled. “I will come kill whoever so much as scared you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered, touched he cared like that. “It’s scary to be a baby vampire and need to be protected, but it’s also nice that people want to.” 
 
    “And that’s where you’re different from other princesses. They just expect it like it’s owed to them.” 
 
    “I’m not owed a fucking thing. I fought too much to keep going and moving to ever think anyone’s owed anything besides people keeping their promises. That’s what I’m owed if people swear something to me.” 
 
    “You are so sexy,” he muttered. “What you did to me last night—no woman has done that. It was better than lots of sex I’ve had, and it was just my hand and an order from you to finish.” 
 
    “It was hot,” I panted, pulling my low cut dress wider and sliding the alarm into my bra. “You wanted to draw on me?” 
 
    “Don’t give me such a big spot if you want it small because I would cover your whole chest with my blood, Princess.” 
 
    “Inez. If we’re going to become closer, I’m Inez.” I let go of my dress and moved my hair aside, showing him my neck and under my ear. “Here. I love being kissed here, and I want your mark here.” 
 
    “Fuck, I’m in trouble,” he groaned, giving his finger a tiny nick and quickly doing a triangle so small it was more like a connecting V so it made one. 
 
    I gasped as lava raced through my body. I bit my lip as I reacted, getting wet and my nipples hardening, wanting the sex that normally came with blood.  
 
    He leaned in until we were almost kissing. “I look very forward to the day you’ll let me please you after my blood sets you on fire.” 
 
    “Me too, but you better go slow because that girth will not just fit right in me.” 
 
    He groaned deeply and moved away from the door. “You should go before I beg you for more when you asked to go slow. I will leave the phone in here well before you’re awake.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks for the present, Branko,” I panted, my body trying to calm down. I turned to open the door, and he moved his hand against it. 
 
    “Did you wear that dress for me?” 
 
    “I saw it in my closet and it made me think of your eyes.” I glanced at him with a smirk. “And the matching undergarments.” 
 
    “Fuck, go, seriously, you are too—go,” he growled, moving his hand off the door and to his face as he backed away. “I’m so fucking hard for you.” 
 
    That was hot. I ducked out of there, knowing I’d been gone long enough someone would come looking. Sure enough, Vance was waiting for me outside the women’s bathroom after I used it. 
 
    “We were worried you had too much to drink and got sick but I didn’t hear it.” 
 
    “No, I was just talking to someone,” I explained. “Time for cake!” 
 
    “Glad you’re all smiles, sexy bite,” he chuckled, sliding his arm around me and kissing my hair. “We’ve missed the smiles.” 
 
    “Me too,” I confessed. 
 
    I ate so much cake I thought I might pop out of the dress that stretched. Eddie ended up giving me a gift with a smirk. 
 
    “I found it and it seemed fitting,” he explained. 
 
    I burst out laughing as I saw it was a woman’s t-shirt that said “Proceed with Caution, I BITE.” I loved it and thanked him for it. 
 
    Everyone had a good time it seemed and blew off some steam, and lots of us needed it. I carried my flowers up to our room while the others brought the rest of my gifts, seeming more excited for what was next than the party. 
 
    Which made me really excited for it too. 
 
    I set down the vase in the living area and glanced between them. “Okay, so what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Whatever you want,” Darius told me, taking my hands in his. “You give us what we want all the time. We want you to admit your fantasies to us tonight.” 
 
    “We want to,” Jaxon promised. “Whatever you want, Inez, you just have to tell us.” 
 
    I licked my suddenly dry lips as I glanced between the four of them. “Really? No matter if it might be out there?” 
 
    “Tell us what you want, My Princess,” Darius pushed. 
 
    I studied him before glancing at Jaxon. “Were you guys insinuating that you might be into being intimate with each other and not just me?” 
 
    “We’re open to it,” Jaxon confirmed, and my heart raced. “We’ve not talked about it much, but that was more because you didn’t seem to like the idea.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t get that’s what you were really saying. I’m so into it.” I moaned and leaned into both of them. “I want to see that. Fuck, I so want to. I’ve never seen two guys together, and I want to see my fiancés enjoying each other if they want to.” 
 
    “While you watch?” Jaxon chuckled. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “While Kristof and Cerdic play with me. I want them to finger me together, their hands all over me while I watch you two be together. I so, so want that.” 
 
    “That was much easier than I would have thought,” Kristof admitted. “Clearly we’ve been selfish with our princess if she asks for something so subdued.” He shrugged when I glanced at him. “We were all pretty sure you would restrain one or all of us and punish us.” 
 
    It was an interesting idea and one I wasn’t opposed to. “Maybe for my twenty-seventh birthday or when I’m more advanced.” 
 
    “Are you game?” Darius checked with Jaxon. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Jaxon chuckled. “Now I’m really into it knowing she finds it hot.” 
 
    “Me too,” Darius groaned, giving me a deep kiss before handing me over to Jaxon. “It’s been a while for me. I’ll go get ready while you guys set up.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re really doing this. So fucking hot,” I panted, darting over to the loveseat and dragging it towards the bedroom so I could get the best view. 
 
    “Okay, that’s hot,” Jaxon chuckled, easily moving it for me to sit at the edge of the bed so I had a prime view. “This way we’ll also have a prime view of you.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    Jaxon got undressed and brought lube to the bed while Cerdic and Kristof sat on the couch before pulling me onto their laps. I melted into them as their hands and lips teased me. Darius walked out of the bathroom, his amazing body naked as well, as Cerdic was taking off my dress. 
 
    “Fuck, Inez, you are perfection,” he whispered as his eyes raked over me. “Someone rip those panties off of her.” 
 
    “Only once she soaks them she’s so turned on,” Kristof argued, smirking when I moaned. “Get to it then.” 
 
    So they did. My mouth fell open and my tongue about rolled out to pant as I watched Jaxon grab Darius and kiss him, like kiss him. Darius kissed him back, and they fell to the bed, making out and touching each other for several minutes. 
 
    “Shit, she’s soaking,” Cerdic moaned, his fingers trailing over my panties. “You really like this, love.” 
 
    “Best birthday ever,” I agreed, bobbing my head. My fiancés both gave me heated looks as the bra and panties were ripped off of me. I swear I about orgasmed when Jaxon thrust in Darius, both of them looking at me. I knew how good that felt, how amazing he was at doing it… And how much Darius seemed to enjoy it just made me about lose it. 
 
    Hands and lips came back now that I was naked and spread out for them to enjoy. Fingers pushed in me, and I went further, undoing their pants and stroking them as they pleased me.  
 
    “I don’t want to miss a minute,” I admitted when Cerdic went to kiss me. 
 
    “It is hot,” he chuckled, settling for my neck and still happy about it.  
 
    “Best I’ve ever had in me,” Darius praised as he fisted the bedding. “Fuck, right there, Jaxon.” 
 
    “Take his hair down,” I whimpered, loving Darius’s long, thick hair. Jaxon did, and their gazes were completely focused on me. Cerdic added blood to his finger in me, and I couldn’t take anymore, crying out in bliss. 
 
    Darius and Jaxon finished not long after I did, all of us too wound up. I glanced between Cerdic and Kristof, knowing I wanted more. 
 
    “Tell us, love,” Cerdic practically begged.  
 
    “Lay me next to them and finish on me.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck me dead,” Jaxon groaned. 
 
    They did, Cerdic and Kristof both giving me almost feral looks that promised I was theirs whether they marked me or not. It felt weird but oddly satisfying. Not like the few porn videos I’d ever caught on tablets or anything I’d found and charged. No, this wasn’t on my face or demeaning. It was primal and something more. 
 
    And so were all the things three of them wrote on me in blood. 
 
    “Soon,” I whispered to Kristof, hating how he got left out because he was too powerful. 
 
    “There’s no rush, and this was more than I deserved,” he murmured against my lips. 
 
    “Glad you think so,” I whispered as I pulled him on top of me, much to his surprise. “Will you do something to me that they can’t? Use all that crazy speed to finger me again?” 
 
    “My pleasure.” He licked his lips, and suddenly I was seconds from orgasming, he moved that fast and pushed my body that hard so soon.  
 
    I actually covered my mouth to keep in my screams when I had multiple orgasms, not wanting to be completely obnoxious for those around us who could hear. My body was twitching as I gasped for air when he stopped. 
 
    “Birthdays are awesome,” I moaned. I glanced over at Darius and Jaxon. “What would you want for your birthdays?” 
 
    “A day of eating you out. Nothing else, just being able to feast on you as much as I want and nothing else to interrupt or any reason to get out of bed,” Darius answered immediately. 
 
    I shivered. “That sounds way more like a present for me.” 
 
    “I was going to say a lazy day of playing and trying treats naked in bed,” Jaxon said with a chuckle. “Just us and leaving the world completely outside. No apocalypse or bullshit or worries. Us and wherever the mood takes us.” 
 
    “Again, that sounds like a present for me,” I giggled. “I think both of those are doable as long as Darius promises to eat other things and gives me chances to rest.” 
 
    “Of course,” he snickered. 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m really glad my birthday isn’t for another six months because we might be engaged by then and I can get spoiled as they are,” Cerdic muttered.  
 
    I leaned over and kissed him. He’d been much more open about what he was feeling and wanted from me since very loudly declaring he was on my team. I liked it. 
 
    I liked him. I even liked the scary one. 
 
    “I’m glad we figured out a plan,” I told Kristof as my eyes got heavy, the four of them surrounding me on the bed and all touching me. My head was on Kristof’s arm, but Jaxon was snuggled up on the other side of my neck, Darius with his arm around my waist and Cerdic had my legs over him, running his hands over me in a soothing way. 
 
    And that was how I fell asleep. 
 
    Best birthday ever for sure. 
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    A few days later we were finally moving out to Prince George, the cargo ship already loaded and heading out to Ireland… And without Dennis and those nobles, as there was just no room.  
 
    Yeah, right, there was of course, but Sebastian felt the message was louder that we would be assholes back if people fucked with us. So they could go the next trip, and if Olivia had some time to falsely believe everything was going to her plan, all the better. 
 
    Really, it was like flipping her the bird from across the world. 
 
    “We’re all going today?” I asked my four nobles as they gathered after breakfast and tai chi when I was supposed to head out with Kristof and Cerdic to retrieve another item for the quest. 
 
    “We’re making a stop so we can catch you up on a few things,” Kristof answered vaguely. 
 
    I nodded, glancing between Darius and Jaxon. “You guys can’t keep up with them.” 
 
    “I’ve got you, and Kristof has them,” Cerdic explained as he swooped me up in his arms. 
 
    “You can carry two at once?” I asked Kristof, even more impressed. 
 
    “Not safely given their size and bulk,” he corrected, shrugging. “Two trips. I’m twice as fast as Cerdic after all.” 
 
    “My life is so weird,” I chuckled, nodding that I was ready. Cerdic held onto me a few moments after we arrived so I could settle. I bit back a giggle at the crazy when I realized Darius, Jaxon, and Kristof were already there waiting. It was so, so crazy they could move so fast they covered huge distances in what most people could run a mile. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Everett, a northern suburb of Seattle,” Kristof answered as we looked out onto the water from a beach. “We’ve all seen you check out the navigators at this area as if trying to figure out logistics of your larger, long term plan, and we thought it time to share a bit and make other things clear.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I admitted, rubbing my arms when a hard breeze came off the water at us. I realized it was more than that, slowly looking over my shoulder. “Holy fucking shit, that’s a lot of corrupted.” 
 
    “Yes, and not a settlement anywhere near here, as apparently something went down, as these were not the original numbers Seattle, Vancouver, or Portland had,” Cerdic agreed. “We were scouting. There’s word that most of California actually evacuated their major cities before bombs hit, as the governor or whoever took the rumors and reports seriously before most did.” 
 
    “And then most became corrupted after surviving that,” I whispered, sad down to my soul. So much death and destruction. Even looking out at the water, there were wrecked ships and tons that showed things weren’t what they used to be. “So what are we showing me?” 
 
    “First, there’s a bit of a lesson we all thought the other gave to you,” Cerdic explained as he took my hand and led me to what was next. “So you know nobles have powers, yes? One of them told you that some have spirit animals or could work with ghosts as you do.” 
 
    “Yes, but that was all really,” I admitted. 
 
    “Actually not, but I understand now you didn’t get it,” Darius corrected. “But what I didn’t tell you was most won’t tell you what their powers are. It’s like a hidden element. Their birth coven would probably know, the princess for sure, but some have powerful gifts or spirit animals.” 
 
    “And princesses would trade for you guys worse than your houses and you’d really become disrespected, toys for a full collection or whatever.” 
 
    “Yes, that was what it became,” Kristof agreed. “And why several of the most powerful princesses at the time made the ruling that it was to end. Nobles could tell if they wanted to or persuaded them to be accepted, but it became something others looked down on. It was taboo and became a gift to share with his or her princess the night she accepted their vow just as she shared her body and blood.” 
 
    “Wow, so I was court proper for once and didn’t even know it by not asking,” I bragged, beaming at them as if I really cared, but they found me amusing. “So are you guys telling me then?” 
 
    “Some, as some of us have more than one,” Cerdic told me, nodding but then angling his head to Kristof. “And then some of us are freaks.” 
 
    “I’m really fucking old. Of course I kept accruing gifts,” Kristof drawled. He gave me the quickest look that there might be more to that and he wanted me to know that since he’d promised to never lie, but right then wasn’t the time. I could understand. 
 
    “Please turn this building to energy beads, love,” Cerdic told me as we stopped at a business that looked like it had rented boating and water sports equipment. “We’ve already been through it and cleared out what was needed.” 
 
    I nodded, walking over there and putting my hand against the wall. I let out my power, and the whole place collapsed into energy beads. “So what am I missing?” 
 
    “That when I said I could use those for building materials, you didn’t get what I meant,” Darius answered. He held out his hand to the piles, and slowly beads started to move towards him. They weren’t as fast as when I remade an electric semi, but he was very controlled and focused, which would undoubtedly be safer. 
 
    I gasped as the beads started turning into new rebar rods and a pile of what I thought was cement that just needed water. 
 
    Jaxon moved up next to him, held out his hand, and started calling other beads. My eyes went wide as large wood beams that looked fresh from the sawmill started piling at his feet.  
 
    “Fuck me dead,” I breathed. 
 
    “That’s my Irish influence on my princess,” Jaxon chuckled. “Next I’ll get you calling assholes ‘langers’ and we’ll keep making progress.” 
 
    Darius stopped before Jaxon, taking in and letting out a few slow breaths. “Wow, I’ve not done that in so long. I’ve got to get back to my fighting weight.” 
 
    “Yes, your powers are like any other muscle,” Kristof agreed. “You lose them if you don’t use them; however, that was an impressive display for one so young. Excellent control. Your parents taught you well, and I would ask you for guidance on teaching how they did, as none of my students reached that control.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother took training seriously, and my father wouldn’t hear of any of us leaving the coven unless we were masters of our powers even if not as strong as we would become,” Darius said, a sad smile on his face as he thought of them. I hugged him, needing to when he got that way. He kissed my hair, and we watched Jaxon keep going for a bit more.  
 
    By the time they were done, there was a huge pile of wood, enough to fill a shipping container for sure, and hundreds of pounds of rebar and cement. There were very few energy beads left from the starting pile. 
 
    “You guys are like the coolest recyclers ever,” I whispered, completely shocked at this turn of events. 
 
    “Yes, and we plan to do just that to help you move the world along to its next phase but once you take our oaths,” Darius told me. 
 
    “If you take them,” Jaxon corrected, clearing his throat nervously.  
 
    “She loves us,” Darius growled. 
 
    “Yes, but until the blood is exchanged and oath accepted, things could change, and we tell her to take this off her mind and shoulders, not because we assume that she accepts us or will because of this.” 
 
    “Of course not.” He hugged me tighter. “We love you and we want to help you understand that as a team we will handle what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Thanks, that helps,” I sighed, relieved at least people who knew what they were doing could jump in. “So what are your gifts specifically?” 
 
    “I can manipulate inorganic materials,” Darius answered. “Crumble concrete back to powder or build something with it. Manipulate metal to its liquid state and reform it. I used to do that when I practiced to help the coven’s swordsmith.” 
 
    “I can manipulate organics, but there are lines as you found when you tried to put the wood energy beads back to a tree. I can’t do that either. But mine still has a wide range of applications if you’re smart. I can pull salt from water, making ocean water into drinking water. I fertilize fields or work with compost without having to touch it. I can give other nutrients to soil with ease.” 
 
    “Cool, seriously, that’s so cool,” I praised, turning and hugging him too while Darius still held onto me. I glanced between Cerdic and Kristof. “So you guys aren’t showing me yet?” 
 
    “We’re each showing you one that’s relevant,” Cerdic corrected. “For me, most know it’s common of my house, so it’s not much to let out though most nobles do not until they’re sworn to a princess and then it’s brag all day and night how powerful the noble of her court is.” 
 
    “Or we could just be normal,” I drawled. “Okay, so what superpower do you have?” 
 
    He turned and held out his hands to the water, and my heart thumped twice as fast as normal as a huge wave came towards us. He moved his arms, and the wave split in half and flowed out to either side. “Water manipulation.” 
 
    “Useful to clean water and get my big river going to make ocean access to the coven,” I muttered. “Damn, that’s cool and almost made me pee myself.” 
 
    “Don’t do that, love,” he chuckled. “And yes, I can do that, but it’s also snow and rain and even ice. Any form of water so I can help crops and more as well.” 
 
    “Cool.” I hugged him in thanks for showing me, and then I turned to Kristof. 
 
    “First, I need you to tell us specifically what you see for this river,” he said, handing me one of the navigators. 
 
    I nodded, taking it from him and zooming into where we were. “Whidbey Island and some of these other ones aren’t in my dreams. This whole area is cleared to unobstructed access, and the river starts at this inlet or cove here by Everett and follows along the highways sort of, but that would mess up the roads.” I sighed. “And I see it getting wider over time. I don’t get that part.” 
 
    “I do,” he muttered, kissing my hair before moving off the paved area to the beach. He slowly pushed his hands out from his chest, and I watched as the whole section of the beach to the water started moving like he was shoveling snow. 
 
    “Dude, we got the guy from the Bible who’s parting seas and now someone who forms new rivers.” 
 
    “I think that makes you the human god if you can destroy cities and reclaim land for nature,” Cerdic teased me. “Plus, that was before my time.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” I drawled as my eyes stayed on Kristof, riveted by what he was doing. 
 
    He turned to me, and my gaze locked with those sexy mocha eyes as he scratched his scruff, which once again was there since he seemed to only have it just before he got a beard or too much facial hair to annoy him. “The gift is earth manipulation. So rocks, dirt, anything natural, not concrete that has natural components but blended and element bonds have formed.” 
 
    “So you can dig the river if I clear the path?” I checked, relieved when he nodded. “Okay, and then what? I mean, the path screws with bridges and stuff and we can’t take out roads when it will take a long time to clear all these areas fully.” 
 
    “I can make a bridge over time,” Darius promised. “And fix roads if you turn them to energy beads. Otherwise I’d have to break it all down and then put it together and lay it like a machine would. Your breaking elements down to energy beads makes our part exceedingly easier. Like ridiculously.” 
 
    I bobbed my head as I took it all in but then realized another problem. “So what do we do with all the dirt and whatever we dig up? We build up huge walls of it?” 
 
    “No, we find an area to bring it. I would vote for putting in a mountain range around the coven and farms. It’s a good spot for outposts like castles used to have, and it would make it much more difficult for any who would come try to take what’s ours or try attacking.” 
 
    “Dude, you can make mountains?” I whispered, staring at him with wide eyes. 
 
    “I have,” he chuckled, shrugging. “Use the muscle or lose it. Mostly hills or building up land when disasters strike or volcanos are about to blow. But yes, I can or I would also suggest using that to fill in those areas that are now huge craters from bombs. Convert what’s left and rebuild up those areas with fresh, clean dirt for nature.” 
 
    “So moving it all will be the complicated part,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yes and no because I move it to fill up shipping containers, so if we’re smart about loading at the dock and then unloading close to areas to fill in, it shouldn’t be too bad. It also won’t be done tomorrow. This is the starting line and it’s daunting, but I believe your dreams were even showing you it will grow and to not push too hard.” 
 
    “Got it.” I blew a raspberry. “That’s still a long and complicated fucking list of all we have to do. It seems a bit too much of a split.” 
 
    “Yes, but there are steps to help,” Jaxon reminded me. “We need to clear all the corrupted out of here before we could even start. But we’re being smarter so we’ll clear everything from this immediate area as step two instead of taking some off here and there. And we finish your quest. That’s the focus so we can get to your coven and figure that next step out.” 
 
    “So there is a lot at play, but it all builds on each other or has its own course, not so much crazy,” Darius added. “So now you understand this part and we go get a few of your items and bury them. We’re doing much, much better than we were a few months ago, and we will do things better and more efficiently in a few months than we are today.” 
 
    That sounded awesome and I agreed, so we got a move on it. Kristof took Jaxon and Darius back while Cerdic and I headed to Michigan to handle the items there, both of us agreeing to get them out further from those problem areas of covens or what was left of the US government.  
 
    Kristof met up with us, and we did it even better, Cerdic having holes and places ready for us to bury items miles apart from each other but getting progressively closer to where the coven would be. He marked the GPS, and we made sure to carefully wrap them for the coffins he’d already found.  
 
    “We make a good team,” I praised us as we arrived with the last item for the day. We’d handled Michigan, Indiana, Wisconsin, and Illinois. Four states, sixteen items in seven locations, one with four in their collection.  
 
    Damn. 
 
    “We do,” they agreed. 
 
    I went over to Kristof and hugged him, brushing my lips over his. “Thank you for showing me how awesome you are. I didn’t get a chance to say that because we moved on. And thank you for helping me with this, really, it’s a huge relief to get this done and it makes me less anxious. I am sorry you have to go back and forth with each item.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he chuckled, his lips sweeping my skin again. “I have you in my arms for longer and you hold me so tightly as you adjust that I long for that closeness with you.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s romantic and sweet or you’re a perv,” I admitted. 
 
    “Both probably.” He snuck a quick kiss while I was thinking. “Let’s get back and lunch because I heard your stomach grumble.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a lot for you guys too, and I feel like a baby being tired when I was just carried around, but it is really hard to find my feet again, and it’s like I almost use power to lock in on the item.” 
 
    “Probably,” he agreed, swinging me up in his arms once Cerdic finished and had my bag, promising he’d logged it all. We headed back for the meet up, which was the hotel we were taking over in Prince George. It had been cleared out, but it was kind of creepy to be there when I could now feel corrupted for a longer range and knew how many were all over the place waiting for night. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    “We have a problem,” Jaxon warned us as we arrived. 
 
    “Oh, good, we haven’t had one of those yet today and I was starting to assume we were going to get shot,” I drawled. 
 
    His lips twitched, and there were several other looks of amusement from others. “The wildlife numbers exploded here as well, which is good. Unfortunately, it’s completely disproportional, and we think we need to do some thinning.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Okay, we planned on hunting and thinning a bit. So what?” 
 
    “Wolf isn’t good to eat, as in most hunters won’t as they’re such scavengers like coyotes that it’s not really safe,” he explained, nodding when I winced. “Yeah, the wolf population is huge, like ridiculously huge, and they’re eating all the prey including half a cow ranch we found. The bears too. There are just too many.” 
 
    “There are so many that another season or so they will start starving after they ate all the prey,” Sebastian added. “The population of both has exploded.” 
 
    “Okay, well, crap,” I sighed, glancing at James. “Do you guys eat wolves when you’re cats?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s not as much fun as bear, but yeah, I’ll chomp on a wolf leg.” 
 
    I nodded. “Could we do it smarter like save the meat for when you guys shift on a trip, but keep the fur? I mean, at least don’t waste the fur, right? We could have rugs and whatever at the coven, as it will get cold there. I checked the almanac, and it does get cold there in winter.” 
 
    “Smart,” Sebastian agreed. “We have someone truly gifted in that area in our coven. I’ve recovered pelts for him before, as my princess loves a nice fur blanket in winter from the animals who fed her coven. If we skin them here and either butcher the bear meat or wolves for the shifters to eat later, I know how to preserve them to make it to Ireland.” 
 
    “Half come back to Inez, as that should be fair for the gobs of meat you guys got to send last time,” Cerdic suggested. 
 
    “Of course, along with some custom items for her and her nobles as she allowed us such a generous chance as we don’t have anymore at home.” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” I agreed after a moment. “Yeah, sure. How far back are we culling?” 
 
    “A lot,” Jaxon admitted. “Like a lot. At least a thousand wolves.” He shook his head when my eyes went wide. “That’s not even half of what’s in the immediate area. We are not exaggerating that the population exploded. They’re about to decimate the herbivores and prey.” 
 
    “Well fuck,” I sighed. “Let’s get the hotel up and going first and then we’re focused on the plan to clear out Prince George. Once it is and we expand to lead corrupted here, I think we have a hunting day. Come up with some plans to do it best like shifters drive them towards us, as wolves will run from lions and other huge cats, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and even the wolf shifters in our group,” James confirmed but winced. “Though, that’s sort of mean to make them do.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t. That’s cruel.” Even if they were natural wolves and decimating the population of other animals, that was too much. “They can work on clearing and whatever else.” I glanced at Sebastian. “Can you start gathering what’s needed to preserve the hides while us normal people sleep?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, Princess,” he said, his eyes dancing with amusement. 
 
    With that handled, we grabbed lunch that had been heated in the oven they’d plugged into charged batteries for now. I started with the front desk as we ate, acting like that was all we were doing, but wanting the most visible areas fixed first.  
 
    I chowed down on my meatball sub. The mix of different meats like bear with beef and pork with venison were awesome infusions, and I went for a second one when I was still hungry. I looked forward to the ship returning with more cheese from Nora’s coven and especially now that they were getting back into cheese that had to be refrigerated because they could. 
 
    But the ship was also going to come back with a lot of stuff to fix, so I hoped there was a good trade for that and I didn’t have to get into bullshit. 
 
    I found something interesting at the front desk and brought it with me after I finished eating. I headed to the electrical room to fix circuits, panels, and more while Callum and my leopards handled getting everything back online with the batteries that were powered up. Plus, he would put a solar array on the roof and more so the building was self-sustaining. 
 
    Especially since the waste and water treatment wasn’t all that bad to get online so plumbing worked again. It was fairly close to the hotel, but eventually I would have to be careful to not break pipes or lines when I tore down buildings. 
 
    Right, that would be fun. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Trisha asked me, getting a yelp from me which made her chuckle. “Oh, so it’s secret, huh?” 
 
    “No, I just startle easy,” I muttered, showing her the catalog of a local artist’s studio.  
 
    “Window shopping?” 
 
    “No, I saw something I liked and sort of mentioned before but wasn’t sure what I wanted, and now I think I do.” I flipped a few pages and showed her the chakra charm necklace that had charms with stones and pretty designs that would lay flat on the person’s body.  
 
    “That’s cool. We can check for it.” 
 
    “No, I want this but with rings.” I shrugged when she gave me a confused look. “I can’t wear more than one engagement ring on my left finger. So someone gets that and others get second place? That’s shitty. I mentioned to Jaxon I wanted earrings, but I like this much better.” 
 
    “So like how women would clip their wedding bands on a necklace when it might get in the way or for a dirty job?” 
 
    “Yeah, but this reminded me of a survivor I met at a camp who had the rings clipped like charms but they all hung together and she kept it under her shirt so no one stole it. They all bunched up together, but I thought it awesome that she had all the rings of the women in her family, as they were handed down and she managed to grab them before running so she carried her ancestors with her.” 
 
    “I get it.” She took the catalog from me. “That would be really pretty for sure as long as someone’s taste isn’t gaudy or crazy.” 
 
    “I think they know that wouldn’t be me,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Want my advice?” she asked as she handed it back, smiling when I nodded. “I’d also start looking at rings to give. You might want to personalize them, but I think it an important visual sign of who is yours and you’ve accepted when so much else is in the air.” 
 
    “Smart,” I agreed. “Wanna snag a chopper with me tomorrow and check out what’s in Edmonton since I know Kristof hasn’t cleared it out yet?” 
 
    “Sure. We can go early before your ghosts since that will start again and then you can nap after.” She snorted. “I haven’t had naps in like forever, but the night is so short here that we’re going to be up most of it hunting. Your coven apparently believes in afternoon siesta.” 
 
    “Of course,” I drawled. 
 
    “I’ll ask a few of your female knights too so we have a full chopper and backup.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing they worried about me, and while I used to go all around alone, now I’d had an assassination attempt and I had to always be smarter. “Maybe some shopping too. I miss having my holster and guns or short katanas. I don’t mind the dresses, but maybe there’s some mix of not completely always unarmed.” 
 
    “You might look like a comic book hero,” she warned. 
 
    “Can we make me a hot comic book hero?” I checked. 
 
    “Yes, but I would also leave the skirts and dresses for your period. You spoil them too much. Really, you do.” 
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    I was lying in bed after dinner, everyone agreeing to take an hour and get a bit settled in before we headed out to the staging area and Kristof laid the path of my blood I’d given him earlier. I bit my lip and reached for the cell phone I’d traded some messages on, wondering if I should tell Branko my idea about the rings and ask for a male perspective. 
 
    But first, I wanted to listen to his messages again. I shivered as his deep voice and sexy accent filled my ears. 
 
    “I’m really not sure what to say. I wasn’t all that great with the phone before. I felt stupid doing a video where you just watch me talk. I mean, I get that when people don’t see each other, but I see you every meal. So I figured a really long voicemail, but I didn’t know what to say. Part of me wants to be dirty and tell you how I handled my hardon for you, but I didn’t want to be that guy who sends dick pics. 
 
    “I mean, I will, for sure, but to start that’s just too much. So I went back and forth before even starting the recording. I decided I wanted to tell you what I felt the first time I saw you, Inez. You weren’t just the sexiest and most delicious woman I’d ever seen but—” 
 
    I yelped and paused it when someone touched me. I blinked at Darius who was smiling up at me.  
 
    “You were touching yourself,” he chuckled, nodding to my hand massaging my breast. “I was just going to help you enjoy that message even more.” He held up a different phone for me. “And you can tape that for him. We can give him extra storage cards for when you just want him to keep something special.” 
 
    “You are so awesome,” I whispered. “Why are you so into this and helping me?” 
 
    “Because I love you and this is making you smile,” he murmured. “Plus, you are extra tentative after you leave the phone for him like you are actually doing something wrong, but you’re not. Plus, this gives me a chance to record me eating you out. Can I have a copy of that too I can carry with me?” He smiled when I moaned. “See, that’s why.” 
 
    He handed me two phones, one with a super large storage drive and another with a normal one… And a bunch of tiny cell storage disks. 
 
    “Eventually I want to upgrade to tablets,” he told me when I handed them all back and charged. He quickly turned one on and started a recording. “Undress for me, Inez. Let me see all of my princess.” 
 
    I shivered, tossing the phone on the bed and then slowly peeling off the dress I was wearing. I had already taken off my boots so my undergarments were all that was left, and I did that slowly as well, making sure he got lots of angles like Jaxon always seemed to want. Then I climbed onto the bed and picked up the message where I had been, and Darius set the phone propped up to keep recording. 
 
    “—you were asking another man to undress. It made me do a double take, as I’d been dying for some shore time and then I find perfection walking over to the lion and asking him to undress for her and shift. And then you did it again. I was floored, not having seen someone be so open when they found their spirit animal. Normally it’s maneuvering and all kinds of plotting.” 
 
    I moaned as Darius licked me, pushing my leg down so the camera had a better view as he reached up and pinched my nipple and I helped, touching my other breast as I kept listening.  
 
    “And then you had lots of spirit animals. You were such a surprise, Inez. All that power, all that beauty, and you are so kind to everyone. I knew I needed to meet you, longed to meet you, and then you started bleeding. Fuck. Just fuck, was it nice. My senses are stronger than the other nobles on the ship. I would try to rest, and all I would smell was your blood calling to me. 
 
    “I was constantly aroused and dying for you, and that’s never happened to me before. Sure, I’ve smelled princess blood that enticed me. We’re programed to respond to it, but none have made me desperate like yours did, even if I could just be near you. And I’m desperate for you, Inez. I hope this was okay to tell you, and I look forward to your message back. Sorry if it was awkward, but it’s hard to go first.” 
 
    Then he said it all over again in Russian—as he was Russian, not Polish or Ukrainian I found out—because he knew I loved when Jaxon spoke Gaelic to me. Apparently I loved Russian from him too because it was like magic to set my body alive. 
 
    “Come for him,” Darius pushed in between licks. “Come for us. You like him talking Russian to you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Fuck yes, so much,” I moaned, getting what he wanted and for me to talk more. I moved my hand to his hair and fisted it as I held it to me while moving my hips. “Shit, right there, please, right there. I want to come. Make me come hard, my fiancé. Make me come hard for Branko to see how you please me.” 
 
    He growled and doubled his efforts, bringing me before the message even finished. I set down the phone when it finished and stretched, giving Darius a look that I dared him to leave it at that.  
 
    “The Russian of that message is more romantic than the English version.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “How do you know that? You speak Russian?” 
 
    “Kristof does and hears everything.” He chuckled as he moved over me, clearly planning to do more. 
 
    “Do you want me now or after the fun of hunting and then you both can fuck me in the shower as we clean up?” 
 
    “Both, I want both,” he groaned, leaning in and kissing my neck. “How about I speak Arabic to you? Maybe some Hebrew? I know several languages.” 
 
    “And what would you do as you talked to me?” 
 
    “Relieve more of my princess’s stress of course.” 
 
    I nodded, so he did, fingering me while saying what sounded like the sweetest everything. I melted into the bed, kissing Darius and thanking him. “Now out. I want to reply and get him the message tonight.” 
 
    “I’m so abused,” he chuckled, licking my nipples before rolling off the bed.  
 
    “Right, you’re just spoiling me because you heard Trisha say I spoil you guys and should cut back on the dresses.” I burst out laughing when I saw he was totally busted and had heard it. “I feel naked not being armed. Accept that and maybe I’ll pick up some more fun for when I’m around the hotel. That’s a good compromise.” 
 
    “It is. You record your message, and I’ll get him this on the side and figure out your new hiding spot.” 
 
    “Already done,” I told him. “The keycard with the sticky is by the door. I already got us another supply closet that was cleared out of any nasty and now is just supplies we’ll all need while here. We just need to find another hiding spot in there no one will look at.” 
 
    “Or a new trading system that maybe won’t lead to someone else snagging the phone.” He shrugged. “He’s ancient. I’m sure he could rig something hidden or a spot behind a painting.” 
 
    “Fair enough.”  
 
    He left after he got dressed and grabbed the stuff. I recorded a message for Branko in response to his latest one and then told him my thoughts on the rings and what Trisha had said to me. I liked the idea, really I did.  
 
    Oh, and I told him I was still naked and messy from the fun on the video. I think I smirked the whole time. 
 
    I finished, cleaned up, and threw on something more than the dress as things could get dicey. I glanced down and frowned. I always went for yoga or workout pants for comfort, but Trisha was always in cargos or military pants… Which meant pockets. I didn’t want to act like I was trying to be a younger Trisha, but maybe it wasn’t a bad idea to remind people I was badass too. 
 
    Apparently that couldn’t be done in a skirt. 
 
    “Maybe if I add the weapons again,” I muttered, shrugging it off and heading out the door.  
 
    Darius found me and said Branko agreed the location wasn’t ideal, so I gave him the phone with the message, and he would do the handoff while Branko came up with another plan. I could admit my plans could always be improved upon. Everyone’s could. 
 
    “There’s no bridge,” Kristof told me as we headed to the vehicles.  
 
    “What?” I asked, not sure what he meant. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” James growled. “He means from the highway to your kill zone. There’s a river that runs along there.” 
 
    I nodded. “The navigator said it’s like twenty feet wide so that won’t be deep enough to stop them.” 
 
    “It was inaccurate then,” Kristof sighed. “It’s at least two football fields. It’s not a raging river, but it will be enough to stop them.” 
 
    “Okay, we can still make this work,” I muttered, picturing the map and snapping my fingers. “Got it. Leave two trails. One along that highway we planned, and that’s your guys’ side, and another that splits and runs along that river before it cuts over. We were going to try and split them off east to you and west to us anyways. We just do it sooner.” 
 
    “I need more blood, and we’re still not sure they’ll go directly for you,” he reminded me.  
 
    “Well, my blood has always worked great, and out of my body trumps inside.” I shrugged; what else was there to say? We were rolling the dice on this but in a controlled way for sure. “And I’ve got more blood to give. What do we do if they all head to you?” 
 
    “Flare guns,” James answered. “Kristoff can wormhole around and make the call with what he senses, but if we go help them, we’ll shoot a flare gun into the area that the nobles should back out of.” 
 
    “Understood, good,” he agreed. “I will also let them know that if you fire a flare from your side, they need to change direction to you and you will focus on the front line solely so we can cut them from behind.” 
 
    “Watch the landmines,” I reminded him. He nodded and turned to leave, but I fisted his shirt and pulled him in for a kiss. “Not a scratch on you, got it?” 
 
    “Yes, My Princess,” he chuckled, giving me the softest kiss my heart fluttered it was so damn sweet. He went for the jar that had my blood he was to lay a path with and was ridiculously gentle as he cut my hand with his fangs so it didn’t hurt and I doubled what was in the jar. I moaned as he licked the bite closed and the extra drops. He pulled me back for a kiss this time. “Be safe and enjoy your guns.” 
 
    “I will,” I purred, giving him a wink before saying goodbye to Darius, Jaxon, and Cerdic, making them promise to come back uninjured as well. They all smiled at me, and I smacked them. “Not a scratch. I’ll know if you lie and tell me it healed.” 
 
    “We can’t lie to you,” Darius reminded me. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Clearly fibs don’t count as you guys have. Real lies, but I would consider this one, so be safe.” 
 
    “You too,” they replied as I headed off with Tyson who was flying the chopper I was on. 
 
    We had just taken off in the chopper when the radio on the ground talked to us and it was Kristof. 
 
    “Trisha changed the plan and gave us one of these radios instead of me going back and forth when I’m the most lethal,” he told us. “Flares are still the decision for signaling, but Cerdic will use this if the numbers don’t match up. Plus, Trisha has one chopper holding back to give us eyes if they split. Also, all noncombatants have already evacuated west to go drive in more equipment from the carrier.” 
 
    “My sister really is the smarter one,” James grumbled next. “Got it. Trisha, you handle that and make sure we’re cleared out. We’re heading to finish on the ground prep with those who already drove out.” 
 
    “Got it, be safe everyone.” 
 
    I felt like that might be pointed at me, so I clicked to talk. “I’m in like four harnesses and ropes. I’m super, super strapped in at the gun. I won’t so much as get a boo-boo trying to reload. Vance and Lara are all over that.” 
 
    The four of us had already worked together in Juneau after I’d gotten my crash course on some of the weapons and what we were plotting. And we worked well together. Tyson was even teaching Vance and me how to fly the chopper. I doubted they’d ever let me really pilot one, but everyone was being smart and preparing for worst case everything. 
 
    “So someone was saying this was almost as good as the ending of World War Z where they were luring their zombies to stadiums and blowing them up. No one thought about that since ours aren’t attracted to sound, but there’s a huge crater of what was once LA, right? What if once the merchant ship comes back and we take our load further south, we take some of those Apache attack choppers and blow shit up?” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” James agreed with me. “We were talking about making sure we don’t blow up anything useful, but it’s smarter to use already blasted up area. That’s on the ocean though. We don’t need to waste the Apaches for that when we have a destroyer. We can drink beer on the ship and blow them up from there.” 
 
    “Shit, that sounds like fun,” someone chuckled. 
 
    “Fuck that, mate,” Cerdic argued. “We have cases and cases of Jim Bean we can enjoy instead of old beer.” 
 
    That name reminded me of something. “Didn’t we see that place when we were at Fort Knox?” 
 
    “Yeah, they took it over and all their stores,” Vance said, shaking his head. “I told them it was a shame you didn’t get to try any when you were there.” 
 
    “We agreed and jacked some for later,” Cerdic told him. 
 
    “Some? You kept going back for more, pissed they were mean to the Begleys and are a threat to Inez,” Kristof drawled. “And we’re almost done clearing out the Wild Turkey one as well. Apparently bourbon has to be made in the US and mostly in Kentucky. Screw those assholes who went for their gold and hard booze while forcing people to reenlist or get shot for deserting.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” I muttered, hearing it echoed. “If you’re open to requests, south of there in Tennessee is the Jack Daniels distillery and might still have stores. That shit burns good. I only got a sip after a nasty fight that I helped a group in South America with, but it hit the spot.” 
 
    “As my princess wishes, I will see it done,” he promised. 
 
    “I would like a pony, please,” someone said in a fake female voice, and if I had to put money on it, I would have guessed James. 
 
    “You get nothing to drink now, young James,” Kristof drawled, so clearly he agreed with me. We didn’t talk for a while, but then Kristof let us know when the blood was down and we were set. 
 
    A bit longer and we landed at our outpost, which consisted of a dozen fancy trailers all hooked up to the campsite facilities along with a shit ton of military everything. Two other choppers had landed, and at least another dozen were coming. There were two dozen M-ATV Assault vehicles, trailers full of bullets, and just for fun, places for people to sit up on top and launch grenades. 
 
    Oh, plus the huge area of landmines. Lots of them. They were all ridiculously marked with bright spray paint for us, but the corrupted wouldn’t see them. There were some worries that after a lot went boom those markings would be lost, but James assured us that was fine because now that I’d fixed them all and a few other things, we could trigger them remotely so yeah… Boom. 
 
    Everyone was a mixture of excited, nervous, and a healthy dose of shit, did we bite off more than we can chew? Prince George was no Anchorage with its surrounded metro areas for sure, and we were better prepared this time so that was only the small chunk. At least for me. 
 
    “They’re on the move,” Trisha announced minutes after twilight started. “Shit, they really just frenzy on your blood, Inez. It’s still bright as can be, and they’re stumbling out.” It was another ten minutes before she updated us. “They’re splitting fairly evenly. It seems more each pack moves one direction or the other and the next pack goes the other way as if sensing less competition for the same smell.” 
 
    “Still works then,” James said. “We just need to know if the ones who started further south already on our side keep to the blood path or divert directly to her.” 
 
    “Roger, we’re heading there now,” she said.  
 
    “We’re under an hour,” James announced to the others so they got ready.  
 
    It was about twenty-five miles from the southern point of Prince George to the end mark of the blood, but corrupted would make it faster than any humans could. They didn’t really run faster, but they didn’t have pain, they had no stopping point, whereas a normal runner would need more air or their muscles would burn to keep them from continuing or at that pace. 
 
    Corrupted didn’t have any of that. They ran full throttle the whole time, as there wasn’t any damage to worry about to a dead body. Plus, that whole lack of higher reasoning thing normally didn’t have them worrying they could fall and get cut and then they got eaten. 
 
    Better than them eating us. 
 
    “You guys came in through Edmonton, right?” Trisha asked while everyone waited for the next update. “How cleared out was it?” 
 
    “We were only there less than two days and we didn’t get as much done as we wanted,” I admitted. “Places were raided but not fully, and we were more focused on filling the freezer and provisions.” 
 
    “The wildlife there exploded,” Cerdic added. “Bloody hell, it was almost ridiculous how many deer, elk, and antelope were all over. I don’t know their original numbers, but there was no way that was normal. Even the little guys were all over the place. Too bad we didn’t know you liked duck then.” 
 
    “Well, go get some,” I teased him. 
 
    “I was itching to get some bison, as there were huge herds,” Jaxon admitted. 
 
    “Awesome, and now my stomach’s growling, but that wasn’t what I meant,” Trisha cut in. “There were some brochures at the hotel about Edmonton, and along with the GPS I found a gun store and military surplus place. The mall looks good too if it’s not torn to shit. We were thinking we could hit a few places we females could use.” 
 
    “Amen,” Lara agreed. “And everyone loaded up the Bath & Body Works stuff because we were heading to the coven, but now we’ve delayed and we could use some of that stuff. Most were normal stores we knew, but a few we didn’t like La Senza—” 
 
    “It’s like a spicier Victoria’s Secret,” I told her. I rolled my eyes when she gave me a shocked look and Vance seemed like he was trying to not laugh. “We took a day to load up at a mall in Canada. It was right across from Victoria’s Secret and bath stuff we were getting. I hit the Sephora there too even if I never got to really play with any of it.” 
 
    “Shit, yeah, we should clean out the makeup,” Lara agreed. “And not just to all box up in trailers. We were so busy doing that to travel light, we didn’t replace some of what we need, and now we’re hanging out more.” 
 
    “The real question is whether you guys will judge me if I want to play at the Disney Store now that I know I’m a princess,” I said, my tone completely serious. 
 
    Trisha was the first one to burst out laughing. “Oh fuck, we’ll find you a tiara, Inez. That was too awesome.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you very much,” I chuckled. “I did see this awesome snow globe once and I thought it would be the coolest thing to collect those, the pretty nice ones, not like the tiny trinkets.” 
 
    “Trisha, I will make sure you are fully stocked with whatever supplies you may require if you take note of anything else our princess likes while accompanying her,” Kristof offered. 
 
    “Wait, mate, you’re not shocked that they’re going shopping? Alone? That far away?” Cerdic interjected. 
 
    “Well geez, I went all over a bunch of continents alone, but now I need a baby sitter,” I grumbled, taking off my harness so I could get out and stretch as long as we were landed and waiting. “I thought taking three of my military trained knights and badass Trisha in the military chopper was enough protection. I told Kristof because he’s got his special clearing out project.” 
 
    “So you’ll be in the city with them just in case of emergencies?” Darius checked. 
 
    “I will, yes,” Kristof confirmed. 
 
    “Pushing it, guys,” I warned. 
 
    “We know, but it’s in reaction to someone trying to poison you, not your skills or abilities, my love,” Darius said quietly. 
 
    “I know, which is why I’m not flipping out, but you’re close to making it seem like I need to ask permission. I let one of my nobles know, and I’m taking my knights.” 
 
    “Thank you for making sure we knew and taking protection,” Jaxon quickly cut in. Smart. “And there was also the pig farm and the one Kristof found milk at not far from there.” 
 
    “Shit, I will forgive you guys for being pushy if we roast pigs like we did after we met up with the aircraft carrier,” I offered. 
 
    “Deal. There are several large farms around here that we scouted, and that was why we brought up the over populations right away, as we don’t want all the big bad wolves to eat all the piggies we want to,” Cerdic informed us. 
 
    “Alright, we’re several miles along the blood path, and they’re sticking to it heading directly south instead of cutting southwest to Inez. They clearly can’t smell her over her actual blood.” 
 
    She confirmed it a bit later as we were all discussing the alpaca and llama farm that apparently the wolves had gotten into but hadn’t eaten them all. They found a lot of cows eaten at the ranches in the area, but their numbers were outrageous, so there was a lot of beef available too. 
 
    “Hey, good thing you didn’t listen to me on that and instead tried to pull a power play on the one who controls all of this,” Sebastian said to someone that the radio caught. 
 
    “She doesn’t own all of this,” Dennis snapped. “It’s nowhere near her coven. It’s all fair game.” 
 
    “Oh, so was that the play? Try to put the screws to her, but if it failed you still know where good stuff is to raid on your own?” he asked, probably doing it to let us know that was what he had figured out without outrightly snitching. 
 
    “Well, clearly the answer was yes,” Jaxon drawled. “They didn’t come for the deal but as scouts for what they think to claim for Olivia or Wessexes.” 
 
    “And how would you have gotten it all back?” Sebastian demanded. “You thought we’d still trade with you after you pissed her off because of our alliance or Cerdic would go crawling home with you and you could trade to get him back for hunting rights, claiming the area, or getting ships?” 
 
    “All three knowing the greed of my baby sister,” Cerdic seethed. “Try it, you git. Kristof and I could check all this area every night and not break a sweat. We find you coming all the way here from the UK when she offered to trade you provisions fairly, and I will take that as a sign of aggression.” 
 
    “I do that you even came to scout, so I suggest you be very, very careful on what any of you do next,” Kristof warned, his voice ice cold. “It is out of respect for Princess Matilda that I don’t after her nobles promised that was not the plan that was agreed upon. I might insist on a vow of silence from all of you or you could easily find yourself at the end of my swords as corrupted will tonight.” 
 
    I shared a look with Lara, Vance, and Tyson. Damn. Like dayumn.  
 
    “I say we lock them in the brig the aircraft carrier has,” I added. “Let them sit and spin there for coming in to spy when I extended a deal in good faith. They should be in bad shape if they don’t eat that long. Maybe we’ll toss them some expired cans of tuna while we have a pig roast.” 
 
    “I would suggest they help Father with all the skinning and butchering as they keep turning up their nose at such provincial and tasks they clearly think beneath them,” Jaxon said. “And once that is done the ship should have arrived to Ireland so they could take the cargo plane with the preserved pelts, the guests from the Wessex court, Father, and Kristof.  
 
    “Father can inform Mother of what all happened firsthand, and Kristof can escort those we’ve busted as being spies back to their court restrained like the enemies they are with a warning that North America is yours and certainly not theirs. That way it’s clear who else stands behind you and is not happy with them, plus he can hear any response Princess Matilda has directly from her.” 
 
    I licked my lips. “Jaxon?”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m going to ride you so hard tonight while you rub your blood all over my skin that your body will get more than strangled by mine but wear out every inch of my sexy Irishman.” 
 
    “Fuck me dead, Inez, now I’ve got a stiffy people could see from space,” he said with a deep groan. 
 
    “Sorry, but smart is my favorite kind of sexy, my fiancé,” I purred. “I think that perfect, and I have the perfect reward for you soon.” 
 
    He just moaned this time, knowing exactly what I meant. 
 
    “And for me to handle this?” Kristof asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Suggest three options, and if they follow my rules, I’ll pick one.” 
 
    He groaned deeply. 
 
    “Enough fun, it’s game time,” Trisha announced. “We’re heading to you.” 
 
    At least I had a lot of anger coursing through me about Dennis that shooting a big gun would help. 
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    “We’re making our first pass now,” Tyson announced as he turned the chopper so I was facing the right way to run along the line of corrupted now at the start of the zone. 
 
    “Let’s kick the tires and light the fires,” someone called out. 
 
    “I have no idea what that means,” I drawled. “Safety off.” 
 
    “Green light,” Trisha answered, already making sure they were out of the way and getting in line. The choppers were basically coming from our outpost, heading southeast then cutting north to fire down the line, before circling back to the outpost. It was like a rounded triangle. 
 
    But more importantly, it would keep anyone from crossing over or getting in each other’s way. 
 
    I hit the buttons to fire with my thumbs since the mounted minigun didn’t have a trigger to pull like other weapons. My fangs itched to come out as bullets shot faster than anyone could keep up with and either cut through or wounded corrupted. “That is so fucking fun.” 
 
    “You’re hot doing it, sexy bite,” Vance called over.  
 
    “These numbers are nowhere near Anchorage, and we cleared the other areas from the shore to here so we’re only getting them from the one side,” James said in my ear. “We’ll handle all of Prince George tonight. I would say to start luring them out of Edmonton the moment we’re done here so they have a few hours to travel tonight. They won’t make it all the way here before morning.” 
 
    “True, but given how they started moving the second twilight hit, I think it best not to risk anything more than a few hours,” Sebastian replied. 
 
    “Plus, we want to scout another area west of here to set up an outpost with hookups so we don’t have to mess with this damn river that doesn’t have any bridges for a few hours’ drive,” Kristof added. 
 
    Fair enough. That would get more corrupted out of Edmonton so it was safer there as well. We still had a ton to do in Prince George and lots of smaller towns for sure, but it was good progress that had me smiling for our second run. 
 
    Fine, that was mostly getting to shoot the huge ass minigun, but I smiled for that as well. 
 
    I was just about to comment that the landmines had been such a waste then when the first one went off. 
 
    “Hit the vehicles and light up the area,” James ordered. In the prep work they’d towed or driven dozens of older cars and trucks to be the coolest bonfires to help us see ever. 
 
    “I so want to shoot one of those,” I grumbled as the first RPG was launched and hit their target.  
 
    “Start landing,” Trisha ordered just as we were about to reach the outpost. “Apparently the nobles are bored and there’s no need to waste ammo.” 
 
    “Well, Edmonton was almost a million population, right?” Vance comforted. 
 
    “That’s seriously twisted to think of things that way, as we want survivors.” 
 
    He winced. “I didn’t mean it like that, just we should have bigger nights coming up since there are still way too many corrupted to kill.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got you.” I was getting impatient. As scared as I was to build a coven, it was nice to get to stay somewhere, but we’d still be moving. I wanted that security and feeling like we had our place now instead of always on the go. “If the nobles are still bored and they don’t need sleep, they can always head north and clear out all of that area since we completely cleaned out Alaska.” 
 
    “What about the shower you promised?” Jaxon asked as we touched down. 
 
    “The best part of this is Trisha gave them one radio that they can all hear and keep swinging by to answer,” Tyson told me. 
 
    “That is funny,” I agreed. “I can have someone film it for you.” I burst out laughing when there were some shuffling noises and a few responded with not being a fan of that plan. Not at all. 
 
    “Cerdic and I will lead a team of the oldest to handle it, but I would prefer you had at least two of your nobles close given the area still isn’t completely secured from all threats,” Kristof said. 
 
    “Fair enough. It’s an early night anyways I guess.” We hadn’t even hit full night yet, still in the last twilight of the three. That was an early night for hunting given how much sunlight Alaska and Canada had. 
 
    We got the all clear not long later and started packing it up and in to head back. The decision was made to leave the campers and other vehicles there until more scouting could happen on where to set up so the river wasn’t a problem. We loaded in the choppers that could more than handle the weight and headed back to the hotel. 
 
    And yes, I did keep my promise to Jaxon—much to his delight—and Darius joined us. I was out before midnight and excited for my fun planned for tomorrow. 
 
    The next morning I received a surprise when I got out of the shower. Darius handed a shopping bag out to me but shook his head. “Not from us.” 
 
    “Branko,” Jaxon explained. “The phone’s in there.” 
 
    “And clothes?” I muttered as I took the bag. 
 
    “An outfit,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Alright, well, I’ll meet you at breakfast,” I chuckled, waving them out since they were ready instead of letting them check it all out or listen in. They left with pouts which amused me. I sat on the bed and played the message while I combed out my hair. 
 
    “That video was everything, Inez,” Branko’s deep voice vibrated in my ear. “Just fucking delicious, and I thank you for it. I killed more and more corrupted faster and faster just so I could watch it again in my room and think of nothing but you. To say thank you, I also picked up something I thought you might like. You were talking of shopping, and I heard you realized you spoil your nobles. 
 
    “I didn’t want to be presumptuous, but it seemed like you haven’t had a chance to find your own style, and that’s important for anyone. So I hope I got the sizes right, but I thought it might be something fun and sexy while still giving your attitude, as I agree heels in the apocalypse are ridiculous.  
 
    “On the other topic, I think it’s—you are so kind, Inez. Yes, let them give you rings and they wear yours. Most princesses would never even think of something so sweet and loving but what presents they’d get instead of focusing to make sure everyone is loved. You’re smart, so you’ll know the right message to send if people see the rings.  
 
    “Exchanging the phone in the supply closet is just too risky with how many people and so much crazy is going on, especially with Dennis and his assholes spying. The keycard to my room is in the bag. It’s right off the elevator on your floor so you can sneak in and leave the phone on the desk Mission Impossible style. And if I catch you, I might steal a kiss if that’s allowed. 
 
    “I hope you like the outfit, and it would make me extraordinarily happy if you would wear it. If not, I understand and hope you explore your style when shopping. If you picked me up a tablet so I could watch your video on a larger screen, you would completely spoil me. I know I could get it and ask you to fix it, but for some reason I want my princess to spoil me as she does her other nobles.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly as the message ended for two reasons. One, he knew I was fixing the stuff, not the cover story. Two, he called me his princess and I really, really liked it. That was too fast. Crap. 
 
    I did love the outfit though. I had to dig through my undergarments to find what could work with it. The ultra low rise, lighter jeans weren’t so crazy that my butt showed, and I thought they were flattering, especially with the black grommet belt that went with the black, steel-toed work boots… Which were all my size. He was good. 
 
    Did he sneak in my room to check or something? 
 
    The white, long sleeved v-neck crop top might have been too much, but it made my breasts look just more and showed how flat my stomach was, especially wearing the jeans. I liked it though. I felt fierce. I quickly dried my hair, and after trying a few things, I went with a tight, high ponytail and then my short katanas in their harness that went over my shoulders like a backpack. 
 
    After I grabbed what else I needed, I headed out for breakfast, getting what I’d heard people say about feeling like their theme music was playing in the background. I felt like this hit the mark of me so well I should have that hot walk in scene or whatever as I entered the dining room. 
 
    Someone sounded like they were choking, and I heard deep coughing. 
 
    “Dude, you okay?” Eddie asked. 
 
    I turned to find him patting Branko on the back as the noble tried to recover from whatever had happened. It took me a second, but I realized I was what had happened. He’d been so shocked that he’d choked on what he was eating. 
 
    And from the heat in his eyes, he liked what he saw. I gave him a smirk and headed over to my nobles. 
 
    “Damn, just fuck me dead, dayumn,” Jaxon groaned. 
 
    “That is a really good look for you, sexy bite,” James complimented, clearing his throat as he eyed me over. “Shit, really good.” 
 
    “Thanks, I like it,” I admitted. “It makes me look super pale to wear white, so I might ask Lara, Maggie, Hope, or Trisha to help me with makeup.” 
 
    “Your skin glows like porcelain or marble, it’s not bad at all,” Trisha promised. “Nice job picking that out.” 
 
    “I didn’t, it was a gift from someone who heard I was thinking of exploring and said finding my style was something to have fun with.” 
 
    “Wow, nailing it on the first try like that is someone who pays attention,” she told me with a wink. 
 
    I liked that. It made me feel special. I hurried to eat, and then we were heading out so we could have enough time to get back before the ghosts. 
 
    “Would you mind if we checked something out?”  Trisha asked me when we were in the air. “I think I felt something when we were flying recon before we called it to check more corrupted weren’t coming from other areas already before Kristof made the path with your blood. My gut is telling me we need to check it out.” 
 
    “Yeah, no worries,” I agreed with a shrug. “We can check out the mall whenever. It’s not like we have to fight crowds or anything.” 
 
    A few of them snorted in their headsets. 
 
    We talked about where we wanted to go and what others had asked for, but then one of the nobles said the smaller mall right there in Prince George was in pretty good shape. So everyone was taking the morning to resupply and not just pack it all in for later. Awesome. We were all working hard, and I wanted us to have a bit to relax now and again too. 
 
    I mean, the older nobles had worked overnight to clear the straggler corrupted in the Yukon territory and a chunk of the Northwest Territories that hadn’t come for us. That was huge progress. 
 
    “I knew it,” Trisha muttered a while later, her eyes narrowed ahead on what were some more mountain ranges and gorgeous scenery all over Canada since it hadn’t been bombed much. Or at least where we were. We got closer, and I could see it was actually a large campsite maybe. 
 
    “I don’t feel anything,” Hope said as she moved closer to look over my shoulder. She was next oldest of my female knights after Trisha—who wasn’t officially one yet, but really, she was to me—and a gorgeous lynx shifter that had the grace and patience of her animal. She was pretty calming, as she always took things in and assessed before reacting and we got along really well. 
 
    “Exactly,” Trisha told her. “You don’t just not feel something, you don’t feel anything, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, the area is like devoid of anything…” Her eyes flashed shock. “There are shifters down there.” 
 
    Trisha nodded. “Pay attention and let this feeling seep into you and your cats. It’s the way to identify them.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked, squinting to hopefully see more. 
 
    “Shifters that are a mix of prey and predator,” she explained. “Like hawks can be predator to some but prey to others. If they focus, they can blend themselves like an extra gift for being caught in the middle of the food chain.” 
 
    “I would think prey should get that for being at the bottom,” I muttered. 
 
    “They have other tricks,” she promised. “But once we’re old enough and you’ve been around it, you can pick out the signs of others hiding nearby. My parents were dedicated in teaching us this because it’s also a good offensive weapon to attack.” 
 
    Yeah, I could see that. She brought us down, and we got out while the chopper was powering down. 
 
    My heart hurt as I took in the huge campsite that was completely devoid of people. “No, please don’t tell me corrupted got them last night? They would have come this way from Calgary to us, right? But I thought Kristof only started luring from Edmonton?” I was darting around and checking tents, praying I was wrong. “There’s no blood though. Where are they?” 
 
    “They’re here,” Trisha chuckled. 
 
    I went over to her, glancing around, but she just pointed up. I yelped when I looked and hundreds of birds were staring back at us. I swallowed loudly. “Owls?” 
 
    “Barn owls I believe,” Trisha said. “Beautiful.” 
 
    I gave a quiet squee. “There are tiny ones. Please tell me those are cute kids. Do you guys shift that young?” 
 
    “We shift a few months after birth or some sooner,” she answered before focusing up again. “I am Trisha of clan Begley, this is Princess Inez of house Garner. On my honor we mean you no harm. We’re clearing the area of corrupted and raiding supplies.” 
 
    “Crap, we have to warn Kristof and the others because if we lead the corrupted out of Calgary, they’ll go right by here, right?” I smiled up at them. “You guys can come stay with us if you want. We took over a hotel in Prince George.” I glanced at how many there were. “We might need a second hotel now, but the city’s cleared of corrupted and it’s safe.” 
 
    One owl came down, and I gasped as he seamlessly turned back into a man before he landed. He glanced between us before kneeling. “I am Thomas, head of clan Gagnon.” 
 
    “You don’t have to kneel,” I chuckled, waving him to stand as I kept glancing up. “Nice to meet you, Thomas. It’s really okay to shift back, and if any of you poop on me, it will hurt my feelings.” 
 
    “Nice, Inez,” Lara chuckled, introducing herself and the others to Thomas as well, along with their clans. “We’re a few of the princess’s knights.” 
 
    “It’s good your clan survived,” Trisha said, swallowing loudly. “You are truly blessed.” 
 
    “We are. We’ve lost too many, but more survived,” he said, dipping his head to her. “I’m very sorry for your loss. Your clan was a great clan and friend to many.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she rasped. “My brother and I were in the US Navy at the time and survived with other shifters and vampires who were the same. The Goddess gave us a great gift that pushed Inez to bring our baby brother and cousins to us that traveled with her.” 
 
    “And the price of that?” he asked, his tone frosty. 
 
    I blew a raspberry. “Wow, you guys are kind of judgy. I get that there are princesses that are jerks—Olivia currently top of my list—but Nora’s pretty cool. There are good and bad to any group, and honestly, the second I don’t act tough and maybe a bit bitchy, people try to walk all over me. I would think that shows both sides are difficult.” 
 
    “That’s not unfair,” Trisha agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, I get you guys heard stories from your grandma, and warnings are good, but James was so sure of so much about me and he’d not even met a princess before.” 
 
    “I have, a few,” Thomas assured me but dipped his head. “But my apologies, Princess, you are right. You also know that those situations or traumas color future situations, so you can understand it.” 
 
    “I do, which is why I’m not getting offended, but poking back a bit to say I’m not that person you’re assuming.” I glanced up again. “Okay, seriously, the little ones are so damn cute. Can I see them closer?” 
 
    “You are so snuggly,” Maggie teased me, her and Simon shifting and snuggling on me all the time since they were smaller cats. 
 
    One owl jumped down and gracefully landed on the arm I’d outstretched to gesture moments ago. They studied me, and I giggled, watching their head turn one way and another before turning to Thomas and giving a nod like he’d been assessing me for danger and wanted to report in. 
 
    “You are just too cute,” I whispered, seeing how the kid wanted to help. I glanced at Trisha. “How are we on time? I don’t want to rush people, but the plan for today is out, and we weren’t planning to be gone too long.” 
 
    “Right, it will start in a few hours,” Hope muttered, giving Trisha a worried look. “Call James, and if more time is needed, at least we can switch roles. They’re in the direct path the corrupted would take to get to us. Should we lead them north to then cut over?” 
 
    “We can give you better than this,” I said to Thomas. “We have hot water and electricity and more than camping out like this. It’s so much better than this, and I did it for years. It kills me to leave you guys to keep going like this. Is there some sort of promise I can give like you guys do that it’s the truth?” 
 
    “Yes, but don’t because it gets very complicated if the situation changes,” she told me. “Kristof warned all of us never to let you do it, especially not before your coven is built.” 
 
    Thomas nodded. “You could swear it’s safe for us, but that could change and you would be held to that oath like people assume it was forever and they can call on it. You are right that people are awful on both sides, as it was that reason princesses stopped giving oaths on promises just as we stopped swearing to them.” 
 
    I blew a raspberry. “Yeah, nothing’s easy.” I glanced up at the tree again. “Can you tell if I’m fibbing like Kristof? Like you know if I’m being truthful when I invite you and it’s not a con or trap?” I smiled as the owl moved along my arm and closer to me as if saying they could trust me. So cute. 
 
    It made Thomas grin too. “Well, if kids like someone, it’s a good indicator, right? And we survive by trusting our guts.” He gave the owl a soft look. “And listening to our elders, so thank you for weighing in but doing it in a subtle way. You’re a good boy.” 
 
    Trisha took another route and named some of the other clans we had people from that were under their command or they’d picked up along the way. There were several that seemed to hit the mark, and he finally nodded. 
 
    “Shift and redress to leave,” Thomas ordered. “On your honor we will be allowed to leave again if we wish?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Trisha told him, the others echoing her. “We will even fly you back with supplies.” 
 
    “No one’s pushing you to join our coven or swear an oath,” Hope added. “Just get out of this rain and some real rest where it’s safe.” 
 
    I squeed as the owl I’d been holding jumped down and shifted into a little boy who was maybe five or so. “You are totes adorbs.” 
 
    He smiled and hugged my leg, glancing at Thomas. “Grandpa, princess!” 
 
    “Yup, you’re meeting your first princess,” he chuckled. “Let’s get dressed so we can leave for a trip.” He gave his grandson a wink. “And sleep in a real bed.” 
 
    He gave a happy shout as other owls started landing and shifting. I cleared my throat and turned away as several were very attractive men who looked happy we were there or just maybe the excitement in general.  
 
    Trisha called it in and explained what we’d found while people got ready. She seemed to feel the hesitation and worry as I did, heading for Thomas. “If you wish, you can go ahead with us and they can hear you call back on the radio that it’s safe?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, but also, it’s the rushing,” he told us, giving me a quick look that said he was going to ask. 
 
    “I see ghosts,” I answered before he could. “I get all the ghosts of the corrupted I and my knights kill. It’s a lot when we hunt, and we have a system so I don’t get overwhelmed. It’s normally late morning, eleven or so, but can vary.” 
 
    “You’re powerful then,” he muttered, assessing my reaction to that. 
 
    “So I’ve heard, but I’m a baby, so I’m not strong but powerful potential and it’s sort of circular if you think about it, but whatever.” I shrugged.  
 
    “I’m going ahead. Do not board their choppers until I call back,” Thomas ordered someone, and my heart ached as he said goodbye to some people and they were worried it might be the last time. 
 
    “We won’t hurt him,” I promised, trying not to be offended they were thinking like that. I went for the chopper but stopped when the boy came racing over. 
 
    “It’s scary,” he told me, pointing to the chopper. 
 
    I felt a bit better then. Yeah, things could go wrong that weren’t my fault. I’d worried the same when Jaxon had flown home in the plane. I leaned down and kissed his hair. “I know, but it’s really fun too, and Trisha is the best at flying. We’ll keep him safe.” 
 
    He muttered a thanks and headed back with the others. Trisha went to start everything up as we got on, Lara handling strapping Thomas in. The ride back was quiet and full of tension. There was nothing we could say to convince him it wasn’t a con or trap. Seeing was believing in the apocalypse. People who had survived this long knew that, as so many rumors turned out to be bullshit. 
 
    Or worse than was said. 
 
    I really hoped Thomas was glad he took the ride with us at that end. 
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    Branko 
 
      
 
    I was in over my head with Inez. From the moment I’d seen her, I finally understood what other nobles had said about feeling like a moth that had found its flame and didn’t care if it got burnt. Except I had seen that time and time again at my mother’s court. It was a place of horrors and everything I hated. The idea I could be trapped like that made me avoid her at all costs. 
 
    Except I was just fooling myself. I watched her any chance I got, and I got more of them after her period was over. She walked into a room, and my eyes found her. She laughed, and I was listening in on the conversation. I’d probably scared her by saying I knew she fixed the electronics, but it didn’t take a genius to put that together if someone really paid attention. 
 
    The best decision I’d ever made was to slip into the pool that night and try for a chance to see more of her and how she interacted with her nobles privately. I swear my heart was completely hers when I saw how she was with them, playing and laughing, giving herself and her affection freely as they cut her swimsuit off of her. 
 
    And then I got a front row seat to watch one take her, the minx giving me looks that it turned her on that I watched. Her blood sang to me. The moment it touched my skin, I knew there would never be another who could make me feel that. 
 
    This game we were playing was unbelievable, pleasurable torture. Hearing her voice in my ear with messages just for me—or fuck, that video she gave me was extra—drove me nuts and made me want more. So much more. 
 
    Which was why I took a chance on the outfit, and what a chance it had been. I about swallowed my tongue when she walked in wearing it. I’d choked on my bite and spilled my coffee all over my lap I was so shocked… And turned on. She looked perfection wearing it and with the confidence she wore it well.  
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever lost my cool like that with a woman just from seeing her, but knowing she wore it for me—I was in such trouble. I was dying for her to come back from their fun in Edmonton in the hopes I could catch her in my room and steal a kiss. That was it. I was dying for a damn kiss. Maybe touch her perfect, lush, jeans covered ass as I did. 
 
    Shit, it made me so hard just thinking about it. 
 
    “Dude, you’re making the rest of us look bad again,” Eddie grumbled as I returned the bin I’d emptied for him. I was darting between several who were cleaning out expired everything from the houses that were going to be raided once they had a chance to air out. We’d all agreed it was step one to make everything easier on ourselves. 
 
    “So you want me to slow down so this takes longer?” I threw right back, smirking when he rolled his eyes at me. “We all play our part and have people who can make us seem to be slacking.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you’re fabulous,” he muttered, shaking his head even if we were friends. He was one of the few nobles that had given me a chance when we’d met on the ship because he came from a coven with a powerful but crazy reputation and knew how hard it was to overcome that. I’d clutched to that life line in the chaos, and he was like a little brother to me. 
 
    Well, one I loved, as I loathed my siblings almost as much as my mother. 
 
    I went off and collected several more bins from Dennis and other nobles from the Wessex coven. I was assigned to watch over them so Kristof could be in Edmonton with Inez, and Sebastian was plotting how to handle the overpopulation of wolves and bears in the best way. 
 
    Plus, I scared the fuck out of Dennis way more than Sebastian, which was always fun. Kristof was deadly, no doubt of that, but those born in the last millennium weren’t as well versed in the house of Priest as those of us older were. But my house was still alive and maybe the most powerful coven now given who else had been taken out. Which wisely terrified Dennis, as I wasn’t tied to Inez. 
 
    But I wanted to be, and I made that known. So many rumors were told of my house, as so few had visited the past century as Mother had drawn back from the spotlight because technology terrified her and it was safer to not make waves outside her area that way. So yeah, every look I gave Dennis or any with him, I was sure they were trying to decipher and were on their best behavior with me. 
 
    I caught sight of something past the backyard of one of the houses and went to check it out. A grin slowly formed as I realized what I was looking at.  
 
    A freight train engine. Canada’s rail lines ran right past here. I didn’t even tell anyone I was leaving, blurring away and checking the whole line to see its condition.  
 
    And I liked what I found, my grin widening as I arrived in Prince Rupert where the aircraft carrier and destroyer were parked and the merchant ship was coming back to. It was perfect. 
 
    “My princess will be thrilled to learn this and maybe reward me,” I muttered to myself, wanting to rub my hands together in glee. I raced back and went further to check the tracks all the way to Prince George, and they were fine, a bit overgrown and cars that we’d need to get out of the way, but for sure, it was a better option than semis going back and forth. 
 
    Nice. 
 
    I worked even harder when I rejoined the others, as if that would make lunch come faster and my chance to tell Inez. Finally it was time, and I knew she’d be handling ghosts, but she was getting so good at it and the numbers last night weren’t all that daunting that I thought it wouldn’t be long. 
 
    Except there was a new development when I arrived at the hotel and there were just over two hundred barn owl shifters there getting rooms… And one I knew. 
 
    I hadn’t seen Thomas Gagnon since he had been but a boy of eighteen or so, but I recognized him, his scent telling me it was the Gagnon clan even. I always made sure to pay attention to those telling smells, and my mother’s one praise for me ever was my nose could tell me more than most could get in hours of interrogation.  
 
    Fear filled his eyes when he saw me, and I nodded for him to follow me so we didn’t do this in front of others. There was no reason to worry his clan, and I certainly didn’t want people to have more fuel for the rumors about me because of my house. 
 
    “Is your mother involved with this?” he asked the second we were a block away.  
 
    “No,” I told him firmly. “Mother doesn’t know of Inez, and I hope they never meet.” 
 
    “So your mother survived?” he asked, his tone sounding disappointed. 
 
    I snorted. I felt the same. “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “I’m shocked that’s your answer.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “We are more than our names, but Mother inspires terror in most, and doing what you’re told is best to survive your time at her coven. I thank my lucky stars I was home just before the apocalypse hit, as she requires us to come home every century for an extended stay, and I can’t even imagine how unstable all of this has made her more than her normal crazy.” 
 
    Thomas shivered. “I fear the corrupted and the apocalypse less than that court.” 
 
    “You are not the only one,” I grumbled. “I’m glad your clan survived. There was a reason Mother tried to pressure your grandfather to commit to her.” 
 
    “She put the screws to him and skated around that line of forcing a shifter, as Aether doesn’t allow that,” he seethed. “My grandfather was never the same, and we fled back to Canada the second we could.” 
 
    “You don’t have to convince me she’s evil, but I wasn’t party to that or saw it, only talk she was pressuring him,” I interjected gently when he looked like he was ramping back up. “How are you here now?” 
 
    “One of the princess’s knights, Trisha, sensed us and came to check it out. We’re on the direct path they will lead the corrupted to here or something.” He gave me a curious look. “How much of this is real? They have electricity and water? Toilets work and so does the kitchen?” 
 
    “It’s all real, and so is she,” I promised. “I didn’t believe it either, but give yourself a few days and you’ll see this isn’t a trap but a miracle.” I decided to clarify instead of let something go. “And Trisha’s not her knight, her baby brother is, and Inez is very clear that she doesn’t expect oaths or require them. People can be loyal without them, but she will shoot you if you fuck with their group and hurt her friends.” 
 
    He just blinked at me, and I couldn’t even blame him. That didn’t sound like any princess ever. Inez was so normal instead of pompous. 
 
    But I did love her bratty side too. When she had stormed in wearing only undergarments that she’d thought Jaxon wanted her to wear in public—and thus showing all of us—I’d groaned when she’d stormed back out with promises to punish him. 
 
    Shit, I so wanted some of that. 
 
    “I know it’s hard, believe me I do, as I’m much older than you and have seen so many horrors, but just give her a chance to heal you and hope the world really can be better after all of this. All she will ask is that you help, pull your weight, as no one gets a free ride in the apocalypse. You will see her work just as hard as you do, if not more.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” he muttered before we returned back to the others.  
 
    We ate lunch, and the slower nobles headed back with a warning I would be there soon to check on their progress and I’d better be happy. The moment I felt Inez approach, I raced to my room and hoped she was going to leave the phone. I wanted to thank Aether when she came moments later.  
 
    The second she was inside, I moved to capture her, my eyes going wide at the state she was in. I’d seen her wound up and more after the ghosts, but never so close and like this.  
 
    She about climbed me, and I lifted her up and wrapped her around me as I moved her against the wall. I locked in on her lips, but she ducked me at the last second. 
 
    “Wait, too all over for a first kiss and no sex yet, sorry, shit, you’re too hot,” she rambled as I kissed along her neck. “I was okay, but I can’t go that long of a gap again. It was none for over a week to back to a lot.” She moved her body against mine, and I was seconds from losing it. “Wanted to get caught and invite you to watch.” 
 
    “Shit, yes and yes,” I growled, darting out of my room with her and bringing her to her room where Cerdic and Jaxon were waiting. I brought her to the bed, and when I put her down, she moaned and wrapped her legs around me tighter so I couldn’t leave. 
 
    “Again, fuck, please, again,” she begged. 
 
    My eyes almost rolled up in my head. Our hips had ground together when we’d landed, and that was what she wanted. I pushed up and licked my lips as I moved again, seeing how much she liked it. 
 
    “You want a taste of what it would be like?” I asked as I moved my hands to her hips and ground our bodies together. 
 
    “Yes, shit, so rough,” she moaned, yanking off her shirt and then bra. “Make them bounce.” 
 
    Oh fuck. I did, entranced with how her perfect breasts moved as I ground my jeans covered hardon against her jeans covered pussy that was so wet I was sure it leaked into the material.  
 
    “Soak my jeans and cock,” I growled as she got close. “Come on those tiny panties I know you’re wearing.” 
 
    Her eyes glazed over, and then she cried out my name as she reached her peak. Watching her orgasm was one of the best things I’d ever seen, certainly the sexiest. She twitched once it was over and then gave me a seductive, sated grin. The minx unlocked her legs from around me and then moved them up enough so she could take off the boots and socks. 
 
    I watched as she peeled off the jeans next, getting to see the panties were just as good as I hoped. Then she actually took them off and held them out to me. 
 
    “Thanks for the outfit. I really like it.” She seemed to think better of just giving them over and used them to wipe up more of her wetness first before offering them to me again.  
 
    “You are so fucking delicious,” I groaned, taking the panties and smelling them for her to watch. “One day I’m going to eat you out so much that this will seem a drop in an ocean of juices I will get from you.” 
 
    She shivered and her fangs came out. 
 
    “Wait, love, you can’t drink him yet,” Cerdic interjected.  
 
    “Just a lick,” she argued, sitting up and locked on my neck. “Show me your neck, Branko.” I instantly did, and she climbed onto my lap, fisting my hair and kissing my neck. “Can I have a lick?” 
 
    “My blood is yours, Inez, take what you want from me even if you drink me dry,” I muttered, meaning every word I was so hers. 
 
    “I could never drink you dry,” she muttered before nicking me with her fang. She moaned as she lapped at the blood and then it closed. “Jaxon, it burns, please, it burns.” 
 
    “I know, my love,” he muttered as he joined us on the bed and went to pull her away. 
 
    “Please, leave her here,” I moaned, knowing what they were about to do. 
 
    “Inez?” Jaxon checked.  
 
    “Yes,” she hissed, pushing me to lie back and straddled me. She whimpered as he got her ready. “It burns from the jeans.” 
 
    “I’ll be gentle,” Jaxon promised. 
 
    “No, fuck me hard and harder,” she growled, giving me a heated look. “I want to feel all of it.” 
 
    He did, and I had to fist my hands not to touch her, unable to push or take advantage when she was almost frenzied like this. She was such perfection. I’d never thought that of a woman before, and it seemed corny that her nobles said that of her, but after the first day of really getting to know her, I completely agreed and thought it accurate. 
 
    She nicked her finger and drew the triangle on me before sitting up so she could play with Cerdic too. She kissed him and fed from him while stroking him. She also made sure not to ignore Jaxon like he was nothing but his dick. When she finished, she finished, screaming as multiple orgasms wracked her body. 
 
    Jaxon and Cerdic joined her, and I was outrageously jealous their seed got to touch her but not mine. I wanted to come on her, orgasm in her body, and let me have her as they did. 
 
    “Wait, before you distract me so I don’t see what she can do, I wanted to show her something,” I said when Cerdic moved like he was going to do just that. 
 
    “He knows,” she told them. “Or guessed. He said it in the message.” She gave me a worried look. “Did you tell anyone? Only those on Team Inez are supposed to know.” 
 
    “I’m on Team Inez even if not official yet,” I promised. “Let me show you I am.” 
 
    She nodded, and they hurried to get cleaned up as apparently she really needed to let the energy out again, scratching her arms and neck as she redressed. She’d found new panties that worked with the bra, and I pocketed the ones she’d given me, not wanting to lose those. Jaxon grabbed her, we raced off, and I was glad it wasn’t too far away. 
 
    I stopped at the railyard and focused on her. “I checked the line all the way to Prince Rupert, and the tracks are in good shape. There are some blockages, but otherwise, it’s a much better option than caravanning all the semis. There might be other tracks and lines to check out to help efficiency.” 
 
    “Yes, if someone knows how to drive a train,” she agreed, checking it all out. “I mean, that can’t be easy, right?” 
 
    “It’s not like flying a plane, but I’m sure those who can fly a plane can figure it out as long as we check the rails,” Cerdic said. “We have so many who can drive semis I’m sure someone’s driven a train.” 
 
    She nodded. “Can you show us what needs to be cleared?” 
 
    “Of course, but we will need more help I’d think.” 
 
    “Um, right, yeah,” she lied, clearing her throat and looking away. “Right, I can only juice things up and fix stuff.” 
 
    “Well, he clearly knows that’s a lie now,” Jaxon drawled. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s hard to think of focus when I itch like this,” she growled, scratching her neck almost hard enough that she bled. 
 
    “Follow me,” I muttered, not wanting her to be uncomfortable another moment. I led them to the first group that was a commuter train that had gone off the tracks and were all over the place and in the way. My eyes went wide as she touched them and they dissolved into energy beads. 
 
    All. Of. Them. 
 
    “What else?” she asked as if it was nothing. “Hurry.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, nodding. “Right.” 
 
    She cleared three more obstacles, one being some very large trees that had come down from bad weather. Sighing when I said that was it, she leaned against Jaxon heavily. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Anytime, My Princess,” he murmured, leaning down and giving her a soft kiss. 
 
    “I want about another hundred of those, but we have to go be the bosses,” she murmured against his lips. “That was seriously sexy earlier. I came so hard I swear I still feel it.” 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who groaned. 
 
    We headed back to the hotel, and I was about to go back to my overseeing task when she waved for attention. 
 
    “Okay, meeting about tonight’s changes and more. To the war room!” She turned to go that way and then spun back around. “Do we have a war room here yet?” 
 
    A lot of people burst out laughing, but James recovered enough to speak. “We’re all set up in the conference room.”  
 
    People started moving, and I nodded for Thomas to come with. He’d want to see this for sure so he got a clear picture this was the place to be. 
 
    “We kept using the one on the aircraft carrier, and it’s not parked here,” she grumbled. “Okay, knights and everyone old, let’s get this going.” She moved up to James and looped arms with him. “Now, do I get to drive the M-ATV Assault vehicle?” 
 
    He winced. “Sexy bite, I applaud you for teaching yourself to drive in the apocalypse, but your skills reflect you were self-taught, and let’s not lose one of those.” He hurried on when she pouted. “When we’re on roads, sure, you can take a turn, but we’re on terrain and torn up. That takes practice.” 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled as we reached the conference room. 
 
    “And we’re not relocating,” Kristof added. “We filled in a section of the river to make a land bridge. We will fix it before we leave the area, but you picked the perfect location.” 
 
    “Oh, cool, I didn’t think of that.” She let go of James and went up to Kristof, giving him a quick peck. “I like smart men.” 
 
    “I know,” he chuckled. “We’re all trying to think of ways to improve on any plans since you’re so open to it and you reward cleverness.” 
 
    She shrugged, leaning into his hand when he cupped her cheek. “Every plan can be improved upon. I don’t deal with being bossed around, but suggestions are always welcomed.” She nodded to me. “I think you guys might tie for best ideas of the day then because he had a good one.” 
 
    I moved over to the map when people got settled. “There’s a clear train line from here all the way to Prince Rupert. That’s better than semis going back and forth.” 
 
    “Does anyone know trains though?” Inez asked from her seat on Cerdic’s lap.  
 
    Jacob—one of Princess Matilda’s nobles—raised his hand before most could blink. “Yes, Princess, I do and well. You have many who know machines, engines, and everything from tanks to planes, and I would gladly teach them.” 
 
    Her lips twitched in amusement, clearly getting he was trying to make amends. “Thank you, that would be great. We need to make extra sure the tracks are okay, fuel, or whatever if we agree this is better.” She glanced around and saw people nodding. “Okay, good, so we’ll figure out what comes next after we assess with people who are in the know.” 
 
    She jumped to her feet, and I doubted I was the only one who watched her hips or bouncing breasts as she walked over to the map. “All of these smaller areas won’t have loading and unloading, right? I mean, it takes a lot to load those containers onto the ships, so it’s got to be for trains as well?” 
 
    “The ships have cranes to load, but there are freight loader vehicles like the forklifts but heavier duty,” I answered.  
 
    She glanced up at me, and I went hard as she blushed a bit and her nipples hardened. She cleared her throat and focused on the map, not letting others see her reaction.  
 
    Good, it was just for me.  
 
    Fuck, I so wanted to suck those pert nipples. 
 
    I realized I’d been so focused on that, I’d missed something. I blinked at her and then to where she was pointing. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    She smirked and tapped the map. “Some of these places still won’t have stations to safely load up, so did you note which ones had stations?” 
 
    “No, but I will scout and mark them out. That’s a lot less travel for the semis just to get to designated locations.” 
 
    “Right, and we need maps and more scouted eventually, but this is a solid start.” She gave me a quick wink and went back to Cerdic. “Anyone else want to be smart and impress me?” 
 
    “We’re going to have a lot to hunt tonight,” Kristof warned instead. “All of Edmonton was emptied out of corrupted. I realize you ended up not making it there, so I should report that. They made it as far as Jasper National Park, so that puts them a bit later than last night.” He glanced at James. “The mines were blown, right? Are they being re-laid, or are you putting in more vehicles?” 
 
    “I prefer to leave the landmines alone,” he admitted. “Let’s go lay some around LA and lure them in with her blood where no one will be. We’ve seen too many get hurt with landmines to want to place them. Last night was easy and we’re all in agreement it was about a hundred thousand that came. We can do higher numbers and use them again if we’re worried we’re not enough, but I’d rather anything else.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Trisha echoed. “We can get more RPG’s and even rig vehicles to blow rather than a landmine not detonating till later or hidden and gets one of us.” 
 
    “If you feel that strongly, of course,” Inez immediately agreed. “So we’re loading the trailers with more vehicles and getting them out to the area? How was the fuel supply we found? And how close are my five engineers of the apocalypse doing on getting an electric semi engine in a chopper or M-ATV Assault vehicle?” 
 
    “Close,” Trisha told her. “They think the test for the assault vehicle will be this week. The chopper is a bit more complicated for sure, and Wolfe says it will be a while and definitely not for combat anytime soon.” 
 
    “Well, one out of two is fucking awesome,” she muttered, smiling widely before glancing around. “Oh man, we forgot snacks. What are the rules on sugar helping the brain and we need that at meetings?” 
 
    “Which is your code for you’re addicted to brownies, love,” Cerdic teased her. 
 
    “And cinnamon rolls and cookies and—” James added. 
 
    “Shhh, no one’s figured that out yet,” she mock whispered. 
 
    Damn, I even found that adorable.  
 
    And her reply message on the phone had me jerking off twice and still leaving me hard. She was such, such pleasurable and perfect torture, and all I wanted was more. 
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    Sebastian had outlined the supplies they’d gathered and would be ready to start culling wolves tomorrow, so he was handling that with the group—the dirtiest parts for Dennis and his group. Branko was so sexy when he smirked and asked to help since they were scared shitless of him. I didn’t get that because he was like a gentle giant even if he was ultra powerful. 
 
    But his family coven seemed to be as bad as Kristof’s. I tuned out what I could because most didn’t seem to be firsthand accounts, and I wasn’t going to listen to rumors… But there had to be something to that many rumors. 
 
    I took a nap before dinner, smiling when Tyson and Simon joined me in shifted form. Apparently naps for their cats were just as good as baby vampires. James just said they were lazy cats, which amused me to no end.  
 
    It wasn’t only me that was excited for dinner as apparently a group had already raided the right places and gotten everything needed to start smoking pigs and more. They’d added more prepared frozen meals that we’d brought with when the owls had showed up. There was something else I learned though that I didn’t like.  
 
    “We can take over another hotel,” I told Thomas after I found out they were six or more to a room since the hotel only had eighty-two rooms and a bunch were already taken. “Or cots. What if we went to the Sheraton across the street and at least got more mattresses and cots?” 
 
    “Princess, we’re fine,” Thomas promised. “Cots are a great idea, but rooms have pull out sofas too.” He waved me off, looking amused. “The hotel has damn waterslides they’re getting hooked back up.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “I’ve never been on a water slide. I want to try it.” 
 
    He chuckled but then seemed to realize I was serious. “Well, you will because they want to spoil you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I try to spoil everyone. It’s much better than all of us being assholes.” I shook my head and walked off towards the others. “Can anyone double up so the owls aren’t like twenty to a room or give help with cots for families that want to stay together? Maybe trade rooms so they can have bigger ones?” I shot a nasty look at Dennis who snorted. “Oh, you volunteer to sleep on cots in the lobby?” 
 
    “That’s what I heard,” Sebastian agreed, looking amused. “Or the casino. They can push all the machines aside and have access to one shower.” 
 
    “Done and done. Move out of your rooms,” I purred but then glanced at Jacob. “Are you guys sharing a room?” 
 
    “We are, Princess, and we can trade for a smaller room, of course,” he agreed, dipping his head. “If you allow it, I can also show them where the cleaning supplies and wand vacuums are so they can clean their rooms properly.” 
 
    “We got the washers and dryers online so everyone can do laundry now,” Vance let us know. “And we found several ChargePoint stations and electric cars to fix tomorrow. Canada was really more ecofriendly than most of the US for sure.” 
 
    “Awesome. It’s like we know what we’re doing this time.” 
 
    “Can we always stay here, Grandpa?” the little boy I’d met earlier, Sammy, asked as the first smoked pig was brought in. 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled, smiling at him. “Especially if you guys know farming or ranching, as there are huge herds of cows around here and someone taking care of them would be great so we can get beef when we need it.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re not serious?” one of the owls asked, glancing between Thomas and me. 
 
    I slowly nodded. “Yeah, why not? We’re going to get what’s needed back online, but we’ve got groups behind us raiding for the coven or other covens, but there’s no reason you can’t stay here. We’ll get all the corrupted.” 
 
    “Obviously there would need to be several discussions and terms outlined if the princess was to allow it after her coven made it all possible,” Kristof cut in, giving me a quick look that cut to Dennis that most wouldn’t have noticed. “But it’s certainly not off the table as she gets to know and trust your clan and your loyalty.” 
 
    “Understood,” Thomas agreed, seeming to get there was more at play. “I thank you for even considering it, and I promise my clan will pull our weight.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer they needed a chance to rest, but again, it wasn’t just us. “I’m glad you appreciate what I allowed. Others haven’t and disrespected me when I even gave good faith gifts and sent my soon to be father-in-law to discuss it on my behalf.” I shot Dennis a glare. “Apparently the apocalypse hasn’t given everyone the reality check they need. 
 
    “I do however like the idea of leaving a loyal clan or group to oversee what’s mine, as it seems some are planning to spy and scout and take it all out from under us.” I was saying it more for Thomas so he got caught up as the rest probably had heard what had happened on the radios. “And there was already an assassination attempt from those who run their mouths and start trouble.” 
 
    “There is no more a cure for idiocy than there is corrupted,” Thomas said, and I liked the line.  
 
    We dug in, and I was halfway through dinner when I realized I kept eyeing over Cerdic like my next meal. He seemed to catch on, so I played it off like I knew and was flirting, taking extra care to lick my lips of BBQ sauce after my next bite of pulled pork sandwich. I flicked my hair over my shoulder and noted I had Kristof’s attention as well. 
 
    Good because I actually wanted it and both of them for dessert. Or to eat me actually. 
 
    When dinner was wrapping up, James announced what time we were heading out, and I saw Thomas speaking with another man who looked just like him. 
 
    “No go,” Sammy said loudly. 
 
    Thomas squatted down and hugged his grandson. “Grandpa and Daddy are going to go hunt the monsters who killed Mommy, okay? We’re going to go help tonight so more don’t die. You stay with your Grandma and we’ll be back, I promise.” 
 
    “Mommy,” Sammy whispered, his tears filling with eyes. He nodded and went over to a woman I assumed was Thomas’s wife, sniffling and wiping his face on her shirt when she picked him up. They stopped by the other man, and there were more tears and sniffles. “Daddy, come back.” 
 
    “Of course, buddy, I promise. We got this.” 
 
    Thomas saw me watching but didn’t answer my unasked question until they were a bit further away, his son going with to get Sammy settled. “My daughter-in-law was young but a brave, good woman. She didn’t sense the corrupted that were underground nearby but managed to hold the doors closed while Sammy ran out of the building like she told him to. 
 
    “We heard him screaming and came running, but we were too late. My son got him out of there, and we had to run there were so many. We eventually got them all, and Sammy doesn’t remember it, but my son grieves and has a hard time pushing on. She was his everything, but so is Sammy, so he just keeps moving and being there for his son.” 
 
    “Sometimes not remembering is a blessing and a curse,” I whispered, knowing that well. “For Sammy it might be a blessing, as he’ll never blame himself he didn’t do more or call for help faster. But that means he also doesn’t remember her, which is a pain all of its own.” I glanced at Jaxon and Darius who clearly heard the conversation. “I’m so sorry for your son. I can’t even imagine.” 
 
    “Me either,” Thomas admitted. “I hope we’re welcome to help?” 
 
    “Sure. Talk to James. Kristof is general of the older nobles, and James is Secretary of the Navy of his crew and us baby vamps who don’t run fast enough to be on the ground.” 
 
    “Smart.” 
 
    “We do our best to be.” 
 
    “That’s all you can do somedays.” He seemed to think about that a moment. “And be grateful. I had a hot shower today, and it’s been fucking years for that.” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, we haven’t had them long, and I remember well, plus that feeling that even if the corrupted weren’t around, you were open at a campsite, exposed. Even the survivor camps or ships it was sleeping with one eye open. You had people at your back, which is still new to me.” 
 
    “It is?” he asked, giving me a curious look, but that wasn’t something I was ready to get into with him yet. 
 
    “A few months.” I turned to make it clear the conversation was over. “James, Thomas wants to help.” 
 
    “So do a lot of the owls,” he told me. “That’s fine, and we can always use help, but if I’m letting them on military grade weapons, I need backgrounds to know they won’t blow us all up.” 
 
    I left them to it and wasn’t surprised when Cerdic and Kristof were waiting for me outside the dining room. I was right back to heated and wanting fun. I didn’t say a word as I led them to our room, but I did put a bit more sway in my hips. Once we were inside, I hopped up on the dresser and eyed them over. “If you get naked for me, I might get naked for you.” 
 
    I blinked, and they were both naked, clothes thrown all over the overstuffed chair. Nice. I licked my lips and my fangs itched to come out. I slid off the dresser and went to Cerdic. 
 
    “I’m thirsty again. Will you feed me and take care of my needs after without Darius or Jaxon but keep to the no sex rule?” 
 
    “Yes, fuck, yes, love, I’ll be good.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be good,” Kristof said before I could even ask. “What are you in the mood for, My Princess?” 
 
    “You on the bed sitting up against the pillows,” I answered, thrilled they were letting me drive again. I slowly undressed for them, loving how their eyes ate me up. Then I climbed onto the bed in between Kristof’s legs so my back was against his chest. 
 
    And so was his monster cock. 
 
    I crooked a finger at Cerdic, smirking when he instantly joined us. “I’m going to feed from your throat, and then you two will do whatever you want to me that’s not sex, but you have to be like this.” 
 
    “Can we switch?” Kristof checked. 
 
    “I’m not sure you deserve oral sex yet, but yes, I’ll allow you turning me between you.” I barely finished what I said, and Cerdic’s throat was right in front of me. My fangs came out, and I sank them in his skin, taking three large gulps before licking the wound closed. “Why am I so thirsty?” 
 
    “You gave a pint of blood to set traps yesterday and again today,” Kristof answered, kissing my neck as his hands moved to my breasts. “Dessert tonight is her pussy, so eat up, Cerdic, and lick her clean.” 
 
    I moaned, and I didn’t think I was the only one. I whimpered as Cerdic dove right in and did everything to me and so fast my body was suddenly just orgasming. “Yes, yes, I was dying for you both tonight.” I moved my arm up and around Kristof’s neck as he kept kissing my skin while playing with my nipples and breasts. “Fuck, please, I so need you both.” 
 
    “You need us?” Kristof checked, his tone careful. 
 
    I turned enough and leaned so I could see his face. “Yes. I need you both and not just physically, so be careful if you aren’t open to the next step because I might demand it in the near future so you’re always with me.” 
 
    “I’m open to it,” he whispered against my lips. “Very, very open to it, My Princess.” 
 
    “Good because I might not let you go, especially with how I’m craving you now that you’re behaving and we’re communicating better. I got so fucking hot when you protected me with Thomas earlier. All I could think was I can’t wait until we have the private cove and I would demand you take me there and fuck your princess after you do stuff like that.” 
 
    “Holy fuck, Inez,” he growled, mashing his mouth to mine.  
 
    I kissed him back while fisting Cerdic’s hair so he stayed there as I ground my hips against him. It also moved me in a way Kristof liked since I was sandwiched between them. The second I orgasmed again, they flipped me around, Cerdic holding me wide open to Kristof. 
 
    I licked Cerdic’s lips, not caring he tasted like me. “And when I heard you tell Dennis you were mine and you sided with me, I knew I wouldn’t ever let you leave. I’d make you mine all the way and do a lot more exercise than tai chi with my hot Brit. I get jealous of Olivia and her bond with you, and she’s your sister. No woman is more to you than me.” 
 
    “No, I’m yours,” he promised, kissing me stupid as his hands moved to my chest and his body ground against mine. Kristof finger fucked me with two of his thick fingers as he kept joining our kiss, which was fucking hot even if a bit messy. Cerdic rubbed his blood on my clit, and off I went again. 
 
    Then I changed my mind on the plan, pushing Kristof to the bed and straddling his dick, using my wetness to move and pleasing us both while making more demands of him. I did the same to Cerdic, promising them both painful deaths if I saw either of them touch or look at women other than me. 
 
    “Love, what brought this on?” Cerdic asked when I was completely spent and hiding against him. 
 
    “Last time we had new shifters join us, someone fucked two for me to see,” I admitted, feeling Kristof flinch behind me. “Or I saw two suck him but only fuck one. And a few of the owls look at you like their next meal and I’ve heard comments that they’ve never seen a noble as hot as you. Everyone knows Jaxon and Darius are mine, but I don’t like the attention you’re both getting.” 
 
    “I don’t want any of those women, My Princess,” Kristof promised as he hugged me from behind. “I only see you. I have perfection in my arms. I would never turn to them.” 
 
    “I will cut off your dick if you do,” I grumbled, still sensitive. It wasn’t like he’d cheated… But it hadn’t happened all that long ago. 
 
    “It won’t happen.” 
 
    “And I’ve not seen one I would remotely fancy, love,” Cerdic added, snuggling in closer. “I was too busy watching your tight little ass in those fucking jeans, and your tits that I swear are getting bigger make me hard.” 
 
    “They are bigger,” I confessed. “I was worrying about that when you said my ass is getting thick. I’ve filled in some bras, and some I’m close to popping out of.” I moved a hand of each of theirs to my breast. “What do you think? Do you want my tits to be Ds?” 
 
    “I think I want them to always be this sensitive,” Kristof growled as he pinched my nipple. “Bigger or smaller, they are perfect and I am blessed to touch them.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Cerdic said firmly. “I just beg you keep showing them in sexy shirts that I’m dying to take off of you.” 
 
    “So you can suck them? Do you want to suck my tits?” 
 
    “Shit, you are so wound up today,” Cerdic groaned, both of them turning me so they could do just that as they fingered me together again. 
 
    “I might need that again,” I panted as I flopped to the bed. “I don’t know what’s going on with me. I think it’s Dennis and them. We figured they’d be a problem, but spies and that crazy? I just feel… Anxious. I want my coven and to feel safe. We keep having these short stretches of feeling safe in our bubble and it gets popped. The only thing I want popped is my cherry to have anal sex!” 
 
    “Wow, that was not what I thought we’d hear you say,” Darius muttered from the foot of the bed. Jaxon and Branko were with him. “Um, now? Are we doing this now?” 
 
    “No, we’re going to hunt soon.” I grabbed the pillow and moved it over my face. “Just ignore me. I got possessive and jealous again, and I hate I get so demanding and bitchy, and then I sort of spin out from there.” 
 
    “Love, you declare I’m yours all you fucking want,” Cerdic chuckled as they spread my legs wider. “Isn’t this the prettiest pussy you’ve ever seen?” 
 
    “Yes and the tastiest,” Branko groaned. “Her lips are all swollen. Did you take good care of her?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I moved the pillow. “I got a bazillion orgasms, and they each got one. I’m a bitch like that.” 
 
    “What else is going on, love?” Cerdic pushed again.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I just feel anxious. I don’t know why. It’s like I’m missing something and I’m pissed I’m behind a step.” 
 
    “I’ve been feeling that way too,” Jaxon confessed. “We all go through that mood now and again, my love. Is that why you wanted to be armed again?” 
 
    “Yes.” There was no reason to deny it, so I wasn’t going to. “I think I want my guns back too. Dresses and skirts for during my period because you’ll all hover anyways, but I want to feel ready better the rest of the time.” 
 
    “Maybe some sexy Lara Croft holsters,” Darius suggested, and a few of them groaned. 
 
    I pushed to sit up. “I don’t know who that is, but I really like the grommet belt, so I thought something that clipped to that? Maybe a different harness for one katana with the guns?” 
 
    “And more jeans and shirts like that?” Darius checked, clearing his throat. 
 
    I studied him closely. “Have you declared you’re mine today?” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock. “Yes, I introduced myself as your fiancé. Jaxon did as well several times.” 
 
    “Then I’ll get more jeans to shop tomorrow and you both can fuck me hard tonight.” 
 
    “Fuck me dead, Inez,” Jaxon groaned with feeling. 
 
    I smirked at him. “The faster we kill baddies the faster we can come back and have fun, but no one gets anything if one of you even gets a boo-boo. New rules.” I locked gazes with Branko as I ran my fingers over my pussy. “That includes you.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly. “Yes, My Princess.” 
 
    Right answer. 
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    We got a lot more corrupted this time. No one was bored this time for sure, but it also wasn’t the scariest fight we’d had, and I was pretty sure no one wanted a repeat of those moments on the bridge outside Anchorage where we’d worried we were in deep shit. 
 
    “Starting our third pass,” Tyson said into the radio when we were up again and in position. 
 
    “Safety off,” I replied as I flipped up the casing and hit the switch to arm the minigun. 
 
    “Green light,” Trisha cleared.  
 
    I opened fire, aiming into packs of corrupted to hopefully get a few head shots—as the minigun would pop them like melons from the distance we were at—or at least wound some to get eaten, which was still a kill. The minigun fired three thousand rounds a minute, so calling it fast was an understatement and I was careful not to waste ammo.  
 
    It helped it was night and now I could see the bullets and their trajectory, which added a serious level of awesome having only used rifles before and they didn’t do that. I saw more closer to the river and changed to an M pattern to get more from each group and maybe some stragglers. The fires from the blown up vehicles helped a lot, as apparently we didn’t do well with night vision goggles. 
 
    As we had good night vision as vampires… But I was a baby vampire. Eddie and I agreed that it was stupid the night vision goggles didn’t work for us still then, but it was something about our non-human eyes. Right, that sounded like some bullshit writing in the fine print. 
 
    Eddie had laughed when I’d grumbled that. Glad I wasn’t alone on the baby vampire front at least. 
 
    “Pass complete,” Tyson said when we reached the end. 
 
    “Safety on,” I replied and did it.  
 
    “Land this round,” Trisha ordered. “Inez, head to James’s chopper, you get your wish to blow shit up. We keep using all the bullets and not enough of what goes boom.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” I yelled, wiggling in my harness as I willed the chopper to go faster. Then I had a worried thought. “Are we running too low?” 
 
    “Not yet, but we could use an influx of ammo for the miniguns and assault vehicle weapons soon,” she replied. “We found a ton of ammo, but a lot of it was all handguns and rifles. Awesome to fight, but then we upped the game and those wouldn’t do much against a million corrupted a night.” 
 
    “Can you guys map out where the best spots to check will be with Kristof and Cerdic? We calculated that between Vancouver, Seattle, Portland, their metro areas, and everything in between was about twenty million total. That’s a whole fuck ton of corrupted.” 
 
    “Roger,” Trisha replied. “I also suggest we start with the plan for LA except we send a few fighter planes off from the carrier. We know where there is so much ammo for those. Mostly where we left the planes because we couldn’t use them and there was no point to the weight.” 
 
    “Map it out,” I agreed. “Lead them to LA from all over. What are they going to do once there? Pout? Kristof was lobbing flares from further than any of us could see. Lob a small jar of my blood into the same crater every night and blow it to shit. Attack from several fronts.” 
 
    “But carefully is how we all stay safe,” James reminded, probably noting the pushy tone to my voice.  
 
    I didn’t know why I was agitated and wanted to hurry. Maybe part of it was the numbers we crunched? There were a whole lot of corrupted, and I worried there might not be any people left in the end if we didn’t fight back faster now that we could.  
 
    Maybe I just needed a fucking vacation and a week off from worrying.  
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
    My mood was back up to giddy as we landed and James met up with us. Tyson took over flying his chopper since it had the right rig, and I got in the harness… And James got in behind me. 
 
    “There’s a kick with this one, and you don’t know how to load and charge it,” he explained.  
 
    I nodded as we lifted off, nodding to James’s friend that I saw him with now and again, forgetting his name but thanking him for handling the reloading. It felt like I thought riding on a motorcycle with someone would. We were both straddling the mount, our feet on either side of the gun, and he was reaching around me. He went over the basics as we flew into place. 
 
    “Ready to make our pass with the grenade launcher,” Tyson said as he turned the chopper to get us on the correct side. 
 
    “Safety off and charged,” James replied as he did it. 
 
    “Green light,” Trisha confirmed. 
 
    I hit the trigger and fired off a few rounds, wanting to see them land. My eyes went wide as they did. “Holy. Fucking. Shit. I’m in love. I’m stealing this gun, James.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” he chuckled. “Get shooting.” 
 
    “More like get wet,” I muttered under my breath, the laughter coming back at me letting me know they’d all heard me with their better than human hearing. Great. 
 
    I ignored it and fired a few into each group, mentally pumping my fist as they landed and went boom even as I was locking on the next targets. 
 
    “Her fangs are out, her nips are hard, and she’s seriously aroused,” James said in the headset, letting me know my fangs had come out at least. 
 
    “I’ve been donating the blood to lure them, remember?” I grumbled, shooting off some more shots. “I gave more to Kristof to get them out of Calgary.” 
 
    “Pass complete, and stop poking at my princess when others are listening, James,” Tyson warned, a growl in his tone.  
 
    “Safety on, and you’re right, but in my defense, I meant it as praise that she fits in well with us, but not everyone needs to hear that.” He moved his mic away and kissed my head. “Sorry, sexy bite. I’ll behave when there are guests.” 
 
    “Thanks. Otherwise I thought it was funny.” 
 
    “I know, but he’s absolutely right that our being lax shouldn’t be a thing that we let others see.” 
 
    “So let’s kick them out,” I joked. 
 
    “I hope you’re kidding,” Sebastian said in the radio. “And we’re all clear over here. If you land and allow us to finish whoever is left, I think we call it a successful night. We have culling to do tomorrow.” 
 
    “Roger that,” James replied. “Bring the choppers in and hold fire unless close proximity.” 
 
    “Can you hold all fire, mate, and I’ll come right to that side? Those are some big bloody bullets, and I was ordered not to get a boo-boo.” 
 
    “Hold all fire,” James confirmed, shaking his head. “No boo-boos, huh?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m not kissing boo-boos, but I’ll let them do dirty everything to me if they come back without them.” 
 
    “That would work for me,” someone replied along with a few other colorful comments.  
 
    We landed, and not long after Kristof, Sebastian, Jacob, and Branko confirmed the corrupted were all dead. 
 
    I went over to Jacob and gave him the green light I knew he was looking for. “If you can check the lines, find us the trains we’ll need to fix, and teach several people what to do, I’ll allow Princess Matilda to send a party to raid the smaller areas like Sebastian is as long as you lead it and keep them under control. Anymore than that and I think I need a big fucking apology from Olivia to not look like a doormat.” 
 
    He blew out a harsh breath. “That’s fairly accurate, and as much as I hate to admit that, I don’t want to betray your trust when you’re willing to give us that inch.” 
 
    “I was willing to give yards and yards, but yeah, that was a huge slap in the face, and he’s not even changing his tune, completely spying and planning to do any and everything he wants. An inch is all I’m open to.” 
 
    “It’s better than most, as Matilda would have killed Dennis just for the insult.” 
 
    “That’s a bit much when the world is drowning in death, but I will if they act on his plans. Make that clear because I will take them all out. Hell, Kristof is dying to now, so I’ll just quit stopping him.” 
 
    “Understood, and I thank you, truly I do, Princess.” 
 
    I nodded. “You guys are helping. That was all I wanted. I would help you help yourselves if you helped us too. The fight tonight wasn’t even the worst we had. There were a lot of people in North America and not a lot survived, and I want the rest to.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” he agreed, sounding as tired and heavy hearted as I felt. 
 
    I went to check on the others, noting Thomas, his son, and several other owls seemed a bit lighter. I smiled at them. “It’s nice to turn the tide after seeing so often they win, right? And they don’t come after you like feral savages like they do me.” 
 
    “It definitely healed us some,” his son agreed. “Nothing can ever give us back what we lost, but trying to keep others from suffering as we have is a nice fucking feeling.” 
 
    “Amen to that and let’s drink,” I chuckled.  
 
    We took the choppers back to the airport, as they had some seriously full tanks of fuel from what Trisha said, which she planned on taking some of it for the aircraft carrier. It made sense not to completely wipe it out if we were going to be coming back or maybe leaving a clan to manage the place for me. 
 
    I had already let out the charge from Cerdic’s blood earlier to handle some ChargePoint stations and an array of electric vehicles. But then we got all wound up again getting cleaned up and I fed from Jaxon. He let me lead, and I tried a different position, one I’d learned in my research books, the Amazon, where he was inside me but I was basically moving on top like it was missionary with his legs spread. 
 
    “Where did you learn that?” he panted when we were done, both of us having enjoyed it a lot. 
 
    I shrugged. “If it works one way, it made sense to work the other way.” 
 
    There was a lot to do with that energy, but we didn’t know what trains were the ones to fix yet, so instead I turned half of a used car lot into energy beads. 
 
    “We should see if there’s a rail line that comes close to the coven. It might be a better way to send everything from certain locations, not just to the ship, drive down or up, and to the coven.” 
 
    “You’re right, this opens a whole realm of being more efficient and so does leaving the clan here as keepers for you,” Kristof praised as he lifted me in his arms. 
 
    “Say I’m smart again,” I teased him as I snuggled up to him, out before he could even reply or get us back to the hotel. 
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    The next morning we were in the chopper and headed to Edmonton, for real this time and even starting earlier since I’d have more ghosts. Plus, we wanted longer to play. Trisha landed the chopper right out front and confirmed all the corrupted were out. We were still armed and would clear each place—as was smart—because if people couldn’t sense Jaxon or scents could cover me, then the reverse could be true. 
 
    We’d brought breakfast with us and had eaten along the ride, but we’d also still had a large thermos of coffee and a bunch of muffins. We shopped, but then when someone started trying stuff on, we snacked and gave opinions. None of them messed around either, so once a size or style was confirmed, we were moving on. 
 
    “I think we should have an exchange store at the coven,” Trisha told me as she measured me for bras. “Like what Goodwill was but without cost. People grow out of stuff all the time, and we can’t be wasteful like we used to, so if there’s still life in whatever, leave it there and it’s free. It’s a good way to distribute new clothing supplies too.” 
 
    “Smart. Maybe with a few industrial washers or whatever and we pay people to run it.” 
 
    “I like it.”  
 
    We smiled at each other, and I thanked her for measuring me. We finished up there and were headed to Urban Planet before The Body Shop and then our fun at the Disney Store, but I saw something that caught my eye. I walked over to the jewelry store and saw the protective gate was busted down… And yet the store hadn’t been raided. 
 
    Kristof. 
 
    Still, I was grateful for the windows across the way that let me be able to see without the lanterns or flashlights. This was something I wanted to see in natural lighting. 
 
    Especially because I almost immediately found what I wanted. 
 
    “You like that?” Maggie asked as they caught up. 
 
    “Yes, but for them.” I bounced that around and nodded. “I wear the matching one. It’s the ring of my nobles and they belong to me. Engagement rings I wear on a necklace, but we wear those. It’s made of tungsten, the strongest naturally occurring metal. And it’s pretty, but there’s some darkness to it.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” Trisha asked as she moved around the display and busted the lock. 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it. “Do you know Sebastian’s not Nora’s Night? But she has kids with her Night?” 
 
    “The Night thing always seemed very… Favoring,” Hope muttered as she looked at the ring after Trisha pulled out the display. “Some shifters have multiple mates, a lot of times the head of a clan if our numbers are low in a species, but none is above the other. Maybe the eldest or first mate, but from my limited experience it always seemed like a Night was the mate and the others were extra fun.” 
 
    “I get that feeling too,” I admitted. “Darius said his mom only had kids with his dad as he was her Night. Maybe that’s better, but he speaks of his dad being his mom’s greatest love, and I don’t think that’s fair if you have more than one.” I shook my head as I studied the ring next. “I couldn’t do that. I love them equally. There’s stuff I share with Darius that’s special, but it’s not better than what I share with Jaxon.” 
 
    “Knowing you, you were thinking of naming them all your Night,” Trisha teased me. 
 
    “I was.” I shrugged. “It’s expected to take a Night, so I’ll take multiple. That way I can have nobles in the coven that aren’t mine but are free to live with us.” I moved along to look at something else. “Maybe I have an oldest Night if Kristof and I get that far, but that’s more because I’m a baby and because me starting a coven or even taking one over at my age has never been done before.” 
 
    “It hasn’t?” Maggie asked, giving me a shocked glance. 
 
    “Kristof said the youngest he ever knew was over three hundred years and that was because someone died and a new princess was needed to take over.” I pointed to another row of display. “And I want my knights to wear these. I’ll wear one on my right hand. There’s six different options, and they work for men or women. That way it’s clear up front and always who’s on the team.” 
 
    “It is pretty,” Lara muttered, taking the display from Trisha. “Silver with black diamonds. Nice.” 
 
    “The problem is when we shift,” Trisha told me. 
 
    “We get some of those necklaces that have ring holders and that will work for when we shift.” 
 
    Maggie snorted. “Simon and I will just figure out something else.” 
 
    Right, they shifted into smaller cats. 
 
    “And a necklace wouldn’t work for a lion,” I muttered. 
 
    “We can retrieve them if we shift on the fly just like we do everything else,” Trisha decided. “Otherwise we tuck it with our clothes and if someone tries to steal one, we bring pain down on them.” 
 
    “Done and done,” I agreed when they all seemed to. 
 
    Hope went to find the stock of the rings in the back while the rest of us moved on. They seemed excited, and I realized they wanted me to pick engagement rings I liked. 
 
    “How much are they bribing you?” I checked. 
 
    “A whole heap of a lot and to idiot proof it for them,” Trisha admitted with a smile. “Any you don’t like they want us to pull immediately—and box them up to help Kristof—while leaving a selection of what you like.” 
 
    “I didn’t even tell them yet,” I grumbled. 
 
    “The walls have ears, and they agreed not to hide stuff from each other unless you tell them in confidence,” she answered, hurrying to set displays out on the counters.  
 
    “Fair enough.” I’d have to remember that. I went to the first one, and a discard box was already there. It was like a shoe box, and it amused me as these rings weren’t cheap but we were treating them that way. I picked up one and put it in the box, answering their unasked question. “It’s just too busy. I don’t like the overwhelming ones where I’m looking all over it.” 
 
    “Plus, you’re going to wear it on a necklace, so they have to be ones that will lay well,” Maggie muttered as she checked out some other ones. 
 
    “That’s a good point,” I agreed. Ruling out was actually really easy. 
 
    Picking wasn’t… Until I found one I loved. It was a platinum setting with five princess cut colored diamonds. I adored it. 
 
    “This. I love something like this,” I whispered and told them why. “Okay, I want to laugh that I like the princess cut best, but I do.” 
 
    “How would you want them to give it to you?” Trisha asked, wiggling her eyebrows at me. 
 
    It hit me. “They’re all here, aren’t they? They blurred over there to hear you guys grilling me.” 
 
    “I can neither confirm nor deny that they are on the second floor listening,” she said, looking like she was losing the battle to laugh. 
 
    Still, I answered. “Something sweet but hot and sexy like they are.” I kept looking, knowing I was holding them up now too and ruling out rings was easy. “Like they’re inside me and suddenly the ring is on my body with their blood. No, on them. I’m riding them and it’s in their blood on their chest and I lick every drop.” 
 
    Maggie cleared her throat. “The blood thing with you guys is a bit…” 
 
    “Much?” I offered, nodding. “I still don’t get all into it, but I do understand it now. Anywhere their blood touches me is like an extra erogenous zone, my body tingles so much. Or blood on those zones is just so much more that I can orgasm from it.” 
 
    “Nice,” Trisha snorted. 
 
    “But I want their blood every day,” I said firmly. “Every day they put their blood on their ring and renew their vow to me and I do the same. It’s not once and forgotten. I want forever and both of us to remember what we felt when we accepted the other.” 
 
    When I finished, I walked into the hall and glanced up to the second floor where there was a glass barrier so people could look down and an open floorplan.  
 
    “You can figure the rest out on your own, and this was my alone time with my knights to have fun and explore without feeling pressure. Oh, and I expect gifts from that Lush up there because Hope says it’s expensive bath heaven.” 
 
    “We already have a bag for our princess,” one of them said in a super squeaky voice so I couldn’t tell who it was.  
 
    But that surely ruled out Kristof, as he would never think to do that. 
 
    “Don’t you four have work to do?” 
 
    “There’s five up there,” Trisha sang, giving me a knowing look. 
 
    “I’m only courting or engaged to four,” I muttered as I darted ahead into Urban Planet. She let me know when they were gone as we shopped. I wasn’t finding a lot of what I wanted and mostly only tops so far. “There really isn’t low rise anything. It’s all ultra high waist and skinny jeans.” 
 
    “Yeah, this wouldn’t have been the fashion I’d want the modern world to have ended on,” Lara complained. “People just take everything too far. Even the low rise style I loved—I hated the whale tail trend. Underwear is for under clothes.” 
 
    “Or those flashy thongs that were meant to be seen?” Trisha added with a snort. “Too far. It’s why I stick with cargos mostly, as they’re not skinny anything or too high waist.” 
 
    “Plus, you look hot in them,” Hope praised. 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” she purred, making us all laugh.  
 
    We had a ton of fun at the Disney Store, and I got way too much of everything cute, fuzzy, or even naughty if worn alone. I announced I had an idea and raced off to the nearest department store, going right for men’s and picking out fuzzy jammie pants for my nobles. 
 
    Fine, five nobles. 
 
    Then we found ones with kitty cats and yes, we got them for the other knights. I thought Maggie was going to keel over laughing. 
 
    “So we want some harnesses for you, but what else is on the agenda?” Trisha asked as I looked at the navigator again. She raised an eyebrow at me with a smirk. “Really?” 
 
    “Apparently Canada is very open with their sexual needs because there are a lot of adult stores just in Edmonton.” 
 
    “Good for them. Judgmental prudes suck. Hope, do a good sweep of Sephora while we start loading up, and then we hit both places before we run out of time.” 
 
    We got a move on because it wasn’t super early morning anymore and it would take us a bit to get back to Prince George. I told them what Darius had said about Lara Croft, and they ended up finding me what they promised was pretty damn close even if I wasn’t going to wear the holsters with shorts, as that was uncomfortable I guess. 
 
    Or according to them. It made sense. Shoulder harness for shorts weather, got it. 
 
    We made it with a bit of time to spare, but not much. I thanked the others and Trisha for getting us there before heading to find who I wanted. Darius was waiting for me, giving me a sexy smirk like he had something up his sleeve. 
 
    “They went to meet up with the nobles hunting bears and culling wolves. And I know what trains we need.” 
 
    “Awesome, but I had an idea. Will you help me?” 
 
    “Always, my love,” he promised, giving me a gentle kiss. 
 
    “You saw the hospital?” I waited until he nodded. “Take us there. My idea is across the street, but if it doesn’t work, I need you to get me out of there.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly but nodded. They hated what the ghosts could do to me, but I didn’t like the attention the driving around brought. Especially with hostile and shitty visitors now a possibility. It also wasn’t a long term plan, so I really strived to improve on what we were doing always. 
 
    What I could do at least. 
 
    I pointed to the building just down the block. He didn’t ask, bringing us there and then busting open the door. I decided to explain as I turned on the flashlight and he had his guns ready just in case. 
 
    “Wilson made some snarky comment that I needed a bubble put around me from the ghosts or like one of those protective patient rooms. It was funny, but then I realized maybe I could have that. What about radiation rooms? Those places where they administer radiation or even quarantine those who’ve been exposed to radiation.” 
 
    “It’s a cancer treatment center,” he surmised. 
 
    “Yup. I asked James, and he said when people have been exposed the others tend to wear suits, but to administer radiation—” 
 
    “There’s a room for that,” he muttered, taking over the lead, and I wasn’t sure why he knew what to look for, but then he pointed to the signs. Okay, so he had memories of life and hospitals and he got to lead then. And he found it, so good call. There were warning signs and more all over the place. “Alright, let’s try it.” 
 
    He let me in and closed the door behind us, giving me a heated kiss to remind me he was with me or maybe just because he could and kisses were always good. 
 
    “Are you going to drink from me today, my princess?” 
 
    “Are you going to give me a nice massage?” I teased him. 
 
    He grabbed my arms and moved me away, searching my eyes. “How did you know that? Did someone snitch I have it all set up in our room?” 
 
    “No, but that’s hot,” I groaned. “I was just thinking about all the spa stuff.” 
 
    “Me too,” he admitted. He flinched when I yelped at the ghosts starting. 
 
    I swallowed loudly as I gave them time to gather, my eyes going wide when I could only feel those in the room with us. Something about the protection in the walls or whatever blocked them, and only the room could fill up. 
 
    And it was a small room. 
 
    “We need one of these in the castle plans,” I told him, giving him a thumbs up. Then I went to sit on the table but realized I didn’t want to get that close to the machine that gave out the radiation, moving to sit in the corner instead so none of them were at my back. I focused and started dissipating the ghosts as I put my ear buds in except they weren’t in my iPod this time, but my exchange phone. 
 
    So I could listen to Branko’s sexy messages. Darius shook his head, pinching the bridge of his nose and giving me that amused look only I got along with a smirk of mischief that he was plotting something. I hoped it was them reading books to me for this or something naughtier maybe.  
 
    The second Darius saw I was itching, he grabbed me and brought us to the train yard, showing me everything we needed, and then had me demolish more. My brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders, but the second time around I realized it was so he or I could reform them into what we needed. I did more engines and then rebuilt some, glad when he nodded. He could handle the trailers that were all metal probably. 
 
    “Take me somewhere we can be loud and no one will hear me scream your name,” I demanded when it was over. He groaned and brought me to a section of the river that was not unlike where we’d met. The grass was lush already and everything was gorgeous. He got us undressed in record time, and I straddled his face, not holding back at all as he pleased me. 
 
    When I was ready for sex, I told him to sit on his feet and then I sat on him sort of like a reverse cowgirl, but I leaned forward so I was on my hands and knees. It was called the Leopard, and it was almost like doggystyle, but I liked it better. And so did he as he fucked me silly. I begged for him to tease my ass with his blood like he had before. 
 
    I lost my mind when he bled all over my back as well. I begged for more and harder and just everything it was so good. I fed from his wrist too, so thirsty after all the ghosts and giving blood as traps. Another round like that and we were both spent. 
 
    And not alone. 
 
    “Shit, that was so fucking sexy I swear I jizzed myself,” Branko muttered from my right. “She’s seriously hungry.” 
 
    I nodded, not having the energy to deny anything as I flopped to the grass. 
 
    “Because she’s awesome,” Darius praised as he helped me, gently pulling out of me and then bringing me to his lap. “You should have seen how our fiancée handled the ghosts today, Jaxon. She was a beast, dissipating sometimes ten at a time. The whole floor was littered with seeds.” 
 
    “I gotta go get them,” I muttered, my eyes closing. 
 
    “After lunch and a nap,” he whispered. “So you like us teasing your sexy little hole, huh?” 
 
    I nodded, snuggling up to him. “I was thinking of playing with plugs, but I think only those oathed to me will get to play with toys. Maybe a nice heart butt plug and when I wear it, they know they’re loved and will be in my ass that night.” 
 
    “Fuck, that’s hot, love,” Cerdic chuckled. “Let’s get you fed.” 
 
    “Someone also promised me a message,” I teased Darius. 
 
    “I have it ready,” he promised as he touched my clit. “And I’m going to shave my princess while she rests. Oil her up and look my fill because she’s perfect and lets me.” 
 
    Right, uh-huh, so he really wanted that. Okay, I could let that go. And it was easy when I was sleeping. I let out the energy from his blood after we redressed and someone actually brought food to our room after seeing how tired I really was. It was a lot of up and down. Too much energy, but letting it out made me hungry and need to feed, but the blood gave me energy to let out. 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    I ate a lot of leftovers from the pig roast and then let Darius take care of me. I woke just before dinner with a relaxed body and hungry again.  
 
    My knights were waiting for me at dinner, knowing something was up from whatever vibe they’d gotten about our trip. Trisha handed me the box we’d put all the rings for them in. 
 
    “So, I have a gift for my knights that shows you’re on my team and I’m on yours,” I explained as I sat down and opened the box. I found the one I’d already tried on and slid it on my right middle finger, liking it there best. “There are six styles, and I would be thrilled if you wore them so there’s never any confusion as to who I trust most and stands at my side.” 
 
    “These are really nice,” Simon said as he pulled one out. He tried it on his finger, and it was too small so he handed it to Maggie. 
 
    She shook her head and held up her right hand. “We already picked ours.” 
 
    “Oh, and we got you guys another gift,” I teased as she wiggled the bag at me. I burst out laughing as she dumped it on the table near us and there was a pile of fuzzy white jammie pants with all kinds of colored cat silhouettes.   
 
    “I’m stealing one even if I’m not a knight,” James grumbled, totally pouting as he went over and checked them for his size. “I’m still one of your favorites.” 
 
    “Trisha’s wearing a ring too,” I told him gently. “You guys don’t have to give the oath yet. I get it’s a lot, but I trust you and you’re on the team.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, not being a smartass for once. I saw it eased something in him, and I got that. There was so much crazy that we wanted to cling to what we could… But sometimes it was stuff we shouldn’t maybe. 
 
    While they checked it all out, I stood and went over to Kristof, noting he was involved in a conversation with Jacob and Sebastian, and several others were listening in… Including Dennis, and I wanted something very, very clear. 
 
    “Sorry for interrupting, but I wanted to ask if you are free for a date tomorrow morning after we handle some things?” I asked him as I ran my hands over his button up shirt. “I’m sure you can find us some chaperons and we can go play.” 
 
    He nodded, searching my eyes. “Play?” 
 
    “Do you want me to spoil the surprise?” I gave a playful huff when he didn’t answer. “Yes play. We’re going to have some fun and you can chase me.” 
 
    His lips were on mine in a flash. “Yes, I will absolutely chase you and anywhere, My Princess.” 
 
    “Mmm, sounds fun, and I have prizes for when you catch me.” I pulled away, biting back a giggle when he looked ready to eat me up. My eyes went wide as he turned and punched Dennis in the face so hard part of the vampire’s face caved in. 
 
    “I told you if you made another shitty comment about her I would punch in your face. Next time I will punch off your head completely,” he warned, not even giving the man another look. Okay then. Like wow. I wanted to ask what was said, but that was private it seemed. 
 
    I did notice the amused looks both Sebastian and Jacob tried to hide. 
 
    Nice. 
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    Jaxon hurried into the dining room just as I’d sat down with food and was waving something in his hand. “I knew it. I knew something was up. She’s doing research. That’s what’s going on. I went to unpack her bags and organize us better, and one of the jackets fell off the books we’ve seen her with. It’s a sex book.” 
 
    “There’s no way,” Kristof replied. 
 
    “Seriously?” Darius asked as he snagged it from him. “Holy fuck. This is a Kamasutra book.” 
 
    “So that explains the positions she’s been trying,” Cerdic said, taking it from him. 
 
    Jaxon nodded. “Yeah, and there’s more. A lot more. I mean, fuck me dead, there was a naughty date idea book and all kinds of—” 
 
    “If you do not take this conversation somewhere private, none of you will ever touch me again,” I shouted, mortified in a way I’d never been before. I couldn’t even look at them, look at anyone as they did this in the full dining hall. The room was completely silent with my outburst, and when tears burned in my eyes, I turned and ran, darting out of there as fast as I could before I cried on top of it. 
 
    I had just reached the lobby when a strong arm wrapped around me and blurred us away. I could sense who it was, just like the others, so I didn’t worry or struggle, letting Branko carry me off before I broke down. He set me on my feet and held me tight as I readjusted. 
 
    “Where are we?” I rasped, glancing around. 
 
    “A hot spring not too far away that’s a natural one and safe,” he answered. “It’s what I always want to do when I’m upset.” 
 
    I nodded as I glanced down at the shallow pool. It wasn’t bubbling like the hot tub at the last hotel, but it looked just as inviting. Fuck it. I undressed and got in, shivering as the air felt too cold as the water was way hotter than I would take a shower in.  
 
    “You are so fucking breathtaking,” Branko whispered, reminding me he was there. “Can I join you?” 
 
    I nodded again, not such a bitch I wouldn’t let him after he’d brought me here, gotten me out of there when I’d needed it. He was naked and right by me before I could blink. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he murmured, hugging me to him as he slowly sat us in the water.  
 
    “It’s not,” I choked out. “That was so humiliating. In front of everyone and they—why was that so shocking? I know that I’m a baby vamp and new to sex, but am I that bad? Is that why Kristof didn’t believe it? There was no way I was that bad if I’d been doing research? Fuck, in front of Dennis. Jaxon’s dad just got to hear that. Cerdic’s mom’s noble. The only friends I’ve ever had. I wanted to die.” 
 
    He murmured sweet nothings to me as I completely broke down sobbing by the end of that. I kept going, reaching another breaking point it seemed and hysterical the only way I knew how to let things out when I got there. I went on and on that I just wanted to make them happy, knowing I was lacking when they had hundreds, thousands of years of experience and partners. 
 
    Then just because I was already going, I confessed how scared I was to start the coven and how much I wanted one already so this anxious feeling would stop maybe. I hated how things had gone with Dennis and I didn’t know the right move. That I was scared I wanted to feed more and wondered what I’d become, that my power terrified me even. Charging things was cool, but destroying and reforming petrified me. 
 
    And I was conflicted about so much. We’d found a huge pharmacy of drugs for humans. Should we give them that? Would they handle it responsibly? Was it my responsibility to worry over that or to give it to them? What if I didn’t and someone died because they ran out of insulin or heart pills? All of this was on me and constantly, and I didn’t know what to do or who to trust. 
 
    It all stemmed from feeling like I was just slapped in the face after looking at rings for when we were together forever… Which clearly wasn’t smart given what had happened. It made me wonder if that noble from Nora’s coven was right and I was just a baby idiot vamp who let them do whatever they wanted and that was why they wanted me, basically the non mean version of Clarence.  
 
    “Feel better?” he asked when I was finally done. 
 
    “It just all comes out when I hit a point and I’m not even sure it really makes sense,” I admitted. “I never had the chance to let it out to anyone, so when I do, it’s just like emotional vomit all over the fucking place.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who had that problem or reaction,” he assured me. “Though I really shouldn’t know a fraction of that, so I guess you’ll just have to keep me close and watch me.” 
 
    I snorted, my head hurting from all the crying. I realized sometime during my breakdown I must have dunked under the water because my hair was wet and so was all of him. I cleared my throat when he turned me in the perfect position for sex, wondering if I didn’t realize that was where this was heading instead of comfort. 
 
    “Darius said you were listening to my messages to help you with the ghosts,” he explained, reaching over to his clothes and grabbing a book I didn’t realize he had. “We still have a few hours before we have to meet up with everyone, and I thought I could read you my favorite book, tape my reading it for you so you can listen to that when you need it.” 
 
    It was so sweet I melted into him. I bit my finger and drew a triangle on him with my blood. He moaned, and I dunked back under to get warm again before straddling his lap and hugging him, wanting to touch as much of him as possible, even if his intimidating cock poked me. He moved us to sit on another ledge a bit deeper in the water. 
 
    “What’s your favorite book?”  
 
    “Pride and Prejudice. I regret not getting the chance to meet Jane Austen when she was alive because I adore her work.” 
 
    “I haven’t read it, but I loved Emma.” 
 
    He started reading, his deep, sexy voice getting me bothered but also soothing me with its rhythmic timber. I loved hearing it, but I was also totally into the story, as the way he read was engaging, not boring or too soothing. In other words, the damn man could use reading as his secret weapon. 
 
    As I hugged him, my fingers teased his shorter hair and neck. I gave his skin a kiss now and again, thanking him for this but also, I couldn’t help myself.  
 
    “I don’t think you should be in the water any longer,” he said after a while of reading. I couldn’t even think how many times I’d heard pages turning. 
 
    “Will you keep reading to me?” I asked, leaning back and smiling at him, knowing I was a bit drowsy and I had to wake up before the fighting tonight. “Could we ignore the crying and breakdown?” 
 
    He frowned. “Why? I was touched you let me comfort you.” 
 
    I felt my cheeks heat as he focused on my breasts before my eyes again. “You were really good at it, thanks.” I shrugged. “I was hoping we could count this as our first date, and first dates really shouldn’t start with nervous breakdowns, but this was so perfect and romantic.” I brushed my lips over his. “Will you do it again? Whisk me off for something romantic and read to me more?” 
 
    “Yes, and if you’re naked again, I really will and ask how soon we can do it again.” He smiled when I giggled, giving me a soft kiss this time. He tossed the paperback by his clothes and moved his hands over my back, cupping my ass. “Can I ask what date you planned to have with Kristof tomorrow?” I flinched, and he winced at my reaction. “Sorry, I’m dying to know.” 
 
    I stared at his chest instead of his alluring eyes. “To play at the Costco here. We talked about having a raiding date, but I thought it would be fun to play a bit, and if I found something fun before he caught me again, I won, and if he did, he got to take something off of me like strip tag.” I flinched when there was a deep groan from the trees about a hundred feet away, my eyes filling with tears as I looked at Branko. 
 
    “They love you and were of course worried,” he whispered as he kept me sitting there when I went to move. “I didn’t realize you couldn’t sense them. I’m sorry. You were so relaxed after crying I thought you realized they came running after you but you were just going to ignore them.” 
 
    “No, I can’t sense them that far away and not when my head’s all…” I moved my hands to my head and made exploding noises while flicking out my fingers. I glanced at the trees before Branko’s chest again. “I don’t want any of you here. Not in my room tonight either. Just leave me alone.” 
 
    “They won’t do that when they love you,” he said gently. 
 
    “Yeah, I feel so loved,” I rasped, the tears coming back. “Why did you ask about the date then?” 
 
    “To poke at him because he hurt you and I don’t like that,” he answered after a few beats. “You’re so different than any other princess that sometimes they forget you are the princess and how to behave with so many around and no soundproofing like covens have. As much as I love your cries of passion, I should not be able to hear you beg your nobles to please you. It gives others a message you don’t want.” 
 
    “I really hate being a princess,” I whispered, hating that every second was so complicated and full of this. “None of you would even like me if I wasn’t.” I shoved his arm away and stood, slipping of course and dunking into the water. I sputtered as I came up, embarrassed all over again. I shook my head when Branko asked if I was okay, instead redressing and not caring that my clothes were sopping now. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    “Can you take me back please?” I rasped as he didn’t move after he got dressed as well. 
 
    “I don’t want our first date to end like this,” he breathed, sounding upset as well. 
 
    I nodded. That was fair. “We shouldn’t count it. No one should have a date this upset. Thanks for the comfort and time out.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    I chuckled and wrung out my hair. “I’m princess, so yeah, whatever I want, right?”  
 
    He didn’t reply or push me, taking me back to the hotel instead and leaving me there alone so no one saw us together. Fine, I didn’t know what to say right then anyways.  
 
    “You okay?” Hope asked as I entered the lobby. She frowned as she looked me over. “Did you fall in water?” 
 
    “Hot springs dunk without towels,” I admitted. “I don’t know what I am besides mortified.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get you dried off, and you barely ate, so food too. Then James said you’re going hunting early as you probably need to shoot shit and blow things up.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be great. Thanks, Hope.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand as I walked by. “Men are stupid. Men in love are extra stupid. Whatever you’re feeling, it’s valid, but that’s the answer, not whatever self-doubt in your head that you’re lacking. You’re not.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I rasped, tears coming back again. I ate while she dried my hair as the temperature was dropping fast and even if it was May, Canada still got cold at night, or at least that night it was supposed to fall below freezing. “You guys want to sleep over after? I do kitty piles with my engineers sometimes, and I’ve missed that. We haven’t in a while.” 
 
    “Sure, we’ll bring an extra mattress or something,” she said. “Alright, get dressed and let’s kill some baddies.” 
 
    I nodded as I stood, having thrown on a towel while I dried off. I went for fuzzy and comforting. I smiled when she laughed, my black straight leg lounge pants and hoodie matching having a subtle leopard print to them. Adding socks and sneakers, I was ready once I tucked my keycard in my bra.  
 
    “Nice,” James snorted as we met him in the lobby. He turned and led the way. “Okay, so last night, Kristof led the trap from Calgary west to Kamloops. Then right before dawn he added the trail up to our cut over point. So they were coming during twilight but not effectively. But close enough that it will be earlier tonight, which I think was part of the goal to test it out.” 
 
    “The blood trail isn’t on the highway but along it a hundred yards east, so we’re going to go see how it worked before night and pop off some grenades at packs we find hiding under trees or whatever,” Tyson told me, giving me his normal soft and warm smile.  
 
    “Sounds good.” And it did. I didn’t want to stop thinking again and just push forward.  
 
    At least as best as I could. Maybe? 
 
    We loaded up, and I got strapped in. Moments after we lifted off from the parking lot, I saw Kristof, Cerdic, Jaxon, and Darius coming out of the hotel. They seemed shocked, so they must not have been in on this part of the plan. I looked away, my heart hurting to see them right then. 
 
    “You know, everyone goes through what you are,” James told me, not talking into the radio so it was just us. “We all have a time where we wish life was different or we weren’t who we are. No one is so deluded to love themselves completely and always. If they are, that’s called being a narcissist. Being more than human is great, but you are more and it’s difficult at times too.” 
 
    “Thanks, that helps.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for, sexy bite,” he teased me. 
 
    We flew at top speed south to Kamloops, and then Tyson turned the chopper to head back and so that put me on the correct side. James slid in behind me and showed me the steps this time to load, charge, and turn the safety off the mounted grenade launcher. I nodded as I listened, but just as he wrapped up, my eyes went wide. There was already a huge pack of corrupted bumbling its way in the setting sunlight. 
 
    “Damn, your blood really does put them in a frenzy. Light them up, we’re green light and the only ones out here.” 
 
    I nodded and aimed, shooting two rounds into the first group, smirking when they went boom. There were more though, and when we were a quarter of the way back to Prince George, James radioed Trisha and said to get people moving because the corrupted were further north than we would have guessed.  
 
    The population of Calgary was almost double what Edmonton had been, plus what was along that highway and the surrounding areas. We were planning for a big night, so yeah, time to get into action for sure. 
 
    Tyson ended up circling back and we started again, catching more in the packs as we headed up to the point to cut over. I went through two boxes of grenades, which was good and bad because well, that was a lot done before we really even started… And sort of bad I could use that many when it was still light out. Damn. 
 
    It ended up being good hunting and a lot of corrupted put to rest that couldn’t hurt anyone else anymore. Normally that made me happy and filled me with hope, but right then I had nothing left to give. I was just glad when we were done for the night and got back to the hotel. 
 
    The second I arrived at my room with some of my knights, I stripped and crawled into bed. 
 
    “Snuggles only or we won’t share cuddle time,” Wilson warned them a moment before he slid in next to me. “Her spirit animals are cats. She gets it.” He kissed my hair and hugged me from behind. “I’ve missed cuddles.” 
 
    “Me too,” I promised. Tyson moved on the other side of me, and I didn’t so much lie in between them but mostly on them. I was half on Tyson and sort of on Wilson too. It sounded uncomfortable, but it wasn’t. I was snuggly and warm. 
 
    And with a broken heart.  
 
    “Sorry,” I rasped when I realized I was crying again and on Tyson this time. 
 
    “For what?” he murmured gently, kissing my forehead as he played with my hair. “Get out what you need to, and I heard nothing.” 
 
    “You know, just so we’re clear, we love you because you’re you, Inez,” Wilson said against my shoulder. “We follow you because you’re the princess, but it’s your heart we love, and that could have come in any form. They probably feel the same.” 
 
    I nodded, muttering a thanks, but I still couldn’t shut off the waterworks. I must have and fallen asleep sometime during the night because I woke with the sun instead of still being awake. I could barely open my eyes, and I felt like I could drink all the water in Canada I was so dehydrated. 
 
    Maybe in between cups of coffee to wake up. 
 
    “Clothes,” Vance reminded me as I crawled over everyone and not gracefully. 
 
    “You know, would it have been too much to get the coordination of a cat if they’re my spirit animal?” I grumbled… And of course flipped out of bed so I landed on the floor on my ass hard. 
 
    “Sorry, almost had you,” Vance muttered. “You really bounced there.” 
 
    “It’s a gift,” I groaned, taking a moment to just accept the pain of my new injury before pushing to my feet. One of the Victoria’s Secret bags was right there, and I grabbed the first jammies I saw. It was a white button up night shirt that had red and pink lips all over it. I managed the buttons and slipped my keycard in the breast pocket before reaching the door. “That was more difficult than it should be.” 
 
    “I say that about lots of things,” Maggie agreed with a yawn. “You okay?” 
 
    “My ass hurts,” I bitched. “And I’m dehydrated.” 
 
    “Yeah, you are,” she worried, and I realized she probably meant more than liquids or water, but blood. I swallowed a shiver, the idea of drinking blood from anyone right then making my stomach hurt because of what would come after. 
 
    Nope, not happening today. 
 
    “Um, so no buttons before coffee for you?” James teased me as we entered the dining hall. 
 
    I glanced down and realized I was one off, cursing under my breath. “Whatever, I found something to throw on and did.” 
 
    “Wait, why did you need to get dressed?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I shot him a confused look back. “Kitty pile. We always sleep naked and snuggly.” I smelled coffee and headed that way as I fixed my buttons. 
 
    “Okay, can I come to the sleep over then?” James said after me. “Sexy bite, are you wearing anything under that?” 
 
    “No, why?” I threw right back, Maggie snorting and shaking her head at me. “My butt hurts. I’m not putting anything on besides maybe ice.” 
 
    “Why does your butt hurt?” Trisha asked as she met us at the coffee. 
 
    “I’m uncoordinated and bounced so bad on the bed Vance couldn’t even catch me before I landed on the floor. My ass hurts.”  
 
    “And you’re pouting,” she chuckled, handing me the cream. “A birdy told me something you’ll like though, so we’ve got an outing this morning.” 
 
    “No, no more outings,” I grumbled, thinking of all the ones that had gotten me into trouble and the end result of yesterday. Who knew I would regret a fucking bookstore? 
 
    “It’s not the bookstore’s fault, and we can hear your muttering,” Trisha said gently. 
 
    “Need coffee and I’m butt hurt,” I grunted, amusing more than just her and Maggie with that one. I sat with my coffee and a bottle of water, making sure to cross my legs and put my weight on my left cheek since it was my right hip that hurt. 
 
    “You need to eat,” Trisha said quietly. 
 
    “Not hungry.” 
 
    “Too bad. Stuff your face or we will. We’re going for a run.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we run before food so I don’t get a cramp?” I threw right back. 
 
    “Fine, but then you eat.” 
 
    “Depends on how far the run and if I beat you up first,” I grumbled, smirking when she snorted. 
 
    “You need some endorphins to help your stress and to work through this, not just shoot corrupted.” 
 
    “Fine, but if it’s too far, you’re carrying my injured ass back for a nap.” 
 
    “Deal,” she accepted. “Grab her something to run in and she can change in the bathroom right here.” 
 
    “Pushy cat,” I grumbled. Still, I let her boss me around since I had no idea what to do or how to start and handle what was going on inside of me. I couldn’t even look at anyone, completely pretending no one but my knights were there. Trying not to roll my eyes when I saw what Maggie came back with, I grabbed it and downed the rest of my coffee.  
 
    I slid the tiny booty shorts on under the night shirt and then put on my socks and shoes. Then I pulled my arms in and got the sports bra on, girls able to do shit like that in their sleep and not needing a bathroom. I took off the nightshirt and slid my keycard in my bra.  
 
    “Okay, so we’re going like now,” Trisha chuckled, shaking her head. “Glad I dressed for it.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Lara grumbled and hurried out of the dining hall with a yell she’d meet us at the door. Maggie and Hope were hot on her heels. Which left trays and plates of breakfast for the other knights arriving to take over. 
 
    “My life is so damn weird,” I snickered as I opened the water. 
 
    “We all feel that way, and I eat raw meat from my kills instead of drink blood like you.” 
 
    “Fair enough.”  
 
    It turned out the mall was about a kilometer away so not bad, but I hadn’t been keeping up with my cardio. It wasn’t a fast run though because they wanted me just to get moving. Trisha said as much when I admitted it. 
 
    She nodded. “We figured, but you need more than your tai chi. Morning runs five days a week. Not too far, and not distance runs, just get the blood going and clear the head. We can do it every morning this week and pick you out a new outfit and style for breakfast and a new day with less corrupted to hurt people alive or undead.” 
 
    “You should put that on a shirt,” Maggie drawled.  
 
    “It’s been so long since I’ve ran on two legs and not four,” Hope cut in before there was more snark or Trisha snipped back. “We weren’t getting the workouts we needed on the ship either. Running the deck just wasn’t worth it and a reminder of how much we’d lost.” She gave me a wink. “You gave us that back. If you weren’t princess, you couldn’t have. If I wasn’t a shifter, I couldn’t have become your knight.” 
 
    “Do you only love us because we’re shifters?” Maggie echoed. 
 
    “No, and I get what you’re doing—I even appreciate it—but I need more time to sort of… Digest. Before Darius I have no memories of caring about people. I barely talked to people on the run, just the blip here and there, and they tended to get eaten, so this is not my area of strength. I can handle a lot of twists, turns, and changings, but the moment it’s social or I guess emotional, I need a full stop and to settle with it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Trisha said as we slowed down as the doors came into sight. “And we didn’t mean to push. I just know it upset me to think you might worry I care for you because you’re a princess. I don’t. I care about you in spite of it.” 
 
    That was a good point, especially when so many didn’t have good opinions of princesses. It was something to think of later, but right then I didn’t want to think, I just wanted to be. 
 
    Apparently I was to be in crushed velvet shorts, thigh high stockings, and a long sleeve crop top sweater. I blinked at Trisha and asked the only question one could ask in that situation. 
 
    “Can shifters get high?” 
 
    She burst out laughing. “You look fierce and more than that, we found some different holsters that are badass.” She showed me the black garter holster that matched my stockings. “They’re for throwing knives.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s fucking cool,” I admitted, snagging it and sliding it on. “Do you have these throwing knives?” 
 
    “We got you some black ones at the hotel,” Maggie purred. “Wear your black shoulder holsters for your guns over that white sweater and you will kill it.” 
 
    I studied myself in the mirror. “Are you guys trying to make them jealous?” 
 
    “No, this is for you and helping you find your style, regain a bit of self-confidence even,” Trisha said firmly. “If they should kick themselves a bit more for upsetting you and the rift between you, all the better.” 
 
    “Throw in a basic makeup lesson and a sexy braid and I’m in.” It was hard not to laugh at all the satisfied smiles and looks. 
 
    We were heading out when Lara saw something and ducked into a store quickly, coming back out with a cropped hoodie that had “Flawless” written across the front of it. “And tomorrow you come for coffee in that and then we jog.” 
 
    “Pushy damn cats,” I teased.  
 
    Yeah, but apparently I might need the pushing or help at least. 
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    And they were good help it seemed. An hour later I was walking back into the dining room with a lot more people and the conversations went dead. That wasn’t nerve wracking. I went for more coffee and a bottle of water, my long braid swinging as I moved. The shorts were seriously small and barely covered my ass and were ultra low rise… But the throwing knives won me over. 
 
    They were sexy for sure.  
 
    I wasn’t the only one gearing up though. 
 
    Lara had a handgun clipped on her belt by her lower back and throwing knives on her left forearm. Maggie had a shoulder harness like mine but four larger throwing knives on each side. Hope had some awesome leather rig that went over her left shoulder across her back to hold a large and scary knife, only to clip on the belt that matched. It also had a thigh holster and like a bag to hold extra clips. 
 
    But the best was Trisha. She had two matching fucking swords hanging from her hips like the sexiest, badass swashbuckling pirate. 
 
    Which of course I actually muttered under my breath and she laughed. 
 
    She winked at me. “I was a Naval officer, not a pirate. Swords are part of the deal.” 
 
    “And don’t ever, not ever let her talk you into fighting her,” Simon warned as he joined us at the buffet. “You will clean everything extra for weeks. I wasn’t even thinking sexist or—I really thought no one born this century could know swords like that.” 
 
    “I warned you I wasn’t born this century or the last one,” she drawled, but he just rolled his eyes at her like she knew what he meant. She leaned in and barely breathed what she said next. “And for the record, one dumped coffee on himself, the other dropped food, and another broke his plate stabbing too hard.” 
 
    “Thanks, but this is for me,” I said firmly, liking that better than trying to throw fuel on the fire. I felt like a baby already who almost cried in front of everyone and was probably blowing it all way out of proportion, but it wasn’t all I had on my plate. 
 
    “So what’s on the agenda for today, sexy bite?” Vance asked as we sat down near him, James, and the twins. 
 
    “I never got the seeds from yesterday,” I answered after a moment, shrugging as I cut into my cinnamon roll since it was about the only thing I could stomach at the moment. “I figured I’d get them and sort before the ghosts come today.” 
 
    “Um, can you handle when they do alone?” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    I shrugged again. “I have before. It’s fine.” I tried to keep my tone light but firm as I really, really didn’t want to talk about that and certainly not with so many in the dining room. “What are you guys up to?” 
 
    “Kristof led in a few trails of your blood to a blown up part of LA, and I’m prepping to take one of the fighter jets for that,” James answered. “So you get the night off. Tyson and a few others are doing recon flights to check out some other areas to lead them to and get a lot of corrupted at one time. That and seeing what we can find now that we can recover stuff.” 
 
    “The vamps are culling wolves and handling that,” Trisha added. “The hotel’s cleaned from top to bottom and repairs made. I guess the tracks are being checked for the trains and more of those logistics. We were just going to fill in wherever.” 
 
    “Can we help you sort seeds and hang with you during ghost time?” Wolfe asked, gesturing to Wilson and Vance. 
 
    I realized they had a piece missing, and I clued them in on the room we’d found and how it kept the numbers limited. 
 
    “That’s awesome, really, but we’d still like to hang with you just in case. You’d want to if it was us that could get overwhelmed, right?” Vance’s tone was careful, but I nodded, it was stupid to do it alone.  
 
    My mood didn’t improve even after three large cinnamon rolls. I headed to my room with Vance and the twins to get the seeds and head over with whatever vehicle was in the parking lot we could use… Because apparently none of the nobles who said they cared for me were going to try to talk to me or apologize. They hadn’t tried to talk to me or so much as leave a note. 
 
    Were they upset I’d blown such a fuse? Did they think I was overreacting? Did they not care to fix this? I wasn’t wrong in getting upset, right? Just maybe I got a bit too upset? I really didn’t know, but it hurt me even worse that they didn’t try to apologize.  
 
    Wasn’t I worth that if they hurt me? 
 
    I didn’t say anything as the leopards tried to get me to talk. I just nodded or shrugged. I wasn’t in the mood, and I knew it was rude, but I really wanted to be alone, and I appreciated they cared… But I didn’t want to deal with people right then. Finally they stopped trying and it was a bit tense, but then we fell into a comfortable silence as we worked.  
 
    It was still so weird to me that I had to be the one that picked up the seeds, but once I did, it was fine if the leopards helped me sort them as long as they didn’t touch that first seed. Sometimes there just wasn’t much logic to these powers or the quest thing.  
 
    Right, the quest. I sighed heavily, thinking about it and how I was supposed to go with Cerdic and Kristoff that morning and get more items. My planned date with Kristof after. 
 
    “It’s okay, Inez,” Wolfe whispered. “You guys will work it out.” 
 
    I didn’t realize I was crying until then. “Sorry.” 
 
    “We’re here for you no matter how you need us even if it involves tears and crying girls scare me,” Wilson promised. “If you need to pull my tail or kick me in the balls because I’m a guy, I’m good with that too.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He snorted. “Fuck no, that shit hurts.” 
 
    “Well, I guess we can’t be friends because I require that of them,” I purred, throwing back his words about how I had to have cool pools and a waterslide at my castle… That Darius was designing. Wow, that backfired. He seemed to realize that because he just gave me a wink. 
 
    We didn’t finish before the ghosts came, as there had been a lot of fucking seeds already. They popped in faster and faster, the twins moving to the hall so they were out of the way but Vance stayed with me. I moved to my corner, annoyed with myself that I’d forgotten my iPod. I got to work and realized Vance was yelling for something but not at me. 
 
    Then he came and sat with me, moving me to his lap and hugging me. I felt his chest vibrating like he was talking, but no, it was singing. I could tell when I glanced at his lips. My heart warmed and I hugged his arms. He was singing to me to try and help. I couldn’t hear him at all, but I appreciated it. 
 
    And wondered if he had a good voice. 
 
    Wilson ducked in a bit later and tossed something over. I smiled when I saw it was my iPod, understanding Vance had sent him for it. I put it on and did my best to focus and dissipate the ghosts as they appeared, but there were just too many and I knew they were filling the building. 
 
    I gave a butt wiggle when I couldn’t feel them. However, I felt Vance groan since I did it on his lap. 
 
    “My bad, just excited the plan’s working.” 
 
    When I started itching, Vance got me out of there and I turned vehicles into energy beads. Luckily there was a whole parking garage by the hospital right there and we didn’t have to go racing all around. It made me wonder if we could figure out like a trailer with the same whatever as that room so it made things more efficient.  
 
    I realized the moment I was done and hurrying to let out that last rush of energy that there weren’t anymore vehicles. I let out a growl at my bad planning and focused on the parking garage, thinking I could at least take down some of it. 
 
    Oh, sometimes I was stupid. I turned the whole fucking thing into energy beads.  
 
    Whoops. 
 
    I ignored the worried looks and went back to retrieve my seeds, tired and craving something I didn’t want to. Just thinking of feeding made my eyes itch. Whatever. I was fine. I could handle my own shit. 
 
    Right, maybe if I kept telling myself that I’d believe that lie. It also made me come to the scary realization that I needed my nobles, like I could die without them? That was… Fuck, it made me think of Clarence and how blood would just make princesses obedient or give nobles whatever they wanted. Was that what I’d done?  
 
    Here I was so worried about trapping them with their vows, but maybe they’d trapped me? I could never have fed and kept on the path I’d been, right? But now I had to feed and needed blood. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to be so reliant and able to be controlled. They could totally fucking control me because now we were trying for more ghosts. 
 
    Had that been the plan with tying the leopards to me? I’d always have ghosts with so many knights? I mean, we’d forced them, or they had, Darius and Jaxon had. I had trusted them, and maybe that had been the first mistake. Right? It made sense, right? 
 
    “Inez, you’re spiraling,” Vance worried, hugging me to him in the back seat. “I can’t even make out half of what you’re saying, but you’re spiraling, okay? I think you got fried out.” 
 
    I slowly nodded, feeling that way too. When had we gotten in the car? I’d missed that and getting all the seeds? “I think I need a nap. You guys go do your thing, and I’m just going to sleep.” Then I changed the plan again and made them stop at the mall, remembering the GNC there. I grabbed a few bottles of iron supplements and hugged them tightly to me. Right, I’d done this before. I could handle this. 
 
    “You need to eat. That should help,” Vance said as I got back in, knowing what I’d been up to. 
 
    I bobbed my head. “Any chance you’ll deliver?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as you eat it, we’ll bring it and let you hang in your room,” Wolf agreed. “And we won’t even bring tons, just—you can’t not eat anymore, Inez. It’s really dangerous for us since we need so many more calories. We can seriously be hurt and starve way faster than humans.” 
 
    “I get it. I’ll try to eat one plate and rehydrate, but more than that wouldn’t be smart when my stomach is like all rocks.” 
 
    They took the compromise, and while it was a big plate, it was only one plate. They tried fussing over me some more, but after I ate and had a bottle of water, all I wanted was bed. I promised I was fine and they had stuff to do. 
 
    I was fine alone. I liked it better even. I think they realized I was on the edge of spiraling again because they backed off and let me be at least for right then. 
 
    But I wasn’t fine, and it got worse. 
 
    The next few days we got into a routine of a quick jog to the mall to pick out something before breakfast. I’d shower and change and try out a new style or variance of what I already liked.  
 
    After the crushed velvet shorts were deep green and black plaid ones with a matching deep green crop top that was the same color as my eyes. Those I tried with tights so I had a forearm sheath with a large knife. It worked and I liked it, but I found myself still forcing myself to eat. 
 
    Because no one tried to come talk to me. I spent the rest of the day handling stuff alone or with the leopards trying not to hover but away from eyes. I couldn’t force myself to go back to the dining hall with all the eyes if they wouldn’t try and fix this. 
 
    But the next morning Trisha, Lara, Maggie, and especially Hope would talk me into doing it all over again, excited James or whoever took out a bunch of corrupted that were lured to LA. So we went for the run. 
 
    And the ensuing outfit with sexy jean shorts and other harnesses with weapons. 
 
    And my nobles didn’t come talk to me, so I gave up. 
 
    But then my knights would talk me into it again. So another jog and this time low rise cargo pants that I liked.  
 
    By the end of the week I just gave up and they couldn’t get me out of bed. I didn’t want to keep trying. I was done, and I felt as if a deep hole was going to swallow me up. 
 
    And I’d let it. 
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    Watching the woman I loved wither before my eyes was too painful for words. The only thing I think was worse was traveling to my home coven to find it gone, all my family lost forever, and only ruins, death, and destruction left where there had been so much life. It felt like that all over again.  
 
    At first she tried putting on a brave face, pushing past what we’d done, but not only was her upset getting worse, she was… Withering. She wasn’t eating as much as she should. Definitely not hydrating, as it was clear she was crying at night even if I didn’t punish myself and sit outside near her room so I heard it. She needed to feed, and it was glaringly obvious. 
 
    When she didn’t even come to breakfast, I cracked, unable to take anymore. 
 
    “Keeping us from her isn’t helping,” I seethed, about to smash the heads of her knights. “I get it. You wanted to give her time and thought we would make things worse, but she needs to feed.” 
 
    “She said the idea of drinking your blood and what comes after makes her ill,” James snapped.  
 
    “Yeah, but I think they’re right,” Trisha muttered. “We can’t get her out of bed, James. She’s so lethargic I-I think she’s dying. She smells like her body’s distressed.” 
 
    “We should have pushed to apologize sooner,” Cerdic growled. “You told us to give her space to say she was ready to talk to us, but did she tell you that or she only told us to piss off that first night?” 
 
    Hope’s eyes filled with something soul crushing. “Fuck, that’s what she’s been muttering about her blow up was too much. She thinks they’re done with her because they haven’t come back.” She rubbed her chest. “And we’ve been keeping them from her.” 
 
    I was done. I raced off to her room and pushed past Vance and Callum to get in. I grabbed my princess and darted back out of there so no one saw the state she was in… Because it was bad. I brought us somewhere quiet, to that place I’d made love to her at near the river. 
 
    “Control me, control me with the blood,” she muttered under her breath at a level I could barely even hear. “Trapped, trapped, always trapped. Mouse in a maze, no way out.” 
 
    “Inez, you have to feed, please feed,” I choked out. 
 
    She shook her head, tears leaking out of her eyes as she focused on me. “No, they don’t love me. Just a trap.” 
 
    “I love you so much I’m dying with you,” I sobbed. “Please, this has all spiraled out of control.” I sliced my hand and moved it to her naked thigh, panicked when I felt how her skin instantly soaked the blood up.  
 
    “No, want to go in the hole,” she cried, trying to push me away. 
 
    “No, I won’t let you die.” I grabbed the folding hunting knife from my back pocket I had from helping skin the wolves we’d culled, and opened it up, slicing along my neck deep enough I hissed. “Drink, my love. Drink all of me, but don’t you dare die on me.” 
 
    Her fangs came out, and she lost the war inside herself, latching onto my neck with as much energy as she had and greedily drinking me. The moment it healed and she seemed unable to have more at the moment, she started muttering about fire and being controlled… As she yanked off her pajamas. She rolled off me and mewled as she touched herself, the fire too much for her. 
 
    “Inez, let me help,” I begged as I moved over her. 
 
    She shook her head. “Alone is safe. Taking pills and alone. Trapped me with the blood. Control me like Clarence.” 
 
    “I am nothing like that asshole,” I rasped, cupping her face to make her focus on me. “I love you, Inez. You are my everything. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I was stupid and hurt you. Please, love me again.” 
 
    “You never came,” she sobbed quietly, covering her face with her hands. “No one came. You trapped me and abandoned me when I got upset.” 
 
    “No, no we didn’t, I swear it.” I quickly got undressed and begged her to take me back, understanding this was all jumbled together to her. Finally she seemed too desperate to deny what she needed or heard my apology. I wasn’t sure which, and I hated to even touch her when she was in this state, but I couldn’t take her in this state anymore either. 
 
    She moaned as I moved between her legs and pushed my dick in her. She stretched her arms overhead, and I moved my hands to hers, interlocking our fingers as she wrapped her legs around me. She kept ducking my kisses though, so instead I kissed her neck, whispering I loved her. It was magical and horrible at the same time. I wanted my princess to want me, not simply out of her head and desperate. 
 
    Inez seemed more in her head after the first orgasm, but I kept going, wanting the fire eased so she could have more blood. She needed more blood and desperately. 
 
    And it felt like she should drain me dry for ever allowing her to get to this state. 
 
    We finished together on her third climax, and she blinked at me as if able to really see me then. She flipped us and snarled at me like she didn’t know if she hated or loved me and had missed me. I was praying for the second but terrified it was the first. I reached over and grabbed what I’d been carrying around with me for days before cutting my other hand and bleeding all over my chest. 
 
    I slowly set the engagement ring she had liked best on the pool of blood, her eyes locked on it. She turned like I’d slapped her and then batted the ring away. Her eyes went wide and she moved like she would dive after the ring.  
 
    I grabbed her at the last second so she didn’t, as yanking off my cock like that would have hurt her. She whimpered and cried, reaching for where the ring went. I rolled us so she could get near it, and she quickly picked it up off the ground and held it in her hand over her heart. She cried though as she leaned over and licked the blood on my chest, her hips rocking and driving me insane.  
 
    Reaching for her, I cupped her face. “I love you. You are my everything and everything I love in this world. Please, you cannot leave me. You have to take me back or I will die. I would die without you, Inez. Nothing else matters but you, okay? Please take me back, my love.” 
 
    She slid the ring on her finger—the middle one as that was the one that fit—and hugged me as she moved her body faster. She yowled as the blood on my skin soaked into hers and then she sank her fangs in me again. She drank and drank, and I started to get lightheaded, as even if we compacted everything she needed from the blood we drank, it reinfused with the blood in us to hydrate her. 
 
    Meaning she could absolutely drink us dry. 
 
    I realized the others were with us as they caught on that she was taking too much, as I was the youngest. She reared up, and I saw Cerdic and Jaxon rubbing their blood all over her. She locked on my throat, and I was still bleeding from her bite. Worry filled her eyes, and she hurried to close the bite before sitting back up. I watched as her skin soaked up any blood they gave her and fast. 
 
    That wasn’t good after how much she’d had. 
 
    We both finished again, and she blinked her eyes wider, gasping for air and then grabbing her head as she started itching. “Is this real?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m here, Inez,” I whispered. 
 
    Her lower lip quivered as tears filled her eyes again. “You finally forgive me and came back?” 
 
    “I was never upset with you, my love,” I swore as I sat up. 
 
    “Can’t think,” she sobbed, scratching at her face hard enough that blood welled and dripped out of the cuts. 
 
    “Holy fuck me,” Jaxon rasped. He gently pulled her off of me. “Take her to destroy something. It settles her best with the energy.” Kristof took her and blurred away while the three of us shared horrified glances. “Did we break our princess?” 
 
    “No, she’ll be fine,” Cerdic argued, not sounding remotely convincing. “I really don’t understand this at all.” 
 
    “We’ve never seen a princess not feed,” I whispered, rubbing the heel of my hand over my chest. “My sister always did from the moment she got fangs. Mother always made sure of it.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Jaxon echoed. “That has to be why.” He scrubbed his hands over his head. “We have to talk to her knights. This was such a cluster fuck of doing everything wrong that she’s out of her mind.” 
 
    Kristof arrived with her, and she looked scared but more in her head. He set her on her feet, and I caught her as she dropped to her knees. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she rasped, her voice shaky as she tried to cover herself. Cerdic took off the sweater he was wearing and slid it on her. “Thank you.” 
 
    “A lot of wires got crossed and things spiraled out,” I said gently, cupping her cheek and glad when she didn’t pull away. “We came for you right away to apologize. When Branko blurred you to the hot springs, we came.” 
 
    She slowly nodded. “I didn’t want to talk to you then because it hurt to even see you.” Tears spilled out of her eyes. “And then you abandoned me. I know my blow up was too big, but I hurt. Why didn’t you love me enough to fix things?” 
 
    “I do love you enough,” I promised, pulling her onto my lap. “We do. We tried to. Your knights said you wanted to be alone and to not go near you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I wanted to be alone because I hurt you weren’t trying to apologize. Not even a note. Nothing. You just washed your hands of me.” 
 
    “No, we didn’t, my love,” I swore to her. “They were playing ref and said you were processing, that we could see you after you processed.” 
 
    She snuggled up to me even as she kept crying. “You made the Begleys be mine, and their kills are mine, making me need the blood. It all seemed a trap. You trapped me with blood and punished me when I was bad.” 
 
    “No, I swear that wasn’t it, Inez,” I whimpered, my heart destroyed I did so much damage. “You spun out because you needed blood. You can’t not have blood anymore.” 
 
    “Because you gave it to me,” she accused. “You tricked me. I was taking the pills.” 
 
    “You would have eventually withered and died,” Kristof told her gently. “The moment you started eating more—what you should—you would have needed the blood too. Branko and I both believe that was how you slipped into areas that have covens. You were too weak to be detected, but you also could have died from that.” 
 
    She gave a slow nod. “I could die if you cut me off again.” 
 
    “No, because you’re a princess, and if you order any noble to give you their blood, they have to just as they cannot injure you,” he argued. He nodded when she lifted her head and blinked at him. “If you ordered me to give you my blood, I would have to do it, as I am not sworn to any princess. Your nobles long to give you their blood, Inez. I know it feels as if you’re trapped by your needs, but so are we.” 
 
    “I would have let you drain me dry if you wanted,” I added. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” she whimpered, focused back on me. “You promised to never let me hurt you.” 
 
    “You didn’t get anywhere near that far,” Jaxon promised. “We started wiping our blood on you instead.” He might have said more, but her stomach growled loudly. “Let’s get you some food.” 
 
    “No!” she sobbed. “Don’t leave me again.” She clutched to me with all she had. “I’m sorry. I won’t get upset again. I won’t say anything ever, just don’t leave me.” 
 
    “We didn’t, I swear we didn’t,” I choked out, holding her just as tightly.  
 
    “She needs food and to really sleep,” Cerdic murmured when I broke down, Jaxon looking in the same spot. “She wasn’t getting real sleep if she wasn’t feeding or eating. We’ll get her back.” 
 
    “Will we?” I wanted to know, but none of them seemed to know much and were simply hoping. 
 
    He didn’t answer, taking her from me instead, tears filling his eyes when she started sobbing against him and begging him not to leave her. I quickly redressed and grabbed her stuff before we headed back to the hotel and to her room. Her knights were there, and some were giving us accusatory looks while others were horrified. 
 
    “She cannot not feed that long again,” Cerdic bit out. “Clearly we all handled this the wrong way, and now we know. We move forward, help our princess recover, and learn from this. Deal?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I’m showering her, as nothing is worse than feeling like shit and dirty. Clean the room, new sheets, wash everything. She’s dehydrated and needs food. Whatever she likes best, she needs calories.” 
 
    “She looks like she’s lost weight,” Hope worried. 
 
    “She has,” I said at the same time Cerdic did. It was obvious when holding her. She was maybe ten pounds down, and in less than a week was really distressing. 
 
    I raced to strip the bed, grateful that Cerdic left the bathroom door open so we could hear her clearly as she was still talking quietly. She was asleep when he carried her back out. The bed was already remade and food was there. It wasn’t healthy food, but she loved brownies so it was a start. I grabbed their hair dryer as Jaxon started with her large comb so he didn’t hurt her to handle tangles. 
 
    Her eyelashes fluttered open and she blinked at us all taking care of her. “You came back?” 
 
    “We never left, love,” Cerdic said quietly. “You said you wanted a time out from us, remember?” 
 
    She nodded. “Just for the night. You never came back though.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later, but we wouldn’t leave you, not ever, Inez,” Jaxon promised. “We got you brownies. Will you forgive us?” 
 
    She bobbed her head, reaching for the brownies. I thought she was starving, but no, she wanted them because they were from us and she wanted us to be okay. 
 
    “I was going to make you a breakfast scramble,” I fibbed, more than willing to do it if it helped her eat. “Would you accept that from me?” 
 
    She nodded, her mouth already full of brownie. She swallowed and stared at me. “Will you stay then?” 
 
    “Yes, I will always stay.” 
 
    She fell back asleep, but each time she woke again and ate more—hydrated as well—she seemed more with it. She also needed more blood, feeding from Jaxon and letting him shower her while he helped her with the fire. By night time she seemed almost in her head but just seriously wiped like she couldn’t put the pieces together.  
 
    It was progress though and the only thing holding me together at the moment. I could tell from the others—including Branko showing up several times throughout the day—they felt the same. My heart hurt worse than any physical wound I’d ever had when she whimpered in her sleep to not leave her again, that she’d be good and do whatever we said as long as we didn’t leave her. 
 
    I even saw tears in Kristof’s eyes before he could turn away. Here we’d thought we were giving her time, doing what she’d wanted, and all we’d done was destroy her and do immeasurable damage to the woman we loved.  
 
    Yeah, she should drain me dry, and it still wouldn’t be enough punishment. 
 
    The next day she was better, but distant, scared almost. I wasn’t sure what to do, and I didn’t know how to handle it. She would do whatever we asked but wouldn’t talk to us really. It was just after dinner when she needed blood that Cerdic pulled her onto his lap and studied her. 
 
    “Love, we’re not upset you got angry with us. We messed up. We deserved your anger, and we want to apologize.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “You do?” 
 
    He nodded. “We have been, but you were too depleted to hear us I think.” 
 
    She slowly nodded. “I kept spiraling out over and over again, worse and worse after the ghosts, and it was like each time I soaked up more crazy.” She glanced over her shoulder at us. “You weren’t punishing me for embarrassing you?” 
 
    “No, never,” I promised. We explained to her what we had, and this time she seemed to really get it. 
 
    “Well, fuck me dead,” she sighed heavily. “That went really, really wrong then. I didn’t want you guys to stay away. I just got depressed and wanted to be alone if you weren’t coming. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I blew up so bad. I was just so humiliated.” Her shoulders shook with silent crying. “Why were you all so shocked? Am I that bad in bed?” 
 
    “No, no,” Cerdic told her firmly. “And I’ve not even had sex with you, love. You are perfection. I was shocked because I’ve never heard of a princess caring so much for her nobles not even oathed to her that she would make sure we were so well tended to.” 
 
    “I was shocked because you give us so much already that all you seem to care about is making us happy when we’re so fucking spoiled,” Jaxon added. 
 
    I nodded when she looked at me. “I was floored that you’ve got so much on your shoulders and you’re so amazing at sex and give us everything and you’re researching what you can do to make it better.” 
 
    “I thought there was no way you could have hidden that from us when we’re always hovering and watching you,” Kristof explained. “You are in no way lacking, and I find your open and honest reactions truly addictive, so our thousands of years of experience are nothing compared to what you give us.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, bobbing her head and snuggling up to Cerdic. “I don’t know what to do now.” 
 
    “Just be you, love,” he murmured, rubbing her back. “Forgive us when you’re ready. Beat us if you want to for being such gits to embarrass you. Whatever you want. We’re not, nor were we leaving.” 
 
    She nodded and fell asleep right there spread all over him. It hurt to see her still so upset, but I praised the Goddess when she woke and retained the conversation this time. She was coming back, and that was everything. I just didn’t know what to do to help or make things better. She seemed to not want us to leave her sight, and I knew I would rather piss myself instead of upset her that I went to the bathroom. 
 
    Which seemed to be what we all felt because the moment she fell asleep, three of us darted in that direction. Kristof was the fastest though so he won.  
 
    The next morning she fed from Cerdic, and I made love to her, my heart clenching when she broke down crying and hugged me tightly. I murmured my love for her in her ear as I comforted her. 
 
    “We can’t fight again. I thought I would die if you left me,” she blubbered, still ridiculously gorgeous and sweet even as she broke down. 
 
    “Okay, no more fighting, I promise. Not ever again, and you’re always right, my love,” I swore to her, and then she gave me the greatest gift. 
 
    She smiled at me. For the first time in over a week, Inez smiled, and all was right with the world and my life again. I mashed my lips to hers and moved faster, desperately needing her and to make her happier, give her all of me.  
 
    “What happened?” she gasped when we were done, giving me a shocked look. 
 
    “You smiled at me again,” I answered as if it said it all. “I thought I would die if you never smiled again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered as we hugged each other. “I love you, Darius.” 
 
    “I love you too, Inez. Always.” 
 
    I prayed to the Goddess she believed me. 
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    After they had brought me back from the edge, I asked if I could have some time alone at the hot spring. I got lost in my head, but this time I didn’t spiral out in crazy but… A whole week? A whole week for that fight and really over nothing? I mean, yeah, they fucked up, but that went way, way crazy and just wow. 
 
    I figured no one would leave me long, but I would never have guessed Sebastian would be the one to come check on me. 
 
    Especially since I was naked, but he sat away from me, staring out at the gorgeous scenery and not getting in. Okay then. 
 
    “My mother had the gift of seeing ghosts, and she always said ‘gift’ like she wanted to call it a curse,” he said after several minutes. “She used to say that from the moment she saw her first ghost she felt as if it was also her first step towards the grave. She truly believed—and others who had had the gift told her the same—that communicating with ghosts wasn’t worth the power to have a foot in the grave.” 
 
    “I never considered it was the ghost power but my being able to convert energy,” I admitted. “I mean, to electricity instead of convert ghosts to minerals or whatever. I get so fried. It makes me feel like I’m fried inside and emotionally.” 
 
    “I figured, and Jaxon has said the same, but electricity can charge you up too and you would think highs and lows like maybe humans with that chemical imbalance, but I told him—as I am you now—that the ghosts is a mighty power, but all gifts come with a cost. That one has a steep cost as it pulls you towards the grave. You feel the loss when they leave, that moving on, and it pulls at you.” 
 
    “I never thought about that. I was so busy just surviving it and then doing good with it that… Yeah, I went so dark so fast.” I sighed, dunking my head back in the water. “I was completely convinced they were trapping me with their blood to control me and it was all—I don’t even know. I blew this all so up.” 
 
    “You had help,” he comforted. “You have a lot of pressure on you. I see it with Nora.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something I shouldn’t?”  
 
    “Will it help Jaxon to know the answer?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” he sighed after a moment.  
 
    “Does it hurt you that Nora has a Night and it’s not you?” 
 
    He glanced at me over his shoulder, and I saw it in his eyes. Yes. The answer was absolutely yes. He looked away and his shoulders were stiffer than before, but he was so locked down that just that reaction let me know how much pain it caused him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    He shrugged. “I love her, and she loves me. I can ask for no more than that.” 
 
    “You should. I love them equally. I absolutely love Jaxon as much as I love Darius. I love them for different reasons, but choosing one over the other would kill something inside of me. I couldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Someday you will find one that you love most.” 
 
    “Why? Why does that have to be the way?” I argued. “Does Nora love one of her children most? No, parents love them the same, or they’re supposed to and most do.” 
 
    “If you never do and you always love Jaxon as you do, I thank you as his father, as knowing he could face the hurt most nobles do with their princesses is something that weighs very heavily on those of us who know that pain. That or if they never know it, they will feel the jealousy and anger of other nobles in their court who would give anything to be their princess’s favorite.” 
 
    “It’s so cruel to keep them at your side and not love them the same,” I whispered, my heart aching for him. “I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    He shrugged again. “Because Nora loves me. I know she does. I simply love her more, and she has one she loves the most.” 
 
    “Yes, but she didn’t love you enough to set you free and let you find someone who would love you most,” I argued. 
 
    “That is not the life of a noble, Princess.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be. If I couldn’t give them the love they deserved, I would let them go. If I can’t give them what they give me, I don’t deserve them.” 
 
    “I truly hope you manage it because I would think most thought the same when your age and life got in the way,” he replied after a moment. “And maybe Nora would, but I would die if I left her side. Were you not willing to accept anything Darius and Jaxon wanted if they stayed at your side because you were so hurt when you thought they left you? It is that feeling that makes me beg her never to leave me.” 
 
    Well shit. Didn’t that just poke holes in what I was feeling. “Life is so fucked up.” 
 
    “It is at that, and it only gets more complicated. I know her love for me is true. I know she would mourn the loss of me. Even if I found another to love me, they may never love me like you love my son or Darius. That is life, but I love Nora with all of me.” 
 
    I nodded even if he couldn’t see it. It just sounded so damn sad that he accepted it. Then again, I had enough of my own problems without getting too invested in Sebastian’s when he was so much older. “Was there anything your mother said that helped her? Kept only a foot in with the ghosts instead of a whole leg or more?” 
 
    “Not letting them linger, which you now know how to do,” he answered carefully. He scrubbed his hand over his head. “I’m trying to think, but it was so long ago and honestly, I couldn’t understand it since I don’t have the power. She used to spin out as you did though. I remember when I was but a boy the coven was attacked by humans who wanted to kill us monsters and instead all died.  
 
    “There were so many though that the ghosts were ridiculous numbers and she was so overwhelmed. I remember thinking she would die, that they would eat her mind and that would be the end of my mother. I think if my father could have given her anything, it would have been a safe space from them. Jaxon said you found a room to keep them out?” 
 
    “No, only so many can come in the room with me, but the rest I can’t feel. They’re not hitting me with their energy or feelings like normal if I’m not moving.” 
 
    “That was a genius trick I applauded,” he praised. “I would say that more than having a room like that at your coven, see if a closet built with those materials could work for you to be completely alone as long as you’re not claustrophobic. They can’t hound you then if it’s tiny and it’s your meditating room or safe space.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, thanks. Anything else?” 
 
    “Forgive yourself,” he answered after a few moments. “None of them blame you at all, just as you don’t blame them things spun so far out. Everyone tried to help, and you certainly didn’t want all of this. Forgive yourself and learn from this, realize now that you suffer with this as humans do their chemical imbalances. Instead of a prescription, you just plan things better and learn from it.” 
 
    “That’s easier said than done,” I sighed. “I have this panic deep in my gut they will leave me now. I used to worry we might not work, which I think is normal with relationships, but now it’s a clawing panic they will leave me.” 
 
    “Inez, that’s normal for all of us,” he chuckled bitterly. “I felt that from the moment I met Nora until she accepted my oath. We are all balls of too much worry and fears. Right, Jaxon?” 
 
    “Yes, I have the same panic,” he admitted from the trees. “Thank you for outing me, Father.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whispered under my breath. I would never have asked the questions I had if I’d known Jaxon could hear. 
 
    “They just arrived,” he told me. “With your permission, when I return home to my princess, I will discuss us possibly using the goods you’ve allowed us to trade for information. There are a few we know that have the ghost gift. If we phrase it the right way as I’m trying to gather information for future generations and not we know one now, there might be a chance for something useful.” 
 
    “Yes, please, that would be great. I still feel so unhinged and ready to fall over the edge. It like echoes in me, that about to spiral, trapped panic.” 
 
    “Part of that is not feeding. That’s a vampire’s natural response to needing blood as blood is life.” 
 
    It made sense, but it was also pretty dramatic given my stomach just rumbled for food or my throat got dry if I was thirsty. Panic wasn’t really in line with that just because I needed blood. 
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you young ones to enjoy your fun,” Sebastian said as he stood. “I believe we have the culling finished, and tonight after dinner I shall take the pelts to my coven along with Dennis and the extra eyes back to Wessex. That might also help.” 
 
    “I would prefer you hold off until tomorrow so I know my princess is fine before I join you,” Kristof said as my four nobles came into view. “That should give us a day or two to handle things there before the ship should arrive back.” 
 
    “You’ll be gone that long?” I asked, pulling my feet up on the ledge and wrapping my arms around my legs. I gasped as he came into the water with me, clothes on and all.  
 
    He gently cupped my face and gave me the softest kiss. “I wish to never leave your side, My Princess, and I swear I will return with haste, but they insulted you more than you fully get not having grown up at court. I won’t allow that, and while Jacob will speak sense to those there, I will make sure they understand the wrath that will land on them if they don’t start with an apology.” 
 
    I gave him another kiss, pulling him closer. “They so much as touch you and I will bring the aircraft carrier, the fighter jets, and the fucking destroyer and all their bombs and lay waste to them. I don’t give a fuck if they insulted me. They’re petty and it’s just words. I do care if you get hurt, and I won’t ever forgive that.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure that’s in the message.” 
 
    “Good, and tell Olivia as a woman who cares for her brother, I owe her a bitch slap for ordering him home like her dog, and court bull aside, I will give her it when we meet.” 
 
    “I would pay to see it, but that’s not wise, love,” Cerdic warned. 
 
    “Yeah, well, so is a lot we do, but nobles are not fucking action figures or pets to treat that way. I’m not having it, and I’m not letting anyone treat mine that way.” I gave another kiss to Kristof. “You should undress if you’re joining me.” I glanced over my shoulder. “All of you.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Darius muttered, that haunted look in his eyes I didn’t like. He’d been hurt deeply by what had gone down. Not to say the others hadn’t, but… We didn’t have anyone else in the world but the family we were building, and that had started to fall apart. Kristof maybe had been alone so long it didn’t matter to him, but for Darius it seemed like it triggered his PTSD from losing his whole family. 
 
    What a mess we’d created. 
 
    Sebastian left, and they joined me. I sat on Kristof’s lap and snuggled with him since he was leaving. I told them what Sebastian had told me—about the ghosts, not the personal stuff I’d asked that Jaxon should never hear about his father—and they seemed to accept it easier than I was, and I had the damn power. 
 
    “We’ve seen a lot of vampire powers and double edged swords, especially at court and balancing the pressures of being in charge,” Kristof explained, answering my unasked question. “There is a reason princesses don’t rule forever even if we can live that long. Especially the more powerful ones. It can eat them all alive, and it has, so we understand from that angle, not the ghosts.” 
 
    “I feel fragile and anxious and like a total baby, not just a baby vampire this time,” I whispered, taking a chance and letting them in fully even when it wasn’t pretty. “I felt my mind unraveling, and it was harder to handle the ghosts after that gap. I think Sebastian’s right and even if it makes me feel weak, we need a better and controlled plan.” 
 
    “We agree and have come up with an idea we think will work well and be most efficient so we can get you to your coven faster,” Jaxon said as he rubbed my back. “The plan with LA is working well. Really well. James or Trisha or whomever does a run and kills some more in the same spot for two days, and then Tyson does a smaller amount in closer to the coven to pull them all out. 
 
    “Denver and a bit further south were hit hard because of the population and several military bases, but also NORAD was there. So that gives you some every third day, but not such overwhelming numbers. We’ll get them out of the area, and even after we’re there, we can pull them from all over North America to there and LA. From there they can do the same on other continents.” 
 
    “Until there are no more and we won’t have to worry about the numbers and I’ll be strong enough where it won’t matter even,” I muttered, nodding. “Sounds like a solid plan. They on board?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “What else did I miss when I was so out of it?” 
 
    “We’d need a map to show you, but it was all good and no one was idle,” Cerdic said, and I heard him in more than what he said. They needed this moment to settle as well. 
 
    I turned on Kristof’s lap so I was straddling him, leaning back with my hands on his knees so he could stare how he liked. His eyes were full of heat as his gaze raked over my body with care. “Committing me to memory?” 
 
    “Yes,” he murmured, reaching out and teasing my nipple with his fingers. “I am very, very jealous Branko has videos and pictures of you and I do not. I never thought to ask, but now I wish I had that to take with me.” 
 
    “No because you might not come back as fast,” I grumbled, dunking back into the water to warm up again. He yanked me up so I was plastered against him, water dripping all over us. 
 
    “Nothing will delay me returning to you,” he whispered against my lips. “Being able to look upon your smiling face might simply have me keep my temper as I remember what I can come back to soon.” 
 
    I nibbled on his lower lip as his hands massaged my ass. “What about a promise of something fun for handling this for me? What does my lover want?” I let my fangs come out and cut my finger, his eyes filling with hope like I’d never seen before. I drew a small heart on him, nodding I meant it when he couldn’t hide the shock from me. 
 
    “I want this when I come back to you,” he whispered. “I want a night of ease and relaxing for my princess, enjoying it with her and a promise to taste that sweet pussy of yours as my reward. I want to hear your cries of pleasure echo in the quiet night, build us a fire and make you moan in all sorts of ways and not just from the picnic I will bring for us as well.” 
 
    “You need a down payment on that then,” I murmured, shivering at the image of enjoying that date. I glanced at Cerdic, and he gave me a wink, offering me his wrist. I bit him as I moved Kristof’s fingers in me. He got the idea and did that super fast, driving me crazy thing so I was climaxing before I even had two mouthfuls of Cerdic’s blood. “Again.” 
 
    “Always,” Kristof promised against my lips. I took care of him too, and I felt his need for me, his desire to be near me always… And maybe his love. I wasn’t sure, and he didn’t seem to know either. That was fine. There was no rush, and I knew I mattered to him like no other could, so that was enough for me. It really was.  
 
    I kissed his neck as we both gasped for air, wanting to feel him inside of me more than I should. Slow had been working for us, and that would change, but not yet. For now this was the right path and way to be. 
 
    “I want inside of your body more than my next breath, but I love this closeness and feeling we’re reaching each other, and I would do nothing to risk that.” 
 
    I smiled against his neck. “Me too. I feel the same.” 
 
    “Good, good,” he sighed, hugging me tighter. “And what does my princess want most? Not what you should do or—think of what is at the root of this anxiety, Inez. I think you can find the answer, but you don’t want to be pushy or upset anyone. If you are upset though, we all are, as you are our princess. So we’re asking, not you demanding.” 
 
    I nodded I heard him, closing my eyes and not pushing that anxiety away and instead following it like I did when I found items for the quest. “My period’s coming soon again, and there’s this need to bleed on my nobles at the heart of my coven. We won’t get there by then, and that’s this feeling. It’s like we’re going to miss it.” I let out a shaky breath. “I hate being a mouse in this maze.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s Aether this time, My Princess,” he whispered gently. “She’s backed off with the quest even, right? You’ve not felt any issues there. She knows you’re doing your best. I’ve felt the same as She can be pushy, but it’s only to help, and I would have never known you if She had not pushed me to you, and I thank Her every day for it.” 
 
    “And we can absolutely handle that by then, love,” Cerdic pushed. “We’ve got plans for plans and more plans that will take a while. Now that we are okay and fixing what we did, we’re all on the right path.” 
 
    “You’re so damn Zen,” I chuckled. “You’re coven and like PR mediator for sure.” 
 
    “And me?” Kristof asked, amusement in his tone. 
 
    “The scary fucker who eats people and helps me with the big picture.” 
 
    “Me?” Jaxon asked. 
 
    “Mechanical guy. You’re in charge of the five engineers of the apocalypse and make everything all run and gel together.” 
 
    Darius cleared his throat. “Me?” 
 
    “Not sure yet,” I teased him, frowning when I felt tension coming from him. I turned my head on Kristof’s shoulder to see him, giving Darius a sleepy smile. “You’re building our home, Darius. You’re the architect and the one who’s making it all possible.” 
 
    “That’s you, my love,” he argued with a grin. “I will bring your vision—our collective ideas—together, but you are the heart and the one who’s making it all possible.” 
 
    “It’s a team effort.” 
 
    It really was, and I was happy that the whole team made the effort. I had to remember that in the future. We talked some more, and they apologized a bunch, for what originally had happened and how they’d handled it after. I did as well, and though crazy, maybe it had happened so we could have the discussions we did.  
 
    Life wasn’t going to be easy just because we’d survived the apocalypse or found each other. There would still be misunderstandings and problems. Part of me was glad we ironed so much out on something smaller than a huge issue. Maybe this would keep us from ever having too huge of blow ups that could end relationships? 
 
    Or so I could hope. 
 
    We headed back for dinner, and it was going to be the first time I was in the dining hall after people had probably heard way too much of what we didn’t want them to given we were all in the same hotel. I’d made sure to change into something my nobles would like, and while still feeling about to crack, it was a good and strong step back from the edge.  
 
    At least that was the mental image I had now after talking to Sebastian about having a foot in the grave. I had felt about to go over the cliff into madness, but into a deep grave actually fit better now that he’d said it. 
 
    “They could have served a formidable princess like Olivia. Instead they’re cleaning up tissues and trying to keep a broken one together,” Dennis jeered loud enough so I would hear. 
 
    I blinked, and three throwing knives were in his chest… And they were mine. I’d reacted faster than my brain could process and had used him as target practice. I swallowed my shock and instead smirked at him when he gave me a pained and surprised look.  
 
    “I’m sorry your perfect Olivia isn’t powerful enough that her talents don’t rubber band back on her, but I’m building my own coven from scratch, and yet she had to wait until Mommy agreed she could just get everything handed to her. How… Easy for her.” I snickered and flipped my hair over my shoulder. “Don’t punch off his head, but you may injure him as you wish otherwise, my loves.” 
 
    Kristof reached him first, retrieved my throwing knives, and tested their sharpness of them again before bringing them back to me cleaned off. Jaxon, Darius, and Cerdic went next. 
 
    But then so did Branko and Eddie. 
 
    Eddie threw the punch and spit in Dennis’s face. “That’s my friend you were talking out your ass about. Any princess who lets you speak in her ear isn’t one I’d ever respect, and Inez offers us a coven without chaining us. Sorry your princess isn’t strong enough to manage that, but ours is and we’re loyal to her, so shut your mouth and learn your place as you go back and lick Olivia’s boots.” 
 
    “Nice,” I chuckled as he came over to me and bumped fists. “We should work out some sort of different kind of pledge that says you guys are coven and can’t be recalled like bad products or answer the whistle to come home.” 
 
    “That’s not how it’s done,” someone from Olivia’s court argued. 
 
    I glanced at him over my shoulder. “I’m princess, and I say it will work just like that. And I believe I told you all to shut the fuck up and I didn’t want to hear anymore of your anything. We can send you home as broken as Dennis if you’d like.” 
 
    “When are we finally getting to leave here?” he demanded. 
 
    “You were free to go the moment you gave me your shit plan I didn’t accept,” I reminded him. “But you prisses wanted a plane or special treatment. You could have walked your asses home like others, but you wanted to spy so Olivia could try and steal from me and trap me into pledging to her court.” I burst out laughing when I saw the array of shocked looks. “It was fairly obvious.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought so given Kristof is courting you,” Eddie admitted. “Most princesses wouldn’t ever have even tried for it.” 
 
    “Yes, because they’re sane and not narcissists. Clearly Olivia has a very high opinion of herself and she’s sooo smart that she’s never been in a fight,” I drawled. “She faked with the left, that I would just accept that she answered my request for desperate aid I didn’t give. If that actually worked, bonus, but that wasn’t the plan with a princess even Nora was playing nice with. 
 
    “So the real hit was to get here and spy, get all of everything they wanted. That was the real threat. They could come take it all, use that information and be at the center of everything. And then they’d not only come take but rattle everything and the noose would close in around me until I was begging for protection from a coven like hers, as she thinks it so great.” 
 
    “You’ve been playing him from the beginning,” Jacob surmised. “You let them stay just so you could give him everything you wanted to.” He threw back his head when I just smirked. It was a good fucking bluff, and he might tell his princess he thought it was, but Dennis could suck it.  
 
    “There’s currently a noble in Nora’s dungeon that thought he got all the goods and put it together so wrong he was feeding Sebastian a lot of crazy.” I winked at Dennis who was on the ground hurting. “You better be right about what you tell Olivia. I don’t think she’s the type of woman to forgive someone when they’re wrong. You think I’m only involved with these four, and that’s not even true.” 
 
    I left it at that and let him stew on it. I went over to Sebastian, and we worked out the details of their leaving in the morning. They were taking all of their people—along with all the Wessexes—on the cargo plane to regroup and trade out. 
 
    Cerdic surprised me as we were wrapping up by waving over Jacob and a few more from Matilda’s court. “We have good news on the trains and railway lines front.” 
 
    “Yes, and with your agreement, Cerdic has outlined which areas specifically we’re allowed to raid when I return with the right party,” Jacob said. He pointed them out, and I nodded. It was basically a few dozen tiny towns or neighborhoods along the route to Prince Rupert. I was fine with that. “Now, more than that and we’ve discussed what needs to happen.” 
 
    “But we’ve discussed which towns and areas we’re open to allowing him to have this summer along with Sebastian,” Cerdic said, pointing out towns along highways in the Northwest Territories of Canada. “That will be the long and tedious process for them to appreciate the gift you’re allowing.”  
 
    Again, I nodded. There were no rail lines or major ways for transportation besides a semi dragging each trailer over small highways that hadn’t been kept up in a long time. “Hunting?” 
 
    “A separate topic, for sure,” Jacob promised. “And I will make that clear to my princess.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Now, we tested the track to Prince Rupert and besides a few spikes we replaced, it’s in wonderful shape,” he told me, showing me on the map. “Even better, the line west from here to Edmonton is also in good shape and tested. Then down to Calgary is also good. From there south to Montana even.” 
 
    “And then we run into a few problems,” Cerdic explained. “Denver was taken out, so we need to head down this way to Salt Lake City. There needs to be some repairs there, and the wildlife is insane, but able to be handled for sure once we get the corrupted out. None of the lines will get you to the heart of your coven, but with some work we’ll get it within two hours’ drive.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, really, awesome,” I breathed, smiling brightly at them. I glanced at Jacob. “I’m not trying to usurp anyone or whatever, but you can tell your princess I’m happy with this and if these lines are worked and even further south, this could aid us. I would be willing to aid her court, but not if the optics are of me grabbing my ankles or whatever.” 
 
    “We can easily find others who could also handle this project and move on from your coven,” Kristof said firmly. “And I plan on letting Matilda and Olivia know that when I visit.” 
 
    “Hurry back to me,” I whispered, giving him a heated look even as I blushed. “I don’t like you leaving my side so long.” 
 
    “Me neither, My Princess,” he promised, the look he gave me setting my body on fire.  
 
    I really hoped he felt the same and I wasn’t being stupid again. We could do it better, be smarter, and learn from our mistakes, right? 
 
    Someone please just tell me I was right even if it was a lie. 
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    I didn’t like Kristof leaving for a few days after all that had happened, and while I knew he could take care of himself… It was logical to worry. They weren’t our friends given how Dennis had reacted. Okay, maybe it wasn’t logical given how scary Kristof could be, but there had to be someone out there scarier than him. 
 
    Right? 
 
    But I was happy for a distraction after seeing him off especially because there were nummies at the meeting. I really had put my foot down and required them if I had to be a real adult and boss. 
 
    I smiled at Sammy when I saw him, holding my arms out for him. He hurried over to me, and I pulled him up on my lap, giving him snuggles that he wanted to give me as well. I nodded to Darius whose lap I was sitting on. “Have you met Darius? He’s my—” 
 
    “Daddy,” he said firmly, looking at how we were sitting. 
 
    “Well, that went somewhere awkward,” one of Thomas’s owls chuckled. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, and when I looked at Darius, he was staring up at the ceiling as if trying not to laugh at the kid. Well great, thanks for the help. 
 
    “Mommy used to sit on my lap like that,” Thomas’s son, Kevin, told Sammy. “It’s nice for snuggles and showing love just like she’s hugging you.” 
 
    It was amusing that the adults had gotten a bit squirrely or amused, but Sammy simply nodded like it was no big deal and he understood now. Yeah, kids were good like that and rolled with things. 
 
    “I would like to become one of your knights,” Thomas said, starting the meeting. “It’s my hope you would allow my clan to stay in Prince George and oversee it as an outpost of your coven for you.” 
 
    I didn’t answer right away, pinching off a bite of my muffin and thinking on that. “I don’t like that you feel you’d have to give your oath for that, and I’m trying not to be offended that you think me so horrible that I would require your oath to help your clan. Also, there might be a better place than Prince George, so why are you picking here?” 
 
    “The head of a clan being your knight protects them too, Inez,” Darius said gently. “It means if anyone screws with them, the whole weight of your coven would come for those people. It’s not something that could be a valid threat without that oath. There’s no ‘friend of the coven’ sort of label like I’m sure you’re thinking. Yes, you’d want that, but others wouldn’t respect it.” 
 
    Thomas waited until I nodded before addressing my other issue. “We like the area. Plus, we know farming and ranching. We are knowledgeable in this. If we could work to move the herds closer instead of an hour and a half away, we would have a dream setup here.” 
 
    “We could be an asset for the coven,” Kevin added. “We think it smart you also take into account what’s in the areas to think towards the future. There’s a jerky factory to the north of town. Fine, that could be easily done anywhere, but it’s already there. There’s a whole factory for making cheese, and while we don’t know that, Sebastian hinted he might teach us to stay in your favor.” 
 
    “Father flat out told me as well,” Jaxon promised. “It’s smart. The hotel is great for now, but it doesn’t have to be forever. Eventually after the coven is built or a good amount settled, there’s no reason we can’t rebuild Prince George the way it needs to be. Nothing will ever be what it was, but in some ways that’s not a bad idea. This is how things used to be and not so… Selfish.” 
 
    “That’s fairly accurate,” Thomas agreed. “It just became the way that everything became me and I instead of the collective group. The progress was great, but too many were also hurt as everyone wanted what others had, so they pulled in and we all became our own islands instead of working together. We can fix that now.” 
 
    Still I didn’t answer, thinking it over. “So you would become mayor of the town in my area? We’re going to call this as part of my coven all the way over here?” 
 
    Thomas answered, which shocked me. “You got it all back up and running, yes, you should. You didn’t colonize when people were here. You saved the ghost town and handled the corrupted. Someone else could have but didn’t, so yes, it’s yours.” 
 
    He spent the next half an hour outlining their plans if I allowed it. They were going to oversee clearing the outskirts of town first while getting more in place for the long term. They wanted James to leave some of the trained people to teach some in the clan to use the weapons and defenses we would leave in place. The trains would be the best way to ship things out going forward. 
 
    I studied it all, understanding that any noble from another court—Sebastian or otherwise—would check in with Thomas and he would handle the raiding and hunting even. He would manage central British Columbia basically… Which made me wonder why only there, and I said as much, as this seemed the first step in a larger plan. 
 
    “We know other clans who are in the same state we were,” Kevin admitted. “They hide as we did and live out of the way, struggling each day and only surviving because there’s enough to manage. We’d like to contact them and show them there’s a better way with you and your coven.” 
 
    “You have the surviving Begleys as your knights. That is a huge win for any coven you didn’t even realize, Princess,” Thomas told me gently. “They’ve never sworn to any princess, never in their history, and many, many have tried. For them to have such a place in your coven and seeing how you treat them as equals instead of foot soldiers will endear you to many more shifters.” 
 
    “It’s disgusting to treat them any other way,” I grumbled, studying the map again. “Where are the surviving covens located?” 
 
    “Quebec City, Niagara Falls, and Florida,” Jaxon told me, nodding when I gave him a shocked look. “There were nowhere near as many in the Americas as Europe or Asia. Even Africa had more, as it’s the origination of life according to what scientists said. Most were in major cities that were taken out.” He leaned in closer. “Though there were two in Mexico, but Mexico City was taken out.” 
 
    “We’ll have to check on that,” Darius agreed. “And there was one in New Orleans, but it disbanded about a decade before the corrupted. What happened was always hush, hush, but most took it as a warning that trying to fly too high could get you burned.” 
 
    I flinched but then nodded. “You think it was established courts squashing someone who went to branch out instead of being adopted into a court or taking over. That’s why you’re all so worried from the beginning.” 
 
    Jaxon nodded. “Most don’t like change, and while it makes sense we all change to adapt to the apocalypse, it’s rare to establish new covens, and not many have pulled it off. Normally it’s with a huge backing of the family coven and the promise of almost a tithe paid to the original coven to keep them safe.” 
 
    “It’s also why there was a huge population of shifters in the Americas,” Thomas told me. “No courts around to pressure them or try and control them like pets.” 
 
    “So we should get a clan in at Boston fast, as we handled a good dent there and we don’t want someone else to think of this plan when we’ve done the work,” I muttered. “We give a wide berth to the covens that are here, but they snoozed, they lost is what we’re going with?” I waited until they nodded. “You have farming experience, so that’s the focus here. We get those who fish to Anchorage and Boston.” 
 
    “While also avoiding what’s left of the American government,” Jaxon added. “From what Vance and James have pieced together, there’s more than what we found at Fort Knox. There’s a group in Texas, and they’re very content to do their own thing so the independent state of Texas and fuck off.” 
 
    Darius snorted. “They wanted that when it was still the USA.” 
 
    “Yes, but also Puerto Rico.” 
 
    Darius flinched. “Oh, they gave a fuck about Puerto Rico then? They raped that island for everything of value and taxed the shit out of it to throw the island into poverty almost. Then they neglected it after that huge hurricane, saying to pay to fix it all themselves even if they were Americans. But the zombie fucking apocalypse hits and yes, head to Puerto Rico that we love. Ass. Holes.” 
 
    Jaxon’s lips twitched as he let that all out. “Yes, clearly.” He tapped the area where we’d end up. “But I think we need to focus on intel gathering especially in this area. The more corrupted we clear out, the more brazen settlements and others will become as if they have any right to be.” 
 
    “Or take credit for it,” I muttered. “I lured in a shit ton of corrupted with my blood into a building in France and then blew it, and a raiding group was bragging they’d done it. Everyone was celebrating them, and they never went near it. And then one had the gall to tell me I was his reward and to get naked. So yeah, too many assholes survived when too many good people died.” 
 
    “If we get the good people to band together and fast, we’ll make major progress for a future and pushing back against assholes.” 
 
    “Assuming the clans you’ll contact are good people who won’t immediately turn around and try to take it all,” I muttered, worrying my lower lip. I wasn’t shocked when Darius pulled me closer and kissed me even with Sammy on my lap. “Sorry, it’s a valid concern.” 
 
    “It is, but it’s a risk worth taking when we can help others, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, just really negative after Dennis and worried how things could spin out again,” I mumbled. “I mean, we’ll have to tell Thomas everything, and even if he’s oathed to me, there are dangers to that too and for us maybe.” I glanced between Thomas and Kevin’s hopeful gazes. “I’m fine with leaving you in charge and to keep going, but I need to think on contacting others.” 
 
    “You want to wait until Kristof is back for sure,” Jaxon surmised, nodding when I did. “Smart.” 
 
    “Or Branko,” Thomas muttered, quickly shivering. “A lot of us know the tales from his family court. I was there as a boy, and knowing that sort of power and darkness is on your side would make someone supremely stupid to fuck with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a dance, as we’re also going to give them weapons that they could turn against us.” 
 
    “No weapons without the oath, no way,” Darius agreed. 
 
    “But the whole clan wouldn’t swear loyalty, just Thomas,” I reminded him. “What if someone else decided to take him over and then that oath means nothing? But I don’t want the whole clan’s loyalty, right? That’s just over the top, and I get why they don’t like to give it.” I blew a raspberry which amused Sammy. “Yeah, my head’s going to pop. Let me think on this.” 
 
    “There might be another option we’re just not thinking of,” Darius comforted but sounded as worried as I did now. 
 
    Good thing I could bring them down to my level instead of the other way around. 
 
    We moved on from the meeting, and Darius pulled me off to the side for what I assumed was cheering me up before ghost time, but he had more planned. He kissed me softly and slid an iPod in my hand.  
 
    “We’ve been collecting the music off the ones we find to create a library of all the songs we can,” he explained. “We haven’t had much time for it yet, but we’ve got the computers now at least. I know it’s the apocalypse and hard to keep moving some days, and now we have better insight maybe on how it’s harder for you and why. I made you a playlist for when you’re feeling dark.” 
 
    “Peppy stuff?” I asked as I looked down at the sleek iPod Nano with the gray cover. 
 
    “No, songs about depression and fighting against falling over the edge,” he said quietly. “Some talk about dealing with pushing past suicidal thoughts and—” 
 
    “I didn’t have that,” I argued, thinking that was harsher than what I’d been feeling. “I just didn’t want to fight anymore.” 
 
    “I know, and that’s not all that different,” he murmured, hugging me tightly. “It’s not a judgment, Inez. It’s help to show you that no matter how alone you can feel at times, you aren’t the only one. All those artists had the same fight or knew people who lost the fight with the darkness. I thought it was worth a chance that maybe it could help. Maybe it won’t, but I felt alone for a while, and you saved me from that.” 
 
    I nodded, getting where his mind was now and he was so into music it made sense he would pick that path. I kissed his neck since he was too tall to get his lips without egging him into it. He turned, and then I could kiss him, knowing how much he loved I did that. “Thanks. Really, thank you for taking the time and thinking of how to help. I’ll try it.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t, tell me and we’ll find something else. Maybe it’s peppy songs. Whatever it is, we’ll find it and you’re not alone. Neither of us are anymore because we have each other and the family we’re building.” He pulled something else out of his pocket, and tears filled my eyes when I saw it was a necklace with an extra clasp ready to hold a charm. 
 
    Or an engagement ring. I took it off my finger and attached it to the necklace after he put it on me. I pulled him down and kissed him with all I had, demanding he put his blood on his ring. 
 
    “Always, I will always renew my pledge and love to my princess, praying she accept my oath one day and I can be hers forever.” 
 
    That sounded amazing, and I wanted it too. And soon. 
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    I hated to leave Inez, but the spoiling she gave me was everything. Here I was beside myself that we hadn’t been what she needed when she’d needed us the most, and she didn’t blame us one bit. She was amazing and taking such a leap in even trying with me after all my missteps. 
 
    I would not fail her again. 
 
    She slept half sprawled on me that night and woke giving me a worried but needy look that had me begging to touch her. She let me, even making sure she was fully naked so my eyes could have the delight of seeing her. When she asked me to wash her back, I felt like the luckiest man in the world to be able to shower with her.  
 
    And then she pretended to drop the soap, giving my dick a quick kiss when she retrieved it. The look of promise in her eyes made me finish in no time when she used that soap to please me. She was so nervous when we went to the airport, giving me another long kiss and drawing a heart on me with her blood.  
 
    I hated to leave her when she felt so fragile after what had happened, but this needed to be handled to keep her safe. It also meant I had about zero patience for any of them or it as it took me from her.  
 
    Which was why we didn’t land at Galway and then head to York. No, I had already scouted ahead and found a safe landing strip with fuel and everything needed north of York. Trisha had wanted to fly us in, but James had more combat experience just in case, so he made the call.  
 
    “Well done, Admiral,” I praised him when we landed safely.  
 
    “Sorry I’m going to miss the fun,” he muttered, shooting me a look that he fully knew I wasn’t going to wait for everyone else and jump through the normal hoops. 
 
    Nope, wasn’t my style. 
 
    And I had also wanted to make sure we left early in the morning, as it would put us at just after dinner and the nightly fun at most courts. I told him to be safe and went right for Dennis. 
 
    “Shit,” Sebastian hissed, realizing this wasn’t going to be calm or a lot of dancing. 
 
    Not. Even. Close. 
 
    I blurred to the coven and breezed past their security, making it into the main dining hall before most could even realize I was there. And then I threw the piece of shit at the feet of his princess. 
 
    “It is out of respect for Matilda that I did not kill this spy and dog who dared insult my princess, so take that as a warning going forward, Olivia,” I greeted, smirking at the instant rage in her eyes. 
 
    “Princess Olivia to you,” she seethed. 
 
    I snorted. “No. You aren’t worthy of that respect. Hell, I respect your mother, but I still call her Matilda, and she accepts it as I’m that much older and from the house Priest, so learn from your elders, child.” 
 
    Her pretty ocean eyes that were the same as Cerdic’s were brimming with rage, but she did a good job of holding it in even as she gave me what I was sure was a seductive look. Physically she was gorgeous, there was no denying that, but what was inside of her tainted it and not just because of the power I had, but the selfishness and more was like a thick perfume around her. 
 
    “If you have such a low opinion of Dennis, then you should take his place at my side,” she offered, running her fingers along her low cut neckline. “Surely I can offer you more than a brat who didn’t even grow up at court and changed her last name because she wouldn’t take over her house court or could rally support to take over another coven?” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed. The audacity of her and how much she actually thought that a viable offer, a generous one even, made me have the rare and uninhibited laugh. It even went on for a few minutes. 
 
    “Oh, it has been a long, long time since I have laughed so hard.” 
 
    “I’ve certainly never seen it,” Matilda said pleasantly, but I knew it was more a warning to Olivia to be careful. “Lovely to see you doing so well, Kristof.” 
 
    “I wish I could say the same,” I replied, noting the lack of power and state the coven was in as were most places. I focused back on Olivia. “You are a brat. You are a spoiled, entitled, and narcissistic brat that I would never, not ever stand next to. My princess is simply young. That will change though, and you will still be a brat.” My amusement left me when she opened her mouth. “Do not disparage her again.” 
 
    “Of course not,” she chuckled, clearly swallowing what she wanted to say. “I’m shocked that this is the response to my accepting her kind invitation to be allies.” 
 
    I didn’t need to look at Dennis to know he was shocked. Idiot. Of course she would hang him out to dry and lay it all at his feet if it hadn’t gone to plan. Backstabbers only knew one way to be and how to handle situations. 
 
    By stabbing people in the back. 
 
    “So you had no knowledge that your noble would come and declare they were there answering Inez’s desperate request for aid she didn’t make?” I purred. 
 
    “Olivia, no,” Matilda whispered in horror. “Is this true?” 
 
    “Yes, it is, My Princess,” Jacob answered, most of them having caught up by then. “And Sebastian undersold what Princess Inez has even. She has engineers that can fix power. Military personnel and weapons. Over a dozen knights that serve her faithfully and more hoping she’ll accept them. They have power, food, water, and more. And Dennis and his party planned to steal it all and have Inez swear to Olivia.” 
 
    “It took my princess seconds to figure out your plans,” I taunted Olivia when shock filled her eyes that Jacob knew. “She let them stay to use them to help and fuck with what he’ll tell you. Her power is already vast, and he was taunting her that she was broken as it stabbed her back as she is so young, and she finally told him the truth. He was there weeks spying, and he couldn’t even figure that out.” 
 
    It was a bluff, but a good one and a smart one for Inez to have laid out that I would gladly push as well. 
 
    I glanced at Matilda and almost felt bad for the distress I saw in her eyes, but she had let Olivia take over. Clearly she hadn’t been ready or able to not ruin the Wessex coven, and that wasn’t on anyone but herself. 
 
    “Jacob has more specifics as to what Inez has still offered your court, making it clear she wouldn’t be dealing any further with Olivia or anyone from her court even if she’s in charge of the coven. But let me make it clear that if anymore dogs come to North America saying it’s not part of her coven and that makes any of the raiding fair game, I will end them, not just bring them back broken.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, understanding that was one of Dennis’s threats. She let out a slow breath and met my gaze again. “I understand, thank you for traveling this far and delivering the message yourself as well as explaining the situation.” 
 
    “What?” Olivia hissed. “You’re thanking him for beating up my noble?” 
 
    “Oh, some of that was from Inez herself,” I chuckled, glancing back at Olivia. “And my princess asked me to deliver a message for you—she owes you a bitch slap, and she plans on giving it to you when you meet. Not for Dennis or any of that she brushed off as petty and stupid, as it’s the apocalypse. No, for ordering Cerdic home like your dog. She’s not having any of that, as he’s courting her. That’s loyalty.” 
 
    “It is,” Matilda agreed, smiling softly. “I’m glad his princess would be so good to him.” 
 
    “She is,” I promised. “She knows no other way but to be true to her feelings and her heart pure, but if you take that as a weakness, you are a fool.” 
 
    “No, as clearly it was the one thing that could win you over,” she chuckled, not hiding her shock as much as she might have wanted to. 
 
    “Apparently it took one who didn’t care about all the reasons others have wanted me in their court,” I admitted, scrubbing my hand over my head and not able to keep a grin from forming. “She was definitely worth the wait, and I wish to return to her side as soon as possible.”  
 
    I couldn’t even blame her for the way her eyes widened. 
 
    I simply shrugged.  
 
    “She threatened to send the aircraft carrier, fighter jets, and destroyer if anyone so much as touched him,” Jacob added. “After how Princess Olivia treated her older brother, Princess Inez wasn’t trusting our alliance with Princess Nora’s coven would be enough to protect Kristof from trouble.” 
 
    I shrugged again when Matilda looked like she might burst out laughing, as she knew I could level most of the coven without blinking. “She’s young and not used to nobles as old as I am. But she would absolutely do it. Her heart is pure, but she has a princess’s wrath for sure.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s wonderous, so sweet and kind clearly,” Olivia bit out. “Well, as we’re—” 
 
    “I wasn’t done speaking with your mother,” I cut in, not even sparing her a look. She insulted my princess. It was taking all I had not to punch her. “I plan on asking to progress to engagement with her the moment she lets me know she’s ready. So does your son from what he’s told me.” 
 
    Matilda’s eyes flashed shock, but she smiled. “Is he happy?” 
 
    “Yes, and treated unlike I’ve ever seen a princess treat her nobles,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “He was in excellent spirits besides his distress at the situation with Dennis and the Wessexes,” Jacob added. 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to work out this misunderstanding Dennis accidentally started with your princess while we work on negotiating that alliance,” Olivia cut in, clearly thinking she had a play left. “Given our other alliances, of course, it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    Sebastian cleared his throat and dipped his head to both of them. “My apologies, but Princess Inez was quite clear none of the goods she allowed our coven to raid or gave directly be offered to any Wessex coven. Nor to the princess who has Cerdic’s twin at her court. I haven’t spoken to my princess yet on this, as we arrived here first, however, I know she was shipping back coven assets to be fixed and more.” 
 
    “And before you start trying to play the hand you think you have with selling your older brother, you should see his message to you,” I told Olivia as I pulled out a phone and slid it to her, smirking at Dennis. “Before you get all indignant at Olivia betraying you, let’s be honest that you ‘dropped’ the message Cerdic sent his sister after you saw it first.” 
 
    “Where did he drop it?” Olivia seethed. 
 
    “Under the tire of an electric SUV he was getting into so it was smashed when they drove off,” I answered. “I was able to retrieve the memory card and bring you another phone.” 
 
    “They’re able to use electric vehicles?” Matilda asked curiously. 
 
    “Yes, My Princess,” Jacob answered. “They were rather evasive as to how, but they’re all fairly clear it’s a team effort.” 
 
    “If you had to guess?” she pushed. 
 
    “One of her nobles has a way to channel her power,” he answered after a moment. “She has the ghost gift and not just her corrupted kills but all her knights.’” 
 
    “Her kills?” Olivia asked, turning up her nose. “She kills them?” 
 
    “Long before I met her and when she was on her own,” I answered, my tone full of pride. “She’s an excellent shot and very well rounded, as she believes we all need to be after the apocalypse. She regularly says anyone who’s not deserves to be eaten. She survived even given how corrupted race for her.” 
 
    “They do?” Matilda asked, and I saw shock from Olivia as well. “Truly?” She glanced at Sebastian. “Do they for Nora and Ciara?” 
 
    “Not that I have seen, but I assumed that might be because of how we’ve gone out to them when they’re close and never let corrupted near them,” Sebastian answered carefully. 
 
    “They act no different from me to any in my court when I’ve been out around them,” Matilda informed me. “They dislike us, but if we’re close to the pack, they’ll try to take a bite.” 
 
    “They are frenzied around Princess Inez,” Jacob told her. “They’ve started using her blood to lure them to Los Angeles that was decimated and blow up a bunch of them at once. It’s ingenious, but I thought it odd they react to her that way.” 
 
    “I assumed it was all princesses,” I admitted, worried they might start coming up with theories we didn’t want. “My guess would be because of her having the ghost gift. I would think that tie to their souls after would be what they hunted for, but they’re not alive for higher reasoning.” 
 
    “Logical but interesting for sure,” Matilda muttered, bobbing her head. She studied me. “You’re waiting for her to listen to the message, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes because I want her to understand how much the play failed and cost her.” I glanced at Olivia. “Please, see the message Cerdic recorded for you in response to what Dennis did, which was not an isolated incident. I punched his face in a few times for disparaging my princess while he was a guest there.” 
 
    “And Cerdic was not surprised at the behavior, My Princess, so clearly Dennis has hidden his true nature from most and this was not simply a misstep.” 
 
    “You should watch it, Olivia,” Matilda agreed, her annoyance and upset simmering over the top as she reached for her glass. “By all means, as you brought this on our coven when we agreed on how to handle Sebastian’s visit and generous offer to include us that Princess Inez agreed to.” 
 
    Olivia ground her teeth but nodded. It was then I noticed she was wearing makeup. I hadn’t seen her since she was but a babe, but most vampires didn’t need to wear foundation or blush. Something was going on that she was, and I almost asked, but she played the message and distracted me as she tried to hide her feelings. 
 
    She failed. The message made her ill. 
 
    Good, it should have. She was horrible. 
 
    Matilda took over while Olivia digested the message. “You started paving the way for an apology and real alliance of course, Jacob?” 
 
    “Yes, My Princess, and Princess Inez was pleased with what those of us from your court accomplish.” He moved over to her and laid out a copy of the map of the rail network he’d found at the office of the shipping company.  
 
    “Fuck, Jacob, you can go into detail later,” I growled when he took twenty minutes to tell her what Inez was offering and more specifics on what we had available to us. 
 
    “In a rush, Kristof?” he teased me. “I heard you have something planned when you return back to your princess without even a scratch.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned, not even having thought about that. “You mentioned the Costco, and I was annoyed I lost out on that raiding date we were going to have there and she was going to let me chase her. Why did you bring that up too?” 
 
    “What did she offer you as a reward for handling this?” Matilda asked, amusement dancing in her eyes. 
 
    I chuckled, scrubbing my hand over my head again. “Not for handling this. She didn’t want me to go, content with flipping Olivia the bird and none of this court bull interesting her, only saving people and giving us better lives. I get a moonlight picnic at a gorgeous hot spring she likes there just for coming back to her safely. I want to enjoy all my princess offers, and I still have to stop by Nora.” 
 
    “You do?” she pushed. 
 
    Sebastian cleared his throat, and I sighed, waving for him to answer then. “Two of our vampires that came to help were rather miffed Kristof chose Princess Inez over my princess and were petty. I’m certain my princess is educating them on how they should behave at other courts no matter how young the princess or unconventional the times.” 
 
    “The only reason I didn’t gut them was Nora is dedicated to her punishments, but I want to check with my own eyes, as my princess deserved none of that.” I felt my blood pressure rise just from thinking about it, especially how much I’d upset her as well. “Fuck, now I’m not sure I won’t kill them or Dennis. She kept me calm.” 
 
    Dennis snorted. “Yes, she’s so stable.” 
 
    I launched for him but crashed into two of Matilda’s nobles who held their hands in surrender but blocked me. “Get him out of here before I kill him.” 
 
    “Go lick your many deserved wounds in private, Dennis,” Matilda seethed. “And next time I would let him take your head for disrespecting a guest in the Wessex coven. You may sit next to my daughter who is in charge, but you took our name and should remember that going forward.” 
 
    “Yes, Princess Matilda,” he grumbled. 
 
    I waited until he was gone. “Inez is powerful and was not tended to as she should have.” I met Matilda’s gaze. “She didn’t grow up at court nor with all the pieces she needed. You know how hard power is when young and how it can lash back at us. She has the ghost gift.” 
 
    “It eats at the princess,” Matilda whispered, giving Sebastian a look I didn’t understand.  
 
    But then I remembered somewhere back along their bloodlines someone shared an ancestor. Probably. They might be thinking of the same person. 
 
    “And she doesn’t produce minerals from the ghosts but seeds; her house name was well chosen,” Jacob added. “She is very, very young. Anyone would expect her to stumble, but she certainly isn’t unstable or mentally ill. She’s ridiculously intelligent, and her grasp of strategy and battles is uncanny for her age. It will be needed if the remnants of the US government come for her.” 
 
    “As they might us here,” Matilda muttered, sharing a look with Jacob. “Yes, that is a concern if we should get back power and water, but still worth it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go ahead,” I told Sebastian when they started talking again, trying not to sound that put out. “James needs to get the plane to Nora to unload. I’ll get across on my own.” 
 
    He was quiet a moment but then snickered. “I’d tease you, but your princess will undoubtedly be worried for as long as you’re gone. I saw it with my own eyes when I came back with Jaxon, and he was gone only a day.” 
 
    “Yes, I would like to be received the same,” I ground out, trying to remind my body it would be at least nine hours before I saw Inez again. At least. “Fuck, that’s too long left. I could swim and run it faster back. I only came on the plane this way because of the fucknut, but I could get back faster on my own and crawl into bed with her.” I did the math in my head. “Yeah, I could get back before bed if you go now.” 
 
    “I can’t even tease you either, as I saw how worried your princess was that you were leaving,” Jacob admitted, clearing his throat, but I felt the slight twinge of jealousy, as Matilda would never act that way towards any of her nobles. Not even her Night, which Jacob wasn’t. “Ah, to be young again.” 
 
    I snorted. “I’d prefer not to be.” 
 
    “Sebastian, before you depart, would you kindly tell me what Princess Inez offered Princess Nora who accepted her offer instead of played games?” Matilda asked pointedly, Olivia grinding her teeth again. 
 
    I had to keep reminding myself that the woman was centuries old and not a young child with the way she behaved. Really, she was maybe seven hundred or more? I couldn’t keep it straight with all the courts I knew, but there was no way Matilda would have put her in power before six hundred at least. 
 
    “Everything, Princess,” Sebastian answered honestly as he moved closer to the map. “Her rules are very clear. We help as much as we get, but already she’s allowed us to clear out huge chunks of this area and send it back as we helped clear out the corrupted from the more remote areas, as us ‘old guys’ don’t need the sleep she and most of her coven do as shifters.” 
 
    “They’re mostly shifters,” Jacob added. “If I understand correctly, she led her original knights to meet up with surviving family, and that led to finding a crew of over a thousand that had been with the US military. The now eldest of the Begley clan is hers and was an admiral. He will be her head of coven security and knights though she calls him Secretary of Defense, which was an American position.” 
 
    “There is no way she has the right to all of that,” Olivia seethed. “That’s about as close to her coven as it is to mine.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not on the same continent as yours, so it’s actually in her backyard, and the risks of having a coven in the US where so few are had an actual reward, as now it’s all hers,” I threw right back. 
 
    “What coven? She has nothing,” she snapped. 
 
    “She has lots, and unlike you who your coven was handed down to, she’s built it all up herself,” I sneered. “Don’t speak on matters you don’t know.” 
 
    Sebastian took back over before things digressed even worse. “They have electric semis and not only the solar panels to keep them going, but an ingenious extended battery rig along with an array that goes on the trailer like a roof rack. She has agreed to allow us to raid everything along this highway next if we keep clearing out Canada and we help them raid the cities.” 
 
    “So basically you get half of the goods in her area you raid?” Matilda asked. 
 
    “No, she gave us the gift of some stores originally, but that was as our soon to be daughter-in-law. Now we raid houses and clean out full subdivisions and those we can keep.” 
 
    “Those areas will be returned to nature,” I explained, my tone alluding to my being able to do it, and none of them would ask, as that would be improper. 
 
    “We raid the cities to help her coven, or the stores, she’s allowed us houses there as well plus scores of meat and hunting,” Sebastian added, scratching his chin and then coming to an internal decision. “I believe she is making a deal with Thomas, head of clan Gagnon that he will become her knight and his clan will take over Prince George for her.” He showed her on the map. 
 
    “Smart,” Jacob praised. “They could raid for months and keep an eye on the wolf population.” He quickly explained about the explosion in population and the culling that needed to be done. 
 
    “And she just let you keep those pelts?” Matilda asked, not hiding her shock. 
 
    “Half after my coven preserves them,” Sebastian clarified. “She allowed us to keep all the bear meat, as they have ample stores, but the wolf meat she kept for her shifters, as they could at least eat it when animals and not waste it.” 
 
    “There were huge herds of cows and pigs the wolves didn’t decimate,” Jacob muttered, giving me a curious look. “Would they now be tended to by the Gagnons for your princess?” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and smirked at him.  
 
    “So that’s a yes,” Matilda chuckled.  
 
    “I would never confirm that on behalf of my princess, but I will say I wouldn’t be the only one who advised her that was smart especially after others were planning to try and raid as they wanted in her backyard,” I answered. “Plus, given she treats shifters with respect and bonds well with them, the Gagnons aren’t the only clan who would jump at that deal for electricity, food, water, and safety.” 
 
    “Though all her knights are currently cat shifters,” Jacob muttered, giving me a look that he’d figured that out. 
 
    “She refuses to confirm a spirit animal, as she believes she’s too young to declare much of anything,” I told him firmly. 
 
    “Does she have a spirit animal and the ghost gift?” Matilda asked, giving us looks like she didn’t buy that. 
 
    “I heard from at least three of her knights of different cat species that they’d been around people with their species as their spirit animal and they felt the same pull to her as those people, My Princess,” Jacob answered. 
 
    “No princess has had multiple spirit animals,” she argued. 
 
    “It’s the apocalypse, and my princess says bonds form when people cling onto hope and each other,” I interjected before he pushed the topic. “Beyond that, she just turned twenty-three. I think saying much of anything for sure is a bit premature. She simply might be a cat person though the owls seemed to like her as well.” I shrugged. “Maybe she’s the princess champion of all shifters. Who can say?” 
 
    That seemed to appease them, and I made a mental note to tell the others that was a good line to give. Then I about shoved Sebastian out the door to get to Nora with the plane. I sat down with Matilda and let her grill me for what little I would tell for the next two hours, and by then they should have long landed in Galway. 
 
    “My princess looks forward to your apology, and I suggest you make it a good one because while Inez isn’t petty, her nobles know all the hoops of court and won’t let her accept anything less than what she deserves,” I told Olivia. “Matilda, I hope to see you under better circumstances next time.” 
 
    “Yes, and maybe you won’t just breeze in here like you own the place,” she said with a warning tone. 
 
    “I never have before, so that should show how bad the insult was,” I threw right back. And then I took off. Jacob could catch up with Sebastian and figure out who was all coming back with James. 
 
    Nora was ready for me when I arrived. “I hear you’re in a rush, so I’ll be brief. I thank your princess for her continued generosity and hope she likes the gift we sent her back. The two idiots you didn’t kill are in my dungeon, and you’re more than welcome to see their current state.” 
 
    I did and was pleased. Both were on different torture devices. One looked like a pretzel, and the other was being pulled by his limbs. Yup, that worked for me. 
 
    “Are you really going to swim an ocean to get back to her only hours sooner?” Nora asked after we spoke and handled what we needed to. 
 
    “I would do so much more for extra minutes with her and the smile she’ll have when she knows I’m safe,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “I’m happy for you, congratulations,” she said, her voice meaning it. “I never expected us to be in-laws through another court you shared with my child. You were so against ever being in a court.” 
 
    “I was until she somehow stole my heart and I didn’t even realize it wasn’t mine anymore,” I confessed. “Thank you for keeping your end of this. Sebastian has been doing everything to make sure this works and a strong alliance while not adding to my princess’s worries.” 
 
    “I’ll have to make sure to reward him,” she chuckled. “Give Jaxon my love.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    And then I finally got to leave. Thanks fuck.  
 
    The ocean was freezing, but I didn’t care. I wanted Inez. I could swim fast enough that it was worth it, and blurring across the land would dry me enough that I wasn’t still soaking wet. Still, I was pretty damn wet when I arrived, so I grabbed one of the robes behind the front desk and left my clothes to dry as I headed right for my princess. 
 
    My Inez. 
 
    She was in the kitchen wiggling that pert little ass that made me hard. She was in some sexy little night dress and matching short robe that was hanging off her shoulder. I watched her for a moment, realizing she was listening to an iPod while sorting seeds and sneaking brownies. She really was full of everything pure. 
 
    I moved behind her and slid my arms around her, smiling when she gave a sexy yelp and pulled out her ear buds. “I’m home, My Princess.” 
 
    “Already?” she gasped, glancing at me over her shoulder. “You’re here.” I let her turn, and she blinked at my hair. “Is it raining? How? The flight there and back was longer than this, right?” 
 
    “No, the plane is still there. I needed to come home to you,” I murmured, running my nose along her cheek in that way that made her shiver. “Do I smell like the ocean?” 
 
    “You swam an ocean to see me sooner?” Joy filled her eyes when I nodded. She kissed me with all she had but then pulled away, hurrying to gather up her seeds and close the containers before rushing over to the pantry. I about swallowed my tongue as she handed me a bottle and dropped the robe before yanking off the night dress. “Now you can write on me too.” 
 
    I took several moments to look my fill of her body before seeing what was in my hand. Honey. She’d given me a bottle of honey. It hit me, and I moaned, lifting her up on the counter and opening the honey. I put a dollop on my finger and then wrote “Mine” on her chest. 
 
    And then licked it off much to both of our delight.  
 
    “I want to write the other word, but I’m just not sure yet,” I confessed. “I don’t know if I’m able to even love at all.” 
 
    “I think you are,” she whispered gently. “And there’s no rush. I’m happy, aren’t you?” She smiled when I nodded. Then she smirked at me and pushed her breasts together. “I think you should have a taste of the princess you came home to so quickly. With your fangs.” 
 
    “Oh fuck, Inez,” I moaned as they came out. I took the offer and bit her breast, moaning when she held my head to her as if she couldn’t fathom me ever stopping, we both needed to feel it so badly. I licked the bite, not taking much at all when she was still recovering. I kissed her and pulled her to the very edge of the counter. “I want to taste more of you, Inez. Can I?” 
 
    She leaned in and nuzzled me. “I’m so wet for you, Kristof. Knowing you rushed back to me is so fucking hot. Lick your princess’s pussy all you want tonight. My pussy is completely yours tonight for whatever you want.” 
 
    It took everything I had not to accept all of her offer. “I’m hungry and I’ll eat you and come for seconds, but there’s no rush, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “I miss feeling you inside of me though. Don’t you miss my pussy too?” 
 
    “You know I do,” I moaned. “But I want more than that from you now. I want your heart.” 
 
    “I want yours,” she admitted. “I’d rather have your heart than ever feel your dick in me again.” 
 
    And that meant everything to me when so many had treated me as nothing more than a huge cock or strength to give them what they wanted. She just wanted me.  
 
    And I thanked her over and over again by worshipping her until she passed out from all the orgasms. I stared at her as her body still twitched even as she was out. 
 
    “Yeah, I would swim all the oceans for a night like this with you, my Inez.” 
 
    Damn right I would. 
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    Kristof coming back early ended up being awesome given Thomas’s idea and too much we needed to jump on and fast. The next morning I went with him and Cerdic to collect the rest of the items on the map in the Midwest, and just because I was with Kristof, we nabbed what I needed to out of Florida so it was off our worries. He seemed confident it was and we weren’t detected to start trouble, and that always helped me feel at ease. 
 
    The next day we were going to meet with the first head of a clan Thomas knew. They were last in Louisiana, and while we were going there, Darius thought we should grab the items in New Orleans. Also to check out the area on what we could take over once we cleared it out.  
 
    We were multitasking like we knew what we were doing for sure. 
 
    “I stayed here years ago and it was nice, good for longer term,” Darius said, setting me on my feet in front of the Bourbon Orleans hotel.  
 
    “What we need is over there,” I said, pointing across the street. Part of the sign was down, but I could see it was something voodoo.  
 
    “Then let’s check this first.” He shrugged and took my hand, leading me to the bar entrance. It wasn’t locked, but that wasn’t a red flag as lots of places seemed raided in the area like it was one of the last cities to go under. 
 
    I was grabbed away from Darius when we stepped inside. and I watched something hit his face like a glass bottle, liquid that filled my nostrils in a bad way pouring all over him. I screamed when he went down and elbowed the person holding me. Turning and punching someone else, I lunged for the door, getting it open.  
 
    I didn’t hesitate, knowing we were in deep shit and there was one chance right then. “Kristof!” 
 
    Someone yanked me back inside and closed the door. “Just like a princess to leave others to save her own ass.” 
 
    “Get off me,” I snarled, throwing an elbow that landed, but my eyes weren’t adjusting with the quick changes between bright outside to dark interior and round again. 
 
    “What? You need help, Princess?” someone jeered, a hand moving to my throat. 
 
    Smearing blood all over my exposed skin. 
 
    “No, no!” I screamed, knowing what they were planning. 
 
    “What was that?” a different voice chuckled as cloth tore. I felt air on my torso before more blood was rubbed on my stomach. “Oh, are you distressed, Princess? Your clothes are ripped.” 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” I screeched, shoving and fighting back with all I had. My eyes adjusted and I swallowed a whimper. The bar area of the hotel was full of people.  
 
    How had we not sensed them? 
 
    “What? You need help?” a deep voice chuckled behind me before my shirt was taken, clearly sliced up to fall off, and more blood was on my back. 
 
    “No, let me go. Don’t touch me. You can’t hurt me or Aether will punish you!” 
 
    “We know that,” he purred, licking my ear, making me want to vomit. “We’re just helping a princess all on her own as we should. We’ll give you all you need, Princess.” 
 
    “No, stop, I don’t want your blood,” I cried as the burning started. “Stop undressing me!” 
 
    “We’re not,” a different guy jeered. “Oh, your boots have something on them. Let me help you with them.” 
 
    “No, leave them!” I ordered, but they just kept taunting me they were helping. I tried to fight, I really did, and I landed several good shots, but they were relentless and evil in how clever they handled it. No one took off any single piece of anything. Someone sliced while another accidentally tore it worse, or one untied my boot while I tried to kick them but another knocked it off. 
 
    All while getting as much of their blood on me as possible.  
 
    “Darius,” I whimpered, seeing he still wasn’t stirring as they moved me to a table, now completely naked no matter how much I tried to cover.  
 
    “He’s fine, just out,” the guy holding down my right side said as he reached to touch my breast. 
 
    Another hand swung out and slapped it away. “Don’t touch her sexually. That’s the line. She’ll cave, all sluts do.” 
 
    “No, no,” I sobbed. “I won’t, stop touching me!” 
 
    But they didn’t. They added more and more blood until I was losing my mind from the fire burning in me. 
 
    “Just give in, Princess, and we’ll give you all you need,” one of them jeered. “And we won’t hurt your noble.” 
 
    I whimpered, looking over at Darius again. He would die if I let them rape me for him. No, I was smarter than caving like that. I shook my head. “His house will decimate all of you if you hurt him. They have alliances with huge houses too. You’ll all be dead.” 
 
    “Smart little bitch, but you’ll still cave, all you do eventually,” he sneered, cutting his hand deeply with his fang and letting his blood pour all over me. “How many have fucked you? How many have you let taste your young pussy to build your court? You all tease us with it, and now we’ll have the youngest yet.” 
 
    “No!” I wailed, ready to vomit at the idea of any of them touching me or having sex with me. “Darius! Help!” 
 
    Suddenly they were all gone, and I was staring up into mocha eyes I knew.  
 
    Kristof. I broke down sobbing. He heard me and came.  
 
    Right? I wasn’t delirious? 
 
    “Dude, we’ll share her, no need to get bitchy,” one guy snapped. “You smelled her and came, right?” 
 
    “I felt her call,” he answered, and I knew it was him for sure when he cupped my cheek. 
 
    “Please, please, the fire,” I begged as it got worse, scratching my skin as the energy built. “Please, I need so bad.” 
 
    “They always crack,” that first guy chuckled. “Fucking slut. You heard her, she gave permission. Fuck her or we will.” 
 
    “No, only him,” I whimpered. I grabbed onto his arm. “Please.” 
 
    “It will hurt,” he worried. 
 
    I nodded. “It’s okay. I’ll heal. It’s okay if it’s you. Hurt me, just fuck me.” 
 
    He groaned and quickly undid his pants. I spread my legs instead of fighting to keep them closed, moving my feet on the table even. I kept begging, and several of the guys made shit comments about tearing me when they saw Kristof’s monster dick or worried I’d be too loose for them. 
 
    Right, like they were going to have a chance. I met his gaze and saw we were in agreement that would never happen. 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed as he thrust in me. “Deeper. Fuck me, please.” 
 
    “I’m trying not to hurt you,” he growled. 
 
    “Hurt me. Tear me. Just fuck me. Drill me. Fuck me, please.” That was it, he cracked with my begging. He slammed into me, and it hurt, damn it hurt, but it hurt good. It was past what I might ever want again, but it was… Every nerve came alive in some bizarre blending of pain and pleasure and everything in between. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck that bitch,” someone growled. “Beg him like a good slut.” 
 
    I saw the rage simmering in Kristof’s eyes someone would speak of me like that, but I did it still. I did it for him, not them, but I gave him all they wanted. 
 
    And they kept jeering more and more, and I did all of it. I pushed up my breasts for him to bite. I begged him to fuck my ass next—which really got him excited. I screamed he was hurting me so good and I was his slut. I let them give me every idea of how to let Kristof own me completely and allow him whatever he wanted. 
 
    It was thrilling and crazy especially because we both knew they were all in for a huge fucking surprise they wouldn’t like. 
 
    He made sure I finished twice before coming deep inside of me. 
 
    “Great, you got your turn, now let us have her,” someone snapped. 
 
    “Only him,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Whatever, a bit more blood and you’ll be begging for us all, whore,” he sneered. 
 
    I saw the darkness and scary in Kristof’s eyes and for once wasn’t afraid but comforted, as he would use it to save me. I pressed my lips to his ear and barely breathed what I said next. “Let the monster out. Let him out for me and drain them all. They tried to use their blood against me, take all of it. Bathe in it and then fuck me again because I’m yours and they tried to take me from you.” 
 
    “Yes, My Princess,” he whispered against my lips, gently pulling out of me. 
 
    “Your princess? You just swore to her?” someone demanded, the energy of the room changing from excitement to a mix. 
 
    He glanced around the room and smiled at them. “No, we’re courting and you’re all fucked.”  
 
    And then he attacked. I watched as they suddenly fell to the ground, unconscious. One he brought over to me and sliced the throat open of the guy who had been the loudest and meanest to me. I hissed as his blood spilled all over my naked body, the monster I used to fear in Kristof’s eyes, but now I knew the truth. 
 
    The monster was mine. He loved me just as much as Darius and Jaxon and could never hurt me. 
 
    “Is Darius okay?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s just a knock out potion,” he told me.  
 
    I nodded, relieved even as the fire roared hotter again. “I want to see you drain the one who hurt him.” 
 
    “Yes, My Princess,” he growled, bringing a guy over to me and shaking him awake. The guy screamed as Kristof sank his fangs in his neck as he broke his body. 
 
    And I loved every fucking second of it. 
 
    He dropped the now dead guy with a thump, and I shoved the other one off of me as I slid off the table. We only had eyes for each other as I moved him to the leather couches along the wall. I shoved him and watched as he landed, his eyes filling with heat that I wasn’t simply reacting to the fire and need, but this was need for him. 
 
    I licked my lips as I nodded to his dick. “Is that for me?” 
 
    “Yes, always,” he whispered. 
 
    “Is it mine?” 
 
    “Yes, always,” he swore to me. 
 
    I sliced my hand on my fang and wrapped it around his dick, stroking him and shivering when he moaned deeply. “Is all of you mine?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You came because I called you. Did you hear me?” 
 
    “No, I just knew you called me somehow,” he admitted, looking a bit confused on that. “I will always come for my princess.” 
 
    “Am I yours?” 
 
    “Yes,” he snarled, and I rewarded him by lowering myself on him. He took down my hair as I moved my body. “You are my princess for as long as you’ll allow me at your side.” 
 
    “Mmm, all of this is mine,” I purred, moving my hands over his strong chest and arms. I leaned in and gave him the barest of kisses as I moved his hands to my ass. “Does the monster inside of you feel the same?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is he mine too? Is that why I’m not scared of him anymore?” 
 
    “Yes,” he breathed, cupping my face and kissing me desperately. “I love you, Inez. My heart is yours. All of me is yours forever. I thought I would die when I felt your desperate call and knew someone would hurt you. I would have died if I was too late.” 
 
    “You weren’t. You saved me again,” I rasped even as I moved my hips faster. I whimpered when he hit that perfect spot. “Always be mine. I need you, Kristof.” 
 
    “Yes, My Princess,” he growled, moving me faster, taking me deeper as he sat up and did everything to my body in a way that blew me apart. He brought me twice, and then to his shock I pulled off of him. 
 
    “I love you too, Kristof,” I whispered before dropping to my knees. I took him in my mouth, not caring he tasted like me, and sucked him with all I had.  
 
    “You’re so stuck with me now,” he warned as he cupped my face gently. “You are such perfection, and one day I will beg you to accept my oath.” 
 
    I smiled and sucked harder, driving him absolutely mad. He warned me when he was coming, and I swallowed it down. I smirked at Branko who was watching as I licked Kristof clean. “We play a bit naughty now and again. Do you object?” 
 
    “Nope, just jealous.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked him. 
 
    “I felt you were distressed somehow,” he admitted. “I was much further away and came as fast as I could. I would assume the others are as well.” 
 
    I crooked my finger at him, smiling when he immediately did. Reaching up, I undid his fly and pulled his seriously wide dick out. I leaned in and gave it a kiss to tease him but then licked off the precum that it gave me.  
 
    “You’re only the second man she’s done that to,” Kristof muttered. 
 
    “Not the others?” he checked, his voice strained. 
 
    “They’re not on board with a princess on her knees,” I admitted. I looked back at Kristof. “This was as much fun as I had sucking you the first time. I think that second time never happened.” 
 
    “You are too sweet to all of us,” he whispered, pulling me up on his lap and kissing me. I thought it was a quick move, but also Branko tucked his dick away so I was clued in they sensed the others. 
 
    Sure enough, Cerdic showed up moments later. “What the bloody fuck happened here?” 
 
    “A trap,” I whispered, shivering, and Kristof hugged me tighter. “Kristof saved me.” 
 
    “I’ll explain, you don’t have to say it,” he said gently, and I realized I was having trouble getting out the words. He kissed my hair when I thanked him quietly. Branko did one better and covered me in his sweater.  
 
    “You’ll kill them all, right?” I checked with Kristof. 
 
    “Not the witch.” 
 
    “Witch?” I asked, blinking at him. “There are witches?” 
 
    “We keep telling you there are other non-humans, but you always make exploding noises,” he reminded me. He stood with me and handed me over to Cerdic to protect before grabbing a woman he’d apparently tied up behind the bar.  
 
    She sobbed when he took the gag off. “I didn’t know, I swear I didn’t know. It’s my spells that doesn’t allow anyone to sense the nobles here. It was a defensive spell to knock out anyone who might come here that was more powerful. I didn’t know you were a princess or not a threat, I swear it.” 
 
    I believed her, and Kristof nodded it was the truth, but she’d still hurt Darius, and I wasn’t happy about that. “I would suggest leaving New Orleans and maybe North America, as I’m taking over a lot of the areas not already claimed.” 
 
    “That’s generous,” Kristof said when it looked like she might object. “Maybe you should drain her and acquire a new gift, My Princess.” 
 
    “That’s just an old myth to make witches serve vampires,” she argued, wincing when he pulled her hair. Her eyes went wide when both Kristof and Branko snorted. “No, it’s a lie.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Kristof promised. “I’ve done it myself. There is a reason there are so few witches left, as they used to be bred at covens just to drink down when they got old and were losing their magic. We had a whole herd of them at my birth coven. It’s why the house of Priest all has so many gifts.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” I muttered, glad when I saw in his eyes he felt the same. “I can barely handle the gifts I have. Let her run.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “Deceived or unknowing or not, you ever touch or hurt a noble of mine or anyone in my coven and I’ll gladly suck you dry.” 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” she rasped. “The potion won’t hurt him, I promise. He’ll wake in a few hours. It’s just meant to get away and wipe our scent from him being able to track. It’s only defensive.” 
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    “Send her to Nora,” Cerdic breathed. “They respect witches and would protect her. You’re too angry she hurt Darius and this whole situation to look on her again, but she’s cannon fodder.” 
 
    “Do it,” I agreed. “She can hide from me on the merchant ship that docks soon and I won’t be near.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she cried again, getting we decided her fate even if she didn’t understand it. “I helped, and they would protect me.” 
 
    Yeah, I couldn’t hate her, I understood that, but Cerdic was also right. 
 
    Branko stole a kiss and then took the witch to handle everything. Jaxon showed up a bit after looking terrified. 
 
    “You’re okay?” he whispered, tears filling his eyes. “I felt you needed me, and I couldn’t get to you fast enough.” 
 
    “Kristof did,” I promised, snuggling in his arms as Cerdic gave me over. He hugged me tighter when Kristof filled them in. I stared at Darius the whole time, worried by how upset he’d be that he’d brought us right into a trap. “Of all the fucking buildings we had to pick to check out, we had to come here.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that’s why they picked here,” Cerdic muttered. “This is one of the nicer hotels New Orleans had and certainly the one that held up best. If people were going to check out where to stay or the area, it would make sense to check here out.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s exactly why he wanted to,” I rasped. “I’m demolishing the place.” 
 
    “Good,” they said together. 
 
    Even better, I watched as they drained the nobles who had tried to use their blood against me. They weren’t that clean about it either, the monsters inside all of them coming out. It was almost a waste of blood. 
 
    Kristof snorted, letting me know I’d said it out loud. He winked at me and held out his hand. I watched in awe as he called every drop of spilled blood to him and soaked it into his hand and forearm.  
 
    Well, fuck me, that was cool. 
 
    “Yes, I would like to fuck you again,” he teased me. 
 
    “I don’t realize I’m doing it,” I sighed, getting I’d muttered that thought too. I tapped Jaxon’s arm to set me down and peeled off Cerdic’s sweater as I stepped over dead bodies and went to the bar. I leaned over it and grabbed my ass cheeks, showing Kristof how turned on I was. “Fuck me with their blood like it was yours, and then fuck your princess until she screams so she knows she’s yours.” 
 
    So he did. A lot. Like a lot. Damn, that was really waving a red flag before him. 
 
    “Shit, you really enjoyed that, love,” Cerdic muttered. “Good to know.” 
 
    “Better to feel,” I moaned. “I can’t move, and I’m going to be so amazingly sore.” 
 
    “I’ll carry you and take care of you,” Kristof murmured against my skin, gasping for air as well. “Can I call you what they do now?” 
 
    “Once we’re engaged,” I replied gently. “I want to keep it to just us for a bit longer.” 
 
    “I’d like that too,” he agreed after a moment. He teased my nipples until I whimpered they were so sensitive. “Thank you for giving me another chance and letting me be with you, Inez.” 
 
    “Thank you for wanting to and giving me time to trust you again.” I glanced at him over my shoulder. “I’m really glad you did. I might still flinch or have moments I need you to be patient with me, but I’m really glad I fell in love with you.” 
 
    “Fuck, I need you again,” he groaned. 
 
    And I let him. Even if I ached, even if I burned a bit more than was pleasant, I let him because he needed me and I would be there for him just as he was for me. 
 
    I was extra snuggly with him the rest of the day, trying to really process what had happened and how close I’d been to being gang raped basically. It was terrifying, and I could tell I wasn’t the only one who felt that. The three of them wouldn’t let me out of their sight as we collected and buried what was needed from New Orleans. 
 
    And yes, I destroyed the fucking building. And a few parking lots full of cars. 
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    “What happened?” Thomas asked as we finally caught up with him. 
 
    “Slight problem in New Orleans,” I answered, fidgeting with Cerdic’s sweater. “Can we relocate? Darius is going to be out a few hours from a witch’s potion, because, you know, there’s that.” 
 
    “If Thomas vouches for you to hear you out, I’m fine with it,” the shifter I didn’t know agreed, taking it in. He winced. “You came across the nobles of no court? I didn’t know they were back in New Orleans. They travel pretty often to stay off the radar.” 
 
    “Well, they’re dead now,” Kristof drawled. “Let’s get back.” 
 
    I nodded and let Cerdic whisk me off while Kristof handled the rest. Darius was already waiting in the hotel lobby on the couches along with Jaxon who looked as frazzled as I felt. 
 
    And of course Sebastian and Jacob and their parties were there. 
 
    “What the fuck happened?” James worried, hurrying over to me. 
 
    “I need to change and shower,” I whispered, scrubbing my hand over my head. “Why was I handling this better earlier?” 
 
    “Shock, love,” Cerdic whispered. “You were in shock and then relief it didn’t happen plus a whole bunch of happy hormones from their blood. Now it’s sinking in.” 
 
    Okay then, as long as someone could make sense of it all. He brought me to our room, and I was so exhausted and spent I let him shower me. I changed into fuzzy and comfy, weirded out I was so upset now when before I had been all hot and bothered and begging Kristof to fuck me. 
 
    So. Much. Crazy. 
 
    I thanked Cerdic but wanted Kristof when we rejoined everyone in the conference room. He gave me a wink it was okay, and that helped me some. Kristof seemed to need to hold me too as he wrapped his arms around me the moment I sat on his lap. 
 
    “It’s sinking in for me too,” he explained. “At first you were in such a state and begging me, but now all I can think of is how I found you.” 
 
    “Me too,” I admitted, hugging his arms to me. “Thanks for the save.” 
 
    “Always, Inez.” 
 
    “Sorry about the crazy,” I said to the new guy. 
 
    “I’m sorry you were attacked, Princess,” he said, dipping his head. “I’m Lorenzo, head of clan Payne.” 
 
    “Inez Garner and my nobles, Kristof Priest, Cerdic Wessex, and Jaxon O’Cleirgh. My soon to be father-in-law Sebastian O’Cleirgh who is apparently joining us, and Jacob Wessex who is of Cerdic’s mother’s court. Darius Katz was the unconscious one.” I sighed and accepted a mug of coffee from Trisha who gave me a worried look. “I’m okay. They were touching me with their blood, but they didn’t touch me.” 
 
    “They couldn’t. It would have killed them,” Jacob said gently. 
 
    “Yes, they knew that and a slut princess would just cave and beg for it after enough blood,” I rasped, staring at my coffee.  
 
    “They’re all dead now,” Kristof whispered and kissed my shoulder.  
 
    I nodded, glancing between Jacob and Sebastian. “So you guys are just part of the inner crew of my coven now?” 
 
    “They’re speaking to how fruitful an alliance with you is,” Cerdic explained. 
 
    I nodded, studying Lorenzo. “What kind of shifter species are you?” I glanced at James. “Is that the PC way to ask? It feels weird to ask what kind of animal like that’s all you guys are.” 
 
    “Though most do phrase it that way,” Lorenzo admitted, studying me back. 
 
    “Wait, before he answers, what do you feel when you see him?” Sebastian asked curiously. 
 
    “So he’s not a cat,” I muttered, getting they were testing a theory. I searched Lorenzo’s eyes and used that power that helped me find artifacts from the quest to open myself up in a way. “To be careful with him. I don’t feel the pull I do with my knights or cat shifters, but I want to be careful with him, let him curl up on my lap while reading a book maybe?” 
 
    Lorenzo’s eyes flashed shock. “Armadillo.” 
 
    I had to think about that a second but then smiled. “The cute little guys that curl up with the protective shells?” I bit back a squee when he nodded. “Those are cute.” 
 
    “We’re prey as our animals only eat grubs and insects mostly,” he muttered. 
 
    I shrugged. “So? I drink blood and it soaks in my skin. I’m a corrupted magnet. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “She’s serious, isn’t she?” Lorenzo whispered, giving Thomas a look of complete shock. 
 
    “She’s truly not an elitist, and everything I’ve seen is she treats shifters as equals and her knights are her friends,” Thomas promised. 
 
    “Is it really that weird?” I asked, feeling almost as if I should apologize for not being princess like. 
 
    Except Sebastian and Jacob shifted in their seats a bit. Well, clearly it was. 
 
    I thought of something else though, glancing at Trisha. “Is Simon or Maggie around?” 
 
    “Simon’s helping the kitchen for lunch,” she said, giving me a knowing look. “I’ll go get him.” 
 
    “Thanks. Sorry, I just feel all over.” 
 
    “I’ve been there,” she said sadly. 
 
    “It’s too cold for you to have wet hair,” Kristof muttered as if explaining why he took down my hair and started combing it.  
 
    “Thanks.” I glanced back at Lorenzo. “So Thomas and his clan know farming. Sebastian wants to teach them dairy and cheese I guess. Anything your clan is into?” 
 
    “Fishing, why?” 
 
    “Wait, do you guys need the habitat of your animals?” I asked James and Thomas. “Your owls are found in Canada, right? So that’s part of why you wanted here?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s preferential but not required as safety’s more important,” Thomas said. 
 
    “So we could get them set up in Mexico somewhere and they could fish the gulf? Not the Florida side to stay away from the coven and not near Texas, but yeah, like there?” 
 
    “Wait, what do you mean?” Lorenzo cut in, glancing between us fast enough that I would have thought his neck hurt. 
 
    Trisha came back with Simon, and I set down my coffee, taking the adorable margay from her. 
 
    “Thanks, Simon,” I whispered, kissing his head. He licked my cheek and settled down for a nap during snuggle time. 
 
    For the next twenty minutes I listened as Lorenzo was caught up and everything we were discussing with Thomas. 
 
    “You didn’t make it official yet?” Kristof asked when everyone was done chipping in. 
 
    I shrugged as I scratched behind Simon’s ears. “The idea has merit until you think about us giving powerful weapons to people and they could turn around and shoot people I care about. Not to make this pointed, but look what happened with Olivia? Did you remotely expect that? Clearly Cerdic and Sebastian didn’t and they thought they knew her better.” 
 
    “It’s a valid concern,” Sebastian admitted. “You would want one of your older nobles to check in often anyways in case there’s a problem, but you don’t want to be looking over everyone’s shoulder to sow seeds of distrust.” 
 
    “I was thinking once we’re engaged you punch off the head of another metal statue and show them the punishment if they betray us,” I told Kristof. “And then I could reward you for making everyone behave. Maybe that special reward you love most and something from that book I was looking at.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly as his hands moved closer to cupping my breasts instead of just hugging me. “Thomas, how many clan leaders do you know? That book boasted two hundred and forty-five positions.” 
 
    “I think a lot of those were oral sex too,” Jaxon muttered, shaking his head. 
 
    “There were two I wanted to try with you,” I admitted. “One I thought would be interesting because of how intense you are and the other… You would just really like.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he groaned, burying his face against my neck. “We need to find a cache of metal statues for sure. Whatever my princess wants of me.” 
 
    I moved so he had to look at me when I turned a bit. “It’s not being a total bitch to use you that way?” Several people snorted, but I ignored them, searching his eyes. “You’re more to me than that, you know that, right?” 
 
    “I do, but thank you for checking,” he whispered, giving me a soft kiss. “I’ve told you more than once the most important thing I can give you is my protection.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t have been what I put first,” I confessed, snuggling back against him, glad when I felt he understood what I meant. Yeah, he’d given me his heart. I liked that best. “What do you think otherwise?” 
 
    “I think they have to want it and be willing to accept a bit of oversight to make sure we’re comfortable with all we will give them,” he said after a moment. “It’s up to them, but you can’t just give everything and them not know there’s a cost to it. Thomas and his clan were out camping. Now they have lots and you’re going to give them more and leave it all in their care. He has to promise to keep order of that.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Thomas said firmly. 
 
    “Besides, all the owls might not always stay here, love,” Cerdic added. “This is like the next year sort of plan and we can reassess. Maybe three hundred and fifty armadillo shifters don’t want to all fish in Mexico, as they’ll want to find mates. Eventually they can be just normal towns under your protection and we’ll visit.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize there were so many in your clan,” I said to Lorenzo, nodding to Cerdic I heard him and that helped. 
 
    “We had more,” Lorenzo replied, the sadness thick in his voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you. We’ve all lost people.” 
 
    I guessed that was true even for me, even if I didn’t remember them and I had no idea, I had to have had parents and family and lost them too.  
 
    I listened as everyone kept talking about ideas and plans, Lorenzo’s clan fine with staying in Canada until we got more settled so they had basics but then we could figure out more later. There were a lot of corrupted to still clear out.  
 
    “Is Branko near?” I asked Kristof when I realized something. 
 
    “Yes, he just arrived back for lunch, why?” 
 
    “Can we speak with him for a moment?” I asked instead. I kissed Simon’s head when he nodded. “I’ll be back for more snuggles. I just need to ask a quick favor.” 
 
    Simon yawned and nodded, curling up on the chair I put him on.  
 
    “We’ll be right back,” I promised Cerdic and Jaxon. “And I want to check on Darius.” 
 
    “We’ll keep plotting, love,” Cerdic promised, giving me a worried look. 
 
    Yeah, I didn’t blame them. One minute I was spacing out, the next I was joking about Kamasutra fun, and then the next I was upset. Basically I was just all over the place. 
 
    Branko must have heard his name because he was waiting for us at my room. Kristof let him in but then moved me up against the door and kissed me deeply. 
 
    “I beg you to show me these positions in the book before you ask him whatever, My Princess.” 
 
    I nodded, pulling away and going for the book that had started so much trouble, moving past it the moment I touched it. I opened to the first one. “The python. I wanted to feel that with me wrapped all around you.” I shivered at the heat in his eyes. I turned to the other position and handed him the book. “I thought you would like this.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly. “The prison guard? You standing bent over for me as I hold your wrists and dominate you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Please tell me there are some you thought to try with me,” Branko about whimpered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll reserve them for you for my first time trying them,” I teased, shivering at their heated looks. “I’ll maybe let you watch as I try one of the oral sex positions with Kristof if he’s good again.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Branko groaned. “What did you want to ask me about?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I sighed, taking the book and setting it aside before moving Kristof’s arms around me protectively. “Can you handle something Kristof was supposed to? I know he can do it super fast, but right now I just need…” 
 
    “I get it, yes, of course,” he whispered, moving closer and cupping my face before kissing my forehead. “You’re okay. I know it was scary and you’re all over the place, but you’re okay.” 
 
    “I really do feel all over the place,” I grumbled. “Tyson’s making a run to blow up corrupted in Denver tonight. My blood needs to be reapplied to the spot. I’ll get you a small jar after lunch.” I stared up at him. “I’d really appreciate it.” I felt better when he nodded. I glanced back at Kristof. “I was going to say we should have our Costco date after the ghosts tomorrow. All of us for some fun.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” he agreed, giving me a soft kiss. “How is your body? You were moving funny on my lap.” 
 
    “I ache, but the tearing healed and wasn’t bad,” I promised. “Anything tonight would need to be gentle, and I’m worried about Darius. He won’t forgive himself for leading me in there.” 
 
    “Nor would any of us,” he whispered. “But it wasn’t his fault, and he’ll be fine too.” 
 
    I nodded. “I want to rest with him after a quick lunch. Will you join me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    We shared a few kisses, and I accepted a sweet hug from Branko before we headed to lunch. I quickly ate, wanting to get to Darius and knowing the others would handle Lorenzo and more planning. I gave the jar of blood to Branko and explained things to Tyson.  
 
    I had just snuggled down to nap against Darius with Kristof wrapped around me when my fiancé shot up with a gasp, looking around wildly. 
 
    “What happened?” he demanded when he locked on me. “There were people there I didn’t sense. What happened?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I whispered as I scrambled onto his lap, cupping his face when his eyes were wild. “We’re fine, I swear it. Kristof came and rescued us. They’re all dead.” I repeated it a few more times as he seemed to have trouble shaking off the potion. 
 
    “Tell me all of it,” he breathed as he lowered his forehead to mine. “What did they do to you?” 
 
    So I told him. I told him more than even Kristof knew since he hadn’t seen it from the beginning. Tears filled my eyes when Darius begged my forgiveness for failing me and letting strangers touch me. He was so, so distraught I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “I’m fine, I swear it,” I choked out. “We bathed in their blood. I barely felt anything but their blood, I promise. Not so much as grabbing my ass. My nobles killed them all, and Kristof did everything I needed.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault, Darius,” Kristof said gently in that voice he normally reserved only for me… But in a way it was. “Even I couldn’t sense them when I arrived. I only felt Inez and knew to go inside, otherwise I would have missed it too. It wasn’t that you were young. That potion and magic had layers, strong layers, and now we know.” 
 
    That seemed to help Darius, but I snuggled closer. “Can we go to the hot spring tonight? Let’s relax and be grateful it didn’t turn out as they wanted. Tomorrow I want to play at Costco with my nobles and have some fun after the ghosts. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Inez,” he whispered, tears in his voice. “Whatever you need, my love.” 
 
    “I need you guys and that’s all,” I promised. “I was so scared when I saw you go down.” I couldn’t hold back my own tears then. “I swear I would never have left you. I went to scream for help. I would never have just left you there.” 
 
    “I know, I know you wouldn’t have even if that’s what I would have wanted,” he murmured. “We’ll do better going forward. We always double up, and everyone takes safety more seriously.” He let out a shaky breath when I nodded. “What else does my princess want?” 
 
    “Lots of kisses and snuggles,” I admitted as I moved his hand over his ring on my necklace.  
 
    The ring from Jaxon was on there now too, and I was shocked it had survived the struggle, but maybe I was protecting it without knowing it. I loved both rings equally, the one from Jaxon a row of green stones, two that matched my eyes and two that were lighter like his. It was perfect and gorgeous. 
 
    “Good,” Darius whispered against my lips. “Let’s go check out this meeting and everyone can see I’m awake then. I don’t want to lose momentum on getting you to your coven in time.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Well, thank the Goddess because I’m completely in love with you,” he purred, trying to sound better than I knew he felt right then. 
 
    I knew that because I was doing the same thing and it wasn’t easy. 
 
    I was still distant at the meeting. Something was missing, and I didn’t think it was what had happened earlier, and I said as much. There was some last part not there to make the puzzle work. I didn’t mean to sound dismissive, and I said as much, but I think they also understood it was happening fast, especially since they wanted to find other clan leaders to discuss it. 
 
    We had dinner and then I was glad when I was alone with my nobles at the hot spring. I’d had a lot of blood that day, but I still wanted more, wanting Cerdic for some reason, probably his calm, strong handling of bad was what I needed. They were so gentle and tender with me it soothed my hurt that other men had thought me such shit and treated me like it. 
 
    I realized part of what I was missing when we arrived back at the same time Tyson did from flying his bombing run. I went over to him, and he gave me that soft smile and a gentle kiss when I stood on my toes. “Go shift and let him out. Thank you for doing so much for me.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, and I want to protect all of us too,” he whispered, hugging me gently. “I’m glad you’re okay.” He gave me a wink. “Lots of ghosts tomorrow. There were a ton gathered in the crater. I bet that whole area for the center of the coven is cleared out.” 
 
    “Good, thank you.” I glanced over at James. “How do you think clearing out of California has gone? Kristof was trailing them out of Vancouver, Seattle, and Portland that way, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and probably really well,” he answered. “I think we bring the destroyer down and just shoot fish in a barrel. You want to move out of here soon, right?” 
 
    “Yes, the day after tomorrow,” I admitted. “I’d like people to start heading down with the trailers, as it’s a two day drive and we can fly down.” I turned to look at Sebastian and Jacob. 
 
    Jacob seemed to guess where my mind was. “What can our coven do to start asking your forgiveness, Princess?” 
 
    “And ours to keep in your good graces?” Sebastian added. 
 
    “Finish clearing Vancouver, Seattle, and Portland,” I answered. “They’ve been leading them out for days and they should be clear. Use your speed to check buildings and make sure it’s really, really safe for raiding and more.” 
 
    “Of course, my princess made sure those who came with me this time were of age to be useful in that way,” Sebastian replied, Jacob nodding as well. Smart, that was the one thing we were lacking. 
 
    “We have an idea for that missing piece you spoke of,” Thomas told me. I noted some other people with him that weren’t owls. “Several older nobles helped us track down other heads of clans and brought them in. We’ve caught them up.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling like he did have the answer and following him back to the conference room no matter how ready I was for bed. We needed this settled, as there were a lot of people waiting. 
 
    “We propose not just the head of each clan swearing as your knight, but an alliance between us that if one betrays you or breaks the agreement, they’re declaring war against all the clans that are party to this,” James told me, clearly in on this. “Most might think if the shit hits the fan, fine, they’ll have to deal with you and your court, your knights, but the shifters will side with them.” 
 
    “Take that out of play and they’ll make a fuck ton of enemies,” I muttered, bobbing my head. “Yes, good, that’s part of my main concern.” I stared at him a moment. “Vance told me there are shifters who have rules of purebloods or don’t allow outside breeding? I don’t want any of that. If people are under my protection, they have to agree to a certain morality clause or something.” 
 
    “You’re worried some of these clans could be as bad as the cult settlements,” Darius surmised, nodding when I did. “Good call. Yeah, everyone who joins the coven has to agree to it. No bigotry. No one’s better than others. Knights and your nobles are authority with your blessing, but you hate the idea that just because someone is a noble they think they’re hot shit.” 
 
    “I do,” I agreed, fluffing out my drying hair. “And none of this ‘prey are less’ shit Lorenzo was implying. It’s crap. Maggie’s a little kitty and fierce and everything awesome. So what if her animal is small? It’s crap.” I sighed when I got a lot of strange looks. “Sorry, really tired, and this is hard to lay out and make this call.” 
 
    “It is, but we all know it’s subject to change too,” Thomas assured me. “That’s the way progress and order work. You keep building on it.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, like I want a way that if someone disagrees with you as mayor, they have an alternative outlet. A sit down with my knight or noble but with the warning that if they’re stupid, they might get smacked for wasting people’s time.” 
 
    “Smart,” a shifter I didn’t know praised. “So you’re open to it otherwise? You’re fine helping us?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s not the issue,” I promised. “I’m worried how to do it and not have any of the people I’ve already agreed to protect and help not get hurt.” But Thomas was right and we could build on it later. It was a good starting point. 
 
    Kristof, Cerdic, Thomas, James, and even Lorenzo and a few others I hadn’t met yet worked out a very carefully worded agreement to start that each head of a clan would sign to join us. James put his name first once it was done, giving me a wink as he did. I could tell he was trying to act like it was no big deal, but it was and mostly because he was acting as head of his clan. 
 
    While grieving the people who would have had that title first that he’d lost. 
 
    The look he gave me when I didn’t push him to give me his oath made me feel it was the right call. He was just as scared as I was even if he was older. I did however accept Thomas, Lorenzo, and three others that we would get set up when we could, but at least we could give their clan better than they’d been living. 
 
    And then I was really, really ready for bed. 
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    The next morning I went early with Kristof and Cerdic to find more artifacts. We handled Mexico and Latin America along with getting in and out of Texas and a few other states in the South. Which meant we were almost done. Almost there. 
 
    I wanted to do a lot more than sigh with relief. Over five years of doing this and I was almost done. Sure, there was going to be something else after it, but that was a long damn time to have a quest. 
 
    Stupid quest. 
 
    I handled the ghosts, smiling when Kristof said he’d found another room like that in Albuquerque, closer to the coven so I was covered until the castle was built. Awesome. I loved when we were smarter.  
 
    But I was wound up and ready for fun when we got to Costco. Everything icky was already cleared out and places were aired out, as that was now the procedure, as it was horrible to stay in the places to raid if they hadn’t been aired out. And years of time closed up didn’t mean that rotting smell left. No, it normally got into everything, so better to give it time to get back out a bit. 
 
    Before I laid down rules, Branko pulled me off to the side and moved me up against the wall, leaning down to whisper in my ear. “May I have a real kiss of my princess? I know we’ve teased and played, and I’m very grateful for that, but I would like to give you a real kiss before we play on this date.” 
 
    “Thank you for asking,” I purred, moving against his hands as one went into my hair and the other around my back. His lips were soft but needy. It was chaste, and he gave me a second before his mouth came back and it wasn’t so chaste but not too much. 
 
    But then it was. It was hot and delicious, his tongue pushing in my mouth as he cupped my face and his hand went to my ass to pull me closer. I pushed at his chest after a bit and he pulled away, always paying attention to what I wanted. 
 
    “I knew you would curl my toes and make my nipples hard with a kiss,” I praised, his eyes completely glazed over. “I look forward to more of those.” 
 
    “I’ll give as many as you let me,” he promised as I slid out from between him and the wall. “I’m so fucking hard for you.” 
 
    I burst out laughing, finally hearing something someone else muttered to themselves instead of everyone just hearing me. I wanted to get going because I was also thirsty and if I waited too long, I’d be frazzled. 
 
    “The rules are as follows,” I told them. “You rock, paper, scissors or whatever to decide whose turn it is, and I get fifteen seconds to find something fun. If I get it before you get me, you have to go back—bringing what I picked out if you can—and then we start again with you all tracking me down. If I don’t find something, you get an item of clothing and a kiss. Bring the clothes here to the front.  
 
    “The one who catches me naked gets to have me wherever his fantasy is in a place like this, but then bring me back here and I redress. Then we do it again. I have to pick different items each time, but I have a few tricks up my sleeves as well, so don’t think it will be that easy for you. Any questions?” I smiled when they shook their heads, excitement dancing in their eyes. 
 
    “We’ll just go in order of the first letter of our first names,” Darius muttered, shrugging that it put him in the middle of five, but still, it was better than wasting time with rock, paper, scissors. Brat. I had wanted that time. “We’ll tag off and fifteen seconds.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, find me sooner,” I grumbled, hiding back a smirk. “How are we keeping time?”  
 
    “Countdown on this phone so you can hear the beeping and know we’re coming,” Kristof said with a smirk. 
 
    I gave a noise that sounded a bit like a meep and darted off. I went to the right where the beginning was and found a huge furniture display. I dove for the leather couch when I heard the alarm… And was caught midair. 
 
    Branko kissed me deeply and then peeled off my sweater, smirking when he found another long sleeve top under it. “More fun wrapping to get to the sexy center.” He set me on my feet and gave me a wink.  
 
    I plopped on the couch and wiggled my fingers at Cerdic when he showed up next, noting the pout he had as he turned back around. Wow, this was really fun. 
 
    I was checking out a drone when Darius came, and he even took it back with him. Then Jaxon and I were looking at a TV. 
 
    Kristof wasn’t as patient, darting off with me and setting me a few aisles over. “All electronics are fun to you. Move on.” 
 
    “I wanted a video camera for fun,” I grumbled. 
 
    “I’ll get you one,” he growled, getting the implication. “I want you naked.” 
 
    “So bossy.” I blew a raspberry, amusing him all that much more, and headed for office supplies. 
 
    “This store has too much fun shit,” Branko bitched, taking the colored pens from me. Cerdic agreed as he took a whole box of art kits for Sammy and the other owls that were kids. Shit, they looked so much fun even I wanted to try them out. 
 
    Darius and Jaxon sighed when I found fun stuff for them too. The second Jaxon turned to leave I darted around the aisle to something I wanted for when Kristof found me. I climbed in and closed the lid. 
 
    He growled as he opened the large suitcase I’d folded myself into. “Two can play evil, My Princess. I could put you up on the top shelves where there is nothing so we can get you naked.” 
 
    I glanced up and up. “Please don’t. That would scare me when people haven’t been looking after the places. I fell off shelves like that and gave myself a concussion, lucky I didn’t bust my head open.” 
 
    “Fine, I won’t be mean.” 
 
    I smiled up at him. “I’m just teasing you guys a bit to start because you all thought you’d have me naked up front in a flash. This place has a huge food area that’s all empty so there are lots of places to catch me.” 
 
    “Fine, but kitchen stuff and vacuums aren’t fun,” he grumbled as he helped me up. 
 
    “Yes they are,” I argued as he left. I skipped them still, and that got me caught, as next were tools and auto. Branko took the shirt and his kiss. Cerdic went for a shoe so I was running funny.  
 
    By then I made it to booze, and Darius actually looked over the totally stocked everything with me. We both agreed that we would have thought it would have been picked over, but apparently those of Prince George had left in a hurry to get to somewhere with fire power. 
 
    “Darius, hurry up,” Jaxon shouted from the front. 
 
    “This is really fun,” Darius chuckled, kissing my hair. “You should stay at the booze for a while just to drive them nuts.” 
 
    “We heard that,” Kristof snarled. 
 
    I laughed and at least moved onto the wine displays. But then it was the long area of food, and I didn’t make it past the meat section before Kristof caught me. He wrapped me around him as he kissed me desperately, leaving me breathless and minus another shoe. 
 
    Oh, they were plotting this well because I barely caught my breath and Branko was there by the next row. After he took my jeans, I cut back towards the front with all the array of displays… And the clothes. Cerdic looked frustrated when he found me putting on a hoodie. 
 
    “You said we had to take it with us,” he argued. 
 
    I tossed him another one. 
 
    Jaxon found me putting on shorts, and he took Kristof’s lead and moved me back to food. Jerks. Fine, they could team up. 
 
    I shivered. I loved when they did to please me especially. 
 
    Another round of everyone and Cerdic finally got his kiss and my last piece of clothing. He brought me up front as his prize, and I fed from him as he ate me out on the checkout conveyor thing. I redressed and took off, blinking and Darius was there. 
 
    “That was not fifteen seconds,” I argued. 
 
    “I’m sure it was,” he said before kissing me and taking off my sweater. 
 
    “Yeah, you guys can’t lie to your princess my ass,” I grumbled, knowing fibs were completely acceptable. I blinked and Jaxon was there taking another piece of clothing and a kiss. “I’ll cheat if you guys do!” I took off and actually let out a huge squee at what I found. I dove for it and made it just before Kristof reached me.  
 
    “Of course you love the seven foot teddy bear,” he chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yes, but I want to play a bit,” I purred, lying back against it and peeling off my shirt so he saw my bra. “Will you promise to bring these to Sammy and the other kids?” 
 
    “Yes, My Princess.” 
 
    “Will you bring one to my room at the coven so we always remember the dirty things I’m about to do on it?” 
 
    “Yes, My Princess,” he groaned, moving closer.  
 
    “Why am I cheating?” I asked him as I took off my boots. 
 
    “Because you love us.” He leaned over and gave me a hesitant look, moaning when I nodded and sucking my nipples through my bra before taking it off.  
 
    “Oi, your turn is definitely up,” Jaxon called from the front. 
 
    I cut my finger and drew a heart on Kristof before waving him off. He groaned all the way. Branko found me next and stole a kiss as he peeled off my jeans. I drew on him as well. Cerdic got my panties, which he threatened he was never giving back. 
 
    And Darius got my socks. He chuckled as I lay on the bear naked besides my damn socks. He stopped laughing when I hurried with his jeans and begged him to take me. The others knew the game was up and joined us as Darius made love to me on a seven foot teddy bear. 
 
    “We’ve totally corrupted this poor guy,” I panted when we were done. I smirked up at Jaxon. “Want to do it again?” 
 
    “Fuck me dead,” he groaned, hurrying to get undressed. I rode him while he sat on the bear this time, moaning as others gave me touches, kisses, and dripped blood on me.  
 
    “We should absolutely have more raiding dates,” I purred when I was spent.  
 
    “Yes please,” one of them groaned, several echoing them. 
 
    Kristof brought me a bottle of water and something to clean up with. I had to demand my panties back from Cerdic though. 
 
    “I’ll give you other ones. Commando in jeans chafes, and I like playing rough too much to worry about denim burn down there.” My panties were in my hand before I could blink. “Thank you.”  
 
    I used the energy from their blood to turn all the display electronics to energy beads. We were never going to need all the TVs and whatnot we would find, but we had tons of new ones boxed for sure. I still had more energy, so I went back to the checkouts and did the same so there was more space to move and get everything out. 
 
    Jaxon plugged my iPod into a battery powered iHome and loaded my Taylor Swift playlist. He grabbed my arm and spun me around down another aisle, nodding to all the display items. Yeah, fair enough. I turned them all to energy beads, and Branko picked me up around the waist and spun us until we were on the next aisle.  
 
    It was fun. We needed some fun after yesterday and a lot of smiles.  
 
    I burst out laughing when Darius lifted me like an ice dancer I’d seen in pictures so I was high above him. He flipped me up and caught me, dipping me so my hair touched the floor.  
 
    A few more aisles and all the energy was out, but I saw something interesting. “Can anyone see what that is?” 
 
    “A pallet of those prepper foods that last thirty years,” Kristof answered. “I didn’t realize Costco had those.” He glanced around. “Apparently this was a good location for them. I see other pallets.” He wrapped his arm around me and brought me in the back, a bunch more pallets in storage. “This is a good find for sure.” 
 
    “Think Jacob would clean out and get everything else in containers for us if we gave him those pallets to take back?” 
 
    “Yes, and there’s another company that makes them and more pallets,” Cerdic said, pointing to another corner. “We should find those companies.” 
 
    “I saw this one in Utah when I was checking the area, but I didn’t know what it was,” Kristof admitted. “If you fix the farming equipment we found, they could quickly get wheat planted and have huge fields of it here with help. Ask for that as it should have been done in April.” 
 
    Cerdic went and got Jacob, and we did. They had ample fruits and veggies so they would leave those for Thomas, as it would take a while to get that going, but the protein meals were all theirs. We got Thomas involved, and they scouted exactly what Kristof had been talking about just outside of the city but really close. Nice. It hadn’t been used for wheat, but it would be now. 
 
    It was really, really nice when things came together. The dairy farm was already being moved to closer and blocks of neighborhoods already cleared out. 
 
    Now that Thomas was a knight—along with the other new ones—we brought them out to that area, ignoring their confused faces. 
 
    “So we didn’t tell you everything,” I chuckled as I reached over and touched the first house. I let out my power and turned it to energy beads. I left the slab foundation alone and glanced at Darius. “We need to figure out a way to eventually handle that but not screw up the water and sewer pipes.” 
 
    He nodded. “Eventually we’ll plot out all new construction from the center where we upgrade the power, water, and sewage like we were building a whole new town.” 
 
    “Glad there’s a plan.” I smiled at the other knights. “So yeah, gathering those and storing them as eventually we’ll do more with it instead of just waiting for buildings to collapse and cause problems.” 
 
    “Got it,” Thomas whispered, bobbing his head. “What else can you really do, Princess?” 
 
    I glanced at the others who nodded it was time to tell them, as they were mine now. I shrugged and converted all the vehicles on the street and turned them into two electric semis. “Now you get why we were also having people pull the gas from the cars too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m really glad you contacted us, Thomas,” Lorenzo whispered. “Shit, we could have a real life again.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I chuckled. “There’s a lot to do, but yeah, eventually not struggling sounds great. But this is why we want the houses and whatnot done so we can have all new materials to work with eventually and set this whole area back to nature instead of ghost towns.” 
 
    They were excited for the plans, promising not to tell everyone in their clan, letting people think it was Kristof or Branko or someone old and scary instead of the baby vamp. The excitement and fun of the day helped heal the hurt from yesterday, but I saw some of it haunting Darius, moving over to him. 
 
    “We’ll be home soon and safe,” I whispered, hugging him tightly. “The bad days won’t even matter then, and we’ll have lots of happy ones. Trust me, okay?” 
 
    “I’m having trouble forgiving myself,” he admitted. 
 
    “I know, but I’m princess and I didn’t protect you either, so we’ll just have to move past it together.” I searched his eyes. “Do you love me any less because I let them hurt you?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “I feel the same,” I whispered against his lips. “I want you forever, Darius. I know it. Do you still want me?” 
 
    “Yes, always.” 
 
    “Then that’s all I want you to feel and look forward to that. I might need your help to move past it, and I’ll help you, but feeling guilty will hurt us again and again.” 
 
    “You are so wise beyond your years,” he rasped, hugging me as he buried his face against my neck. “I’ll do my best, I promise. If you promise never to leave me, I’ll do my best to move past what I let happen.” 
 
    “I’ll never leave you,” I swore. “And you didn’t let it happen. You weren’t flippant or unsafe. I would be upset then, but you are vigilant with our safety. There is just always someone bigger, badder, or more powerful, and now we know. You didn’t let shit happen. You helped me heal from it. That’s what you did.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Good thing because I’m so fucking in love with you,” I whispered against his lips, throwing his words back at him. It made him smile, which was the goal. Good, I didn’t want him hurting anymore than he wanted me to feel that way. 
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    It took a few more days to get everything in place, finish the quest, and make it safe to finally, finally go to that last spot on the map. I was a ball of nerves when we were going to fly out, and instead I blurted to Kristof to just blur me there and I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one it seemed, as several people sighed in relief, nervous and excited about what was going to happen next.  
 
    And then we were there. No more foreplay and planning, we were finally there. 
 
    And someone was waiting for us. 
 
    I studied the old man who had darker skin and realized he was Native American. This was on the Navajo Nation Reservation. 
 
    And he was infected. His arm from what I could see was a weird color, and a nasty, scabbed scratch that was clearly where he was infected was prominent. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting a while,” he greeted, handing me a file folder. “I am the last.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, taking it from him and not sure what else to say. “It wasn’t easy getting here.” 
 
    “I bet not,” he chuckled. “The land is yours.” 
 
    “What?” I breathed, my eyes going wide. “I just knew this was the last place on the map, that my coven should be here.” 
 
    He nodded to the folder. “As the elder I signed over the reservation to you. I have no idea what that means with whoever else is left, but others dropped off deeds as well.” He held up his arm. “I was infected over two years ago.” 
 
    A stiff breeze could have blown me over. “I was making my way around Asia then collecting and hiding artifacts.” 
 
    He let out a whistle. “The gods have been busy with you then.” He gave me a worried look. “You will take care of it all, won’t you?” 
 
    I nodded. “We’re going to rebuild and save as many as we can, free the corrupted to what comes next. It’s what we’ve been doing since I met the others to help me.” 
 
    “I doubt it will be easy.” 
 
    I chuckled darkly. “It’s the apocalypse. That word is no longer one any of us use.” 
 
    “I’m glad I held on to finish this,” he whispered, rubbing his chest. “I suspect that was part of all of this. I couldn’t have rested if I didn’t know the last of our people’s land was safe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry none survived.” I frowned. That was horrible. 
 
    It was his turn to chuckle darkly. “This day was always coming from the moment white men came here and decided they deserved what wasn’t theirs and preached they were such great children of their god while spilling the blood of the same children just another color. We held on for hundreds of years, but this was always going to be the outcome.” 
 
    “I’m still sorry.” 
 
    He nodded. “We always knew something was buried here, not physically but a truth that shouldn’t have been. We felt it.” He glanced from the Four Corners Monument to me. “Do you know?” 
 
    “No, but I feel the same,” I whispered. “We believe Aether is the Goddess with the big G, but who really knows the right name and what it all means?” 
 
    He bobbed his head, rubbing his chest again. “I leave it in your hands…” 
 
    “Inez. I’m Inez Garner, a vampire princess it seems who will build her coven here.” A giggle slipped out. “It still sounds insane to me, but well, it’s sort of hard to deny.” 
 
    “As is life.” He nodded to the others. “I wish you all the luck my people didn’t have. I think you’ll need it.”  
 
    And then he wasn’t human anymore but corrupted, his eyes dead, and I could sense it. I pulled my gun and shot him in the head before he could attack. “Be at peace.” I swallowed loudly. “I didn’t even get his name.” 
 
    “I’m sure that was on purpose, love,” Cerdic comforted. “He knew you’d have to handle him. He held on so you could, and he never hurt anyone like other corrupted. Aether made sure of it and so you had the blessing of the people whose land you will build on.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking it rather cold still. Wouldn’t it have been better to save them? Couldn’t She have saved so many more? Or was that the hands off part when She had me moving through a maze to get here? Was that all She could be involved? Help me to help others? It seemed too… Not enough. 
 
    I tucked my gun back in my holster and checked the papers. Sure enough, he’d signed over the whole reservation to me… And several others in the area. All I had to do was sign. Tears filled my eyes as I realized it was every reservation I’d seen on the map for all four states. 
 
    “They’re all gone,” I rasped, wiping my eyes so my tears didn’t fall on the papers. “All the Native Americans and people who lived there.” 
 
    “Some might have found other settlements,” Darius tried, his voice not sounding all that assured. He took the folder from me and kept flipping through papers. “There are huge ranches and even towns around here signed over to you. Can this be legal?” 
 
    “Probably not normally, but desperate times and all of that, but as long as it’s not federal land, I’m sure there’s some charter that could privatize towns or whatever so no one else can try and claim it as theirs,” Kristof muttered, taking a look as well. “Like some governors now calling themselves the USA leaders.” 
 
    “So we’re here, this is my coven,” I whispered, glancing around as worry filled me. It had taken so much to get there, and the idea of building a coven terrified me. 
 
    What the fuck did I do now? 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THANK YOU for reading this book!! 
 
    Thank you so much for trying a new series of mine and coming on Inez’s journey with me. I woves all of you lots for your continued support and wanting more of my books. If you want more of Inez, please leave a review. It really helps me out to know which series people are looking for more from and it’s encouraging to get back to series when people are excited for more. I appreciate the time it takes and hopefully you guys love Inez as much as I loved writing about her!! 
 
    Erin 
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    The Turning: Dr. Kelly Murphy 1 
 
    One Bite Can Change Everything 
 
      
 
    Graduate medical school, start competitive internship, don’t get cut from the program, become a surgeon. It was a great plan. One Kelly Murphy loved and had dreamed of most of her life… And it was blown to hell in a night with an uninvited bite. 
 
      
 
    Now she’s missing three days of her life, trying to handle her freaked out best friend and parents who called the police when she went missing, all as she realizes she’s not the same person she was before. She’s different. Like has fangs different. 
 
      
 
    When he shows up on her doorstep claiming to know what happened to her, Kelly’s not sure that makes things any less confusing. But at least he can guide her, right? Either way, she has a plan and a choice she didn’t make won’t stop her… Even if she might have the urge to bite her patients from now on. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Accidentally Wolf: Seraphine Thomas 1 
 
    Gives New Meaning To Workplace Injury 
 
      
 
    Special Agent in Charge, Seraphine Thomas, lives for her job at the FBI. One of the youngest female agents with her own team, she thrives in undercover work to make the city she loves safer. But Sera’s on-track life is thrown into chaos when she’s attacked during a bust gone bad and is left figuring out what it means to be a werewolf. 
 
      
 
    Right away, she learns that she’s more powerful and able to do things that she shouldn’t be able to do so quickly after her transition. The rules of her old life don’t seem to apply to much now that she’s a shifter, and knowing who she can trust is even more complicated. 
 
      
 
    When she’s transferred to a special branch of the FBI made up of paranormals policing others of their kind and given a promotion, things start looking up—until her abnormal level of power creates a list of enemies for her before she’s even learned who her allies are. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Rough Beginnings: Karma Bakery 1 
 
    Starting a New Business Takes Magic 
 
      
 
    Imagine there weren’t three main gods of Olympus, but four. A sister who went through something so horrible, so traumatic she left and was written out of history.  
 
      
 
    Arabella Baker and her two adopted daughters are moving to Boston to open a new business and start over. Things will be different this time with the new names and new life. The twins will live on their own at college—though still right in Boston—and experience something a bit more normal. The store she bought has a hefty price, but the location is fantastic, and she got the best spot in the new development… Which apparently comes with an immensely attractive man who owns it all. 
 
      
 
    Nothing goes smoothly in opening a new business though, sample days, crazy busy, and fluff interviews taking dark turns. Honestly, it leaves Arabella asking one main question—why did she think opening in such a large city and right before the holidays was such a great idea? 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Wounded: In My Dreams 1 
 
    Authors Dream Of Their Happiness Too 
 
      
 
    Gas station coffee is the highlight of Lily Slone’s boring outing until fate intervenes… Along with the barrel of a gun and a lost soldier who saves her life. 
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