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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. It still sounds crazy to me too, but again, the fangs sold me, especially now that I have my own and drink blood. Things have become more complicated as people give me answers, but I’m no longer alone to handle it all. I have Darius and Jaxon, plus my knights, and maybe one of the oldest vampires alive joining us to help keep me alive. 
 
    That’s not terrifying or anything. But they think I’m Aether’s champion—who is not a guy, but the Goddess of everything—and that’s going to upset a lot of people. Which means they’ll want me dead because sure, there’s not an apocalypse or corrupted trying to eat us all, so I should be the priority never.  
 
    Having help is great though, and it seems like the tide is turning in the war we’re all fighting. We’re working hard to try for a future, and now with some of the amenities we can have because of my abilities with electricity, it looks like we have an actual chance. Well, some days, other days don’t go so well. 
 
      
 
    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’m out of ammo,” I called out as I raced behind Wolfe and Wilson, sliding along the tile floor to the bag I’d thought I’d had instead of the one I’d grabbed… Leaving me with only the clips of ammo on my body instead of the extras I’d planned ahead for. 
 
    “Someone’s going to get sidelined from clearing packed buildings,” Wilson about sang, the more playful of the twins and always teasing me. 
 
    “Whatever,” I grumbled, heading back to my spot and switching clips before shooting into the dozens of corrupted at the end of the hall. It was like shooting fish in a damn barrel once we got them together. I kept firing at any heads that moved until they all seemed dead, the shots echoing in the hospital as nothing else made a sound. 
 
    “I think we’re clear,” Vance called from the other side of the reception area since they’d gone left and our group right. 
 
    “We’re clear,” Jaxon said, Darius echoing him.  
 
    I stood and stretched, smiling widely as the adrenaline pumped through me. “We’re just that good.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me when I turned to face him. “Oh? And who ran out of ammo?” 
 
    “I grabbed the wrong bag, it was fine,” I said calmly. I felt a flare of anger when he opened his mouth to say something, sensing it and backing down. “Thank you for being worried about me, and I know you guys are all gung ho to protect me, but if you try to put me up in the crazy safe princess box, I will lose my mind and not behave well.” 
 
    He leaned down and gave me a soft kiss. “Thank you for always discussing things with us and making keeping you safe easier on us.” Another, longer kiss, and he smirked at me. “That was some hot shooting.” 
 
    “And a shocking amount of corrupted,” Darius said as we headed out. 
 
    Yeah, it was.  
 
    We’d spent days clearing out Boston and loading up trailers to hide while scouting for supplies, before heading around New Hampshire and Vermont and finding what I needed to, what the pull made me need to find. So we’d gotten more marked off the map and baddies dead before handling what we could of Maine then making our way up to Canada. 
 
    Which put us in St. John the first day of April and seriously confused as to how many corrupted were here. At first, the leopards had kidded it was some sort of April Fool’s Day joke because why were there so many here, but when we could sense them too, it just seemed out of place. Had people fled north thinking there would be less and walked right into packs of them? 
 
    Probably, which was sad. 
 
    It had been almost a month since I’d met Darius and my life had flipped on its head, but I wouldn’t have changed that for anything. My life was infinitely better since meeting him and Jaxon, the leopards as well. We had a plan and were getting shit done in a world that was too lost. We were building towards a future, and I couldn’t imagine life without them now. 
 
    We worked our way through buildings to put down more corrupted so we could have the peaceful night we’d planned on before heading to the camp they’d plotted. Giving up navigation and handling the logistics was something I gladly did. Not having memories besides the past five years was not easy, and they had a lot more years than me, so that was smart to hand it over. 
 
    As dinner was cooking, I worked on my new project with Vance’s help. He was a civil engineer and had studied advanced farming, so he wanted to help me organize the seeds I got when ghosts dissipated around me, plotting for what we would build once we finally arrived at what would be my coven. Heavy stuff, but that wouldn’t be for a while, and it felt nice to feel like we had a future. 
 
    They’d gotten me a huge book that cataloged every known seed, and then we’d hit a craft store to organize them. We’d found a tower of interlocking boxes that each held twenty-eight smaller containers that was meant for bead sorting and storage but was perfect for our needs. So after we also found a label maker, we had a plan, and I really liked my plans. 
 
    And I really liked feeling a bit settled on the path instead of just crazy. I had lived so long in the crazy that now I was shown better ways and had help, I wanted that. I wanted that a lot. 
 
    I had worried that sorting them would be a problem or not what I was supposed to do, but it felt right. The only thing I ever noted from them was which was the first seed and not to let others touch them when I collected them after the ghost was gone. It was fine for Vance to touch them now to sort them, which I thought weird, but Darius had said Aether probably wanted him to help me. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how sold I was on all of this big G Goddess stuff and feeling a bit like mice being pushed through Her maze, but well, I liked answers better than no fucking clue and scared all the time. After sorting and dinner, the guys cleaned weapons before they said they were going to go on a run, and I had some nice alone time with Jaxon and Darius. 
 
    As in naked, not alone time.  
 
    They’d worn me out, but a nightmare had woken me. I didn’t remember it, but I felt upset, closed in. I saw the twins were sleeping in the huge king sized bed the camper had, which was “my” room. I wiggled out from between them—used to the leopards being snuggly and snoozing with me since Jaxon and Darius didn’t need to sleep as long—careful not to wake them. 
 
    I was glad to see the other three were sleeping soundly on the couches, as they needed rest too when we’d all been pushing. I snuck outside, feeling like I could breathe again in the cool night air and shaking off the remnants of the nightmare I couldn’t remember. 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder when I heard a splash, my mouth went dry when I saw it was Kristof coming out of the bay. He was even more beautiful wet and in the moonlight. His gaze was locked with mine, and once again I felt like prey, knowing very much that he was the more powerful one as he moved towards me with all the sleek grace of a deadly predator. 
 
    “Your men aren’t here,” he told me as he rubbed his hair with a small towel, drawing my attention away from his hypnotic eyes and reminding me he was naked. 
 
    And I’d never seen that before. I watched as water dripped down his thick arms, along his neck and chest, able to easily see as we were almost the same height. 
 
    He took in a slow, full breath as he eyed me over as well. “Is there something I can do for you, Princess?” He smiled when I flushed, realizing I was only in the tiny chemise Darius had wanted to see me in and it didn’t even cover my ass. Still, I couldn’t help myself from looking, wanting to see all of him.  
 
    My eyes went wide at what I found. For the love of fuck, he was huge, and he wasn’t even fully hard.  
 
    He chuckled and moved closer until he dripped on me as he whispered in my ear. “Tell me, did you clench your thighs or your sexy pussy become wet?” 
 
    “A bit of both,” I admitted, not seeing any reason to lie. I swallowed loudly as I still stared at it, shivering when it grew harder and bigger. “Does that throw you off balance?” 
 
    “I’m long used to it.” He moved his hand to it and stroked it. “I would like to feel you wrapped around it.” 
 
    That broke the spell I was under, looking away and turning a bit. “Um, sorry, that was rude but, well—” 
 
    “I’ve seen every inch of you and multiple times, so it seemed only fair you could look when I so obviously wanted you to?” he teased me. “Look all you want, Princess, but I’d like an answer.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. He hadn’t asked a question, but I guessed that was an offer. “Um, well, ah—” I cleared my throat again and shivered when I felt a few drops of cold water on my naked skin, knowing he’d move closer. “You’ve said you won’t stay.” I swallowed worry as the temperature seemed to rise and I assumed it was because of his anger. 
 
    “So one must swear to be yours forever to sample your sweet pussy?” 
 
    I flinched, moving away and meeting his angered gaze. “No, and I didn’t say that.” I blew a raspberry. “I care for Darius and Jaxon. It would kill me if they just hooked up with another woman. I’ve told them only them and—you don’t want to stick around, so it seems wrong to even think of doing something without talking to them. They deserve more respect from me than that.”  
 
    And then I about fled, wanting what he offered and him. But he’d made it clear that he wasn’t staying, just joining us for now like he was bored, so touching that stove, that predator, seemed stupid.  
 
    Even if I really, really wanted to. 
 
    The whole situation didn’t put me in the best of mood, so hours later when Darius and Jaxon returned, I’d had a while to simmer. They looked like kids who got busted as they came into the camper.  
 
    I glanced between them and let out a slow breath. “Thank you for wanting to protect me, but I want you both safe too. I know you get up and sneak out to go kill more corrupted so I won’t, but don’t you think I worry too? You didn’t even take the fucking radio with you so I could check on you.” 
 
    “You’re right, we’re sorry,” Jaxon said gently, Darius the same. 
 
    I gave a firm nod and bit my finger before drawing a small heart on their skin. They moaned at how good it felt to have my blood on them and it was our thing. They now wrote “Love” on me sometimes, and I’d gotten to the point where I could respond with a tiny heart. It was huge for me, and I was grateful they didn’t push me, accepted that I meant it. 
 
    “I’m taking a shower alone,” I grumbled, forgiving them but still anxious. I didn’t want to sound like a baby, but I felt off from the nightmare and then they’d just been gone. I didn’t like that, and simmering for hours with worry really hurt. 
 
    They didn’t let me shower alone though, joining me and asking what else was going on. I told them, only because it was fair that if I wanted them to be more honest with me—telling me they were going out to hunt—I couldn’t turn around and hide stuff from them. 
 
    “Sorry we weren’t here,” Darius murmured, hugging me to him. 
 
    “I’m not a baby that needs one of you here, it was just how it played out, and I don’t like being placated,” I clarified, glad when they nodded and we were good. We hurried to finish so we didn’t use all the hot water, and I bit back a laugh as Jaxon pulled out another sexy chemise for me to wear. I took it and gave him a serious look. “Be careful how often you sneak out of my bed when I wear these for you.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly, both of them loving how I’d wear whatever they wanted whenever they wanted. Darius gave me a worried look as well, and I was glad they were taking what I said seriously. I put it on and headed to the kitchen, glad it was before sunrise so I could get going on my plan. 
 
    “Coffee,” Vance grumbled as he stumbled over to me. 
 
    “No, take the pot and have coffee out on the patio thing,” I muttered, tossing him the bag of grounds. “I’ve got the kitchen. All of you out.” 
 
    “The super secret project?” Darius teased me as he moved behind me, kissing my shoulder as his hands ran up my thighs. 
 
    “Yes, out.” 
 
    “Fine, but if it’s as good as I know it will be after all your plotting, we’re going to eat you out on this counter to thank you for spoiling us,” he warned me. I shivered, knowing they would absolutely do that.  
 
    “Shit, now I’m really nervous,” I muttered when I was alone. I shook it off and got to work, already several steps into my plan. After they’d gotten me the seeds book, I’d gone back to that bookstore and started doing some research on how to make things better for us. We had electricity and now the camper, so that meant room for appliances.  
 
    So yeah, no more kettle on the grill, but a coffee maker. We’d gotten a ton of eggs from that farm outside Boston, and that had been part of my research, as you could freeze eggs. And they’d butchered a bunch of pigs, and Jaxon had done whatever to make bacon. Plus, the wheat which they’d harvested. That had been a bit of a clusterfuck to figure out, but Kristoff had actually jumped in. 
 
    And now I was trying to put all the efforts together for something I’d been plotting by getting the wheat grinder, the meat grinder, the blender, the food processor, the mixer with dough attachment, and all the right ingredients.  
 
    Well, except butter, cheese, or milk. They’d have to make due with oil, fake cheese flavoring, and powdered creamer.  
 
    They’d been smart picking the camper with the biggest kitchen and appliances since we had more than enough storage. Heck, the place was so cool there was a loft where a few of them could crawl up over the entertainment unit and crash.  
 
    It took over an hour, as the dough needed time to rise, but I was pretty sure I managed when the bread came out looking like, well, bread. And it smelled good, so I wasn’t sure how bad it could be. I started bringing everything outside to the folding table we had now, knowing they were all waiting. 
 
    “Bread, really?” Wilson asked, smiling widely. “Nice.” 
 
    “Say that after you try it,” I worried, rushing back in and grabbing the rest, thanking Vance when he came in and helped me. They already had plates and whatnot, and I sat nervously, worrying. 
 
    Jaxon jumped right in, his eyes going wide as he took the first bite. “Shit, this is awesome. What is this?” 
 
    “A scrambler,” I answered. “It’s breakfast potatoes, the bacon you handled, and I made sausage patties that I crumbled up. Eggs with powdered cheese, and I made a salsa.” I shrugged. “We found that lime tree that had some and basil at that farm, so it was supposed to be cilantro according to the book, but I thought it was okay.” 
 
    “It is, and this bread is perfect,” Darius praised. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, why are you so nervous?” Callum chuckled. 
 
    “It’s my first time cooking,” I told him, accepting the piece of bread Darius handed me. “Or that I remember. I’ve helped Jaxon and learned from him, but the rest were the cookbooks I got.” 
 
    “It’s delicious, truly,” Kristoff complimented. “The bread is basic, but that’s an important starting line to grow from. Well done.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I took a bite of it, agreeing that it was basic, but it was most certainly bread and good. Thank fuck. I would have hated to waste the flour we’d gone through so much trouble with. I mean, they’d harvested it by hand, and then we’d beaten it up to get the wheat berries, and separating that had been a bitch. So yeah, no wasting flour. 
 
    “I believe we promised to eat you on the counter,” Jaxon murmured when breakfast was over and all of it was gone. 
 
    I yelped as he plucked me out of my chair and carried me inside, doing just as he said, taking turns with Darius even… While Kristof watched. He sat in the living area, sipped his coffee, and enjoyed the show. I came so hard when I locked gazes with him. I so wanted to touch that dangerous animal even if he bit me. 
 
    Something was wrong with me in the head. 
 
    Later when we got ready to handle the ghosts, Jaxon and Darius cornered me in the bedroom, each giving me a soft kiss. 
 
    “You should take Kristof up on his offer,” Jaxon said gently, hugging me when I flinched and went to pull away. “We know you’re interested, Inez, we can smell it, sense it.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Darius whispered, cupping my cheek. He licked his lips and chose his next words carefully. “Our princess can do whatever she wants, always. As our woman who we talked about us being together, we’re saying we’re okay with it as long as we know the person, know you’re safe with them.” He shook his head when I opened my mouth. “It’s okay, really.” 
 
    “We know you’ve said you’d die if we ever touched another woman, but we have hundreds of years of history,” Jaxon reminded me. “We’ve experienced lots, and what kind of men would we be if we didn’t want the same for you?” He kissed my hair. “You don’t want a normal princess/nobles relationship, and we adore that about you, Inez, we do.” 
 
    “But we’re fine with not having a normal human one either,” Darius added. “As long as we talk about it, you will not hurt or upset us.” 
 
    I nodded but then shook my head. “Is something wrong with me that I’m interested when I’m completely sated and happy with you both?” 
 
    “No,” they said together, but Jaxon continued. “You’re young. You want to try everything. Do it. Absolutely do it, My Princess. Taste everything he’ll give you and explore.” He kissed my neck. “Just tell us if there’s something you like and want to try with us.” 
 
    “Fuck, tell us all he does to you or let us watch,” Darius groaned before kissing me. “Thank you for being more than we could ever have dreamed of, Inez. We want to be the same for you, give you everything including experiences you want.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered, touched down to my soul they would be so sweet and understanding. I would not if the reverse were happening, so I had no idea why they would be. 
 
    Then they listed all the things I allowed them that they weren’t all about doing for me. Okay, fair enough. Some of them I thought were bogus, like they’d totally let me pick their clothes… But it wouldn’t be the same as my wearing lingerie for them. I got it. 
 
    I just wasn’t sure I should do it. The debate distracted me, bouncing back and forth as I handled the ghosts, now able to do three at a time. And when I finished and didn’t immediately need to feed, I was pretty sure I had my answer on which side I’d ended up on the debate. 
 
    Hopefully it wasn’t the stupid side. 
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    Inez seemed unwilling to act on my teasing, my downright offers of passion and everything I wanted from her. So I was categorically shocked when she found me after she finished handling the ghosts, smelling of lust and hormones. 
 
    “Can you do that thing and blur us away so we’re alone?” she asked quietly, licking her lips as her breathing deepened with desire. 
 
    I nodded, wrapping my arm around her and nodding to Jaxon that I had her, before racing us a good distance away, more than anyone could keep up with or find us soon. I made sure there were no humans for miles and the nearest corrupted would take hours to even get remotely close to us. 
 
    “What did you want to discuss with me?” I asked, searching her flushed face. 
 
    She studied me just as closely. “Will you swear to me that you’ll never speak of what we do? This completely and totally stays between us?” 
 
    Interesting. She was so very interesting. “You have my word, Princess Inez, on my honor as a noble of the house of Priest.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she breathed before leaning in and giving me a soft kiss. “I want to try something, experience something, and I think you’ll let me do it. Will you let me? Please?” 
 
    “Yes.” I didn’t even have to ask what it was. To hear that word from her sweet lips and know it was something that had her shaking with need and desire… Yes, my answer was yes. 
 
    Shock rocked me when she knelt down and unzipped my fly. She realized the belt should go first and gave me a hesitant look as she took it off. 
 
    “Do you want to suck cock, young princess?” 
 
    “Inez. I’m just Inez,” she whispered, nodding. “They won’t—it’s not done by a princess, and I want to try it. But you’re the predator and don’t really care I’m a princess or whatever, so you’ll let me.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I will,” I chuckled, floored that she was asking me for her fantasy and giving me something I’d always wanted with a princess. And here she was the princess I’d wanted most in my whole life. “But I want you naked when you kneel before me and suck me, and I’ll want other things.” 
 
    “What if I don’t like it?” she worried. 
 
    “Then we’ll stop, but you have to promise to try.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed, her eyes full of worry but also so much excitement I was leaking by the time she stood and pulled off her shirt. I slowed her down, enjoying that she wasn’t simply undressing or I’d get to see her naked. No, she was undressing for me. I wanted to savor that. 
 
    “Just so we’re clear, I will be fucking you before we go back,” I whispered against her lips, smirking when she shivered, letting out a whimper. Oh, someone had an interesting side to her that liked to be prey. “Suck it.” 
 
    “Don’t be mean,” she worried as she knelt on her clothes. “I want—Darius and Jaxon let me explore.” 
 
    “I will as well.” That was what this whole thing was. She wanted to explore and experience more, and if I was to trap this mouse, that was what I had to allow, as I very much wanted this mouse trapped and coming back for more. 
 
    She pulled out my cock, looking nervous again. Had she really only seen me last night? She’d looked so damn startled that it had almost been amusing that she’d only just then noticed how well hung I was given how often I’d made sure to be in some state of undress around her. 
 
    “Kiss it,” I offered when she seemed not to know where to start. She did and was rewarded with precum as her fucking soft lips felt like a zing right to my balls. “Lick that and then the head.”  
 
    She did it, moaning after she tasted it. “I thought it would be gross. It’s not.” She leaned in and nuzzled my groin. “And you smell good.” 
 
    “You’re used to smelly humans who are disgusting at times. We scent too much to ever lack in hygiene. Plus, you smell my blood under my skin too, and I just bet you like the perfume of that.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to know what to say to that and ignored it, licking me instead. She opened her mouth wide, and it looked painful for her to take my full girth, but she tried it, licking me as she did.  
 
    I got a worried look when I took down her hair and ran my fingers through it, but then she relaxed again when I simply touched her. I was way too well endowed to ever be so cruel as to shove her head on me. It was her first time, for fuck’s sake. 
 
    And I wanted her to do it again and again. 
 
    “That’s it, suck it hard, Inez,” I moaned, my gaze locked with hers. “Such a dirty princess on your knees sucking the cock of a noble not even in your court.” I smiled at her, licking my lips. “But you like it, don’t you?” 
 
    She moaned in answer, sucking harder and stroking me. I gave her some more instruction, basics that she then played with and expounded on, doing a pretty phenomenal job for her first time. Especially accepting my dirty talk.  
 
    “Swallow it all,” I growled before coming. 
 
    She did, looking equal parts shocked, turned on, and unsure of herself. Some spunk dribbled out of her mouth, and I wiped it with my thumb, holding it out for her to lick clean. She did, clearly wanting feedback from the way she stared at me. 
 
    Oh, I would give her that and more. 
 
    In a flash I had her up and over my lap as I sat on a picnic bench at the park I’d brought her to for the picturesque view. I slapped her pert ass, enjoying the yelp she gave, the feeling of her skin and how it bounced for me, and my handprint that quickly appeared. “Dirty princess, sucking cock.” I smacked her again. “That wasn’t your first time, was it?” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” she gasped, trying to push up to see me. “I swear it was.” 
 
    I moved so she lost her balance and flopped down as I spanked her a few more times. “You were too good at it for that to be your first. Admit you’ve sucked other cock.” 
 
    “I haven’t,” she squeaked. “Was it really okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed as I kept slapping at each word. “Dirty fucking princess is good at blow jobs. So shameful. Bad girl.” 
 
    “Hurts,” she whimpered. 
 
    “But it still feels good, right?” I purred as I rubbed her hot, red skin. 
 
    “If it maybe wasn’t so hard,” she mumbled. 
 
    Right, baby vampire. I pulled her to straddle my lap, spreading my legs so her now sensitive ass was hanging off and only cool air touched her. I brushed my lips over hers. “I didn’t mean to go so hard. I’m sorry. I’ll be gentler next time. It’s meant for fun, not to really hurt you.” 
 
    “Fun sounds nice,” she whimpered, gasping as I finally touched the nipples I’d been dying to torture. “You don’t really think that about me, do you?” 
 
    “No, we’re playing,” I promised, knowing she still worried about that, especially after that asshole Clarence and how he’d hunted her to subjugate her. “You’ve played with your men.” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s fun if it’s playing.” She arched her back, pushing her breasts into my hands. 
 
    “What else do you want to play, Inez?” I murmured, seeing heat in her eyes. I smiled. “Do you want to be my bitch in heat this time?” She flinched, wanting it but knowing how her men wouldn’t approve, especially that phrase. “My dirty slut? Will you be a dirty slut just for me and only me?” I swallowed a cringe. Where had that last part come from? 
 
    Her eyes glazed over as she touched my cock again. “Do you want a dirty slut? Is that how you like your women?” 
 
    “No, not even remotely, but I very much like to play with such an innocent woman like you in that way. That sounds like lots of fun.” 
 
    She gave me another worried look. “You’ll be nice too, though, right? I mean, they fuck me but are still sweet.” 
 
    “I was nice and let you explore as you wanted, right?” I reminded her, mentally pumping my fist when she nodded. Mouse in trap. “I picked this spot because it’s beautiful. Not as beautiful as you, but I thought it perfect to fuck my dirty slut at.” 
 
    “I want to ride you,” she panted. 
 
    “I’m going to ride you,” I growled, realizing it was the wrong move when she flinched like I was being selfish. “Sit on my lap and face out. I’ll show you. We’ll watch the setting sun together as I treat you right.” 
 
    She nodded, back to that glazed look and wet for me. She turned around, and then I changed the idea again, putting her on the table and eating her as I stretched her out. There was no way she was just ready for me no matter how wet she was. 
 
    And fuck, was I glad that I did because she tasted un-fucking-real. Shit, she wanted to play how I’d always dreamed of playing with a princess and tasted like heaven. I might die to feel her wrapped around me. 
 
    After several orgasms, I smirked at her from between her legs. “Such a dirty slut screaming like that in a public place.” 
 
    “I’m your dirty slut,” she moaned, pushing to sit up like she was ready for me. “Fuck me, Kristof. Please, please just fuck me.” She wanted more than that, glancing at my neck, clearly thirsty. 
 
    “If you drink from me, I’ll demand we play again,” I warned. 
 
    She snorted. “I would have anyways.” 
 
    “You’ll wear some sexy little outfit for me, not just them.” 
 
    She gave me a glance that almost seemed hurt. “I would have if you’d ask. You don’t have to be like that.” 
 
    I nodded, hearing her and knowing I was coming off mean when it was simply not being used to being around people anymore. Prickly was about the best word to describe me most days. “Will you wear something sultry just for me?” 
 
    She smiled brightly, making my heart flutter she was so gorgeous and that smile was just for me. “What would you like?” 
 
    I pressed my lips against hers and answered. “Something you’ll let me rip off of you.” I chuckled when she shivered. “I’m going to fuck you now, Inez.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” she purred. 
 
    I sat down on the bench and moved her over me, lowering her on my cock. She gasped and then cried out as she orgasmed. She was that sensitive she fucking climaxed from just the head of my dick stretching her so wide. 
 
    Oh fucking hell, she was amazing. 
 
    She rocked her hips as she enjoyed wave after wave of her orgasm, not seeming to realize she was already chasing the next one as she took more of me in her. She was mewling when it was over. “Fuck, there’s more of you? It won’t all fit.” 
 
    Talk about a good way to fluff a man’s ego. I kissed her naked back. “No, probably not, but we will both still enjoy it.” 
 
    And we did. I certainly did. She bounced up and down on me as I guided her hips, making her work for her pleasure. She was fantastic, every inch of her made to give the one she was with more and more pleasure. When she couldn’t keep going, I fucked her over the table, loving how she begged for more from me this time, not any other… And did I ever give it to her. 
 
    I finished deep inside of her, but I wasn’t nearly done with her. I turned her on her back and spread her wide, fucking her faster than her men could, taunting her with my words and referring to her as my dirty slut. I didn’t think it was the term that did it for her, but the raunchiness of it and the sex. 
 
    She held out until I came a third time, and then her eyelashes fluttered as she passed out. I pulled out and let the last cum of my orgasm spurt out on her skin, loving how she looked with my seed on her. I watched it leak back out of her, desperate to see that again, be with her again, and even stand at her side. 
 
    Rage filled me as I realized that last part. I actually took a few steps away from her as my temper flared so I didn’t risk hurting her. I snarled as I looked up at the sky. 
 
    “I won’t ever, not ever swear myself to one of them,” I hissed, my fangs coming out. “I am not some pawn for Your or their fucking games. I will protect her because You brought me here and she’s important, I see that. But I will fuck her because I want to. I don’t care if her pussy is heaven or the key to a blissful life. I won’t ever let one of them own me.” 
 
    And that’s what the oath was. Ownership. That princess owned the noble who gave her all of them. I wouldn’t ever be so stupid.  
 
    I stared at the beauty, the once in a lifetime—or several thousand years in my case—find and closed off my feelings, shutting down the desire for more than her body. All I wanted was to fuck her, enjoy her sweet body and find bliss in her, nothing more. I was confusing the pull Aether made me feel to protect her, the future she was trying for more than we had. 
 
    It was nothing more than that. 
 
    I quickly wiped her clean so I could dress her after I fixed my clothes before bringing her back. I handed her off to Jaxon with a smirk. 
 
    “Her ass is going to be a little sore from my hips and the table she was sitting on.” 
 
    He studied me as he nodded. “Glad she had fun.” 
 
    “Oh, she very much enjoyed it,” I chuckled, knowing he was dying to ask what we’d specifically done. “She passed out before I could get all I wanted, so I’m going to hunt and clear the area. She’ll need the rest tonight.” I blurred away before he could even reply, letting out the hunter and predator she’d woken inside of me. 
 
    The monster who would never be leashed or tamed. 
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    I was shopping. 
 
    It was the zombie apocalypse, and I was fucking shopping. I sighed for the umpteenth time as I stared at the displays. I understood why we were shopping… Not that we’d pay for any of it, so yeah, we were raiding, whatever. 
 
    But we needed stuff. I got that. And malls had turned into survivor centers, as a lot were centrally located and had a lot of space. Great in theory, but someone always got in and shit hit the fan pretty quick, so most were also destroyed, completely wrecked either from corrupted busting in and eating them or exploding from the inside. So it was actually the first one we’d come across that was in good shape. 
 
    So time to get stuff. We had a shower and storage room, so everyone wanted their own stuff and more clothes since we’d been skimming by and focused on guns and whatnot. I understood even needing the fun and taking the morning to play. 
 
    But Bath and Body Works had been next to a Canadian brand lingerie store. Needless to say, that started all types of offers to dress me and asking my size. They were calling out what they wanted, and the leopards were all about “helping me” get what I should for Darius and Jaxon.  
 
    As long as they got to put me in it. 
 
    I darted across the way to Victoria’s Secret that seemed a bit calmer, shouting that if any of them followed or watched, they wouldn’t ever see me in it. That worked, and they were somewhere else in the mall. 
 
    However, that didn’t mean I had any clue what to do. Not. At. All. 
 
    Finally, I sighed again and just started grabbing size options. I would start there and figure out what my real size was besides sport bras. The thing Jaxon had gotten me was a good fit, but now I could really figure it out. That was a logical place to start. 
 
    Awesome. I was a 34C. Medium panties. Well, smalls worked too, and looking at the size chart, they were from sizes 4-6 and medium was 8-10. It depended on the jeans on which size I was, so I just went with medium so I never felt like I had that dip of skin over the elastic. If it was even called that. 
 
    Then what to get? After a lot more sighing, I ended up getting one of every option in my size. It wasn’t like tiny panties and bras took up all that much room. Fuck, the parka they were finding for me, as Canada was still pretty cold, would take up more room probably. Plus, I came up with a fun idea as well. 
 
    I did, however, pick out some specific items. Darius liked anything I was naked under. He loved that hint and knowing he could slide his hands against naked skin if he wanted to tease me. Jaxon liked unwrapping me. He wanted the thrill of pulling off layers. So I got lots for both. 
 
    And apparently Kristof wanted to rip something fun off of me. I shivered just thinking about that. My body ached from the fun we’d had. Granted, my hips and ass actually hurt and sitting was painful. It had scared me when he’d hit me so hard, but it was easy to forgive when I saw it was truly a slip of his strength. But it had been real hits, like fights I’d gotten into, and I was hiding the bruising until it healed. 
 
    Yeah, there was no way I was explaining why my whole ass was one big bruise without admitting what I’d let him do, asked for him to let me do as well. But clearly I wanted to do it again, as I was already looking around for the perfect choice. Then I rolled my eyes and went back to finishing with the first store. I left the bags in the hallway and went to La Sueza that seemed to be a bit spicier. 
 
    Immediately I found what I wanted. It was a black lace merrywidow, which was like a teddy but didn’t have an ass or cover me between the legs. It clipped for stockings and had blood red accents. Yeah, pretty damn perfect. 
 
    And then I found the matching robe and “accessories.” Oh boy, what a leap of faith I was taking, especially when he’d acted like nothing had happened. He’d fucked me until I’d passed out, and while I wouldn’t ever think of Kristof as a man who snuggled or liked giggling kisses, I would have thought something the next morning. But no, he’d barely looked at me like it was business as usual. 
 
    Did he not enjoy it? 
 
    Was I stupid to think about doing it again? 
 
    I shook my head. It was just fun. It was like hookups I’d heard people talk about. 
 
    I found some other options for Darius and Jaxon as well before grabbing each option in my size, not wanting to stress over colors or whatever and just get it done. I did go back and grab a flogger and tickler, thinking showing up with that would make Kristof happy. Right? 
 
    Or too much? 
 
    I snorted. No, not too much. I didn’t like the term he’d called me, but he really, really did. I liked “dirty princess” better, but he’d burned lava hot at calling me his dirty slut, and I’d like him burning for me again like that so… Whatever, it was just words. 
 
    I ducked into Sephora and grabbed an array of palettes and options, thinking I could at least play with them and try some stuff out. I’d never used any of it, but we had a bunch of long drives across Canada ahead of us, and it might be fun in between some of the research reading I planned on. Which reminded me I wanted to hit a bookstore and not have them hover either. 
 
    I didn’t want them to know everything I was researching. 
 
    “I’m ready, and I can’t carry it all, and don’t even think of peeking,” I called out, knowing one of them would hear me. Sure enough, I blinked and Jaxon was almost to me. I waited until Darius was as well, glancing between them. “I grabbed a lot of everything because it’s here, but I’m sorting it tonight into categories.” 
 
    “And those categories are?” Darius asked. 
 
    “Playful reward, matching undergarments reward, sultry reward, and ‘we’re going to fuck hard and probably ruin what I’m wearing’ reward,” I answered with a smirk. “That gives you both a full range of spoiling along with items I specifically picked for you with this idea you mentioned of having date nights, as hunting and attacks aren’t dates. So, no peeking, okay?” 
 
    “You are so fucking perfect,” Darius growled, kissing me deeply before Jaxon did the same. “What else does our princess want?” 
 
    “The bookstore and no hovering,” I answered, giving a shrug and trying not to act like I was up to something. “I feel rushed when you guys are standing there waiting. I want to get some stuff for the long drives and maybe we can snuggle together and read.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” they said together, making me smile since I did too. We did have that huge bed and our own room after all. 
 
    Plus, there was something I wanted to do for Darius, winking at Vance that it was time to slip away. I’d made a deal with them that I would try and fix some video games they could play in the camper along with some computers if they got me some good CDs since Darius was so into music. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who got stocked up, and it was nice to take the day. Yeah, we’d only planned on the morning, but we’d had fun so really, what was the harm?  
 
    The next two days we cleared out the rest of New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island, which we could drive to. The problem was we needed to get to the other island in that area we couldn’t drive to. And doing that at night was just stupid, so we were wrapping early and setting up camp while the guys discussed options and boats, which I had no useful input on. 
 
    “You didn’t get your blood from me,” Kristof muttered as he cornered me on my way to the cargo van. “How about you have it now and I get my repeat?” 
 
    I nodded, holding my hands out when he went to hug me and probably blur us away. “I, um, got something special.” 
 
    “Interesting,” he purred, leaning in and brushing his lips against my ear. “Put it on, and I will tell the others we are leaving for a while.” 
 
    I headed to the camper and found everything I’d tucked away, glad I’d showered in the late morning and we’d not done much but check out the area. I quickly pulled on the merrywidow and stockings, clipping them together before adding the choker and body chains for flare. Then I slipped on the robe and grabbed the accessories, meeting him at the door, glad when he blocked anyone else’s view. 
 
    “You look delicious already, and I bet there’s more under that robe.” 
 
    I nodded. “I wasn’t sure about shoes and didn’t get heels.” I blew a raspberry. “Heels and stilettos just seem crazy to have in the apocalypse.” 
 
    “I agree, and feet are too pretty to cover up.” He grabbed me, and then we were gone. I blinked up at him, needing a moment again. “Did you bring toys?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him what had happened but flinched when I saw something dark in his eyes. Was he mad at me? I hadn’t had a chance to meet his eyes yet, so I was just seeing it now. Did he want to play to undo his bad mood? 
 
    “They were at the lingerie place, and they looked beginner level,” I whispered. 
 
    “Interesting.” He waved at me, clearly saying to lose the robe.  
 
    I did, trying to figure out what was going on. Something had changed. He was changed and I wasn’t… Something was wrong. 
 
    “Such a lovely, dirty slut,” he praised, the term sounding different as he said it this time. I didn’t like it. I watched as he yanked off his shirt and undid his jeans, pulling out his dick. “Kneel and suck it.” 
 
    “Be nice,” I whispered as I did as he said. Something was seriously altered with him. He was almost like a different person. Yeah, we were doing the same thing, but the vibe he was giving off was all wrong. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be very nice to you, slut.” 
 
    See, like that. That was different than playing. Still, I did want to play with him. I stared up at him, trying to see what was going on, like he would look at me and see me, remember the fun. Instead, I sucked him off, and it wasn’t fun this time. It was cold, rude almost, as he didn’t seem to give a shit who was sucking him as long as lips were on his dick. 
 
    And then he spanked me. Granted, it wasn’t nearly as hard as last time, but it didn’t feel playful either. It felt like he wanted to punish me. For real as if I’d done something to upset him. 
 
    Once that was over, he fucked me, not even looking at me or kissing me, just fucking me like I’d seen some assholes at camps use and abuse women. I was pretty sure I could have screamed he was hurting me instead of from orgasms and he wouldn’t have cared. My body did have fun, and I did get orgasms, but they were cold, without passion, and just reactionary. 
 
    Plus, he took the name calling too far, the term feeling like a slap now especially when he’d ripped what I’d worn for him off of me. I just wanted it to be over, and I was thrilled when it was, feeling dirty almost, used and certainly not treasured.  
 
    Well, maybe that was what I got from touching the predator I knew would bite me. Probably even if it really wasn’t my fault. 
 
    Oh, and he still never gave me his blood. That was fine, I didn’t want it, not with how he was acting. Darius and Jaxon asked me if I was okay when I came back, still awake this time. I told them I was tired and was fine. I was tired, and I was fine, but I was also sure I didn’t want to be alone with Kristof or have him touch me again. 
 
    That would probably go over well. 
 
    No, I didn’t think so either. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    4 
 
      
 
    Jaxon and Darius absolutely knew something was up with me and probably even more than I wanted them to know. The next morning they made love to me in such a sweet and ridiculously tender way I almost broke down sobbing from the way they filled my heart with how much they cared. This was what I needed. I just needed them.  
 
    I’d had my moment to try something different, pet the predator, but this was what I wanted. With them was where I belonged and would make me happy. 
 
    “Tonight we’re going to bring a mattress away from the others, light those candles you snagged, and I’m going to ride each of you under the moon,” I told them as they held me between them. “I’m going to please and fully sate my two amazing lovers, show you exactly how I feel.” Just to make my point, I drew hearts on them, adding an extra one. “I’ll wear something perfect and show you what I mean.” 
 
    “Fuck, okay, let’s hurry and get the day over with then,” Jaxon groaned, both of them kissing me deeply.  
 
    Yeah, this was what I wanted, feeling this loved and how we fit. Fuck the predator. I just needed to move past what had happened and put it behind me. 
 
    Which worked really well when I had to be trapped on a boat with him. It pushed my mood, and then he ignored me. Not just acted like nothing happened, but seriously looked through me like I wasn’t there. So, yeah, my patience was very thin and my mood crap. I did my best and talked food ideas with the leopards since we had pasta sauce going in the slow cooker we’d left at camp. 
 
    Hey, we’d found a ton of tomatoes, and I read pasta sauce froze. We had enough dried pasta we could find everywhere for carbs. They said it wasn’t as good as it had once been given it was years old, but well, again, the apocalypse wasn’t time to be picky. 
 
    I felt Kristof’s eyes on me while we were talking and like he was hitting me with his annoyance, as I felt almost anxious. Again, that didn’t help my mood, but at least the boat ride wasn’t that long and it was comfortable enough even if it was cold. So, I was doing the best I could. 
 
    Until we arrived at the place I needed to go to and found a survivor camp. 
 
    Yup, I was done. They started debating and arguing on what to do, and I just left. They’d catch up or not. I’d done this without them for years, and I was just so done at the moment. I walked right up to the gate to the fence they’d put up around their camp and glanced between the greasy guys standing there. 
 
    “I need to talk to the boss,” I told them. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, but we need to search you for scratches or bites first,” the first guy chuckled, licking his fucking lips at me. “A real good check all over.” 
 
    “Deeply,” the second guy muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, no,” I snickered, shaking my head and gesturing over my shoulder, the others figuring out I was gone and joining me. “And they’re coming with.” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” the first drawled, showing me the gun on his hip. He flinched when several guns behind me loaded. Yeah, we were armed too. “They can’t come in.” 
 
    “They’re coming in.” 
 
    “Just shut your mouth and get inside, you bitch,” the second grumbled, reaching to grab me.  
 
    I snapped. I full out snapped at hearing that term. I thrust my hand up into his face, smiling when his nose snapped and blood came gushing out. I spun on my heel and landed an awesome kick to the other guy’s head, not caring if it was too hard to hit a human or not.  
 
    It worked, and he was out before hitting the ground. I would need to thank the twins for taking me seriously that I wanted to learn moves and teaching me. Hey, it made sense to learn to be effective in a fight, as guns could break and run out of ammo, and corrupted wouldn’t be my only dangers. 
 
    “I’m not your fucking bitch,” I sneered at the two guys, yanking open the gate without another word. I stormed into the camp, glancing around and feeling which building I needed, and then asking the next person where to find the boss. 
 
    “So, um, you have a plan, right?” Callum asked as he fell in step with me as I stormed to where we needed to be. 
 
    “Yes, get what I need and kick some fucking ass if people misbehave. I’m out of patience,” I grumbled as I headed to what looked to have been the city hall. I walked right in, people giving us a wide berth when they saw who was with me, and made a left to the large hall where the guy had said the boss was set up. 
 
    Only to find him getting a blow job from two naked women as he treated them like whores he didn’t have to pay for. Yup, I was pretty sure the top of my head just popped off. It was such the wrong—and very pointed—timing for this that I absolutely didn’t care if we killed all the gang or not. 
 
    Fuck them. 
 
    “You got next?” he asked me as he shoved one of the women away, not even flinching as she fell and slid down the stairs near his big chair with a whimper of pain. “I could use someone new to play with.” 
 
    I snorted. “Not happening.” I pointed behind him to the building we needed. “I need access to that building.” 
 
    The only reason I was going through him and not just around him was they had a tank sitting in front of the place. Like an actual tank, and they had energy still, so the EMPs hadn’t reached this far. I wasn’t sure, but they were well armed, and I didn’t want to find out what else they had besides a tank. 
 
    “Yeah, sure thing,” he snickered and then let out a full laugh, his posse laughing with him like it was the funniest thing ever. “Get your bitch ass over here and do as you’re told.” 
 
    I sighed, letting down my hair and then throwing it back up. I shrugged. Fuck it. I let my fangs out, smirking when the guy and several others went pale. “Yeah, so it’s like that. Let’s try this again because I’m not in a good mood.” I waited until he nodded. “I need access to that building.  
 
    “I’m on a scavenger hunt of sorts, and I have images of what to find and I know where, so I need to see what’s in there and match up to know what to get. I’m not getting into all of that, so don’t ask. You don’t matter enough to know, but I want the prize, so I’m going to be generous and offer you some options of payment. And you will want them, believe me. Got it?” 
 
    “We’re telling people?” Darius muttered from next to me, giving me a worried look. 
 
    I snorted. “No, but no one will believe him.” I smirked at the gang boss. “You’re not the military holding the last line to keep their country or whatever. You’re not even one of the religious settlements with a bit of everyone left that matters in their eyes to rebuild civilization by their god’s holy plan. No, you’re the thug settlement who is so far north you can tell the polar bears vampires are real. 
 
    “You tell anyone else and they’ll think you’re nuts and take all of this. You’ve got a sweet setup here, and that would be stupid, and you’re smart enough to have found the place still with power. You’ve got a good thing going here, so be smart and just let me trade you for what I need.” I gestured to the others with me. “Because we’re just a small recovery party. You don’t want me to call the others.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly, taking in the very scary men with me. “What you offering?” 
 
    “Right now, not to hurt any more of you. Your guys at the gate were assholes, so they might have a few broken pieces. Let’s go see what I need here, and then we’ll make a deal, okay?” 
 
    “Or we could—” He swallowed his comeback at whatever he saw behind me that was much scarier than me, even with my fangs. “Let’s take a walk.” 
 
    I nodded, watching as he zipped up and put his dick away, thinking only an asshole could seriously have had this talk and his cock out the whole time. Especially when it wasn’t much and had shriveled when my fangs had come out. So yeah, good move in having it out like you’re awesome. Dipshit. 
 
    “Get back to work,” the boss bellowed at a bunch of people as our party made our way to where we needed to go. Well, at least he was realizing he didn’t want everyone to be around to watch him give us what I wanted. Still, he had a bunch of his guys with us, and that would work well for the idea I’d come up with on the fly to try and make this work easily. 
 
    It wasn’t like I was above lying. We didn’t have any others backing us… But he didn’t know that. 
 
    I glanced around when we were in the museum, following the pull for what I wanted, but stopped at an old looking tapestry instead. I sent up a silent hope Aether was with me on the plan and wouldn’t make me ill if someone else grabbed what she wanted me to get instead of me. 
 
    “That,” I lied, pointing at the tapestry. “That’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    “I don’t know, that’s um, from the French, and well, pricey,” he told me, bumbling the confidence he was clearly going for. 
 
    “Uh-huh, clearly you were an art dealer or auctioneer before the apocalypse,” I drawled. I held up my hand when he went to feed me bullshit. “I’m with all these guys. They’re mine. I’ll tell you what, if you can get through them, I’ll think about my touching you as a viable option.” I smirked when several of them growled. 
 
    “You so much as see my princess in her undergarments and I will fucking hang you by your entrails while still alive,” Jaxon warned, his tone cold and deadly. 
 
    I slowly looked at him, smiling when I saw he would really do it to keep me safe. “Well, aren’t you excited for our date tonight and the bumless bodysuit I’ll be wearing with stockings and garters?” 
 
    “Fuck, garters?” he groaned, moving closer. “Yes, fuck, I want you to ride me under the moon while you drink my blood. Let me fill you in every way, My Princess.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” I panted, cutting my gaze to the ancient looking flute that seemed remarkably well preserved. It was the second time I’d done it, and he winked, catching on as he always seemed to. I gave him a soft kiss and turned back to the boss, knowing Jaxon would handle getting the right item. “We’ve cleared all the corrupted for miles. All over Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick.” 
 
    “There were a lot more than expected; you’re lucky you got out before the others who thought heading north would be smart,” Darius commented, getting where I was going with this. 
 
    “So, take that as a sign of good faith, but we have a few options,” I told the boss. “Either you’re smart with me now and we make a deal, or we come back and snag it right out from under you, or I give the cousins some fun and they can hunt you until this whole place is bathed with blood.” 
 
    “Stupid is gamey but still fun when they scream,” Wilson chuckled. “I could go for a hunt.” 
 
    “What are you offering?” the boss asked, a lot of his guys going pale like they hoped he took the first option. 
 
    “We have a boat that is loaded up and works, a good size one, not what we saw you had at your dock. We’ll give you that, as we won’t need it once we dock again.” I glanced at Darius. “One of you can do that racing blur thing and run over the water to that other section of land, right?” 
 
    “Something like that,” he chuckled, shaking his head at me. 
 
    I nodded, looking at the boss again. “And more than that, we’ll give you the chance at becoming like us. No one could take you out or over then.” 
 
    He lost his fear, and glee filled his eyes. “How does that work?” 
 
    “They’ll drink from you, and if the Goddess wills it, you will become like us. I’m too young, but the three old guys can turn you if She lets it be like they did me. You have more than enough people here you can feed and grow stronger off of.” 
 
    “You just need blood,” he accused, maybe not as stupid as most assholes. 
 
    Darius snorted. “I’m good for another few weeks. There is a plethora of blood to be had in the apocalypse.” He gave me a heated look. “Fine, but only because I want to speed this along as well. Let the Goddess decide if they’re worthy, and let’s move on so I can please my princess tonight.” 
 
    I shivered, wanting that too and glancing back at the boss. “We’ll even share where we found the best supplies in the area for you to load up and bring back here. No reason to let anything go to waste.” 
 
    “How do I know it’s worth it?” he muttered, glancing between us. 
 
    Kristof got in on the con, turning and punching the head off a metal war statue of some sort, the thing flying across the room and rolling until it hit the wall. “I’m old, but the young ones can do close to that too.” 
 
    “I’m in,” the boss whispered, bobbing his head as did several of the other guys. “Yeah, take the tapestry and whatever else.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” I chirped, nodding at the leopards to get the tapestry, seeing the flute was already missing from its case. They handled that as the boss called in some more of his trusted guys. I grumbled that thirty was a bit much but waved for the nobles to go ahead with a huff.  
 
    Right, because they didn’t have just a buffet now. 
 
    Watching them drink the men, I realized something, glancing between Jaxon and Darius. “You don’t drink from a woman unless you’re killing her. I don’t want your fangs in any female unless she deserves it and you’re giving her death.” 
 
    “Good because we don’t want your fangs in any random men either,” Jaxon reminded me. Glad we cleared that up then. 
 
    The leopards quickly told the boss the information we promised, and Kristoff said he’d leave the boat at the dock when we were done. Yeah, he could wormhole his way back to camp or, you know, sink in the ocean for all I cared at the moment. 
 
    None of the humans looked all that great as we headed out, amusement vibrating among us. It wasn’t until we were almost to the dock that we reacted, Wilson swinging me up into a hug.  
 
    “You are so much fucking fun. Oh my hell, that was awesome.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” Jaxon agreed, handing me the wrapped flute. “Nicely played.” 
 
    “I have my moments,” I teased, preening at their praise even if I knew it had been bratty, over the top, and downright dangerous. 
 
    “You are an accomplished liar as all princesses are,” Kristof complimented, all of us knowing it wasn’t actually praise and meant as a slight he verbally smacked me with. 
 
    I ignored him and focused on Jaxon as we got on the boat. “How much did you take? Did you get enough?” 
 
    “I took three or four pints from each.” He shrugged. “Way more than I needed. Fuck them. None of them were good guys, as one of those women he’d been forcing when we’d walked in was underage, and so were others along his hall.” 
 
    I gagged. I hadn’t noticed that, only how dirty and mistreated they’d been. “Good, fuck them.” 
 
    “Some might survive the blood loss, but well, they won’t all immediately drop dead, so we’ll be long gone before they figure it out,” Darius added. “They’ll probably think we brought in some new disease and he allowed it, and when they feel sick, they’ll kill them to be safe. Sounds fairly poetic to me.” 
 
    Yeah, me too as most of the people we’d seen clearly went in either the categories of bullies or bullied. 
 
    We got back on track with the day though since my way had worked out fast, as the moment we pulled away from the dock, the ghosts started showing up. So that was what I did for the ride and a bit after that. 
 
    I had just finished when Kristof finally decided to notice me besides backhanded insults. He found me alone as I was pulling out more tomatoes to make another batch of pasta sauce since the first was finished and turned out well. 
 
    “I left the boat and we have—” 
 
    “I’m making dinner,” I blurted, feeling like prey and just wanting to sidestep this whole mess. I cleared my throat and tried to calm down. “And I have plans tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard,” he ground out. 
 
    I shrugged, deciding to leave it at that as I grabbed what I needed and headed for the camper. Having plans actually seemed like a good way to handle this. He’d figure it out that I didn’t want a repeat; that was a thing, right? That way no blow up and we just forgot it had happened. 
 
    Or I’d try to forget at least. He wasn’t what I wanted. I’d tried something new, it hadn’t worked out and I’d gotten bitten, and now I would just move on. 
 
    Simple. I liked the idea of simple. 
 
    The pasta turned out with all the meat and mix of flavors. The date with Jaxon and Darius was even better. It was perfect, everything good and wonderful. I wanted more of that and not just the seriously and ridiculously hot and body numbing sex, but plans and fun, and I told them that. 
 
    We had a long drive ahead of us, and we had to go in a roundabout way since there was a coven around Quebec City we needed to avoid, Montreal would most definitely have been hit with bombs, and there was another coven by Niagara Falls on the Canada side. So we were going to drive south through Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont before crossing back into Canada on the northern bridge of Lake Ontario. 
 
    Yeah, not a fun one to keep up with, but the way we had it planned out was smart and they all agreed on it, slipping into the area when most covens were sleeping. Apparently that whole “vampires were night owls” was a real thing. Funny, because I always, always got up with the sun. 
 
    So again, did I have to turn in my vampire card? 
 
    The next thing I needed to get was in the Ontario province, so we could get the heck out of the area and move on. It did raise the question of what other covens there were and times we would have to bounce around like that. For now, we had an idea of where to bury the flute, and it wouldn’t be that far from another item I’d buried in Maine, plotting ahead for retrieval. 
 
    We had plans to do things right, and now I was making plans to make sure I was treating Darius and Jaxon right as we got to know each other better. I thought it was a great plan, and if it worked with my plan to avoid Kristof until we moved past this… Whatever, then all the better. 
 
    They ended up packing us in and starting the drive overnight since they had excellent night vision. I got to sleep either way, so whatever was easier for the drivers. We stopped in the morning and had breakfast, in no rush and still already almost to the US border. 
 
    Not that there was anyone working the checkpoints and crossings anymore.  
 
    For the first time in a long time, I also didn’t have any ghosts bothering me since we’d not hunted the day before and hadn’t been attacked. I almost didn’t know what to do with myself and found myself smiling as I pulled out one of the books I’d snagged when I’d been at the bookstore alone. I’d made sure to get some extra jackets for hardcovers to hide what I was reading as well. 
 
    I wasn’t embarrassed I was reading it, but… Why did anyone else need to know? It was my business and the guys would be nosy, so yeah, it seemed fair to cover whatever up as I cooked and handled some prep so we had more of what we needed. Also, making lists of what we should try to find if we could. 
 
    Plans. The focus was to make plans for the future, focus on the fact that we would have a future and together, with this family or coven we were building. 
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    When we took a break for lunch, I had an idea for the longer dinner we were planning so we slipped through at the right time. I went over to Darius and jumped on him, shocking him as he’d been stretching. I took the tie out of his hair and ran my fingers through it. 
 
    “Well, you’re in a good mood,” he chuckled, easily able to hold me. 
 
    “How about we play some naked Scrabble tonight after dinner?” I murmured, running my nose along his neck up to his ear. “All the teasing and touches you want during the game, but the one who wins gets to fuck me as hard as he wants, however he wants, and for everyone else to watch.” 
 
    “And if you win?” 
 
    I leaned back, snorted. “I remember less than five years of life. You’re over two hundred, and he’s over five hundred. I’m not taking the game.” I wiggled my eyebrows at him. “But I most certainly will be the winner in the end.” 
 
    “Shit, yes, and yes,” Jaxon growled from behind me, snagging me from Darius. “Where did you come up with this?” 
 
    I shrugged. “We found some of those games for easy relaxing, and I remembered someone talking about the list of things she missed including strip poker. I thought this fun.” 
 
    “It is,” they both agreed. Nice. 
 
    Jaxon was in charge of dinner and everything was already in the fridge with the right spices dry brining, so all we needed was the grill set up on the next stop. We were in Vermont when we stopped, almost to the New York border. It was a perfect campsite that had the hookups we needed and the camper was the pump, unlike if we tried to use the water in a house. 
 
    Everyone had stuff to do, and given we weren’t staying the whole night, we were doing dinner that didn’t need to cook for hours, as the grill would need time to cool. I was bringing out the potato salad I’d made—since we now had eggs to make mayo—and the leftover bread from yesterday, when Jaxon and Darius raced over to me, almost startling me into dropping what I carried. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as I put it on the table. 
 
    “Right, so we forgot to tell you yesterday that there was a noble at that place,” Jaxon answered. “You sort of melted our brains and we forgot.” 
 
    “Oh, shit. So bad?” I realized why they were acting as they did. “He’s coming here?” 
 
    “Aye,” Jaxon sighed. “I didn’t see him, just felt him. He wasn’t in the original group or even later, but I felt him. He had to have known we were there too, so we’ll have to see.” 
 
    We didn’t have to wait long, which made me worry since that probably meant he was older if he could blur fast enough to catch up to us. Right? I mean, we’d driven for hours and hours even with the longer stops.  
 
    Funny how a month ago I’d known of none of this, and I was so accepting I was now fine thinking of vampires moving faster than vehicles. Sure, no problem. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as a man was suddenly just there. The ocean blue eyes locked on mine were amazing, swirling almost with too much for me to catch. He had a mop of unruly blond curls and a neatly trimmed goatee. I couldn’t tell how tall he was because he was kneeling though. 
 
    Yeah, that was one way to make an introduction. 
 
    He dipped his head. “Princess, I am Cerdic of the house Wessex, and I submit a formal request to court you.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, not having been ready for that, or really for all of this. I’d just come to set out the fucking potato salad, worried if it would taste right. 
 
    “He wants to be one of your nobles,” Jaxon muttered. “He’s saying he’s interested in you and standing at your side.” 
 
    “You don’t even know me,” I whispered, freaked out that people would ever seriously swear a forever oath to someone they didn’t know. “You don’t even know my name.” 
 
    “He’s not swearing an oath to you now,” Darius explained, knowing where my head was apparently. “It’s like—think of it like dating. He’s saying he’s interested and wants to stay, get to know you.” 
 
    Okay, well, that was way better. 
 
    “You still don’t even know me,” I muttered, shifting my weight when those seductive eyes met mine again. I wasn’t touching any more guys with sexy eyes, learning my lesson for sure. 
 
    “No, but the princess I saw today who cut through all the bullshit and bent that monster to her will with ease is a princess I would consider giving my oath to,” he explained. “And for the record, a much nicer faction within the camp overthrew the leadership when you tricked them into being weakened.” 
 
    “Why were you there?” Darius asked. 
 
    Cerdic shrugged as he stood. “Picking off assholes. They thought one of their own was murdering in the night, so they were properly distrusting and worried for their safety when she pulled her ploy today.” He smiled at me, my stomach fluttering at how handsome he was. “Well done, Princess. Others will long tell stories of your coming and giving them the way to take out the leader.” 
 
    “That wasn’t why I did it.” 
 
    “I know, which is why I had to follow your party and meet you.” He didn’t say anything else, waiting on me. 
 
    “Inez. I’m Inez,” I said, not sure what else to do. I knew we needed more people to grow a coven, but like, um, awkward. “So you’ve just been hanging out in Canada?” 
 
    He chuckled, rubbing his hand over his curls. “I must admit, I’ve been a bit lost though I’m hardly the only one. I took some time off trying to find the right court and princess for me after the outbreak and all hell broke loose.” 
 
    “You allow a kiss to accept,” Darius murmured to me, shaking his head when Cerdic opened his mouth to ask something. “Guests don’t get the secrets of her court.” He gave me a quick glance. “They don’t get the decoder ring as you’ve said.” 
 
    “And they’re not alone with you. Only in our presence may they interact with you,” Jaxon added. 
 
    “You are both sworn to her?” Cerdic asked. 
 
    “Act as if they are because I trust them completely,” I answered, knowing it was my turn to handle whatever. “There’s no rush to make it official given the state of the world and as you said, lots have been lost. Some could latch onto the wrong people and ideas when things are shaky.” 
 
    “I understand, as you wish, Princess.” He dipped his head to me, waiting for whatever. 
 
    “So he just hangs out with us?” I asked Darius and Jaxon. “Comes with and we assume he’s not like a spy or—walk me through it?” 
 
    “He has to declare if he’s already sworn to a court and princess,” Jaxon explained. 
 
    “Right, because people don’t lie,” I drawled. 
 
    “You saw what happened to Clarence when he broke the rules, the same would happen to anyone submitting an official request to court you,” Darius promised. “It’s seen as a betrayal to an oath they gave to their princess, even if at her request. That’s why he did it that way. Now, that’s not to say he’s not planning to report it to his family coven or whatever, but that’s why we don’t give him all the secrets.” 
 
    “So complicated,” I grumbled, bobbing my head. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Accept.” He shrugged. “We want to grow your court and with the right people, so accept his request to court you, and we get to know him. If he’s a dick, you revoke the request and he has to leave.” 
 
    Jaxon was of the same opinion, and I nodded. “Guess we’re going to have to reschedule naked Scrabble.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” they growled together, Jaxon continuing. “No way. He can get settled and stow his stuff or watch with the others.” He hugged me when I gave him a look like he was nuts. “Please, please don’t reschedule naked Scrabble, My Princess. I so want to win.”  
 
    I shivered, wanting that too. Both of them to win even. I nodded. Fine, what was one more guy watching me have sex, right? Maybe it was a good way to get me to stop blushing, as that probably wasn’t very princess-like either. I moved to Cerdic and nodded. “Um, okay, sure, we can try this out.” 
 
    He was sweet and kissed my hand, clearly knowing I was nervous and unused to all of this. And just like that, we’d picked up another person for our merry band of… Team Inez? 
 
    “So which of you has the magic to wrangle electricity, or did you find this in an area the EMPs didn’t go off as well?” he asked, glancing at all we had. 
 
    Luckily we’d already gone over the story we were telling anyone not in our immediate group of nine. 
 
    “I’m an electrical engineer,” Callum answered, extending his hand to Cerdic. He introduced the others, Darius and Jaxon giving their greetings as well. Cerdic’s eyes went wide when Kristof joined us. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Cerdic,” he greeted. 
 
    “It has at that, eight hundred years at least,” Cerdic replied. They didn’t seem leery of each other, more stumbling upon the other at such a place and time, which was pretty understandable. 
 
    I could see he was just about six feet tall now that he was close to Kristoff and stalky, built and filled in, like Kristof. 
 
    “I’m going to hurry and get the prime rib on so we don’t ruin you hard work,” Jaxon said, giving me a quick kiss. 
 
    “You made this, Princess?” Cerdic asked, giving me a shocked look. 
 
    “Inez is fine, and yes.” 
 
    “I’ve never known a princess to cook,” he muttered. 
 
    “Well, it’s the apocalypse, so anyone who doesn’t pitch in deserves to get eaten,” I drawled before heading in and getting some beer and drinks. Darius helped, and it wasn’t long before we were eating given prime rib didn’t take much time to cook with all the rare meat eaters. 
 
    “This is all fantastic,” Cerdic praised as he cut another bite. “Much better than that camp was eating, but maybe now they can turn things around.” 
 
    They started talking about how many he’d taken out and then other camps they’d found. I listened, glad the pressure was off of me or at least I wasn’t the focus. I would be in a bit, so I could use the break. 
 
    It wasn’t a very long break. I should have guessed dinner would go fairly fast, but inhaling food was a bit much. I rolled my eyes and kept eating as plates were cleared and dinner cleaned up. Not that we normally had leftovers, but really, ridiculous. 
 
    The second I finished, my plate was gone and the board on the table. I was at the head of the table and Darius sat on my right—already completely naked—and Jaxon on my left, naked as well. The twins sat next to Jaxon and the other three leopards with Darius. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I grunted, knowing there was more going on than before. 
 
    “We formed some alliances with plans of what the winner gets,” Darius explained. “And an extra side bet along with bonus points.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing I’d started it, but I couldn’t even be mad when they were clearly so excited. I stood and stripped, hiding my embarrassment at getting naked in front of a man I’d just met as best as I could.  
 
    Darius got to go first, nodding as he arranged his letters before putting something on the board. “Lick, like I want to lick every fucking inch of you, especially your fantastic tits, pussy, and that tight little ass of yours.” 
 
    I flushed so hot I was pretty sure we could use my cheeks as the grill if anyone was still hungry. I blinked at him as I moved my hand over my face. “Um, wow, okay then.” 
 
    “So the extra rules are dirty it seems,” Cerdic chuckled. “Nice.” 
 
    “We can only place naughty words or parts she has, along with using the word in a sentence,” Jaxon explained. “Extra points if we make her blush or shiver.” 
 
    “Assholes,” I grumbled, shaking my head as I took my turn, placing “line” with his “L.”  
 
    “Erotic,” Jaxon said as he placed next. “As in I plan to do very erotic things to you after I win while you scream my name and I rub my blood all over your fucking tight body.” 
 
    “Oh my shit,” I whispered, covering my face again. I glanced at the leopards. “What do you guys get out of this?” 
 
    “The closest seats to watch,” Vance chuckled as he pointed to letters Darius had. 
 
    “I hate you all, no more naughty game nights,” I muttered, letting my forehead thunk to the table. This was what I got for waving a flag before the bulls it seemed or trying to out sexy guys centuries old. 
 
    “Pussy,” Darius said a few turns later. “Like you have the best tasting pussy I’ve ever had, the best I’ve ever had my cock in as it’s tight, wet, and so invitingly warm that I dream of it and being inside of you forever.” 
 
    I blushed and shivered, Jaxon growling when Darius got extra points for that. Honestly, I couldn’t even attempt to track the points and just tried to not melt in my chair and still place what I could. 
 
    So I very much lost. Like really lost, which I knew was also part of them having team members because of course I would lose when there were four people on Darius’s team. It was nice to worry about my feelings like that, but I was fine losing. They were centuries old. That was a lot of time to lose a lot of words. 
 
    Jaxon won though, and the second it was called, I was out of my chair and pressed against him. I yelped as he moved me to lean on the table in between the twins. They even repositioned their chairs to get a better view. So wow, really front row seats. I didn’t even get a chance to say he was pushing it as he knelt behind me and delivered on several of his promises and plans as he ate me like he was dying. 
 
    A few times, not stopping when my legs gave out. Oh no, the twins pulled me to kneel on their laps and Jaxon took me like that. I whimpered when I felt his blood on me, his cut hands grabbing my breasts and then touching me all over with more and more of it until I thought my body might melt and explode at the same time. 
 
    “Shit, we still kind of got the win,” Vance muttered as I lay gasping on the table, twitching with aftershocks. Right, they received dry orgasms if I had one near them since they’d sworn themselves to me. 
 
    “We still got the better deal,” Wilson promised, his voice huskier than normal. “You liked that, huh, Inez?” 
 
    I slapped the table twice like I was tapping out, and apparently that amused them. I raised my head and met ocean eyes, Cerdic having moved to get a better seat as well. 
 
    “You are astoundingly sexy and luscious,” he complimented. “If you’re ever thirsty, please take my blood anytime, and it’s a standing offer.” 
 
    I nodded but then ducked my head, curling up a bit. Jaxon gently lifted me in his arms, sitting back in his original seat as he kissed my shoulder, not cleaning me up.  
 
    And then they started playing again. 
 
    “Seriously?” I muttered, glancing between them. 
 
    “Yeah, and the distraction is lots of fun,” Jaxon chuckled. “Plus, he’s dying to win now or I get you again and he’s high and dry tonight.” As if wanting to make his point, he squeezed my nipple until I whimpered.  
 
    “That’s fine, she’ll smell of me and my seed in her next,” Darius about snarled.  
 
    Shit, I liked these extra rules and adjustments.  
 
    Darius did win the next round. He yanked me away from Jaxon and folded me up on the table to face his team before slamming in me. I instantly came with a scream, feeling every ounce of his desire for me and desperate need somehow. He kissed me quiet as he dripped his blood all over his dick and in between my legs and then took me some more, making me whimper and beg for every second of it. 
 
    “Thank you, My Princess,” he panted when we were spent. “This was magical and perfect like you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, my eyes getting heavy. “You both always make it amazing and fun and not just the sex.” 
 
    I hoped that made sense. I really did because I meant it with all my heart. 
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    I was in the semi-trailer organizing some of the food and consolidating when something slammed into the wall next to my head. Out of reflex, I yelped and ducked down, turning to see what it was. 
 
    Or who actually. 
 
    Kristof loomed over me, rage in his eyes so thick I thought I might wet myself. He’d punched the trailer. That was what the noise had been.  
 
    And the now hole in the metal. Holy. Fucking. Shit. 
 
    “You’re avoiding me,” he seethed. 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed, shaking as I tried to make my legs work and move. So clearly taking space and letting things blow over wasn’t the right move at all. We’d made our way back into Canada a few days ago, retrieving two items as we went, and now we were almost to British Columbia. 
 
    I didn’t think it was the traveling that had him so angry, as we also had done a lot of hunting and it had been almost a boring journey.  
 
    “Sorry,” I tried when he didn’t say anything, just looming over me like he might squash me. 
 
    “Oh? And why is that?” He squatted down and moved so his face was in mine. “Because you teased me with that sweet pussy and now won’t let me have it?” I didn’t answer, not knowing what to say so this didn’t get worse. “Sorry you’re scared that you like being my dirty slut?” Still I kept quiet, flinching at the term. “Answer me. You liked it, and now you flinch.” 
 
    “I didn’t like it,” I whispered, shaking and staring at his chin instead of the anger in his eyes. “I liked how much you liked it, how into it you were.” 
 
    “And now you tease me with it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you planning to have Cerdic take my place and taste your sweetness?” 
 
    “No.” I finally felt my legs and pushed to slide along the wall, meeting his gaze when he let me. The anger was still there and thick, but something else, like he was scared he might hurt me too and that was why he didn’t move. 
 
    “Why are you sorry, Inez?” 
 
    I scrambled to my feet when there was at least a good five feet between us. I knew he could close that distance before my next heartbeat, but it help me feel steadier at least. He wouldn’t let me not answer though, so I did. “I’m sorry I ever went near you.” 
 
    He reacted like I’d slapped him, studying me as if trying to get answers, the anger melting slightly. 
 
    I went to leave but then spun back around, tears filling my eyes as I took in a shaky breath. “You said if I didn’t like it, we could stop. I wasn’t teasing you or whatever you think I’m up to. I’ve heard your snide insults too. Why would I want to—this isn’t on me.”  
 
    He stood, and I took a step back. He reacted like I slapped him again. 
 
    “If I did something to make you so angry, just tell me and I’ll apologize,” I rasped, wiping my eyes. “Something happened, and the second time you were like a completely different person. You were and are so angry. After I let you touch me, you’ve been so angry with me. I don’t know what I did, but I don’t want that, that’s why I’ve kept busy.” 
 
    “Why would I be angry?” he challenged. “Because we had fun but now you don’t want to play?” 
 
    Tears fell out of my eyes as I gave him a hurt look. “You were angry before now. I’m not that stupid I didn’t catch it. You practically pretend I don’t exist until you can say something shitty about me. Then you find me like you want to treat me like a slut. That’s not playing, that’s not fun for me.” I shook my head. “I had fun the first time even if you hurt me on accident. You changed. This isn’t on me.” 
 
    I hurried out of the trailer, about to book it to the camper, but I should have realized that noise would have drawn attention. Hell, Darius and Jaxon seemed to know the second I was upset… And they knew who the problem was. 
 
    “I’m fine, it’s fine,” I rasped when they looked into the trailer with looks of death. “I’m sorry, it’s fine. Please, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You have no reason to be sorry,” Jaxon whispered as he hugged me. “We won’t fight. It’s okay.” 
 
    “Let’s just take a breath,” Darius added, rubbing my back.  
 
    I let out a sob of relief, knowing Kristof could snap them both like twigs.  
 
    “You should go,” one of the leopards growled. 
 
    “I am your best chance at keeping her safe and alive,” Kristof snapped. 
 
    “The only thing I see hurting her is you. She apparently needs protecting from you,” that same voice bitched, Vance if I had to guess. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I rasped, hating I was at the center of this. I tried to pull away from Jaxon and just leave the situation and maybe they’d follow or… I wasn’t sure much logic was going on at the moment. 
 
    Jaxon let me, coming after me along with Darius. The second we were in our room I broke, completely and totally, sobbing that I was so sorry I’d done all of this, had thought I wanted something else or had caused this. I wailed that I wouldn’t ever touch another man and to forgive me for being so selfish. 
 
    I said a lot of things, and I didn’t think all of it made sense. I begged them to forgive me, promising they were enough and I’d never bring danger in our lives or… Yeah, I apologized for just about everything possible and some things I was pretty sure I’d never done. Something broke inside of me, and I wasn’t sure all of it had anything to do with Kristof even.  
 
    I was scared and not just of him. If he was needed to protect me, what the fuck was seriously out there? I begged them to forgive me for the quest from the Goddess and all of the crazy I was bringing. I went back to shooting Darius and apologized for that.  
 
    I apologized for Clarence and his dying, not remotely sure how that was my fault and still processing that the guys who had hunted me for five years were gone, but it was crazy they had to deal with being with me. One was dead and the others gone because they were scared of Kristof and I’d almost ruined his protecting us. I sobbed and accepted this was my punishment for being a whore who tried for more than two men. 
 
    They were talking to me, I knew they were and trying to argue or comfort me, but I didn’t hear any of it. I cried and cried, even begging them to not be mad I didn’t know anything, didn’t remember life before, and they had to help me constantly.  
 
    I just cried and let everything out. All the pain I’d felt at not remembering my family, my life, who I’d been. That dam that had held it all back so I could survive and live had gotten chipped, and I cracked with it. I had felt safe and loved, and I had risked all of that, and it wasn’t worth it. 
 
    Finally I was all cried out and fell asleep. I woke with the sun, but I could barely open my eyes they were so swollen, opting to snuggle down and sleep the day away. Maybe everyone would forget about my massive breakdown then. 
 
    Yeah, sure, that was how things worked. 
 
    “Wake, My Princess,” Jaxon murmured after I’d dozed back off, snuggling up to me. He kissed my hair when I shook my head. I buried my face in the pillow, but he rolled me onto my back, leaning his forehead to mine as his larger body surrounded me. “I know you want to spend the day in bed and forget all the troubles, but there is something I think you’ll want to see, won’t want to miss.” 
 
    “No, hiding’s better,” I practically squawked, my voice was so raw, and it was actually painful to talk. 
 
    “Hiding from what?” Darius asked as he slid in the bed. 
 
    “You know what.” 
 
    “Nothing happened last night,” he lied. “Everyone did their own thing, and you were reading a book. Did you enjoy it?” 
 
    I snorted. Right, yeah, good try. 
 
    “That was long overdue with everything you’ve had on your very young and pretty shoulders,” Jaxon comforted. “You’re so, so new to all of this. Last night was the straw that broke your back. We all get that—we’ve all had that. I think you’d be fucking nuts if you weren’t feeling the pressure. You knew none of this, and we look to you for so much.” 
 
    “But you’re not alone, and you have nothing to apologize for,” Darius promised. “We won’t ever leave you, Inez. We’re here for as long as you want us at your side.” 
 
    “So forever, okay,” I muttered, turning and moving so I was sandwiched between them when Jaxon moved down to the bed. “Let’s just stay like this today. I want this.” 
 
    “Another day, I promise. You’ll want to see what’s going on outside.” Darius murmured against my lips. “We can come back and snuggle. We got a lot of corrupted last night, so we can take the day.” 
 
    “Last night?” I blinked at him. Had they gone hunting instead of sleeping again? 
 
    “Yeah, um, we planned this place so we were close to Edmonton,” Jaxon reminded me. “They came and in droves.” 
 
    “I didn’t wake up?” I worried. 
 
    “We went out to take care of it. The leopards stayed at the camper but didn’t have anything to do.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, getting choked up again. 
 
    “Why? Cerdic was having a blast at all the action. It felt good to set more people at peace,” Jaxon told me. “Kristof had some issues to work through, as we didn’t even have much to do.” He kissed my hair again. “Inez, you do so, so much and give us so much with the power and fixing things—a place to belong. You get a fucking night off now and again.” 
 
    “Okay, as long as everyone else takes one soon too,” I muttered, thinking that was fair to have one but they needed it if I did. 
 
    “Done, now come see what’s going on,” Darius said as he yanked me out of bed. He lifted me in his arms, and I noted I was in something different than last night. I melted when I saw I was in fluffy jammies. They’d put me in something super comfy because I’d been upset.  
 
    They were so awesome. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured as I snuggled up to him. 
 
    “You’re welcome. We’ll always take care of you.” He kissed my temple as we headed outside, Jaxon getting the door for us. Darius sat down at the table with me on his lap, and I was glad everyone wasn’t gathered, doing something at the grill and moving around like they were working on a project.  
 
    Jaxon brought over a plate for me. I blinked at what was there and then up at him, his wide smile letting me know it was real. “Aye, we have milk. That’s real butter for you to try. You said you’ve never had it, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, even if the camps or settlements I’ve stopped in had it, you had to be one of them to get it.” I snorted. “I had a guy promise to give me butter every day and fatten me up like a good woman if I married him and we had kids.” 
 
    “Fuck, there are too many crazy people,” Wilson muttered. “And guys with no game who survived. Who says that? Like really? Oh, I’ll make you fat so marry me? Riiiighhhht.” 
 
    “Well, all we’re hoping for is a smile,” Jaxon promised, pushing the plate closer with a wink. Darius slid out from under me to help out, giving my shoulder a gentle squeeze before he did. 
 
    I snatched up the bread and took a bite, moaning at the creamy yumminess that slid over my taste buds. I wanted to savor it but also gobble it up, so I did the first piece but slowed down with the second one. “How did we get milk?” 
 
    “Um, the buckets were just here,” Vance said.  
 
    Oh, so Kristof. 
 
    Cerdic elaborated. “There were a lot of dairy farms around here. Kristof found one that recently had some calves.” He shrugged when I gave him a questioning look. “They do that on their own, not just when people impregnate them. They broke out of their fencing to find food, and there’s a huge herd. I went to help and taught the young ones what to do.” 
 
    “You know how to milk a cow?” I asked, getting that’s what had happened. 
 
    “Clearly you need some coffee,” Darius chuckled, setting it in front of me and kissing my temple. “With real milk in it, not just fake creamer.” 
 
    “Can we make cheese? I’ll have to see if there’s a recipe for it,” I muttered, smiling brightly at them. 
 
    “Yes, we milked the cows,” Cerdic answered me, mirth dancing in his pretty ocean eyes. “It’s what we all grew up doing.” He pointed between himself, Darius, and Jaxon. “We can make cheese. We’ll make the cream and pasteurize and the butter. You’ve done enough and learning more to fill in the blanks. We know this part.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Fair enough.” I moaned at how good the coffee was with full fat milk instead of fake creamer. “This was worth coming out of hiding for.” 
 
    “Why were you hiding?” Cerdic asked as he sat with his own coffee. “Was the book you read last night scary?” 
 
    “I thought you were reading about seeds?” Vance added. 
 
    “Thanks guys,” I whispered, knowing what they were doing and appreciating it. I realized a very small part of my emotional roller coaster might have been PMS when I felt cramps. Great, so that was coming. “I didn’t get much reading done. I fell asleep.” 
 
    “Well, you needed it,” Vance said. “I got a nice nap when we switched off driving. Normally I can’t on road trips, but that camper is just too comfy not to sleep.” 
 
    “I can in the semi because those seats are so big,” Callum replied, all of them talking like nothing had changed and we were all good. Then they started trading the strangest places they’d fallen asleep, some of them having doozies. 
 
    “I fell asleep on a lass who was trying to get my attentions when I was piss drunk,” Jaxon said. “She pulled me on her half dressed, and there I stayed until the morning. She gave me a good earful about crushing her for a few hours, but I remembered none of it, so she was far from innocent to deserve that.” 
 
    “None of mine are really funny,” I admitted when they glanced at me like it was my turn. I shrugged, bringing my feet up on the chair and wrapping my hands around the warm mug. “I fell asleep in a broken bathroom stall that stunk, hoping it covered my scent and I could get some sleep after four days of none on the run, laying traps just so I had some warning if either corrupted or Clarence and his crew found me.” 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t realize it had ever gotten that bad,” Wolfe muttered, giving me a worried look. “Did that kind of thing happen often?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confessed, knowing I kept a lot of that locked away and that had boiled up into last night’s breakdown. “I couldn’t ever get far enough ahead, and it never made sense to me.” I felt new tears somehow, completely sure there wasn’t a drop of hydration left in me. “I was always so down on myself that I couldn’t escape when I could start electric cars. I could drive off and still I would turn around—” 
 
    “You can start them?” Cerdic asked, sitting back in his chair with a raised eyebrow. “Now that isn’t one I’ve heard. I thought you were a bit squirmy on your answers there, Mr. Electrical Engineer.” 
 
    “Not the point,” I muttered, knowing it was valid to ask but I was already opening up about something hard for me. “Anyways, yeah, I would have a second to think I’d gotten away, and there they would be, no vehicle. I thought I was losing my mind or losing time. How was that possible? Yeah, I’d stop and find stuff, but still, how could they just always find me again? It was maddening and horrible.” 
 
    “You didn’t get a chance to really process it was over,” Darius comforted, rubbing my back. “We keep dumping more fears and worries on you so you’re not blindsided, but it just all builds like you can’t get away from any of it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but thinking you were crazy for years isn’t easy to get over either,” I chuckled darkly, staring into my coffee. “No matter where I went, no matter where I was or hid, corrupted came for me, focused solely on me but cutting down anyone in their path.” I ran my shaky hand through my hair. “Sometimes I stop and think I’m still crazy, that this is all…” 
 
    “In your head?” Darius asked. 
 
    “Yeah but no, I mean, yes, I know this is real, but five years of running and I never—only Clarence noticed me, and now people are finding me?” I gestured to all of them. “I’ve been all over almost every continent finding stuff and just happened to miss all the surviving covens? But we had to sneak around a few already?” 
 
    “I don’t think it just happened,” Jaxon said gently. “I think that pull you feel for the certain order is the answer.” 
 
    “Right, but you get how crazy that sounds too.” 
 
    “Yeah, so is a lot of everything,” he agreed. “But it makes sense your mind goes there.” 
 
    “You’re too distrusting to be delusional,” Kristof said from my left, and I flinched but swallowed the yelp at the last second. “People with delusions or mental issues are self-reinforcing in what they see. Like those camps you detest. They believe in some misguided part of their doctrine and survived the apocalypse, so it must be that they were right and should dig in deeper to their beliefs. 
 
    “Or they were saved to spread what they now have reinforced as true. That’s delusional, as it completely ignores random chance and circumstances and locations. Plus, others who don’t believe as they do survived, so how is their doctrine not right? To those people, it’s proof they are there to convert people since there are people who don’t believe as them.” 
 
    “But if their starting belief is that they were saved because of what they believe in, everything is circular and there’s no foundation to any of it,” I muttered, having had several conversations like that with people trying to convert me. “They can’t listen to anything other than their own arguments, as it breaks the circle and they fall apart.” 
 
    “Right, but all of what you experience now is linear, building on a starting line,” he said gently. “Take one thing you know deepest. You said from the moment you woke on your birthday corrupted have hunted you. Yes, they hunt people, but you have seen them come for you over the settlement you left. You said several times that you left a settlement before night so they were not collateral damage.” 
 
    I nodded. “I didn’t go back and check on them.” 
 
    “But I was at the settlement you landed at,” Darius reminded me. “I went back and got those tacos. They weren’t attacked.” 
 
    I bobbed my head, thinking that was a pretty good starting point. “From there the logic doesn’t circle back, is what you’re saying. It builds. Fine, they don’t like non-humans, but I’m a vampire princess and everyone super smells me. I’m on a mission for Aether—maybe—and the apocalypse was done by Her brother.” I opened my mouth but then closed it. “That one seems a bit circular.” 
 
    “No, because you didn’t associate the two,” Jaxon defended. “We did. We drew the lines for you on that one. You knew two facts and kept going, so it’s not circular logic if we show you they were connected or running parallel, whatever the analogy on that one is. Or like you knew the ghosts were the corrupted you put to rest and the seeds, but Darius taught you how to push up the timeline.” 
 
    “Thank fuck for that,” I whispered, shivering at how it used to be. “That alone almost broke my sanity. They hunted me and then harassed me, getting worse and worse until they finally dissipated.” 
 
    “Worse and worse?” Vance asked, scrunching his eyebrows together. “I don’t really get the whole ghost thing.” 
 
    “I killed a corrupted that had been hiding in the ship I’d gotten the ticket for from Europe. Just hiding in the lower deck and the crew didn’t even notice. I slice him up, and they barely thank me, tossing me a few extra cans of tuna, which hey, great, you promise the ship is safe, but whatever. So he dies, and the next day mid-morning his ghost shows up. 
 
    “And it’s not just I can see and hear them, it’s like this bubble popping against my skin. I feel them. And they know I can see them. They don’t always know I killed them, as they don’t get they were corrupted normally. Or they know I killed them and they think I just murdered them. They get really angry then. The guy that time didn’t. He just kept singing the Oscar Meyer commercial jingle over and over again. 
 
    “And like fuuuck, that made the trip so much worse. But as time passes, they deteriorate. The day I met Darius the ghost was mixing up the song and I felt that confusion, that slipping away feeling. I’d feel the loss when they were gone.” I wiped tears again. “I didn’t know at first that they would dissipate or that only I saw them. I was talking to them, thinking they were survivors too. 
 
    “That first week I thought it was a chemical attack or something and I wasn’t the only one who forgot, as they didn’t know much either, but then I started slowly putting the pieces together even if they didn’t seem to line up. I was so far behind on everything, not knowing I was in the fucking apocalypse, and no one would give me the same answers or even take the time to answer. 
 
    “Half the time I was so desperate for answers I would ask the ghosts of the corrupted I killed just to get information. It was—it was so fucked up. And then when I’d kill a pack, I couldn’t be around people. No one can just ignore so many talking to you. I couldn’t hear the real people around me. And I would always feel the loss when they left. They tried to eat me, and I wanted to cry when they dissipated.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, feeling their stares and hating I’d gone on that long in my ramble. 
 
    “You never told us any of this,” Darius muttered. “You keep too much in.” 
 
    I turned my head on my knees and looked at him with a smile. “Yeah, because you’ve had a chance to talk to me about stuff too? We’ve been fairly busy, and it hurts to think about. Maybe it’s better in the long run to get it out, but it hurts to do it, and that’s not fun.”  
 
    “True, but we want to hear it.” 
 
    “Not everything helps to hear it,” I whispered, turning my head and staring at my coffee when the tears started again. “Like the ghost who was so sure I was her daughter and I’d killed her. She was so, so sure, and it was horrible.” 
 
    “How did you know she wasn’t right?” Jaxon asked gently. 
 
    I shrugged. “I didn’t, not completely. She didn’t remember her name, but I woke up in Australia with a US passport, and she was French. I had to think it didn’t match up, but for three days all I heard was her telling me I was her daughter and she’d been searching all over for me and I killed her, a ‘murderous waste of space that should never have been born’ is what she called me. Thinking of that just hurts.” 
 
    I was glad when they dropped the subject and fast. 
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    “Hey, do you guys know yoga?” I asked the twins. “I was thinking I should start doing something like that on days we’re not working on fighting.” 
 
    “I know a bit,” Wolfe answered. “And you definitely shouldn’t be training or working out hard when you’re so dehydrated.” 
 
    “I actually wanted to work with you on your control,” Cerdic said from behind me. “Now that I’ve got a better grasp of what’s really going on, I think I can be of help.” He smiled when I gave him a suspicious look, that statement way too loaded and potentially trapping. “I mean Tai Chi. Give me a bit this morning to show you. We’ll stay in full view of the others.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll change.” 
 
    “Not needed. Stay in your fuzzy comfort. It might help.” He held out his hand to me and, after glancing to make sure Darius and Jaxon were okay with this, I accepted the gesture. 
 
    “Will this help with my flexibility?” I asked under my breath when we were far enough away from the others. 
 
    “Is there some reason you’d like to be more flexible?” he asked, his eyes dancing with amusement as I flushed, clearly knowing where my mind was. “For the record, you are more than flexible to bend your luscious body as they would want, but yes, this will help you and in more than just body.” 
 
    I stood on the workout mat he had ready so my feet weren’t on the cold, uneven ground. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “This will help your mind, your emotions, and how much you carry,” he said gently. “Last night was more than what happened with Kristof. Your past traumas and so much you have suffered compounded the situation, yes?” He waited until I nodded. “I’m going to help you with that if you’ll let me.” He shook his head when I opened my mouth to object. “You move forward instead of dwelling or sinking in problems. 
 
    “That’s commendable, but you drag it all with you. From everything you even said this morning, you carry that with you, Inez. That is exhausting. You need to drop some of that emotional weight to move forward and not every step be such a struggle.” He gave me a moment with that, smiling as I studied him. “Yes, it actually works and helps. Not everything, but lots, and losing any of it is good.” 
 
    “What do you still carry with you that you can’t let go?” I asked, understanding what he was telling me. 
 
    He reached for my hand, almost like he would need comfort to tell me. I let him take it, wanting to know because he was maybe one of the most easygoing people I’d ever met. Even over a few days I could see that. He was flexible and moved with people, his super power was to adjust and flow with a group. 
 
    “I have a twin, born just after me, and I believe a lot of the evil twin jokes are based on him, as he was always the more mischievous one. We competed in everything and I thought the best of friends. The one thing I never wanted to compete with him for was the love of a woman, planning to find a different court that was best for me as I wanted the same for him, standing on his own without comparisons. 
 
    “And I thought I found it. I fell deeply and madly in love with a princess. I would have sworn my very soul to her, such a lovely heart I couldn’t live without.” He glanced out at the forest. “It was all a lie. I found them in bed together, heartbroken he would do such a thing to me, but it was worse. He was involved from the beginning, both of them set on humiliating me for all my sins.” 
 
    “What sins?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Winning all the other competitions, whether it be studies or athletics or apparently the love of our family, as he stated clearly he wanted to make sure I knew how it felt not to be as loved by someone I loved. And here I was hurt more by learning he had no love for me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, hugging him without even thinking, needing to comfort him. “I’m so sorry, Cerdic. I didn’t mean to bring that all up.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t,” he murmured, holding me close. “But I wanted to show you how I can discuss that without as much pain as most would expect. It won’t ever not hurt, but I’m no longer tethered to that original pain. It takes work, but don’t you want to be free of that Clarence and all that pain? The pain and hurt of the ghosts?” 
 
    “It sounds impossible,” I admitted. 
 
    “Nothing is impossible, and you are proof of that, Inez.” 
 
    I pulled back, wanting to see those pretty ocean eyes when I asked what I wanted to next. “Why would you ever even think of courting a princess if you were betrayed by one like that?” 
 
    “Because you are truly pure as your name means,” he whispered, cupping my face. “I do not mean virginal, though you are certainly not a master of all that is the bedroom fun. I mean everything about you is pure. Your upset that I was hurt was pure, not thinking that touching me would make my body react to you or thinking I might read into it. Your mind doesn’t go there. 
 
    “You’re pure in your intentions. We all see it. You want us happy and want to help. You never do something thinking what you will get back for it. Yes, you tease your men or friends, but even that is done with a pure heart. You are unlike any princess I have met. Your rage was pure even, your justice, as you brought on that warlord what he deserved, while making sure your men got blood they needed.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to tease you,” I muttered, hearing what he said about how hugging him made him react. 
 
    “I know, and my reaction is mine.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “Do not change how you would react to me at all. That would upset me, as I like that you would hug me to comfort me, needing to comfort me. That is a rare person in this world, and I like that about you, we all do.” He smiled at me. “You are so much like a stray kitten who is all reaction even as they distrust all who come near them.” 
 
    “Not sure that’s flattering, as I’m not a child,” I grumbled. 
 
    “You are as a vampire,” he clarified. “And I don’t mean it in a demeaning way at all. Even little claws can ridiculously hurt if they hit the right spot in the wrong way. But you are an underdog, Inez. And undercat if you forget the cross terms. You’re the scrappy stray that no one can leave alone and is building a family of the right people, as she knows what being a stray is like.” 
 
    “I’m scared they won’t be the right people and it will be my fault as I’m princess,” I whispered, as if saying it any louder was any less scary. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, it is terrifying, but you also have so much in your vision, it gets harder to see it all clearly. Let’s try and fix that.” He winked at me when I nodded. “Now, I want you to do what I do as I do it as best as you can, but don’t worry if it’s not exact. It’s just getting the feeling of it.” 
 
    “Got it.” We moved to our mats, and I mirrored his position. 
 
    “Take in a nice, slow, deep breath,” he said as he raised his hands over his head. “Feel your lungs and take a moment to appreciate them, thank them even for working another day for you. I picture them clear and healthy, grateful to me for giving them clean air as we work together in one body.” 
 
    I did as he said, getting a mental image of my lungs and sort of giving a wave. It felt ridiculous, but it was nice to just focus on something simple when there was so much chaos. 
 
    “Now, we do it again, and this time think of your arms,” he instructed, his deep timber soothing, alluring while still comforting sort of like he was hugging me. “I think of my arms helping me to fight last night, glad they got the workout and grateful I have arms that are so strong, knowing they want that as well.”  
 
    I thought as he did, watching as he moved. My arms felt tight, stiff, making me realize I was really dehydrated and not just joking how much I’d cried and my eyes were still swollen. 
 
    “Now your hands this time.” He moved in that same way. “Mine are dry, need some lotion, and a bit sore from holding and wielding a sword so much last night. They’re not used to that, and I know to give my fingers and wrists a good stretch as I listen to my body.” 
 
    I nodded, hearing him and listening to myself as he said. My hands were sore too, and I realized it was from how much I’d squeezed my fists when I’d cried last night, hitting the bed—which didn’t hurt—but that clutching for so long. He moved us through a few more reps, talking of shoulders, back, and chest. I felt myself flush as he made me realize my breasts were tender. 
 
    Yup, my period was certainly coming in a few days. 
 
    Next we did neck circles to stretch, his mellow voice guiding me to think about my neck, the tension there. And then my head, my brain, and what was on my mind most, accepting there was too much there, as that was the first step.  
 
    I actually felt lighter after doing that. It was like the moment I admitted I was upset and there was too much instead of trying to brush it off or pushing myself to be stronger to carry it all, I felt better. It was okay to say I was struggling and overwhelmed, allow myself that instead of trying to just move on like it didn’t matter. 
 
    It did matter. My pain and emotions mattered just as much as making sure there was food to eat and we had more ammo. 
 
    I just didn’t know what to do about that yet. 
 
    We rolled our shoulders and did a lot of arm stretching with twisting. I liked that part. 
 
    “This is where I start shaking things off,” he told me. “Young Taylor Swift had the right idea there and shaking off the bad instead of just ignoring it, pretending it’s not there, is much healthier.” 
 
    I nodded, actually knowing the song as we had been collecting iPods as we found them for more music since I could charge them. It wasn’t like we could download music anymore, but hey, at least someone would enjoy the iPods instead of them left as trash, forgotten. It was a weird thing to care about in the apocalypse, but I’d talked with Vance, Asher, and Darius, and they felt the same. 
 
    Someone had loved those songs enough to download them. The music spoke to who they were as a person. That shouldn’t be forgotten just because they were gone or we’d never met them. There were a few iPods I adored the music on and knew if things had been different, I might have been friends with the ones who’d owned them, talking for hours on the songs and artists. 
 
    Darius said it was a good way of processing and giving our souls the music they needed, as it wasn’t like there was going to be more coming out. Which made us all incredibly sad to admit, and I cherished those iPods even more. 
 
    He started working me through several different arm and leg movements that went together, like a slow dance, repeating them so I got it. 
 
    “Now that you’ve listened to your legs, your whole body overall as it’s moved together, taking stock of yourself and needs, I want you to focus on something else. Something you’re going to lift off of you and hold out to the wind.”  
 
    I nodded, understanding how that went with the movements of sliding my hands out from my shoulders, over my upper chest, and then pushing out like a swim stroke.  
 
    “You turn with it, shaking off the lingering feelings, pushing your arms out again and making sure you’ve got it all,” he guided. “Then you start to drop it, lifting your feet one at a time because you’re going to step down on that burden and work it into the ground, knowing it belongs as part of the ground, buried and over, nutrients for the earth even like emotionally pooping.” 
 
    That last part almost made me giggle, which I had a feeling he put it in so it wasn’t all serious and the end goal wasn’t tangible. There wouldn’t be butter at the end of this churning, but less on me. 
 
    In theory. 
 
    We went through some lunges, more foot work where he said it would make the problem one with the ground and help me find my feet again. All the imagery was really, really helpful. 
 
    “Now tell me about your first ghost,” he said gently. “Or you don’t have to tell me, just think about it, deal with it. Look at it through your eyes now, not the girl then. Take it off of you and work through it, leave those emotions that weigh you down with it as we go through the movements again.” 
 
    I nodded, not wanting to talk about it but willing to try it. Seconds later I stopped moving, letting out a soft sob as I was overwhelmed with the memories and so much pain. I turned away from him as I covered my face, upset I’d reacted like that and so strongly. 
 
    Muscled arms wrapped around me, pressing my arms against my body and holding me to his strong body. “It’s okay, I’m here, Inez. It was too much for your first try. I get it. I get it.” 
 
    I nodded, taking in deep, shaky breaths. Fuck, once the dam broke it was so wide open. I felt broken, like I was desperate to put the bricks back and seal it all up. I got what he meant that this time I had to have less behind the dam when I did that, but that didn’t make it easy. 
 
    “Please don’t cry, love,” he whispered in my ear, his warm breath tickling my skin. He kissed my neck, pressing his body into mine more and sliding his hand under my arm so his fingers grazed the underside of my breast. 
 
    “Please don’t,” I rasped, upset he was taking advantage of the moment. 
 
    “Shit, sorry, sorry,” he breathed, moving his hand and kissing my hair. “Sorry. You are so fucking beautiful, even when tragically so, and I just want to make you cry in a different way, the good way. I’m sorry. This wasn’t the right moment.” He sighed when I nodded, meaning it in agreement. “I know you’re hurt, Kristof hurt you and your hurt is valid, but please don’t shut out the rest of us who might love you.” 
 
    “I can’t risk it again,” I argued, moving to pull away. 
 
    “Oh, love, you—he’ll make it right. He’ll realize what he’s missing and—you don’t have to be so scared of him. He would never hurt you physically. He just wouldn’t. It’s not for me to tell, but I know him well enough for that.” He seemed to realize there wasn’t anything for me to say that didn’t sound like arguing and kissed my hair again. “Just don’t shut me out.” 
 
    “I liked the idea of being your friend and trusting you with this,” I admitted, that crumb about all I had to give. 
 
    “That’s a bloody good start,” he murmured, giving me one more hug before letting me go and turning me to face him. “Okay, we’re going to try again.” He shook his head when I went to argue. “Failing your first time will do more damage. I want you to think of the wiener lad. This time see him through the eyes of knowledge you have.” 
 
    “I don’t get that,” I admitted, giving a huff and hating I hurt, feeling too pushed. I knew he was pushing me up the hill like I needed, but being pushed was still being pushed. 
 
    “You know more now than you did. See the lad, not the corrupted he became. Would that lad have wanted to kill others on that ship? No, and not only did you prevent that, but you gave him peace, Inez. You know this now, as others have seen ghosts, and we know that, the seeds you get—all of it. You feel the deterioration and that hurt, but he doesn’t hurt, love, he’s where he should be.” 
 
    I nodded, getting it now even through my exhausted and foggy brain from all the crying and upset. We got back into place, and I let him lead me through the movements, thinking on the ghost whose name I’d never gotten. Seeing him as the guy, not the dirty and scary monster who’d wanted to eat me, and I realized what was also missing. 
 
    I forgave him. It wasn’t his fault he’d wanted to eat me, he’d been dead already, the corrupted part of him, the undead part that had reanimated his body had tried to eat me. That wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t his fault that I’d then seen and felt his ghost. Even singing the damn jingle wasn’t his fault. It was all just… Part of him that had needed to move on so his soul was complete and went where it belonged. 
 
    This time it was relieved tears that welled in my eyes. I’d done that. I’d freed him. I forgave him, and I was filled with relief that it was over. I’d not gotten eaten, and he’d made it to where he belonged. That was what I’d been missing as I’d scrambled to survive, the pieces I didn’t have before. 
 
    I dropped the weight of the encounter and the pressure it had added to me. I let those feelings fall off of me and move on, melt into the ground under my feet since I’d stepped off the mat even. I glanced down, almost feeling it dissipate like the ghosts did.  
 
    “Well done, love,” Cerdic whispered as he reached out and wiped the tears on my cheek with his thumb. “It’s time to start freeing yourself from some of this pain as you did that lad.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I rasped, hugging him tightly. It wasn’t like he’d saved my life or pulled off a miracle, but to me, maybe it was a bit of both. I’d needed that path, that hope of not just doing better and learning more moving forwards but dropping that weight. 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” he murmured. Then he went ridged and swung me up in his arms, racing towards the camper. “Someone’s coming!” 
 
    I blinked, and Darius and Jaxon were with us. Another moment and the leopards were hurrying over, not able to move as the vampires could. I gasped as Kristof appeared as well, his eyes on the sky. 
 
    “I was further west scouting,” he told us. “I felt the shifter flying in, and it took me a bit to get back.” He glanced at Cerdic. “Good you were here to warn them.” 
 
    I checked out the sky like they were, thinking it might be the very rare plane that hadn’t been hit with an EMP or like I’d seen a few crop dusters in Europe that could be used even with the electronics down since they didn’t go as high as jets or passenger planes. But we just stared at the sky, and I didn’t hear anything. 
 
    And Cerdic was still holding me. I tapped his arm to say let me down, and he frowned. “Really?” 
 
    “Put me down, you goof,” I chuckled. He did, and I was pulled into Jaxon’s arms. 
 
    “I like you all fluffy and fuzzy,” he teased me as he ran his hands over the pajamas. “You’re all ready for snuggles and cuddles.” 
 
    “I am,” I agreed, making my point by snuggling my face against his wide chest, feeling better than I had earlier and his arms made me feel best now.  
 
    “Even your ass is fuzzy, and I’m liking that, but don’t get a hairy ass.” 
 
    “You’re such an asshole,” Darius chuckled, bursting out laughing as did some of the others. Jaxon probably knew he was cutting the tension, and I glanced back at the sky. So how much notice did they get? I mean, they felt a guy in a plane, great, but how long did we have to wait? 
 
    And how did they ever get a moment of just peace if they could sense someone in a plane I couldn’t even hear yet? 
 
    There was a loud squawk and a pretty hawk flew by, circling back and landing on the ground a bit away. It was cool to see one so close, but we were waiting for the shifter so I was about to glance back up… And the bird turned into a man. 
 
    “Holy. Fucking. Shit,” I whispered, tugging on Jaxon’s shirt. “He’s a shifter. He flew. The hawk’s a man.” 
 
    He blinked at me, nodding. “Yes, what did you think we were waiting for?” 
 
    “A shifter in a crop duster,” I answered, rolling my eyes when I got it. “It’s not like I’ve gotten a list of possible animals shifters can be.” 
 
    “Yes, but we’ve named some,” Darius reminded me. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not like you said a hawk shifter was flying in,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Jaxon of house O’Cleirgh, your mother sends her love,” the stranger announced, holding out an envelope I hadn’t noticed. I’d been a bit focused on the whole bird turning into a hot naked guy.  
 
    Jaxon moved me over to Darius and went to the guy, giving him a questioning look as he took the envelope. “This is her seal. How did you find us?” 
 
    “Your mother dreamed of you,” he answered with a shrug. “She’s worried for you. That’s all I know. Your sister and I are close, and she asked me if I would find you. Your mother knew your whereabouts.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he muttered, glancing at the envelope again. “You must be hungry and weary after your long trip. Please rest and refuel as you need. We have ample provisions.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, that was a rather exhausting flight,” he accepted, looking like he’d gone about twelve rounds with packs of corrupted and not slept in a while. He turned to me and bowed. “Princess, I apologize for not greeting you first. I’ve not made such a long flight in many years. There was some urgency it seemed, and I’m a bit off kilter.” 
 
    “Of course, whatever you need,” I forgave, giving a glance to Jaxon to take lead. 
 
    “Asher, can you show our guest where he can clean up?” Jaxon asked. “Someone else clothes and food.” 
 
    “Sure, we have leftovers from breakfast.” 
 
    The stranger gave Jaxon a quick look, nodding before his gaze cut to me. “Your mother and sister are unaware you’ve joined a court.” 
 
    “She’s accepted me, and it wasn’t like I could call them,” he answered, his tone firm but saying that was about the only answer he’d get.  
 
    He accepted it, dipping his head to me again before letting Asher lead him away.  
 
    Everyone was quiet several beats, and Jaxon stared at the envelope like he was excited and scared.  
 
    Oh boy, what trouble were we in now? 
 
    And when had I accepted his request to court me officially? 
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    I was overjoyed and terrified at getting word from my family. Mother having a dream of me and my whereabouts was exceedingly rare, but then to dispatch a messenger was what really terrified me. No, she couldn’t just call me, but that hadn’t been an option always either. 
 
    Then again, there used to be a working mail system before. Still, I was worried while hoping there was news they were all well as I stared down at her wax seal. 
 
    “Do you want us to give you some privacy?” Inez asked softly, the worry in her eyes letting me know that I’d missed conversation or questions around me. “Do you want to rub my fuzzy butt for good luck?” 
 
    I leaned down and kissed her. “Yes, I would love that, thank you.” 
 
    “Why are you so worried?” she murmured as I hugged her, taking the offer and groping her pert ass. 
 
    “Because he’s about to be tested in a way Kristof and I can’t be,” Darius muttered. “Deciding if he can put you before his family coven, especially given he’s not sworn to you yet.” 
 
    “Don’t answer for me,” I warned him. “I hadn’t even gotten that far in my head. I’m still stuck on whatever made Mother dream of me, worried something has gone wrong at home or we’re facing danger.” 
 
    “So it’s a rarity she has these dreams,” he surmised, nodding.  
 
    “Yes, and the last one had me moving my ass to avoid WWII bombs,” I admitted. I hugged Inez to me when she went to move away, kissing her soft hair. “My loyalty is to you, My Princess. I’m loyal to you.” 
 
    She angled her head so her chin rested on my chest. “She’s your mom. It’s fine. We don’t even know what it is. It’s not like she’s going to ask you to hand over my head, right? You said she was nice and it’s a good coven.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. Yes, Mother was nice, and it was a good coven, but if she thought Inez was a threat to our family or her coven, she would absolutely ask me to take her head and painfully so no one threatened our family again. I lifted Inez up and wrapped her around me, kissing her with all I had. “I would never. I could never hurt you, not even if it meant my family got hurt. You are my heart and soul.” 
 
    “Me too,” she whispered, hugging me tightly. “I’m sure it’s fine.” 
 
    Glad one of us thought that way. 
 
    I set Inez on her feet, opened the letter, and quickly read the Gaelic script that was specific to our region and even a much older form, as it was what Mother had learned and taught us. Someone who knew Gaelic could probably read enough to pick out the topic but would miss most of the nuances. 
 
    I heard the shower going and turned to the others, speaking at a level the shifters wouldn’t hear and not even Inez. “He is sleeping with my sister and will report everything. Watch him.” I darted inside and grabbed a notebook and pen, quickly writing out what the letter said, including what Mother meant, and handed it to Darius. If the situation were reversed, I would demand to know what was going on. 
 
    I grabbed Inez and blurred us out of there, going a significant distance away so there was no chance of being overheard. She was breathless when I stopped, her eyes wide as she gasped for air, still not used to that. It was understandable. It took a while, and most wouldn’t even trust people to not bring them somewhere that could be a trap. 
 
    I waited until she recovered, cupping her face and brushing her lips with mine. “I love you, Inez. I am absolutely, totally, and completely in love with you. I know you think last night was a meltdown, but it was the moment I gave you the final piece of my heart.” I leaned my forehead to hers. “You kept apologizing because you were so worried about us.  
 
    “How could I not love you?” I paused, giving her a moment with the confession. “I need you to hear me, believe me before we handle what that was all about. I need you to know I’m on Team Inez. I am yours forever.” Again I paused, swallowing loudly. “Is there any chance you could feel the same for me?” 
 
    “I think I do,” she whispered. “I don’t remember my feelings for anything. I have nothing to build on, not family love or any of it. No friends. I just know I would die if I lost you or you were hurt. It’s more than I feel for the leopards. That’s like sexy friends.” She moved her head and touched my cheek so we were looking at each other. “I think I love you too. I wanted to be completely sure before I said it though.” 
 
    “Thank you for caring enough to do it right, caring for me enough to not hurt me,” I breathed, kissing her again. “I felt your confusion about what I said, you accepted me, and I’ll explain everything and more. I just needed to tell you and—I’m on your side always.” I waited until she nodded. “Inez Garner, will you accept my request of engagement?” 
 
    “I have no idea what that is,” she whispered, giving me a worried look again. 
 
    “I know, and I know you thought I meant that you accepted my request of courting, but I left it vague so we could talk. Think of it like dating. That’s courting. Engagement is more. It’s the next step before a noble gives their oath to a princess. I’m asking you to take the next step with me. I’m asking you because I love you. I’m asking because it will also protect you and show where my allegiance is.” 
 
    She searched my eyes, clearly getting there was more to this. “Fine, but I want a ring. I was thinking like an earring, as wearing a rock in the apocalypse is stupid. Maybe a tattoo on you that you’re mine.” 
 
    “Fuck, I so love you,” I chuckled, kissing her again. “You have to officially accept like you did Cerdic.” 
 
    “Where are you kissing?” she giggled. 
 
    “Oh, it’s more than a kiss, My Princess,” I purred, yanking off my clothes. I set them on the ground and laid down on them, holding my arms open for her. “Accept me, Inez. Drink my blood and accept my body in yours.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate, her gaze saying she understood it wasn’t the time to question but act and because she trusted me. She undressed, and before I could say anything, her fangs were out and cutting my hand. She used my blood to coat my dick and then sat on me. I watched in awe as she did the same to my other hand and moved both to her breasts as she leaned over. “Show me your throat.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I groaned, loving that she knew this was right even on an instinctual level. I bared my neck to her, and she struck hard, drinking me deeply as she ground her hips against mine.  
 
    She raised her head, licking my blood off her lips and fangs, looking the powerful princess she was, the predator she was. She kept my gaze and didn’t say a word as she rode me, slapping my hands away when I tried to help. I was completely entranced with her beauty, the passion she felt being with me, and didn’t feel my orgasm building until she finished hard, digging her nails in my chest as she did. 
 
    And then she did it all over again, feeding from me and riding me like she owned me. 
 
    And she abso-fucking-lutely did. 
 
    “There, I accepted twice,” she panted when we were done. “And so did you. Those were pretty good orgasms you had there, huh?” 
 
    “Amazing,” I promised as I sat up, kissing her and nibbling on her lower lip. “It’s always perfect with you, but those were the most amazing of my life, my love, My Princess.” 
 
    “You’re making me want to go again, but I’m dehydrated, and I know we need to talk,” she grumbled, shivering when I ran my thumbs over her nipples. “Yeah, those are super sensitive, and my cramps are starting, so my period is coming, late as always.” 
 
    “Okay, female vampires are every six weeks, not a month, and we’ll talk about that later—and a lot because clearly Darius didn’t tell you anything I thought he did—but this situation first.” I smiled when she nodded, using my shirt to clean her up when she moved off of me. “You trust me, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but if you’re going to tell me you have some secret love child, I’m going to be super pissed I’m just finding out now,” she joked, trying to break the tension I knew she felt. And I appreciated it. 
 
    “No love children or any children,” I swore to her as we got dressed, then I sat and pulled her on my lap so we were as close as possible. “The leopards are watching the hawk?” 
 
    Her gaze darted behind me, understanding we weren’t alone and the vampires had joined us. 
 
    “Yes, he took the world’s shortest shower and crashed,” Darius said. “I mean, he’s dead to the world. It’s gotta be a bitch flight from Ireland.” 
 
    I nodded I heard him but turned and cupped her face so she focused on me. “Here’s the crash course we’ve been working up to, but a court made contact earlier than we would have guessed.” I took in a slow breath when she nodded. “What Cerdic did is like dating, but he’s still on Team Wessex. When courting it’s the time for alliances, we’re pawns for our family covens, and what we can get for them.” 
 
    “It’s the time a birth coven tries to get what they can if there’s a real chance. Sometimes it’s as simple as stacking the deck against a potential threat,” Darius added. “Other times, it’s not so simple or nice.” 
 
    She nodded, and I went on. 
 
    “Engagement means I’m neutral. You’ve accepted me to the level of trusting me in your inner circle. I can be alone with you, unlike Cerdic where we’re not sure if he’s up to something. You’re sniffing each other out. I’m now your intended, and there might be posturing between courts, but I’m removed from it. I won’t side with you because you haven’t taken my oath and could still reject me. 
 
    “But I won’t push for anything for my birth coven either, as I could be yours forever and my loyalty yours. Once I’m sworn to you—I will always love my family and birth coven, but the moment you take my oath, I have no alliance with them. I take your house name, and I may be her son, or brother to my sister if we visit, but I am yours first, second, and third.” 
 
    She bobbed her head but then swallowed loudly. “What did your mother say in the letter?” 
 
    “It’s not what she said but what I know,” I sighed, taking her hands that she was twisting together nervously in mine. “Not every princess takes over the coven. You know that nobles are male and female, only the first female born of a princess is normally a princess and will take the coven one day. My grandmother had three princesses, the first being my mother so she took over.” 
 
    “So your aunts started new covens?” she asked, searching my eyes for answer. 
 
    “Or take over another coven,” Cerdic muttered. “Which was what my grandmother did and how an originally German coven took power in England. She used the backing of her mother and older sister, their court, and power she built and took over a weaker coven.” 
 
    “Your mother wants to take over the coven I’ve not even built yet?” she about squeaked. 
 
    “No, but she would…” I looked to Darius for help. I didn’t know the right way to phrase this. It was hard to speak of it objectively since it was my family. 
 
    Cerdic actually answered though. “My grandmother’s younger sister didn’t want to lead a coven or take over. She was accepted into another coven. For an established coven like the O’Cleirgh’s it’s like adopting a daughter almost. His sister would take over, but any others would be below her, and the ruling princess is boss.” 
 
    “And my mother has two such princesses at her court,” I admitted. “My mother is not a bad woman, but she would do anything for the coven, our family. She’s the shield that protects thousands of people, and that responsibility comes with a certain amount of lethalness, coldness to make the hard decisions.” 
 
    She licked her lips, glancing at Darius before meeting my gaze again. “She saw you found someone that would be good for her coven, didn’t she? You want me to go restore the power and whatever and have that alliance.” 
 
    “Yes and no, well yes, but not yet.” I waved her quiet. “Yes, she clearly knows I found a powerful tool that could be an extremely rare asset to the coven. That was pretty much the wording, and yes, she wants me to return home with it. She didn’t know it was you or a princess, that was why the hawk was so shocked.” 
 
    “But now you can’t because we’re engaged,” she muttered, rubbing her neck. “I get it, you just became Switzerland or whatever so you aren’t working an angle for her. But you’re telling me what’s going on, so you’ll tell her something too?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you want me to go to Ireland?” 
 
    “Yes, very much so,” I admitted, waving off the others when they started grumbling or cursing. “My mother is a powerful ally. Yes, I want you to go and help my family, but not yet. You are not ready or even close to being ready to go to court and all the dangers and traps there. You go there now and my mother won’t force you, but she will fucking move heaven and earth to have you join her court.” 
 
    “She’ll trap you because once you join, that’s it,” Darius warned. “She’s your mother and not like you have the freedom like an adult. It’s the cost of her protection. She’ll limit how many nobles you have and whatnot.” 
 
    I nodded, swallowing loudly. “And she would never let me give my oath to a princess of her court. She’d demand better for me.” 
 
    “Well, that alone would make me tell her to fuck off,” she grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest with a huff. “Fine, I know I’ve been ditching this topic because fuck, is it deep and layered and I’m sort of on the deep and layered quest of Aether’s, so like uuuggghhhh.” She scrubbed her hands over her head, seeming agitated and by more than the topic. 
 
    “You need to let out the energy from having Jaxon’s blood,” Darius interjected. 
 
    She nodded, sliding off my lap and going over by a large tree near us. She touched it as she focused, and my eyes went wide as that one and dozens of others turned to sawdust. She came back to me and started pacing like we weren’t all completely shocked and mouths hanging open that she’d just done that. 
 
    “Okay, so you’re saying you give her a bit of a dance? Say we’re engaged and I’m a powerful friend for her to have, a good alliance on both ends, but making it clear that I won’t join her but she’d be stupid not to make sure we’re buddies. So I go after we start building whatever I’m going to build on the map?” 
 
    “Are we just ignoring you did that, love?” Cerdic asked when she glanced between us. 
 
    She winced and glanced over her shoulder before facing us again and looking just as shocked. “Okay, that’s new. I just did a tree once to practice a bit on my own without all the eyes. I can’t put it back to a tree, and I figured it’s because it was alive. I had a dream and I wanted to try it.” 
 
    “Um, we’ll get back to that and discuss your period as well later,” I sighed, scrubbing my hands over my hair. 
 
    She gave me a weird look. “I know how to handle my period, Jaxon. I don’t know what there is to talk about, but Darius told me vampire birds and bees aren’t like human ones. I’m all caught up.” 
 
    “No, you’re not because you kept dodging me when I tried to bring it up,” Darius mumbled. “You’ve not been around four male, adult vampires, nobles when you’re menstruating.” 
 
    “The two in your bed will get a bit aggressive, but more than that, desperate to please you, hover and practically beg to wipe your arse,” Cerdic explained. “I’ve never seen it crack Kristof at all, but even I get… Itchy like a puppy wanting attention. Your scent will drive us a bit bonkers, but it’s not a full week like humans, right?” 
 
    “No, normally three or four days,” she confirmed. “So weird, okay, we’ll get back to that and for real, I won’t blow it off.” She paced a bit again before stopping, opening her mouth, but then closing it and pacing again. She did it twice more before blowing a raspberry. “I need to think on this a bit more, but I need some starting round answers.” 
 
    “Whatever you need,” I promised. 
 
    “Is your mother the type to destroy what she can’t have?” 
 
    “No, no, not even remotely,” I swore to her. “She won’t bat an eyelash to decimate any threat to our family or the coven, but she’s not one to burn bridges or risk fallout. Yes, she would try to trap you, but she would be impressed with power and me being at a strong coven, not try to squash you.” 
 
    She bobbed her head and glanced at Cerdic. “Is your mom buddies with his?” 
 
    “They have an alliance,” Cerdic confirmed. “I actually met him when he was an ankle biter. He was cute then.” 
 
    “I’m still ridiculously cute,” I grumbled, not having known he’d visited. 
 
    “So Jaxon’s mom would know you if she saw you?” 
 
    “Aye, as I’ve visited again since he’s been out on his own,” Cerdic answered. “What are you plotting, love? I warn you my sister is actually in charge now and not as nice as his mother.” 
 
    “Right, fuck, so confusing on the generations and living centuries,” she muttered, pacing again as she kept talking under her breath like she did a lot, still not getting we could hear her. “So she could start with alliances and dowries if we’re only dating, but a sister wouldn’t have as much pull with her brother’s affairs as opposed to a mother, and giving her a chance to try says I’m young and maybe a doormat. 
 
    “Fine, Jaxon’s mom would probably send a messenger or see what she could get for her coven for the information Cerdic’s here for, but risking pissing me off as the unknown would be stupid, so Cerdic’s sister would be the wild card, but it’s the apocalypse and everyone has to be smarter even if they’re spoiled or a bit evil. But the hawk is going to report how I behaved here, so that’s a factor.” 
 
    “It is, and now is the time to fake it and fake hard that your court is in order and you’ve got your shit together,” I told her firmly, winking when she flinched that we heard her. “Your grasp on it all is impressively spot on given you’re about two minutes new to this.” 
 
    “Yeah, so I need to think a bit more and the ghosts are going to start, so let’s time this out and I’ll get back to you on the plan.” 
 
    “And then we can talk about you accepting my request of engagement, as there are some things I wanted to say to you as well,” Darius muttered, giving me the stink eye before cupping her face. “He’s not the only one who feels that for you.” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter who got to say it first, as you got my virginity, and so he got this, and all that matters is how we feel,” she declared firmly. “And yes, as soon as the hawk is gone we can have our romantic moment if you want.” 
 
    “I want,” he growled, swooping her up and heading back to camp, the three of us easily able to keep up with him. 
 
    “How do you have power and all of this?” the hawk demanded of me seconds after Darius set Inez on her feet. “What house is she from? There isn’t a coven around here.” 
 
    “I will answer my mother’s concerns,” I told him firmly.  
 
    He looked at her. “Princess, which house are you from?” 
 
    “I think you need to get some more sleep,” Inez said with a dramatic sigh. “No, really, go back to sleep and maybe pull your head out of your ass because I forgave you earlier since you traveled so far with a message from Jaxon’s mom, but you’re not one of her nobles. You’re not even one of his sister’s nobles. You’re her fuck buddy, so go back to bed or my leopards might eat you.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly and dipped his head. “I apologize, but there are questions that need to be answered.” 
 
    “And I will but not to you.” She gave him a scathing look. “And don’t ever be dismissive of my beloved again. He gave you the answer he should. You may be screwing a princess who will be boss one day, but he’s engaged to one.” 
 
    The hawk’s eyes went wide, glancing between us. “As a representative of the O’Cleirgh court, I believe I need proof of that.” 
 
    I internally winced, not having thought he would be so brazen and dare ask that, but he probably knew there was a lot more going on here. 
 
    She ignored him and glanced at Callum. “Are you taking first round of ghost duty? They’re going to start soon, and I want to change first.” 
 
    “Yup, I’m first, and we’re clearing more of the city.” 
 
    “Princess, I—” the hawk started. 
 
    “Was going to bed as I told you,” she told him firmly. “I heard you that the O’Cleirgh court would want proof of that. My ears are just fine.” She gave him a dismissive wave as she headed to the camper. “But you’re just the messenger and fuck buddy. I’m not giving you shit and certainly not with that attitude and lack of apologies.” 
 
    “I do apologize,” he argued, bowing this time. “The situation is a bit confusing, and you didn’t even know about hawk shifters or—” 
 
    “Again you are asking me to explain things to you, and you should stop that.” She gave him a quick glance. “Last question I answer of yours. I’ve had my coffee since your arrival. I’ve never witnessed a hawk shifter transform. I clearly know about shifters having knights, and I knew hawks were Jaxon’s sister’s spirit animal.”  
 
    “Next question you ask thinking you have the right to an answer will irk me as you annoy our princess,” Kristof warned. “And I won’t care whose boy toy you are.” 
 
    “I apologize, profusely. I will rest until Jaxon has a response for his mother.” He shot me a look as if daring me not to reply to the letter, knowing that even if I was engaged to Inez, I was still her son. 
 
    Crap. 
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    While we were clearing the city and getting supplies, I picked up a smart phone with a good camera. Callum had actually explained to me that a lot of the smaller electronics weren’t normally affected by an EMP unless they were plugged into the grid when it blew so a lot of it was I charged them up. And why would people carry them around when they couldn’t recharge them or make calls? 
 
    Fair enough. And items like iPods lost charge over time, so I hadn’t always been fixing them.  
 
    Still, I charged the phone and worked out some details with my plan. Then I made us stop again and got some noise canceling headphones for Mr. Hawk to enjoy while he got some more rest. I didn’t like how demanding he was. He was assuming what we had was all he saw. He was right, but it was stupid to assume anything during an apocalypse, and it was clear we were on the move. 
 
    When we got back, I asked Wilson to get the big mattress and put it somewhere with good lighting to shoot a video before taking a shower. I picked out a black silk robe and cornered the hawk, giving him the headphones and an iPod. 
 
    “I am princess here, and even if you caught us traveling and not at my court, you will remember that going forward. I will give you the proof Jaxon’s mom would want for you to take back, a gift that I would let a messenger request that of me given she can’t pick up the phone and call me herself. It’s not for your ears, so nap and listen to music, or I will let Kristof dunk you in the ocean until you need time to thaw.” 
 
    He swallowed loudly and accepted it from me. “Of course, Princess Inez. I do apologize for my behavior. I should have been more polite. I’m a bit out of my depth here as well, and answers will be demanded of me.” 
 
    “I know,” I chuckled, giving him a placating look. “That’s why you’ve not been plucked for pushing. You expected a too long flight and to be the hero with word from the beloved son, and now you’re in the middle. Behave and I’ll make sure you’re not.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he breathed and did as I said. 
 
    Good, at least he understood I wasn’t fucking around. 
 
    “I have an idea, and I want to play it out, and let me know what you guys think, okay?” I told Jaxon, Darius, and Cerdic, glad when they nodded. Then I looked at Wilson. “I want the shot tight on me until I push him on the mattress.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    I glanced at the other leopards. “You guys mind shifting and acting like lazy cats watching the fun but so you’re seen in the background?” 
 
    They all shrugged and did as I asked, getting their normal kiss from me before they shifted. It was kind of funny like my petting a dog on the head, but whatever, it worked for us and they accepted it as affection. 
 
    “Naked and kneeling,” I told the others, pointing where I wanted them. They didn’t question it, willing to let this play out since we weren’t doing this live or on camera calls like people used to be able to do. I flinched when Kristof started to get undressed. “Wait, I’m going to—” 
 
    “I know what you’re plotting,” he assured me. “I promised to protect you, and this will, as his mother knows me as well. She tried to have me join her court many years ago.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Jaxon sighed, clearly not having known that. 
 
    “My mother’s court as well,” Cerdic chuckled. 
 
    “Oh boy” was right. 
 
    I waited until they were in place and nodded to Wilson, smiling when he gave me a thumbs up that we were recording. I moved my thigh over Jaxon’s shoulder and brought him closer, pressing his face between my legs. 
 
    “Greetings, Princess Nora. I’m Princess Inez, the princess who has accepted your son’s request of engagement. I apologize our first introductions are to be in such a cold manner. We were planning on a trip to visit you soon, but I’m sorry to say it will have to be delayed for a while.” I chuckled. “The fucking apocalypse and all of that, right?” I glanced down at Jaxon. “Don’t be impatient. I’m speaking to your mother.” 
 
    He only moaned and ran his tongue over me, getting I was making a point. 
 
    I looked back at the phone. “But it is a priority to me that I come meet my future in laws and the divine woman Jaxon promises you are. You must be one hell of a lady to have had such a fine son and raised him so well. Jaxon told me of your worries for him, and he was touched by it, happy to hear from you. I thought it important we reply immediately so you knew he’s fine. 
 
    “A mother would want to know her son is in good hands after all.” I let out a huff and glanced down. “Yes, fine, you impatient man. We can get to the engagement proof the hawk demanded of me.” I shoved Jaxon back to the mattress, waving him to move up it a bit. I focused on the phone. “I realize the hawk was a messenger and not a true representative of your court, but he acted like one. 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend he do that again. He’s not suited for it, as if he wasn’t important to Jaxon’s sister as he said he was, someone might have plucked his feathers.” I untied the robe and let it slide off my shoulders. “However, I was kind and forgave his blurting and runaway mouth given he flew so far for Jaxon.”  
 
    I knelt on the mattress, straddling his body and looking my fill, licking my lips as I eyed him over like my next meal, wanting her to see that. I turned to Darius and leaned in, giving him a quick kiss. 
 
    “Should we be mean and tease him?” 
 
    “I cannot blame him for being impatient, as I am the same, My Princess,” he murmured. 
 
    Cerdic echoed him, and I gave him a soft kiss, gasping when he thumbed my nipple. Then it took everything I had to do the same with Kristof, giving them each a chance to be seen clearly in the video. He shocked me by pulling me back for a second kiss and then my neck, staring down the camera as he touched my breasts before sitting back on the mattress. 
 
    I smirked at the camera. “And as you can see, I do have others I’m engaged to or officially courting.” I moved to take Jaxon in me. “Did you like watching that, my sexy Irishman?” 
 
    “Yes, always, I love watching you with others and your pleasure,” he groaned as I lowered myself on him. 
 
    I swirled my hips as my fangs came out. “What did you want to tell your mother and home coven? Is there anything they need to hear from your lips?” 
 
    “I’m a very blessed man you accepted,” he told me as I leaned down with my hands on his chest and rocked my hips. “That I love you so fucking much, Inez. I can’t wait for the day you accept my oath and I’m yours forever.” 
 
    “You’re sure? Maybe I’m drugging you or—” 
 
    He growled, sitting up and kissing me. “You would never do something so shitty. You are my drug of choice, and I refuse to enter a program.” 
 
    I shoved him back down and moved faster. “You better be addicted to me, I spoil you enough. What else do you want to say?” 
 
    He started talking in Gaelic, and I moaned, bouncing on him, which got me a shocked look. “So fucking sexy. Talk to me more like that. I love more than just your brogue.” I licked my fangs. “Are you trying for the sultry reward?” 
 
    “No, just to please you, My Princess.” 
 
    I purred as I leaned over and rubbed my breasts against his chest. “I think that might just get you the ‘we’re going to fuck hard and probably ruin what I’m wearing’ reward.” He moaned and ran his hands over my arms. “Show me your neck.” I struck the second he did, drinking him deeply as I kept moving, driving him higher and higher. 
 
    I was a bit messy this time, letting his blood drip out of my mouth and down my body as I sat up and rode him harder. I moved a hand on his thigh and the other on his abs as I planted one foot and chased that feeling we both needed. He ramped me up by speaking Gaelic to me.  
 
    “Bite my breast,” I hissed, yanking him up to me. He did, his fangs in my skin setting off my orgasm as I held his head to me. He came as well, both of us on a ride that rocked us. When we were done, I smirked at the phone as Jaxon held me like nothing else in the world mattered. “I’m sending a gift to you to thank you for bringing such a man into the world, for my soon to be mother-in-law. 
 
    “The rest of everything we can discuss another time, as your son promises you are the best court to have an alliance with, and he would never lie to me as he’s mine.” I leaned his head back and smiled at him as I gently pulled off of him. “Is there any woman you love before me?” 
 
    “No, you’re my everything, Inez.” 
 
    “Mmm, say goodbye to your mother then, as I want you to do things to me that she should never see her son do. Plus, I’m still thirsty, and you promised you’d let the others have some fun since this interrupted our plans tonight.”  
 
    “Goodbye, Mother, we will visit when we can. Love to our family.” He said something else in Gaelic and then rolled us, chuckling when I yelped. “When you take my oath, I will give you a human honeymoon, as my princess deserves no less. A sandy beach, fun drinks, and all the crazy sex you can handle.” 
 
    “My appetite grows every day,” I teased him. 
 
    “Yes, but he got his turn and now a damn sex video first,” Cerdic complained as he knocked Jaxon away.  
 
    Darius shoved him. “I’m engaged to her.” 
 
    “I brought her provisions to please her even as we travel,” Kristof snapped, elbowing Darius out of the way. “And I don’t want a sex tape, so enough with the message, cat. We’re getting back to spoiling our princess.” 
 
    “Cut,” Wilson declared, and I wasn’t the only one who let out a heavy breath. 
 
    But Kristof didn’t move at first, staring at me in a way I could feel even when I wouldn’t look at him. 
 
    “Mate, we stopped recording,” Cerdic muttered, snapping Kristof out of whatever was going on. He didn’t seem angry with me, so at least that was something.  
 
    He moved away and even handed me my robe. I muttered a thank you and slipped it on, shivering at the cold air of night coming fast. 
 
    “Inez, are you okay?” Darius asked quietly, in front of me again, which let me know I had missed them moving. 
 
    “Can we have too much blood?” I asked, rubbing my head. “I feel, not bloated, but I wasn’t thirsty and still drank.” 
 
    “You’re young, so maybe like eating too much and feeling wonky,” he offered. “Plus, you’ve been through a lot and this was a big stress that just popped up. Are you okay with sending this message?” 
 
    I nodded, hugging him. “I know there are layers and levels to it I probably don’t understand and see, and I know it’s not the typical way to handle this, but I want that. I don’t want to fall into their pace, but keep ours and act like of course this is how it would go. Of course I would answer with Jaxon as his princess and we’re a team.” 
 
    “I’m fine with it,” he told me when I gave him a questioning look. “And we’ll wait a few days for our engagement as well.” 
 
    It hit me why he wanted to wait, and I couldn’t hide my shock. “You want to do it when I’m on my period? This is going to be like a thing with you guys, isn’t it?” I held up my hand when he went to answer. “Please remember I didn’t grow up with this and try to meet me halfway. I’m trying, I really am, but seriously, I can’t just flip a switch on all of this.” 
 
    “We know, and halfway is better than we would have thought, as this is going to unnerve you,” he warned. “It’s seen as almost…” 
 
    “Sacrilegious to waste a princess’s fertile blood,” Cerdic offered. “Yeah, there are wenches who only allow their nobles to have any then, and mostly for that reason. It’s like a three or four day vacation in most courts, celebrating their princess and her blessing from their god or goddess that she remains fertile.” 
 
    “But it’s more than that,” Jaxon muttered as he rubbed my back. “One day the hope is you will conceive the next generation, and no one is pushing for that, but that’s why women menstruate. However, the blood is fertile and blessed, as not every female is given that chance, even with vampires, and it’s strong. It makes your nobles stronger so that one day when you do conceive, we will be able to protect you.” 
 
    “Because I’ll be vulnerable when pregnant,” I mumbled, bobbing my head. “So like a vacation of just being a bum and receiving oral sex?” 
 
    Darius kissed my forehead. “No, you’ve seen our skin absorb blood. Even humans still have sex then. I know I gathered supplies for your period, but we were hoping we could talk you into not using them. We understand you wouldn’t allow us to just feast on you, but you know how good it feels to absorb blood on your skin.” 
 
    “So sit on you naked for a few days?” I asked, trying not to squeak at how weird that sounded. 
 
    “More blood is absorbed faster through the thin skin of a penis,” Kristof explained. “It would be a few hours before you started flowing again like when those human tampons absorb up in you.” 
 
    “Limit, hit my limit,” I blurted, waving away the images and freaking out I was talking about this with four men. “I’ll think about what I can handle. I will. Right now, I just want to sleep. Can I just sleep for a bit?” 
 
    “Of course. Let’s get this energy out and some actual hydration in you. Take a nap before dinner and rest.” 
 
    “Wait, what present are you sending Mother?” Jaxon asked as Darius stood with me in his arms.  
 
    “I don’t know, but I feel like I will and the message will be powerful,” I muttered as my eyes felt heavy. “And maybe one for Cerdic’s coven as well, basically a set gift of ‘he’s mine now, thanks,’ but you know, that’s not weird.” 
 
    “Weird is relative,” Cerdic chuckled. “We can talk about that later. All of this won’t happen and be shared at the speed of light as it once used to. Sister would have to send a formal invite to the O’Cleirgh to receive news from Princess Nora. Let them delay for a while with their posturing and play.” 
 
    “So my gift might arrive while she’s there or she’ll see it after and wow, I’m a good friend to have. I like that.”  
 
    “I think I need to be read in on everything though if I’m about to be party to the message being sent and I know what side I’m really aligning with,” Cerdic said quietly. 
 
    “That’s fair,” Darius sighed, and I nodded. It was. “I’ll handle it. You rest.” 
 
    My eyes were too heavy and I fell asleep, dreaming of plans and the future we would now have. 
 
    I called it like I had a court and coven, so really, I’d signed my name on the line for that. But for some reason I wasn’t as scared as I had been. Now it just sounded really nice to find a home.  
 
    A real home.  
 
    And I’d never known a home. 
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    I woke with a gasp, the dream I’d had fresh in my mind. It was hours before dawn, but that didn’t matter. I reached over and shook Jaxon, him and Darius not leaving my side after how upset I’d been lately. 
 
    “Sleep, My Princess,” he muttered, sounding like he’d caught some as well. 
 
    “No, wake up, we’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Go where?” Darius asked with a yawn. 
 
    “Anchorage. We have to go now or we’ll miss it,” I said firmly as I rolled out of bed. 
 
    “Miss what?” he pushed as I headed for the bathroom. 
 
    “I have no idea. I just know I need to get to Anchorage with my knights. I have to. Get rid of the hawk, send him with the message, and we leave as soon as possible.” I didn’t like giving orders, but everything in me was dying to get to Anchorage. 
 
    My life was seriously weird. 
 
    “You have two items we were going to find on the way,” Darius reminded me as I got out of the shower, Jaxon going next. 
 
    “We’ll have to come back south to get to Vancouver. We’ll divert a bit then.” I shrugged. “We’ve done it before. Is everyone moving?” 
 
    “Yes, the hawk is already gone. He asked to bid you farewell properly, but Jaxon accepted on his behalf as his arrival messed with our schedule.” 
 
    I froze in drying off. “Crap, I didn’t even ask what Jaxon said in Gaelic.” 
 
    “You trust him,” Darius said gently. 
 
    “Of course, but I should have asked before we sent the hawk off. Don’t you want to know?” 
 
    He nodded, glancing at the bathroom before meeting my gaze. “He would tell you, but it was very, um, romantic in our ways actually. He said you were to bleed on him in a few days’ time, and he was sorry for not coming home first, but you stole his heart and soul and he could not bear to be apart from you. That his place is at your side forever, and he thanked her for giving him life so he could find you.” 
 
    My heart fluttered at hearing that. Wow. Just wow. “You understand Gaelic?” 
 
    “No, Cerdic does and told me and Kristof when we asked so we didn’t embarrass Jaxon.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, smiling when I heard the bathroom door open and Jaxon was staring there with a hesitant look on his face. Clearly he’d heard us. “My sexy Irishman has quite the way with words it seems.” 
 
    Relief filled his eyes. I wasn’t sure why he was worried when I thought any woman would swoon. Then again, yeah, that whole bleeding on them thing was a bit much. 
 
    “Why are we going to Anchorage?” Wilson asked me as everyone hurried to stuff their faces with breakfast as we packed up. 
 
    “No idea, but I need to go,” I repeated for the fifth or sixth time. I wished I had the answers, but I didn’t. I just knew we gots to go. 
 
    “Let’s ride in the SUV and use the time of the long drive wisely,” Cerdic offered.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what that meant, but Darius and Jaxon agreed, others driving the vehicles, and I was just happy Kristof wasn’t with us. He might have helped me yesterday, but things weren’t just okay between us now. 
 
    Not even close. 
 
    We headed out, and I was thinking of taking a nap in the front seat, but then I found out why he wanted us together.  
 
    I needed to get schooled. 
 
    Fun. 
 
    “Where would you like to start?” Cerdic asked as he explained what we were doing. 
 
    I thought on that a minute, deciding it was time to talk on some stuff, and we did have a thirty-five hour drive without stops. Something popped in my head that Darius had touched on, but I wanted some clarification on. “Okay, so how come I’m a princess? I mean, why is no one ever queen?” I snorted, shaking my head. “I’m talking about vampire queens. Why does it feel like I’ve read this book?” 
 
    A few of them snorted, but Cerdic answered. “Because you can throw a dart into a pile of paranormal fiction and the chances you’ll land on a vampire queen or king—shifter kings, queens, or Alphas as well—book are astoundingly high.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m actually thinking of one I read,” I muttered. “She was an Egyptian goddess or something? The first vampire, queen and she killed her king, looking for another one.” I snapped my fingers. “Queen of the Damned. There was another book where the human god and devil were sitting at a coffee shop talking about the world and life, and I always thought that a cool way to look at things.” 
 
    “Well, that sort of plays into why there is no queen,” Cerdic offered, bringing us back on topic. “She was queen of them all, and that’s just not how it works. Aether is mother of us all, the Goddess. From Her there were more born—not of incest as some religions say—but like the human god created angels from a piece of him. But they are Her children.”  
 
    “Well, some are believed to be children of Erebus, but even if He is darkness, he wanted His children to live in the light,” Jaxon interjected. “Basically instead of one religion we believe in them all. All the gods and goddesses were true, but all under Aether and what She created. She’s Goddess, big G, and the others are little G’s but queens and kings of their domains.” 
 
    “Right, as religions started in areas, so she made them and they broke up the map,” I muttered, thinking back to what I’d read in that one mythology book I’d found when stuck in an office hiding from bad humans. I’d been out of ammo, so hiding had been better. 
 
    The corrupted that hunted me had taken them out that night anyways. Fun times. 
 
    “Exactly, so they were the original kings and queens of the land. And from there they picked a champion to protect the areas and rule in their image, like their children breaking up an inheritance,” Cerdic continued. “Humans elevated their own status, and that’s where you get the default to being boss means queens and kings.” 
 
    “Says the guy who was King of England for a while,” Jaxon chuckled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” I whispered, my eyes going wide as I looked at him. 
 
    “Um, yeah, like fifteen hundred years ago.” He shrugged. “Mother found having one of her children rule the humans as leader of the country kept both sides under control and protected as she was constantly protecting our coven from others. The humans had long forgotten about us—” 
 
    “Or specifically erased us from history, as if that would make us not exist,” Darius interjected. “Mother used to say that the power of the mind was great and too many could truly live with their heads in the sand and never see what was right in front of them.” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Cerdic sighed. “Right, so humans elevated themselves, and that’s when it started to be them versus us and the covens worried only about them and the humans did their own thing. However, the gods and goddesses weren’t fans of this, so some say they just threw up their hands and returned to heaven with Aether, others they’ve died in despair at what became of everything.” 
 
    “Others lie and say their god or goddess still talks to them,” Jaxon added. 
 
    That seemed really pointed, and I whipped around to let him see it hurt me. “I’ve not said that, just I get feelings, and you’ve seen the map. I didn’t do that—” 
 
    “Not you, not you, Inez,” he murmured, reaching forward and rubbing my shoulder. “I mean some princesses talk like they take tea with their goddess, like there’s a room for it in their coven. That’s crap. I don’t know it was ever like that. Mother said the memories she was gifted made it clear our ancestor never met the goddess our family was champion of, just feelings and whatever like you get.” 
 
    “And a lot of everything is supposition or filling in the blanks,” Cerdic explained. “My mother is not a descendant of Heimdall, the Norse god. The first princess of the house Wessex was pushed to form a coven as others have told you. From there stories were told or pieces put together. The original Wessex coven was said to not be pulled into the fights of humans, but lent protection to other covens. 
 
    “We seemed to be able to see four steps ahead and would sound the alarm when true trouble came. So of course the house of Wessex was the champion of Heimdall. He was the same for Asgard and protector of many. It made absolute sense as someone found a horn that must have been left by him and became part of our family crest.” 
 
    “So it’s not vision quests or being born of the gods but sort of like picking team captains to rally under and be the guardian angel of the coven?” I was tired, trying to piece it together.  
 
    “Sort of but with a bit more reverence than a team mascot,” Cerdic said, his tone warning. Made sense. People didn’t like it when others demeaned their religion… Even if it was with reality, but I got it. 
 
    “Okay, got it, but what’s with the lesson? I have to find someone to champion for to start my coven?” 
 
    “No, we’re pretty sure we know who picked you,” Darius reminded me. 
 
    Cerdic swallowed loudly. “It fits, and I don’t disbelieve the Goddess chose you, but I think I need a bit more time, as to even suggest being chosen as the champion of Aether is something some would kill you for. It goes against all most believe in.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not saying it, they did,” I grumbled, gesturing in the back. “And I think the apocalypse shook up everyone’s beliefs.” 
 
    “Yes, but the lesson is to start schooling you, as your message was good, but we’re going to start catching you up. Like if you sent a horn to my coven, it’s sort of a slight, as they aren’t the original Wessex coven but an offshoot and took over a coven, essentially the new champion of that goddess. And that goddess is Flindais, a Celtic goddess of woodlands and wild things.  
 
    “She supposedly had a magic cow that could produce milk for hundreds a day. She could shapeshift and rode in a deer-drawn chariot. So you would never, not ever send my sister like meat or hide. If you wanted to show friendship, you would send her a live wild animal, as it honors the goddess she champions and you would entrust something beautiful the gods created in her care.” 
 
    I had a thought and then winced. 
 
    “You were thinking you were glad there were less covens to keep track of,” Darius surmised, reaching over and rubbing my arm. “You didn’t mean that you wanted their death. It’s okay, and you can’t help your thoughts.” 
 
    “How did you know?” I whispered, thinking that was a damn good guess. 
 
    “Because I thought I was glad they couldn’t communicate with you easily as they could have a decade ago, as that would be a disaster given you didn’t grow up with this, and then my heart hurt, as I lost my whole family coven for the reason they can’t communicate with you. I never wanted any of this.” 
 
    “Me either,” I promised, taking his hand and holding it behind the center armrest so he wasn’t reaching over and could sit comfortably. “Do you know how many and who are left?” 
 
    “I know a lot,” Cerdic muttered, rubbing his hand over his mop of curls. “I felt the need to check the damage after the bombs stopped all over. I have a feeling all the nobles who will come to you will have done the same. It felt the only way to put a bandage on the gushing wound of loss, to see what still stood and survived, but I have a feeling we all got the same instinct.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve discussed that,” Jaxon admitted, gesturing between Darius and himself. “That and how many of the most powerful covens that would have been her biggest, immediate threats were taken out.” 
 
    “Not mine—but others’—pride kept them in huge target areas, even though others learned and relocated covens or kept the founding land but blended most of the coven and court into the background,” Darius explained. “The Katz coven—there was never a good area to relocate, as there were so many wars and battles always and with new enemies. It had stood so long and so many always focused on Jerusalem—” 
 
    “It made sense they could withstand the test of time,” Cerdic comforted. “Unfortunately for them, the bloody aim wasn’t as high of a priority as it should have been.” 
 
    I squeezed Darius’s hand. I didn’t remember any of it. Not the outbreak, not the beginning attacks or bombs—none of it. It seemed like a handicap to be so ignorant, but sometimes it seemed like the best way to erase the traumas I would have felt and endured.  
 
    The traumas others suffered with. Granted, it didn’t seem like that meant easy sailing for me, not at all. 
 
    “So we need to start putting together a map of covens that are still standing and give me the short version of what I need to know like insults and good gifts sort of thing.” I sighed. “That makes sense, but it’s hard to know where the line is, as clearly not having any memories or getting the other memories meant I wasn’t supposed to live in the past or start differently than other covens.” 
 
    “It will be a balancing act,” Cerdic agreed. “But the four of us have discussed a real cover for you, one you will allude to, as you already know no one should demand answers from you. You’ll understand it better as you know more now.” 
 
    “Okay, hit me,” I muttered, wondering if I was going to like it. It had to be smart if four seriously experienced guys agreed on it. 
 
    “You were a princess not meant to inherit her birth coven,” Cerdic informed me. “Instead of being adopted into another coven or taking one over, when you came of age during the fucking apocalypse, you decided to start anew. You knew you were going to build your own coven and will. You wouldn’t have gotten the gift of memories of that house anyways, so you chose a name that fit your plans. 
 
    “And given your power with ghosts and them turning into seeds, you took that as someone’s blessing, maybe a new whomever, but you don’t need to be someone’s champion, as you’re the champion of survivors. You’ve already gathered some of us who are lost, and you will build your coven, your court around bringing the best of the old into the new world as we survived and must build anew.” 
 
    I sat with that a few moments. “So not disrespecting any of the covens or princesses, but it’s not a position to brush off—even if different—as of course people adjust to survive. They have to in order to have made it so long. Smart.” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s believable without ever giving the answer that you may be Aether’s champion,” Jaxon muttered. “This is where alliances will help as friends will back the tale you wish to tell. If pushed, say your birthplace is no more, as your ID said you were from LA. Don’t answer specifics, as that’s when you get caught.” 
 
    “You weren’t going to inherit a coven, so that’s not a lie,” Darius added. “You did find the name, and it does fit you. Let others make the connections.” 
 
    “But you guys really do believe in a lot of this, right?” I asked quietly, not wanting to offend them. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Cerdic answered. “And you do some of it now too as you know what you feel. You saw that Clarence was killed for breaking the rules, I heard. You’ve seen proof as we have. Someone is in charge, and pieces fit. There has been much to show it’s Aether, but the rest is—we as people fill in the gaps. It might not be Heimdall but Fred. Who knows? That’s the part you accept as that house’s story.” 
 
    “Got it.” They gave me a bit to sit with it. “Yeah, okay, that sounds smart. If you guys all agree, I think it’s the best play, and only those who come now get that story or if they swear to me an oath or whatever.” I glanced at Cerdic. “Can you swear not to tell anyone?” 
 
    “Yes, and I will, as I agree you need to be protected, and my sister is a jealous woman who is not happy the apocalypse happened in her reign.” 
 
    I bobbed my head. “Okay, so where do we start? We make plans for a house, right?” 
 
    “I’ve been designing since I met you,” Darius told me. 
 
    “Right, you saw that room.” I cleared my throat. “I saw it too.” 
 
    He raised my hand to his lips. “I’ve seen much more than your room, My Princess. I have seen much in my dreams and have been working when I can and with the leopards. It won’t be just a house but a city, a coven in its own city.” He nodded when I swallowed loudly. “We have to build anew.” 
 
    “Right, power grid and water and sanitation and all of it,” I muttered, letting go of his hand and curling up a bit. “That’s a lot.” 
 
    “Yes, but you have help who knows how to do it and where to start,” Jaxon told me gently. “What did you see of your room?” 
 
    “Should I be telling you this?” I asked Darius as I stared out the window. “What’s just a dream and what’s to be? How do you know the difference, and why should I do it because I saw it?” I let out a snort. “Some of it was incredibly spoiled and even ridiculous.” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a moment. “I saw a huge library, a wonderous library that we built and books of all kinds lined the shelves. They were all yours, but I saw you be generous and allow those in your coven to have access to them. I saw the joy you gave them as they had a chance to read what others couldn’t anymore and all while they were safe. So that’s not spoiled even when it’s all yours, My Princess.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I sighed. “But a massive fucking circular bed on a dais in a huge room is seriously over the top.” 
 
    “Yes, but what else did you see?” Jaxon asked. 
 
    I frowned. “I was lying in the middle of it and pillows were around me. Your head was on one, Darius on another, but there were more pillows.” I snorted, thinking of the snarky comments I’d made when I’d woken up. “Yeah, like Knights of the Round Table but the dirty version with a girl in the middle.” 
 
    “Funny, but I think you saw that no matter how many nobles you will allow at your side, they will all be equal in your eyes, not the normal court pecking order shit,” Cerdic told me. “All of us lying with you, within your reach as if you couldn’t have it any other way. You just don’t know who’s in those spots yet.” 
 
    “How many pillows were there?” Darius asked. 
 
    I swallowed loudly, realizing they were taking this seriously. “Lots, but I got the feeling it wasn’t one per person, as Darius was sort of propped up on two. They didn’t all match either. I was snarking about pillow forts and crazy pillow fights.” 
 
    “I think that makes it clear that the final choice is yours and to not be upset at the guidance being given to you,” Darius said gently. “Maybe seeing it was what you need to think you could really have it. But do what you want, My Princess. Was there anything you saw that you wanted?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s a lot,” I muttered, hitting my limit and not in the mood to fantasize and dream when there was so much crap to handle first. “So we have my backstory, but now we need to map out covens?” 
 
    “Already on that,” Jaxon told me. “When you went to that bookstore and picked up some more cookbooks, I snagged an atlas and some hardcover journals. Kristof agreed to give a lot of the history he knows, as he didn’t check in anywhere after the bombs and destruction, but he’s a font of information on lots about other covens. That will be in the background you can read as you want. 
 
    “The rest we’ll start plotting, and the first layer will be the quick version like Cerdic gave of the house Wessex. He can add layers later or more in depth of his knowledge. But the priority is to get you up to speed on what covens we know are still around and highlights.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, cool,” I muttered. “School over. I want to nap before the ghosts start.” I shook my head. “Right, no ghosts after my meltdown and not hunting.” I frowned. No, we had done some clearing. 
 
    “Are you okay, Inez?” Jaxon worried. 
 
    “Tired. Confused. Overwhelmed,” I confessed, my tone clearly saying I didn’t want to talk about it anymore, and I didn’t. Enough had been dumped on me for sure.  
 
    I didn’t nap though, and when we took a quick bathroom break and to stretch, I asked Asher for the keys to the cargo van. He gave them over with a kiss to my cheek, getting I wanted some alone time to think especially since I had my favorite iPod in my hand. 
 
    Vance came jogging over and handed me a plastic food container. “My sister used to say they made everything better from cramps to grief to feeling like you were drowning. I made a lot when our dad died, and I think now is perfect since we have butter and eggs.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek and the corner of my lips. “We got you, Inez. You’re not alone. I know you’re boss and it’s scary. I know that.” 
 
    He did, the oldest of his cousins. I thanked him and got in the van, touched when I saw it was fresh chocolate chip cookies. Dozens of them. Nice. One of them had said chocolate chips didn’t really go bad, maybe just got gritty, so we’d picked up a bunch for when we could use them. 
 
    We’d found a lot of ways already, melting some over popcorn now that we had a popcorn maker. That was an awesome snack, the blend of salty sweet, but this was better. Especially because he’d made them just for me when I needed them. 
 
    And they did help. 
 
    I thought about what Cerdic had said about Taylor Swift and loaded the playlist on the iPod with her songs, turning up the volume as the semi pulled back on the road. The truck pulling the trailer went next and then normally the SUV, but I went next, knowing they wouldn’t want me as the last vehicle. It was overprotective, but since I didn’t remember anyone ever protecting me, it meant a lot to me. 
 
    Tears filled my eyes as I bit into a cookie. They were awesome, but I could almost taste the sadness in them as Vance had thought of his lost family while he’d made them. I understood the point of that though. 
 
    We were his family now. We were building a family of our own, pulling survivors in and working for a future. 
 
    It was just scary to be the boss of that future. I couldn’t run from who I was though, and I did believe them. The fangs were pretty fucking convincing. Plus, it wasn’t all of them with just a story. No, Darius had started it and Jaxon echoed it along with the leopards. Even Clarence in his crazy had confirmed it was the truth. Kristoff and now Cerdic. Everyone was saying the same thing. 
 
    I’d long since stopped wondering if it was a con. 
 
    So I believed, and that meant it was my life too. I didn’t want to be in someone else’s court. The idea of taking one over made me nauseous. And a home sounded nice. I was grateful we had that option when so many were still dying. 
 
    Then what was my problem? The journey wouldn’t be easy, and I’d been on it for years. It seemed I still had a long way to go, so that was hard. But nothing would be easy for anyone from now on. Maybe it was a bit of relief that there was a plan mixed in with fear of the plan and having to commit to it. Others would rely on me, so it wasn’t like I could just blow it off later. 
 
    In reality, I never could have. This was always going to be how things played out, and maybe I was okay with that. I had Darius and Jaxon. They loved me, and if I was honest, I knew I loved them. How deeply or what level was still fuzzy, but I loved them. So wasn’t that worth the troubles and uphill battle we’d face? 
 
    Fuck yes. Undoubtedly. I knew that in my heart. It was still a lot, and I was glad I’d called the time out and took the time alone. I let my brain swirl and swirl as I drove, eating cookies, handling ghosts, and singing with the songs playing.  
 
    It felt like a sign when “Out of the Woods” came on because we weren’t, but we could be one day. One day we could have everything, and I was willing to work for that because as Vance said, I wasn’t alone. Even if I had to find myself and who I really was still, I wasn’t alone while I did that. 
 
    And that made all the difference. 
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    The trip time had come up on the GPS as thirty-five hours, but given we were driving through mountains and roads that hadn’t been maintained in the past six years—some not in the best condition for a semi and trailer—we were careful. We took more shorter breaks so everyone was sharp and rotated often. But it put the trip at almost two days. Kristof had gone ahead to clear Anchorage and surrounding areas. 
 
    Well, that was one way to handle coming into a new town. Fine by me, as he wasn’t around to loom or stare so I could relax. It did make sense though given how many corrupted we’d found in New Brunswick and that area. People probably would have headed north, thinking the less populated areas safer. 
 
    True, but someone always brought the infection with them. 
 
    The sun rose, and I was up, getting in the shower, wondering what we were walking into or what was coming… Besides my period. It would definitely arrive soon, as I was at the peak of symptoms and that yeah, I know, make your entrance already feeling. 
 
    I went to pick out clothes when I was done only to find an outfit laid out for me. And it was a skirt. A mid-thigh winter skirt. Well, sure, it was cold up there, but to me that said not to wear a skirt. 
 
    Or the stockings with it. 
 
    “Please, please wear it,” Jaxon practically begged when he saw whatever expression was on my face.  
 
    “There aren’t panties,” I noted, swallowing a sigh when they both got fidgety. I let out a slow breath, remembering how much they spoiled me and all they did to make me happy, how much they cherished me. “I will try it today, and that’s it. It’s cold, I’ve never worn a skirt, and commando is ridiculous when I’m about to start my period.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he breathed as he hugged me to him. “I know you don’t get it all, but it’s your first time bleeding with us. It’s—it would almost hurt if you covered it from us.” 
 
    They were pushing it, and Darius seemed to understand. “It’s not like we’re just going to stick our hands or dicks up your skirt at will. It’s the symbolism and will help our reaction if we don’t feel like you’re closed off from us.” 
 
    “You’re both so much work,” I grumbled, knowing that was far from the truth. Well, I worked hard to make sure they were happy and reciprocate their feelings and respect them, but they were both easygoing and made being involved with two men ridiculously simple for me. 
 
    I caved when I saw the black ankle boots that didn’t have much height to the thick heel. At least the outfit was attractive. The skirt was a green and black plaid wrap, and the black sweater looked very soft. I quickly pulled it all on, biting back a smile when I saw they clearly wanted to eat me up and were so thrilled I’d wear what they wanted. 
 
    Everyone else was ready when we came out of the camper, gathered and excited along with nervous. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” Asher asked. 
 
    “The port,” Cerdic answered, shrugging when we gave him confused looks. “I’m fairly certain we’re here for the ship full of non-humans approaching port.” 
 
    “I have no idea, but it’s that way,” I told them, pointing in the direction I knew we needed to go. 
 
    “The port.” He gave me a wink. “You are never boring, love.” 
 
    “I strive for that,” I drawled, glancing at Vance. For some reason I wanted to hold his hand, taking it as he headed to the SUV. He gave me a soft smile and squeezed my hand. 
 
    The drive was short, and Kristof was standing there waiting when we arrived, clearly watching guard and assessing the area. We’d been attacked when we’d arrived, but a lot had been cleared out. I couldn’t even imagine how many he’d taken out before we’d arrived, and Cerdic had gone to help him when we were still a few hours’ drive out. 
 
    I ignored Kristof’s stare as I felt it on me, but I couldn’t help but fidget with the skirt. I’d never worn one, and it was fairly breezy given how strong the wind was. At least it wasn’t the type to flip up, right? 
 
    Yeah, that also meant I had more of a chance of showing too much when I moved. Not the day for this. 
 
    “That’s more than a ship,” Cedric chuckled.  
 
    “Is that a fucking destroyer?” Jaxon whispered. “Why would we want to come meet one of those?” 
 
    “I can’t see it yet,” Callum grumbled, and he wasn’t the only one as I fidgeted with nerves. I had been the one to bring us here after all. 
 
    “It’s an aircraft carrier,” Cedric muttered.  “What the fuck, love?” 
 
    “Like I know,” I drawled. “I never know what’s going on.” I had another thought. “How the fuck are they seeing anything? Aren’t those things like cities on water? Did they not get hit and still have all their electrical stuff?” 
 
    “Probably not or it wouldn’t be carrying only non-humans,” Callum muttered. “We have pretty damn good night vision, so raiding enough batteries and LED lights and they could be set. I mean, ships navigated before electricity or all the nav systems.” 
 
    Fair enough.  
 
    “This might be a bad idea,” I whispered as it came into view for me, looking scary as fuck and just massive. 
 
    “The feeling is you’re supposed to be here, right?” Darius checked, sounding a bit nervous as well. 
 
    “Yes, me and my knights.” 
 
    “There are a large number of shifters on the vessel,” Kristof said.  
 
    Okay, so shifters were buddies with shifters? Hopefully? 
 
    That would be nice instead of more problems. Then again, we normally got some headaches when anything worked out well, so really it was a toss-up which was better. 
 
    I was such a positive person most days. 
 
    My mind was circling with a bit of crazy and fear while we waited. 
 
    “Whoever the captain is, they’re incredibly talented, as normally there are guide boats that come out and move it into dock and a whole crew on land,” Kristof told us, his tone sounding impressed instead of its normal cold, bored voice.  
 
    I gasped as several large birds jumped from the ship with huge ropes in their talons. They landed on the pier they were aiming for and shifted back, tying off the lines with practiced ease. I angled my neck when I saw a section of the side opened and a huge wood structure came out. 
 
    “They built their own gangplank given a lot of the ship is electrical lifts and whatnot,” Jaxon surmised. “Smart without a trusted ground crew.” 
 
    “It can’t be,” Vance rasped, rubbing his chest when I glanced at him. I blinked, and he took off towards the gangplank now touching the dock, the vessel no longer moving but only slightly bobbing with the waves. He turned around and came back at us, plucking me up and spinning me around, giving me a loud smacking kiss. “You are a fucking miracle.” 
 
    Then he set me down and raced off. 
 
    “Okay then,” I chuckled, a bit wobbly on my feet for a second, but then we headed after him. 
 
    “No fucking way!” Asher shouted, the other Begleys reacting the same and darting towards the gangplank. 
 
    “What is going on?” Darius muttered as he took my hand. 
 
    I wasn’t sure, but it seemed good. 
 
    We were still about twenty feet out when a man came bolting off the gangplank with a woman hot on his heels. I gasped as they both practically tackled Vance, giving excited shouts and then extra ones when they saw the others. 
 
    “Family, they’re family,” Cerdic guessed. “You brought them to find family they thought gone. Well done, love.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I whispered, smiling widely. There was so much death and pain every time I looked around as we kept moving. It was really nice for that not to be the case for once. 
 
    “How, just how?” the man demanded, hugging Vance again. “You were in New York.” 
 
    “No, we took a trip, and we just landed at the airport and all fuck breaks loose,” he explained. “We were stranded and couldn’t get back and then…” 
 
    “It was gone,” he rasped, pulling the woman in their hug. “Fuck, he’s alive.” 
 
    “Thank the Goddess,” she whispered. Then she turned to the others. “And all of you. This is—come here.”  
 
    They laughed and hugged, touching each other in a way that reminded me of their leopards and how they seemed to need it like they couldn’t believe what they were seeing. It was super sweet, and I didn’t think I was the only one touched when Darius squeezed my hand and Jaxon gave me a half hug. 
 
    “How are you here though?” the man asked when they settled down. 
 
    “Our princess knew we needed to be here,” Vance answered as he turned to me, waving us over. “Come meet my older brother and sister, James and Trisha.” 
 
    “Are we all clear, Admiral?” someone called from the open hatch of the ship. 
 
    “We cleared the immediate area, it’s safe,” Kristof promised them. 
 
    James nodded, something unspoken passing between them. He moved over to me and dropped to one knee. “Princess, thank you for bringing my brother and our cousins to us. I will forever be in your debt that you led them here so they may join up with us.” 
 
    I lost my smile, glancing at my leopards. My heart hurt, but then I forced myself to grin. “Of course. Yeah, I’m glad they found you and can be with you now.” 
 
    “No, Inez, we gave you our oath,” Vance said gently. “We won’t just leave.” 
 
    “They’re your family,” I whispered, glancing between him and James who wasn’t as happy as a minute ago. 
 
    “She’s not like other princesses,” Vance told his brother. “We wanted to do it, no one forced us, and it was the right move.” 
 
    Well, we had sort of given them an ultimatum, but even now I knew in my gut we wouldn’t have killed them. It had been meant to be, and most importantly they believed that. 
 
    “She brought them here and looks confused and happy for them,” Trisha said as she moved her hand to James’s arm. “Let’s talk later and not ruin we found them alive when we mourned them for years.” 
 
    “You’re right, yeah, just tired,” James sighed as he stood. He went and hugged Vance again. “It’s nice to get a chance to dock.” 
 
    “Can you vouch for your crew?” Cerdic asked as he and the vampires moved in closer to me as people started coming off the ship. “How did this come about?” 
 
    “We were part of the original carrier group, and we’re all that’s left,” Trisha answered with a shrug. “At first they brought certain high ranking humans that weren’t taken out, but someone was always infected, and we’d handle that round, and then they’d just do it again. Finally it was just us, and we started funneling supplies and fuel to the biggest vessel we could all fit on.” 
 
    “It’s not like we just drive around,” James added. “We’ve been miles from shore this time, but when we start getting low on supplies, we head to a port. We’ve found several with fuel, but we’ve cleaned out all their everything else.” 
 
    “The city’s been pretty picked over, mate,” Cerdic warned them. “It seems like a large amount of survivors tried for here and infected or corrupted came with because there’s not a human for very far around.” 
 
    “And we killed thousands and thousands when we got here,” Kristof added. 
 
    “Thanks, a few days of hunting and getting some fresh meat instead of canned shit will be amazing,” Trisha said. She glanced at me. “And yes, you’re safe with us. We’ve weeded out the crazy, and any non-humans that came aboard we’ve spent time with now.” 
 
    “Oh, love, you are fun,” Cerdic said but then burst out laughing, waving us all off when people started talking and asking what he meant. He gestured to the ship and the people giving me an amused look. 
 
    I gasped as his meaning sank in. I opened my mouth but then closed it. I swallowed loudly before moving over to Vance. He leaned down and moved his forehead to mine, knowing what we were thinking. “I’ll help, I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you, My Princess,” he whispered. “I think he meant you just found the start of your coven.” 
 
    “Oh, did you?” I asked Cerdic as I pulled away from Vance. 
 
    “Aye, I did as these lovely people can’t want to travel on the ocean forever when you can offer them a real future.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” James asked, glancing between us. “What are you talking about? Power’s out everywhere, and nothing’s like it was. All we can do is survive.” 
 
    “This is not a conversation for everyone to hear,” Vance worried as Jaxon and Darius started talking too. 
 
    I lost the thread of it as I locked eyes with a man watching us. I moved over to him, studying him and his very pretty, almost banana yellow eyes. “Undress and shift.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock, but he nodded. “Yes, Princess.” He yanked off his clothes, and I stood on my toes, as he was much taller than me. He leaned down, and I gave him a chaste kiss before stepping back. 
 
    I gasped as he turned into a lion. An actual fucking huge lion. I smiled and ran my hands over his mane, giggling when I scratched his ear and he purred loudly. “Aren’t you a handsome fella.”  
 
    There was more that I might have said, but it happened again. We had a crowd by then, people seeming to realize something was going on that was worth sticking around on the dock for. The lion came with me, protective as he moved people out of my path. 
 
    I stopped at the man with butter yellow eyes. “Undress and shift.” 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” he breathed, taking off his clothes and giving me a soft kiss before he shifted. 
 
    “And what are you, pretty guy?” I chuckled, remembering the skirt at the last minute when I bent over, squatting carefully as I stared into his eyes and scratched his head. “Gorgeous. You are so gorgeous.” 
 
    “Jaguar,” Darius filled in for me. 
 
    I nodded, petting the shifter’s coat. “Your spots are different, more detailed. You’re soft like my leopards too.” I kissed his head and stood, moving through the crowd as now both cats parted the crowd for me. I met the gaze of a woman but then moved on. 
 
    “So she is a princess,” someone snorted. “She only wants men.” 
 
    I turned back to the woman and frowned. “No, I just know men undress easily and thought it rude to ask you in a group and put pressure on you. I was going to ask you privately later.” 
 
    She smiled at me and shrugged. “I’m a shifter, Princess, nudity doesn’t bother me.” 
 
    “Shift for me?” I asked, smiling when she started peeling off her clothes. She gave me a hesitant look, but I leaned in and kissed her first. Hey, that was something to cross off the bucket list at least. I practically squeed when she shifted into a huge ass cougar. “Do you prefer cougar or mountain lion?” I ran my hand over her soft fur. 
 
    “Normally either is fine,” someone answered for the woman. 
 
    I thanked them and found another gaze I couldn’t seem to look away from. She was willing to strip for me, giving me a kicker peck than the others. I did squee this time as she shifted into a smaller cat. I squatted down and picked her up, giggling when she immediately purred and snuggled with me. “And what are you besides my favorite thing to snuggle?” 
 
    “Hey, I take offense to that,” one of the twins called out behind me. 
 
    “Me too,” Jaxon snorted. “That’s an ocelot I believe.” 
 
    The cat I was holding nodded and went back to snuggling with me. 
 
    Next was a male black jaguar then a female lynx and finally a male margay who looked about my age before he shifted. I smiled as I picked him up, turning to Darius and Jaxon as they snuggled with me. 
 
    “Can I keep them?” I giggled as they licked my cheeks. “They’re so cute!” I kissed each of their noses. “Do you guys want some venison or elk? We have a bunch.” I smiled at the other shifted cats. “You guys must be starved, right?” I laughed when the lion bumped my legs like saying to lead the way. I headed towards my leopards. “I’m cheating on you guys, totally, especially if they’ll play fetch too.” 
 
    “I’m popping the balls,” Wilson threatened, winking at me and then laughing as he glanced behind me. 
 
    I turned to the shifters, seeing them gathered up, and moved in the middle of them so I was practically lying on a couple of them in a big puppy—but jungle cat—pile. They all snuggled with me and gave me gentle licks as I petted them. I realized something was wrong, missing, and turned to James and Trisha. “You guys too.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Princess?” James asked, Trisha hesitating as well. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I just needed to see them and hug them like when I met Vance and my leopards.” 
 
    “She feels like home when we shift near her,” Vance explained. “She’s a miracle, I promise.” 
 
    “You brought your princess around vampires when she bleeds?” a voice demanded loudly. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet, careful of my skirt, as my face flushed lava hot. “Jesus, dude, nice way to announce my period started.” I watched as every shifted cat I’d been petting turned to the guy and either hissed, snarled, or growled in warning. 
 
    “Holy fuck me, your spirit animal isn’t a cat, it’s all cats,” Jaxon whispered, blinking at them in shock when I glanced at him. “Shit, Inez, I’ve never heard of that before.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, studying the cats. “Are there more shifter species on the ship?” 
 
    “Yes, lots,” Trisha answered. “We joke now and again that we’re Noah’s Ark but really James’s Ark, as he was the highest ranking officer when everything started and humans kept getting infected.” 
 
    “It’s a shit way to get promoted,” James grumbled but moved closer, studying me. “Yeah, leopard is your spirit animal for sure. I’ve felt this pull once with a vampire who had the same.” 
 
    “Sorry?” I offered, glancing at Darius. “It doesn’t hurt them, right? I mean, they have a choice if they like me.” 
 
    “They do. Just like you smile and feel comfortable with them, they feel the same. You want to see their other side and meet their animal just as you do the person,” he explained. He cleared his throat. “We need a moment though. How about the Begleys and your new friends come to our camp and we talk?” 
 
    I nodded, taking his hand when he extended it. 
 
    “Wait, there are nobles here who will want to meet her,” that same guy said who had announced my period started. “What house are you from, Princess?” 
 
    “Garner,” I answered.  
 
    “I’ve not heard of the house Garner.” 
 
    I glanced at him and shrugged. “I chose it. I think the apocalypse was a new beginning for all of us, and I’m going to build my coven that way.” I turned away and let Darius lead me through the others. Then he lifted me and blurred us back to camp, knowing the others would run or drive over. 
 
    He brought me in the camper and set me on the counter, moving between my legs. “Please let me be your first again, Inez.” 
 
    I flushed, nodding, feeling how much he wanted to. He kissed me as he undid his pants and spread me wider. I gasped as his hard dick was suddenly pushing in me. It was a bit too fast and I ached from my period, so it didn’t really make it fun for me with my cramps as well to jump right in. 
 
    But then he moved, and I felt how happy he was. He was desperate for me even as he was gentle. Something happened though, and the cramps stopped. I didn’t ache, better than over the counter drugs I’d taken for my period in the past when I could find them. No, it felt amazing, like a shot of pain killers and muscle relaxers or something. 
 
    I wasn’t sure, but I did want more when I saw how good my blood was making him feel. I took off the sweater and bra, and he moaned loud enough I felt it from where we touched. 
 
    “I never dreamed it would feel this good to have my princess bleed on me,” he said against my lips. “I love you, Inez. I’m so completely in love with you. Please let me stay at your side forever.” 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed, feeling the same. Darius was everything to me. “I love you too.” 
 
    “Thank fuck,” he moaned, cupping my breast while his other hand pushed against my butt so I didn’t slide on the counter. We came at the same time, both of us shaking and gasping for air. 
 
    Until I had to ruin the moment. “Um, I can clean up, right? If I have to leave your stuff in me, that will absolutely be more than I can handle.” 
 
    “No, I will clean you,” he chuckled. “If your blood ends up on the towel, it will absorb in my skin so none is wasted. It’s why I’ve heard nobles love taking long baths with their princesses as we feel any blood in the water.” 
 
    “Shark. I swear you’re all just shark shifters,” I teased him, smiling when he laughed. “Thanks for being gentle with me this time too.” 
 
    “I love you,” he told me as if that said it all. Yeah, it sort of did. 
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    Darius quickly cleaned me up, and I redressed, grabbing something when I thought of it before leaving the camper since the others were already gathered outside. I handed Trisha the container with a smile. 
 
    “Vance shared your cookies with me when I needed them,” I explained. “They were amazing, and I could taste how much he missed you in them. He missed you both very much.” 
 
    “Thanks, we missed him too,” she rasped, taking them from me with a smile. “Good to know he would keep making them in my memory.” 
 
    “The moment we had butter,” Vance said as he hugged his sister. 
 
    I moved over to the shifters, laughing when the ocelot immediately hopped up in my arms. They were all trying to get my attention, and I gladly gave it, laughing when I told a few to show me their bellies and they did, being goofs and kicking out their feet.  
 
    “If bears come to our camp, I’m trusting you guys to eat all of them,” I told the group, biting back a giggle when they nodded. “Okay, go stretch your legs and hunt. You need it. We’ll be here when you get back, I promise.” 
 
    I got licks from each of them, but then they took off, even the small ones. I turned back to our group, noting there were extras. 
 
    “Princess, I am—” that same guy from earlier started. 
 
    “Uninvited,” I said dismissively. “I believe my fiancé said we were inviting the family of my knights and the friends I wanted to meet. And you will apologize for chastising the nobles with me that they ‘brought’ me there. I brought them. I’m young, but I’m still princess. Do not be rude to me again even if we’re not at my court and travel.” 
 
    “Yes, Princess, forgive me,” he muttered. “I apologize to your nobles as well.” 
 
    I realized he didn’t know what to say to whom. I gestured to Jaxon and Darius. “We’re engaged.” I pointed to Cerdic. “We’re courting.” 
 
    “And we’re complicated and not your concern,” Kristof said, and I was relieved he did answer because I’d been blanking on what to say. “With your permission, Princess Inez, I would take these nobles with me hunting more corrupted, and then we can invite them for dinner so introductions can be made at your leisure.” 
 
    “Thank you, that’s perfect,” I said, giving him a smile while not meeting his gaze. “There is a matter I would like your counsel on later and maybe something you can assist me with.” 
 
    “Anything my princess needs, I will of course do,” he said and then led the nobles to the trailer to offer them weapons. 
 
    I held my finger to my lips, winking at Trisha and James. Once Jaxon nodded they were gone, I let out a sigh. “I’m so not good at the uptight bitchy princess shtick.”  
 
    I yelped as Darius pulled me onto his lap. I realized he was only in his boxer briefs and a sweater… And he situated me to sit on his thigh so the skirt wasn’t under me so my skin was touching his. 
 
    “Pushing it,” I warned, crossing my legs. “Seriously? You want our skin touching like this when we’re talking to people we don’t know?” 
 
    “Oh, your fiancés would have you sit on their dicks your whole period if they could get away with it,” James teased. “So this is your first period around nobles?” 
 
    “You can trust them, I swear it, My Princess,” Vance promised. “They will keep all your secrets as our clan.” 
 
    I nodded. “I didn’t know I was a vampire or princess, so yes. It’s my first for just about everything.” 
 
    “Start at the beginning please,” Trisha whispered, accepting the cold beer Wolfe offered them. “And where have you guys been?” 
 
    “Let us explain after she does as there aren’t ears,” Vance said, nodding for me to go ahead. 
 
    So we did. We gave them the very short version, brushing over the finer points, including my guilt that we’d threatened the leopards originally. Wilson seemed to know what I was feeling because he started making funny faces at me, which eased my anxiety of the topic. 
 
    “This is all because of you?” James asked a few minutes after we were done, gesturing to the camper and our vehicles. 
 
    “It was a team effort, but if you meant the electricity and fixing what was blown by EMPs, yes, that’s me.” I held up my finger when they went to ask me more. “How is your fuel situation? Could you make it to say, Boston and then Ireland?” 
 
    “Yes, easily, why?” he muttered, searching my face for answers. 
 
    “Well, that’s one way to handle the present you promised Mother,” Jaxon chuckled, guessing where my head went. He burst out laughing and threw back his head, leaning in and kissing my cheek. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Sending some of the vehicles I fixed there along with a few of the trailers of solar panels, batteries, and weapons,” I answered. “If they had that and working, they could get what they needed better. There was a lack of weapons and ammo in Ireland and the UK when I was there. The corrupted might not come for them, but they go for the power plants and still will eat people who are there, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Shit, Inez, that’s a massive present,” he muttered. 
 
    I shrugged. “Yes, but it’s no big to us if someone trusted will handle delivering it. Anything with electronics were fried when plugged in, but I’m sure they can find new fridges and freezers, but it’s getting the way for power. It’s a start for sure.” 
 
    “What are you offering for us handling your errand?” James asked, but then his eyes went bug wide. “You’ll fix everything on the ship?” 
 
    “You’re tired, Brother, I caught that one minutes ago,” Trisha teased. “How much can you fix?” 
 
    “Everything,” Callum assured them. “Her power basically unmakes what’s broken and remakes it. It’s an advanced form of what we’ve heard of princesses crumbling old buildings into new building materials.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. “I can try. I mean, it’s not like I’ve tried weapons systems or whatever. Once the trailer had power, the pumps all worked for water and sanitation, but I’ve got to think that’s ridiculously more complicated on a huge ship like that.” 
 
    “Yes, but fuck, even if you fix some of it, we can stop having shit buckets,” Trisha said wistfully. 
 
    “Gross,” I gagged. 
 
    “What would you guys think of meeting up with us after?” Vance asked, his tone hopeful. “We’ve got all kinds of plans and ideas about the new coven.” 
 
    “Where? How will you do any of this?” James asked, sounding worried and sharing a glance with Trisha. “If she can do all of this, she’s powerful and people will come for her, Vance. You just put yourself as the first line to get cut down to get to her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t let anyone hurt them,” I rasped, rubbing my chest. “They’re my friends.” 
 
    “And that’s why it’s important she build her coven the right way,” Jaxon interjected. “Making friends with my family coven is a good first step. The house of Wessex is two powerful covens. Kristof fucking Priest is protecting her. I mean this with no disrespect because your clan is a well respected one—” 
 
    “But our baby brother who’s not even a hundred and four cousins the same age won’t do much against those who would come for her,” Trisha muttered, nodding and looking at me. “You get that’s what knights are though, right? They’re the first line to protect you.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they will, but protection doesn’t always mean physically jumping in front of the bullet,” I answered firmly. “They’re fucking engineers. They could do tons to protect and make the coven strong. I know we’re sort of winging this and I feel like a fucking mouse in a maze but—” 
 
    “You’re not a mouse,” Darius comforted. “You’re choosing to take the path.” 
 
    I glanced at him and scrunched up my nose, making my mouse point. “Right, and that sick feeling if I don’t go to what’s next on the map someone plotted out with my blood?” 
 
    He winced. “Right, okay, so the quest part is, yeah, that’s a bit mouse and maze like, but the rest you’re choosing, Inez. You chose us. Yes, maybe we were put in your path or you chose to go to Anchorage. You chose to release the leopards to their family if they wanted. That’s you. That’s you refusing to be like other princesses and covens, and we’ll be here to help you do that.” 
 
    I nodded, looking between Trisha and James. “Look, I get you guys get treated like second class citizens and expendable soldiers, but I couldn’t ever, not ever just toss any of them in the way of trouble. I won’t be like that, and I think I showed that when I told those vampires to take a time out because I wanted to meet with you. I didn’t just do that for me—” 
 
    “But James is captain of the ship, and it was rude of them to brush that off because they’re now around a princess where they think they matter more,” Vance surmised. He smiled when I nodded. “You are so cool. We woves you most too.” 
 
    “You made me cookies. That’s all it takes,” I joked, touched he did it for me. I was going to say more, but I felt Darius’s hand move under my skirt and cup my ass. “I swear if you try to finger me while we’re sitting here talking serious stuff, I will bite you and not in the fun way.” 
 
    “Sorry, wasn’t going to but didn’t realize I was groping you either,” he muttered. “I just needed to touch you more when you’re upset.” 
 
    “He’s the youngest, and it will affect him most,” Cerdic told me. “And that noble who kept opening his trap isn’t much older than you. You might be the first princess he’s been around during menstruation.” 
 
    “That might be true,” James agreed. “I’ve never seen Eddie act like that before. He was a young officer before it all went tits up.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s pretty reserved and not a normal full of himself noble,” Trisha agreed. “Which is shocking since he’s from the house Pinault that has a long history of being assholes.” 
 
    “Wait, that boy was the little baby Pinault that got booted by his mother?” Cerdic asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “We didn’t know he got booted, as nobles don’t really talk about that stuff with shifters, but he’s the youngest of that house and his mother is princess,” James confirmed. 
 
    “A powerful ally,” Cerdic muttered, giving me a look he wasn’t kidding. 
 
    “But he got booted, whatever that means.” 
 
    “Yeah, but normally nobles get booted for not behaving, and not in the way you would normally think,” Jaxon defended. “Most I’ve heard it’s because they wouldn’t give their oath to the coven their mothers wanted like they’re pawns to trade out. Alliances happen and people push and hope, but forcing a noble to swear their oath of forever to a princess is horrible.” 
 
    “And booted is only if they’re under a hundred, and that’s a harsh punishment that follows them,” Darius added. “You’re expected to leave the nest after you turn a hundred and make your own way, find the right court for you and align houses and all of that.” 
 
    I made some fireworks sounding noises and flicked out my fingers near my head, staying they were frying my brain basically and my head might explode soon. 
 
    “Right, but just give the guy a chance to really apologize. You get being young and jumping on people a bit when you’ve had issues,” Cerdic said. 
 
    I nodded, reaching over and grabbing one of the chocolate muffins I’d made. “I’m struggling with this all too, so I get it. But what’s your other option? Stay on that ship forever? The world won’t fix itself, and no one believes the corrupted die on their own. What was my other option? Keep running and barely surviving? No thanks. Even if I fix your ship to do more than move, you know that’s not long term.” 
 
    Trisha waved off James. “Why are you giving us the hard sell? You don’t need us. Fine, more people are always helpful for any situation, but you could find others.” 
 
    I shot Vance and the leopards a guilty look. “You’re their family. I don’t want to be the reason you’re apart, and they obviously love you guys.” 
 
    She burst out laughing. “Oh fuck, she’s so not the selfish and horrid princesses Ma and Grandma used to speak of. She’s giving us all the ins to their whole rebuilding plans so Vance has his siblings. You are so sweet and full of heart I’m honestly worried for you, Princess.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s definitely not that,” Vance promised. “She’s soft and squishy and sometimes doesn’t always get the line of remembering we’re still men when we shift. We want to play and she does, loving on us and petting us, offering to brush our fur and not at all thinking how dirty it would be if in our other forms.” 
 
    “I would brush your hair as a man if you wanted it,” I said, blowing a raspberry. I knew I went overboard a bit, but they were so cool and cute and fluffy. 
 
    “Softie,” he teased. 
 
    “She can be harsh when it’s needed, believe us,” Jaxon promised. “She simply isn’t cruel, and your family is loyal to her because she’s so sweet and full of goodness. Others will feel the same.” 
 
    “And you don’t have to sign up for the whole deal like your brother and cousins did,” Cerdic added with a shrug. “Do the run, and she knows where we’ll end up. No one said you had to be knights, but you could be coven. They’ve been collecting just about everything the coven will need, and there are a couple of electric semis she fixed in Boston. You’ve got to have someone who could rig batteries. 
 
    “So start hauling cargo to help the coven. The camper we have is a much sweeter setup than that ship. You could have a caravan raiding and clearing like we’ve been and avoiding settlements and help us map them out.” He shot me a smirk. “That’s a lot of help retrieving your buried treasures.” 
 
    “Is that this quest?” James asked with a sigh. “This is really very—” 
 
    “Fucking trippy and making you wonder if you’re losing your mind to maybe accept it?” I offered with a snort. “Yeah, I felt the same, and I’m still catching up that there are people who shift into animals, so sometimes I think I’m in a padded room and this is all in my head.” 
 
    “Yeah, I might too,” Trisha agreed. 
 
    We went over the whole map and quests everything instead of just skimming it over. I was glad they were fairly accepting especially when they saw the atlas. 
 
    “Wait, where the fuck are we?” someone shouted as I felt that popping sensation on my skin and gave a yelp. “This isn’t where we were heading.” 
 
    I turned and locked gazes with the first ghost, focusing and dissipating him before he could get upset. I hopped off Darius’s lap and picked up the seed that was dropped, not recognizing it and getting fairly good at having a guess with them normally. 
 
    “Hey, did you kill us?” a woman seethed behind me. “Did you kill my kids too? You’re one of the monsters who took my kids, aren’t you?” 
 
    I focused and got her too, hating that they were so angry when there were a lot of them coming. That wasn’t the case when it was a few. Was it because they’d died in a pack of corrupted? Did the energy somehow know they were around death and evil for a while? 
 
    I picked up her seed, and two more appeared. I quickly got them and then brought the seeds to the table, realizing they were all watching. “Sorry, they’re coming and fast. I think it’s time to go, and I need an answer if you’ll deliver the present.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll agree to that for sure,” James muttered, studying me again. “I’ll come with. I want to see this, and I can show you where to start on the ship.” 
 
    “Crap, I promised to be here when they got done hunting,” I muttered as Darius guided me to the SUV. Except he got in the back seat first and pulled me onto his lap. “Really? We’re doing this on your lap as well?” 
 
    “Please? I’m not sure I can leave you at the moment,” he admitted. “It is worse than I would have thought. I’ve never clicked with other princesses I’ve been around, and I think I’ve only been around two that were bleeding. It wasn’t anything like this.” 
 
    “Fine, but you owe Jaxon a foot rub or something, as he’s not pushing when he wants to.” I snuggled against him as the next ghost appeared. “You’re not screwing me in front of all the shifters after I drink from you so I can fix the ship. And someone be the adult and decide how the fuck we’re explaining that to everyone in a way that won’t get me dead.” 
 
    Darius kissed my temple, and I realized I’d started to get loud over the ghosts and feelings of that energy appearing and dissipating on my skin. It was sort of like my ears popped with it and everything took a moment to adjust. That was the best way I could think to describe it. It felt like taking an ocean voyage where the waves shoved you around a bit and your ears popped now and again. 
 
    Except faster and back and forth with them showing up and turning into seeds. 
 
    The time went fast, and when I started itching, Darius gave them the word to head to the ship. That was fine, I wanted to help. 
 
    Until I heard there was a nuclear fucking reactor on board and that was how the ship was supposed to run normally and the fueling had been a workaround. I blinked at them, Callum in particular who had come with us to drive and oversee this. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind? You want me to use power, magic fueled by ghosts’ energy and blood, and play with a nuclear fucking reactor? I thought you liked me.” 
 
    “I do like you and a lot,” Callum chuckled. “You won’t be touching any of the radioactive anything. You’re going to fix the components that shut everything down when the bombs hit near them and the EMPs. Everything’s been sealed up the right way as it should have been in an emergency. You got this.” 
 
    “If I fucking blow us up, I’m so haunting your ass in whatever comes next,” I grumbled, letting them lead the way before the ghosts started again. “I’m gonna turn green from this, I know it. Or if it works, I’m getting shot soon for sure.” 
 
    “You’re a saucy little sexy bite for sure,” James chuckled. 
 
    “Wow, Vance calls me that too, and I’ve never heard it before.” It amused me enough to cut through my freaking out. Plus, the ghosts would catch up soon, and I didn’t want to add that to playing with a nuclear fucking reactor. 
 
    Which Darius reminded me they weren’t actually called that. I rolled my eyes. Yeah, they were when I had to mess with one. The “fucking” was needed then for sure like I was fucking nuts to do it. 
 
    At the last minute we diverted and went to other areas to begin when I brought up the worry that if we started at the reactor before everything else was fixed, it might just shut down again. Or blow us up. I was very concerned we were going to get blown up. 
 
    But that worked out well at least, as I could feel my power moving along the first deck—or bottom deck maybe, I didn’t know the terms—and somehow I knew where it cut off in fixing. Callum could tell too because he waved at where it stopped, nodding he was all over it and not to worry. 
 
    Right, because there was still that whole nuclear fucking reactor thing in a bit. 
 
    We did two more rounds before we ran out of ghosts and I gave Darius a worried look after I let the energy out. “I don’t know if it’s better to get really charged up or if that might make it worse.” 
 
    “I think getting anything on halfway would be worse,” Callum said after a moment. “You’ve not blown one thing, Inez. You could have multiple times from the navigator to the camper to the semi, and your power always seems to know exactly where that line is. I’m sure the Goddess would never have let you come here if you were going to blow us all up.” 
 
    “Her brother might,” I grumbled, turning and biting Darius before I changed my mind. I took as much as I could and then licked the bite closed, sending up a silent prayer to Aether or whoever was trying to help me out—even if putting me in their mouse maze—as I put my hand on the control panel and let it out. I closed my eyes as I felt things start to fix around me and my magic hopped all around. 
 
    “We’re not blowing up,” Callum chuckled. “You don’t have to squeeze your eyes shut so you don’t see it coming.” 
 
    “Seemed smart to me,” I grumbled, keeping them closed. I yelped when warning buzzers and horns started going off. 
 
    “That’s to let us know it’s starting up properly,” James promised. “This is right, keep going.” 
 
    “Warn the person fixing the nuclear fucking reactor that it will make noises,” I grumbled. Yeah, that was probably a given, but like seriously, I was one huge ball of freaked out. It was a bit more, but then I felt my power not have anywhere else to go, which worked because I was about out of juice.  
 
    I spun around and about climbed Darius, the fire flashing fast and hotter than normal since I’d been controlling the power instead of just letting it out full throttle. He easily caught me and blurred us out of there. Yeah, good thing because I wanted away from the nuclear fucking reactor even if it was safe. 
 
    We ended up in an office, and he bent me over the desk, lifting my skirt and taking me as we both needed. I begged him for more, my hips moving to meet his thrusts. It was amazing. 
 
    He was amazing. 
 
    “Cross that off the bucket list,” I panted when we were done, melting on the desk.  
 
    “What, my love?” he asked, kissing my shoulder and under my ear. 
 
    “I’m trying to embrace the crazy better. We had hot sex on an aircraft carrier. That’s one for the bucket list.” 
 
    “Yes, and thank you for doing it in my office, as I’ll never be able to look at my desk the same again,” James drawled. He nodded to Callum. “And what was that?” 
 
    “Um, my knights get a taste of what I’m feeling if they’re around and it’s dirty stuff,” I muttered, hiding my face in embarrassment. Then I burst out laughing. “Really? The captain’s office on an aircraft carrier?” 
 
    “That’s one way for you to christen a ship,” Darius teased me. We quickly cleaned up and went to head out, but James waved for me to follow him. 
 
    “We will keep up our end of the deal, but if I might offer an alternative idea,” he explained as he led us into a room that looked like the main war room or something. He stopped by a global map with topography on a large table. He tapped Alaska, showing where we were. “We can navigate the Arctic Ocean and come out down by Europe and get to Ireland that way and with a lot less time. 
 
    “You want to pack up everything useful and get it to your new coven eventually, right? So why don’t we do it smarter and clear out Anchorage for your gift? It’s a full city with a few hundred thousand people originally, and I saw solar panel stores and more. A lot has been picked over in food, but a lot is still here. If you fix some choppers, we use the fuel we have for them and bring trailers right on the deck. That’s what you eventually want, right?” 
 
    I flinched, getting he’d figured out why else I wanted them to join us. “Maybe. I’m not sure what we’re doing or what’s the steps or just ideas.” 
 
    He moved closer to me, closer than Darius liked from the tension I felt in the room. James moved so I was backed against the table. He leaned in and sniffed me. “Let me have you right now, and I’ll agree to do this and more, me and my crew will work for your coven. Let me taste what Darius got, even as you bleed, and we’re yours. No one ever needs to know, just us here would know I fucked you.” 
 
    I looked away from his gaze, staring at his chest. “I would know. Vance is my friend. I couldn’t keep that I did such a thing with his brother from him.” I took in a shaky breath. “Please don’t ask me to do things like that to start my coven. Join or don’t, but I’m not a whore to sell myself for what I want. We’ve been doing fine without that. I don’t want those kinds of deals and shit in my coven or built that way.” 
 
    He didn’t answer a few moments but then kissed my hair. “Glad to hear it, sexy bite. We’re in. I don’t know we’ll stay in the end, but we’ll help you for now.” 
 
    I blew a raspberry. “You were testing me.” When he nodded, I moved away, clenching my fists, and then punched him with all I had. “Don’t push my fucking buttons like that. People need to stop traumatizing me to get their answers or shit handled. Glad you dealt with your shit of princesses or trust and dumped it on me. Asshole. I’m telling Vance.” 
 
    I stormed off the ship, taking the wrong turn, but Darius caught me and led me out. When I reached the SUV, I shook out my head, not sure who was heading back with us and needing a moment to walk off my anger. 
 
    “That was hot, like seriously hot,” Darius praised. 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” Callum agreed as he joined us. “And Trisha is going to hand him his balls when she hears it.” 
 
    “Fuck, she is,” James grumbled, holding his face. “Nice hit.” 
 
    “Your cousins have been working with me on how to fight better instead of just being scrappy,” I taunted as we all got in. “I hope they bite you.” 
 
    “I’ll take it. You’re right, I could have dealt with my issues by not dumping on you. I apologize for that. I didn’t consider it.” 
 
    “Fine, I won’t hit you again.” 
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    When we got back to camp, I saw some of the shifters had really hunted and there were lots of animals we were apparently cooking over all the grills and fire pits the state park had at the site. There were coals going and cleaned grates already heating up, chunks of wood for smoking as well.  
 
    Apparently the party was at our camp that night. That worked for me, and it wasn’t long after lunch since I was getting better at handling the ghosts so we had hours until dinner and time to prep. 
 
    I saw a huge bear checking things out at the tree line and had a moment to wonder if it was a bear shifter. With my luck my joke of bears getting us would really happen. I thought it best to check and was about to call out to Jaxon when a blur of yellow lunged at the bear.  
 
    My eyes went wide as the lion shifter took that bear down. He bit into the bear’s neck with that jump and just tore into it. He clawed it up, and the bear was dead in less than a minute.  
 
    “Well, now I hope that wasn’t a shifter,” I whispered, wondering if I should have taken pictures like I was for my journey or like those animal wildlife magazines I liked to read when I could find them. The cougar came to help the lion just to be sure, and I rubbed my eyes that I’d really seen that. 
 
    “It was a natural bear,” James assured me. “Apparently you were right to tell them to handle the bears. It’s probably all the fresh meat and kills around the camp.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, watching the large cats drag the bear closer to us. “Glad they were here.” 
 
    “We were about to handle it when we sensed it over all the other animals,” Kristof assured me. 
 
    “Princess, I’d like to apologize,” that noble, Eddie, said quietly as he knelt in front of me, bowing his head. “I’m truly and very sorry for my behavior. I know it’s not an excuse, but you are the first princess not of my family I’ve been around when bleeding. My reaction was a bit… I wasn’t ready for that or finding a princess waiting at port. I’m sorry how I handled—fuck, I can’t even focus!” 
 
    “Well, you were doing fine until that,” I drawled. 
 
    He fisted his hands as he looked up at me with the prettiest gray eyes that seemed to swirl with the storm he was feeling inside of him. His nostrils flared as his chest heaved. “I’m sorry, all I can think about is you bleeding on me. I didn’t know it would be like this. It’s killing me to not move and touch you.” He shot a look at Kristof. “I thought you said we can control this.” 
 
    “I said there are princesses I’ve never reacted to when they bleed,” he replied. “It’s a sign of whether the princess is right for you or not. Yes, you’d feel any not family at your age, but that strong of reaction means you’re drawn to her. It’s why nobles used to journey to courts and ask the princess to bleed on them to find a match or if she was inclined to do it.” 
 
    “Gross,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest. “So she just rubbed against them, and if they got tingly it was a match made in heaven?” 
 
    “No, not quite that crass,” Kristof chuckled darkly. “Though I have seen just that. Most were small cuts as I’ve seen you do with your fiancés and draw on their skin. This is the extreme side, as you are his first and clearly he’s suited to be at your side.” 
 
    “Let’s just say hi and not jump to that,” I grumbled as I focused on Eddie. “Nice to meet you. I get this is weird or whatever, so just bear it for now and we can officially meet when it’s over or whatever. Maybe. I won’t hold it against you, just try not to blurt out any more embarrassing crap.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he agreed, looking like it would be hard.  
 
    Why? Just shut your mouth? Then again, I had no idea what he was feeling since I didn’t have to deal with it from their side. 
 
    It seemed to be the agreement overall that the nobles and vampires from the ship not greet me until after I was done with my period, which added a whole new level of ways to feel awkward for me. Darius reminded me that we had enough on the plate for the moment, as now we would be there for at least a few days clearing out Anchorage and more. 
 
    I realized there were more plans afoot than I grasped when the cargo van and truck came back loaded with equipment. I glanced at Jaxon with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “We’re doing quick cooks for dinner, but we can roast whole animals overnight with what they found in the city. Plus, you fixed their freezers and whatnot, so they’re going to help us restock ours as we feed them and all that the ship has.” 
 
    I nodded. “We’re not just ignoring cans of tuna or soup, right? We shouldn’t only kill animals like gluttons when we can still use that and now have like mayo for sandwiches.” 
 
    “I agree, and as second in command have ordered all viable options like that to still be gathered,” Trisha assured me. “The animal populations are great because no one’s been hunting them for years here. We’re not going to be the ones to wipe them out. If we’re smart, we can take a trip once a year and load up again.” 
 
    “Agreed, smart,” I muttered, glad when she gave me a wink that she had it. There was a deep purr, and I turned to see the lion had dragged the bear a few feet from me like he was bringing it to me. I smiled, trying not to note the gore. “Thank you for protecting me. I’m sure a lot of us can get dinner from that. I’ve wanted to try bear.” I went to say more, but the ocelot dropped something right at my feet. 
 
    And it was a rabbit. A bunny or hare, I didn’t know, but it brought me a dead animal. Right, okay. 
 
    The margay moved next to the ocelot and dropped a fish. 
 
    “Um, thanks, I’ve never eaten bunny or fresh fish,” I said, not sure what else to do. I squatted down and pet them, careful not to get the gore on me. “Thanks, that’s really sweet, but I’m so not cleaning or skinning it, so can you take them to someone who knows what they’re doing?”  
 
    They both nodded and brought them over to Cerdic who was working with several helpers at one of the picnic benches to prepare meat. He shot me a look that he’d seen the whole thing and was losing the battle with laughing. I shrugged. At least I was honest and grateful. It worked because the lion and cougar took the bear as well. 
 
    But I got more animal gifts. I thanked them and promised to try it, not sure what else to do. 
 
    “So what’s the plan for tonight when we’re attacked?” I asked Jaxon and Darius as they looked over a map of the area from town. 
 
    “They don’t like our idea,” Wolfe grumbled. “A huge chunk of Anchorage was cleared out. There are more, we can sense them, but there’s more than Anchorage around here. I think we don’t just stay at the camp, we do it smarter.” 
 
    “I like smarter,” I muttered, moving closer to the map and studying it, waving off when Darius and Jaxon tried to explain or suggest something. “What if we put a few trailers along this main highway, the bridge even, and use that as our killing location? Those on the outskirts of Anchorage would head north, and those from the outlying areas would head south.  
 
    “Get them on the bridge, and we’re shooting fish in a barrel as they eat their own as well. You guys will undoubtedly dart all around and weed them out, but seriously, you were taking the bulk of them out the last few times. Let us help.” I glanced up at James. “You guys are getting in on this, right? I mean, you were military, so you had weapons training?” 
 
    “This is why we’re friends,” Wilson chuckled, giving me a one armed hug. He nodded when I glanced at him. “Yeah, that’s what we wanted to do too and have an epic movie scene sort of killing spree with a ton of us cutting corrupted down, but they don’t like it.” 
 
    “You are more alluring to them than normal,” Darius defended. “Your scent is ridiculously strong and—” 
 
    “Yeah, so use that,” I cut in. “They’re going to come, so lead them to the place that funnels them like on a wide bridge. We want to get everything from those areas over the next few days too, right? Then let’s do it right, and there’s less worry during the day.” 
 
    “The population of the state was under a million before everything happened, and assuming some fled but most might not because the Air Force base was here but more came in, that could be what we’re really facing,” James warned. 
 
    I snorted. “Kristof moves faster than air displacement. They’ve been stacking up bodies all over the place moving so fast that reloading…” I blinked at him and then smiled. “Did you say there’s a base here? Could we get like really big guns?” I gave a squee. “Tell me I can play with a big grenade launcher. I’ve only used small ones or just grenades.” 
 
    “You’ve used grenades?” James asked, his tone saying he wasn’t buying it. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “This is my first time in a skirt, so don’t let it fool you. I just met everyone like a month ago. I’ve been surviving alone during my super scented times while moving around continents. I know the US was hit worst from what people say but—” 
 
    “It was,” James confirmed. “I don’t know that we really did fire first, but once people were launching missiles and bombs, a lot of others fired and all at us. Everyone ganged up on us, some clearly settling old scores in the confusion or now that the chaos started, they didn’t have to even pretend to be our friends. We pissed in a lot of pots and for a long time, and people don’t forget that.” 
 
    “Right, makes sense, but other countries had a lot of corrupted too, so I’m saying it’s not just like I dodged a few here and there. I don’t want to ruin potential supplies, but if it’s living or the cans of tuna, fuck the tuna, I used the grenades. Hell, it was how I made it around Russia, as they were hit hard too, and that meant not a lot of people who knew how to handle corrupted and became corrupted.” 
 
    “Your plan could still get you overrun,” Darius worried. 
 
    I sighed. “Fine, if it gets hairy or close to that, Kristof can blur around the baddies and get me out of there and they will follow my scent and go back to not wanting you guys or to fuck with you. Yeah, that will still leave a lot to kill, but hi, we have a ton of people and weapons. We can raid an Air Force base to play. Dude, let’s do it. Seriously.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Cerdic called over. “If it makes my princess happy, then fuck it, let’s have some fun and go wild.” 
 
    “Remind me to let you grab my ass later,” I teased him, smiling when he burst out laughing. I glanced between Darius and Jaxon, about bouncing on my toes. “Come on, just think how many we can set free and won’t infect others later? That’s a lot of energy from ghosts with the leopards attached to me.” I wiggled my eyebrows. “And you like how that makes me feel after.” 
 
    They were almost there, so I decided to push them over the edge. 
 
    “I’ll give you each a ‘we’re going to fuck hard and probably ruin what I’m wearing’ reward.” 
 
    They both groaned, and I knew we’d won, Wolfe, Wilson, and I bumping fists. I changed the plan a bit. 
 
    “Let’s leave the Air Force base until tomorrow,” I suggested, picking up the navigation unit and typing in what I needed. “The semi can bring a few trailers to block the bridge and give us the height, but let’s head to the dealerships Anchorage has and find electric cars. Even those little hatchbacks have a lot of room to load up weapons and ammo.” 
 
    “Good, that helps us for the next few days, as well as we can send teams to scout,” James agreed, looking over my shoulder. “And those of us who are good on rifles will take on top of the trailers facing north and south while others make ammo runs and refill clips.” 
 
    I let out an evil chuckle. “Good thing I just cleaned my baby.” 
 
    “She means her sniper rifle,” Vance told his siblings, smirking at James. “You were implying she can run ammo and refill clips, but she’s probably a better shot than you and rocks that rifle when she’s only had it a few weeks.” 
 
    “Yeah, we should start filling all the clips we can,” I muttered, ignoring what James implied. Fine, he didn’t know me and he was used to stories of princesses not getting their hands dirty.  
 
    I’d gotten a lot more than that dirty, and I didn’t mean in the fun way. 
 
    It turned out the gas stations hadn’t been completely raided and drained like lots of places, so it made me wonder how fast the infection had reached there if there was still gas. But it made us change the plan again as we raided a huge Dodge/Ram dealership, finding keys and fueling up trucks. There were over a thousand people on the ship according to James and Trisha, so it was a lot of help. 
 
    And they were hard workers, well trained and used to communicating well to handle the job they needed to. People had quickly broken up into teams and tasks. Those who knew how to cook or handle meat worked at camp for not just dinner but overnight cooking and processing meat for the freezers. Others took trucks and raided gun stores. 
 
    Then another group found RV and camper rental places and drove them to the camp so they didn’t have to go back to the ship for a few nights. They weren’t being used anyways. I heard James and Trisha talking about parking all the campers somewhere covered when we were done so they could still be there next year. Most started right up, as EMPs didn’t take out engines or only need to be restarted. 
 
    Granted, a lot of the batteries had been dead, but that was where I’d come in.  
 
    Then there was the group who was prepping with the original plans of loading solar panels and other weapons into trailers they were going to take to Ireland as my gift. We’d see how much they came up with because maybe some would come to the coven instead of as gifts.  
 
    The last group headed back to the ship to start running systems and like doing ship stuff. No, I didn’t get it all, but someone had to handle getting things going in proper order now that they had the reactor going. All I knew was they were thrilled about water pumps for toilets and showers. Yeah, I would have been too. 
 
    With so many people, we got a fuck ton of everything done. Like a fuck ton even if it had been only an afternoon before dinner… And then we had hours of day left. 
 
    “Right, it’s Alaska in April,” Darius muttered, glancing around. “There’s only four or five hours of real night or something I think.” 
 
    “Well, apparently your princess is better at planning than you are because I thought of that,” I teased him. I had. I’d read that in the atlas when I’d been traveling. All that sort of stuff fascinated me, and I ate up any books I could on seasons and how different months affected the world. 
 
    “You’re just that perfect,” he praised, winking at me. I was sitting on Jaxon’s lap since he’d been about at his limit for letting Darius hog me. It was a bit weird to constantly be touching them, but it wasn’t all bad as they were super attentive. 
 
    I moaned as I took the first bite of dinner. “What is this? This fish is awesome.” 
 
    “Rainbow trout, Princess,” the margay shifter who’d brought it to me, Simon, told me. “It’s one of mine and my margay’s favorites.” 
 
    “Inez is fine, really,” I replied. “It’s great. Thank you so much. I’ve never had fresh rainbow trout, only canned trout I think. You don’t always ask when it’s food and you’re starving.” I tried the hare that Maggie the ocelot shifter had given me, and it was so good I turned and demanded Jaxon try some, which amused the others. 
 
    We were sitting at our big folding table, our normal group along with James, Trisha, and my new feline shifter friends who didn’t seem to want to be too far away from me. It was nice, comfortable, like we’d done it for years and just felt… Right. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell us what you’re planning for your coven?” James said before taking a drink of his beer and looking at it. “I’m shocked you found beer still good.” 
 
    “You get about one in five that taste stale or smells bad and those don’t drink,” Asher warned them. 
 
    James nodded and focused on me. “So you’ve been having dreams or ideas of your coven you’ve not told others?” 
 
    Darius leaned over and kissed my shoulder when I didn’t answer. “We’re just talking. I know it weighs on you as princess, and it will be your coven, but nothing will be decided tonight.” He gestured to the twins. “They’ve been plotting how big your pool will be and the amount of waterslides.” 
 
    Wilson let out a huff and stuck his nose in the air. “I demand it of all my friends. There must also be heated toilet seats if it’s somewhere cold, and it is required that my suite has a large tub for all my bath toys.” 
 
    I burst out laughing, not the only one amused by what he said, but feeling lighter and not so tense about the topic. I let out a sigh and glanced around. “I need some paper and pen.” 
 
    “On it,” Asher told me and darted to the camper. He came out with a sketch pad and pencil. 
 
    I thanked him and took it from him. I drew several concentric circles. “I don’t know how many layers.” Then from the second circle I drew lines out that went north, south, east, and west, sort of like a bullseye with quadrants. “This is what I keep seeing.” I tapped the center circle. “This is where the first seed is planted, this coven tree you guys say it will grow into.” 
 
    “It’s the root of your land and magic, the land knowing you’re princess of the area, and there’s layers to that,” Kristof explained. “You build upon it with your blood, and like waves of decisions and ripples of what we do, it fans out.” 
 
    I nodded I heard him. “This next circle is the coven house, but it looks like a castle in my mind, really it does. But it’s built around the tree, protecting it and like the courtyard of the castle?” 
 
    “Where is this?” Trisha asked. 
 
    I winced. “Where Colorado, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico intersect. It’s a reservation, and I haven’t been there yet. I have no idea why that spot, but that’s what the map points to, and I’ve dreamed of that exact spot. There’s a monument there, but something else happened there that makes it… Need to be the spot.” I wanted to say reclaimed, but that sounded horrible when it was a reservation. 
 
    The feeling I got from my dreams or what I’d seen was that it was once a temple forgotten by history, and it shouldn’t have been. That when people had “settled” what was already there, it was destroyed and worse than that, pushed to that reservation like they should be grateful instead of the horrendous things that were done to them. 
 
    I waved that off, knowing I’d have to tell it later probably, but none of this was set in stone, just what I’d been thinking about. 
 
    “From there, the lines are streets and the area blocks.” I pointed to that first circle that was cut into quarters. “These are houses or residences of the families of my knights or their trusted friends. Nobody but friends near the castle.” 
 
    “Um, where are we?” Callum asked hesitantly. 
 
    “In the castle with us,” I muttered, gesturing to Darius and Jaxon. “You guys get your own wing or maybe not wing if it’s a circle, but whatever, you know what I mean.” I pointed to the next circle. “These are for vampires and shifters that are part of the coven.” Then the next circle. “These will be shops and businesses.  
 
    “Maybe another circle of that or any of it, I don’t know.” I pointed to the last circle. “This will be the river, the moat of our coven really.” I drew a line from the northeast where the river would come in, explaining that. “So that’s the access to the coven. There’s a huge block so no ships just get in, but that quadrant is port on either side and security, cargo, and people being checked. 
 
    “This next quadrant on the other side of the river will be farms and like animals.” I glanced at the leopards and cats, excited to talk about it now that I’d started. “Okay, this next part makes sense now that I’ve met you all, but I have no idea how this will all seriously work.” I tapped the quadrant across from the port one. “This will be jungle. I kept seeing this whole area of being jungle and hi, jungle cats, duh. 
 
    “But that’s probably where people would try and get in if they want to, but there will be jungle cats to eat them.” I chuckled, scratching my head. “I saw Zootopia downloaded on a Kindle once, and I thought this was just because of that and I wanted fun like that, but now I’m thinking maybe I was supposed to find that Kindle so I could get the visual I should have. 
 
    “This last area will be greenhouses for all the food but outside the moat and maybe a wall to keep the city safe. I don’t know. That seems a bit much, but you guys keep talking about how many will come for me, and a wall won’t just cure everything, or yeah, you can fucking climb over walls, duh, but they’re good to hide behind if people are shooting. I don’t know. Maybe it would just be cool?” 
 
    I shrugged and glanced up at the others, clearing my throat when I got a range of looks. I closed the sketchbook and tossed the pen down, focusing on my food again. This was why I hadn’t wanted to bring it up. I knew I would be crushed if someone laughed or said it was stupid, and I didn’t know why since it didn’t seem to even really be my idea if it came in dreams. 
 
    Well, most of it hadn’t been. Just the sketch of the circles and lines. The rest I had sort of pieced together by what felt right. 
 
    “Every castle and city should have a wall,” Cerdic said firmly as he reached over and grabbed the book. “You’re right in that, love.” 
 
    “We’re shocked you had such an answer when you’ve been acting like you didn’t think on any of this,” Vance explained gently. “I think it’s wicked, Inez. Really, I do. I’m just blown away because all I’ve heard you say is that first seed is a tree.” 
 
    “I have so many questions,” Trisha added. “It sounds amazing, but just wow, that was a lot fast. You think big, girl, and I like it.” She leaned in to look over Cerdic’s shoulder. “So like there would be a coven bakery and this would be how castles used to run where there was a town basically on castle grounds. Would you have your own money system like it’s your own country or keep with the gold?” 
 
    I opened my mouth and then closed it, looking around and seeing the excited gazes. They weren’t laughing at me; it had been levels of shock and surprise.  
 
    Cool. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I can’t just start the country of Team Inez on US soil.” 
 
    James snorted. “What US? There’s nothing left.” 
 
    “Yeah, there is, and it’s not good,” Vance worried. “We were at Fort Knox, and those fuckers are crazy. I don’t know what else is left, but it’s basically some nut fuck governors that have reformed the government.” 
 
    James burst out laughing. “That would not be who was next. I would be more eligible than a governor. I’m probably Secretary of the Navy as the highest ranking officer left. That’s how I got pushed up to admiral, as the admiral in charge of our carrier group got infected and dead. That puts me under the chain of command of the Secretary of Defense, and I’m probably that job too. All the federal elected everyone got bombed in DC as congress was in session. That’s the whole line of succession.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, logic doesn’t work well with crazies,” Vance reminded them. 
 
    “Right, but even crazy has limits, and you have the miracle princess here that fixed a nuclear fucking reactor and is claiming four states, so that’s a lot of everything that goes boom to threaten them with if they’re stupid,” Trisha argued. “We were all military. We know how to use it all.” 
 
    “You just want to be Secretary of Defense of country Team Inez,” I teased her, smiling when she did. “Guys, really, we need a better name than that.” 
 
    “I do,” she purred, wiggling her eyebrows at me. “But no, I was in the moment you didn’t have rings of caste levels where vamps go before shifters and then humans or whatever.” 
 
    “Right, we need humans for you guys to feed,” I muttered, having forgotten that. 
 
    “We didn’t have humans on the ship for the last three years or more,” she countered. “Vamps can feed from us.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that. Screw the humans then.” I shrugged. 
 
    She coughed on her next bite. “That’s a bit harsh.” 
 
    I blew a raspberry. “Do you know how many places I’ve been to that always get eaten from the inside? Someone is always infected and doesn’t tell. I didn’t know I was invulnerable or a vampire for years. I got scratched or bitten more than once running. You know what I didn’t do? I didn’t go to a fucking settlement and risk others.” 
 
    “Right, but there are bad apples in every species,” she said gently. “We’ll make sure only good ones come in of all species.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then you guys have to hide you’re not human,” I grumbled. “Or us. Me too. How would we explain half of it if we had to be human?” 
 
    “Why do we need to?” Cerdic said after a moment. He shrugged when people gave him shocked looks. “My family’s coven is out. There’s no news or worry of getting annihilated by countries or humans. There aren’t enough of them. It used to be that we were out and humans knew.” 
 
    “It was a much easier time,” Kristof added, sounding like he knew from experience and yeah, he was super old. 
 
    “Dude, how old are you?” Tyson asked him. 
 
    Kristof shrugged. “Most find it tacky if you keep count after a few thousand years. I stopped counting because really, a birthday didn’t mean much by then.” He leaned over and tapped the sketch. “This is well done as a starting plan to rebuild and do it right as a new coven. I have been to that area though, and there is only a smaller river flowing right there.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s one of the seriously strange parts,” I grumbled. “It’s why I was practicing what else my power could do with the trees.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to wipe out everything there and start fresh,” he surmised. 
 
    “And build a river from the ocean,” I mumbled, knowing they would still all hear me. “Fine, global warming didn’t happen as everyone had thought and there are assholes who say it was because the reports were all bullshit. They weren’t, but it was the immediate, almost complete ceasing of carbon emissions after the bombs all dropped. However, there is still that too high sea level thing that I read about.” 
 
    “And you’re going to fix that?” James asked, raising that disbelieving eyebrow at me again. 
 
    “Fuck if I know, dude. I just have this dream of actually making a huge ass fucking river starting from Seattle and following the path of highways around there and the circle river around the coven. Yeah, no big. Just use magic to dig it out and build it up and out so the planet can reclaim the land for life and animals instead of falling apart everything. No big. Just another princess thing to handle.” 
 
    “Whoa, no wonder you’ve not said anything,” Vance whispered, giving me a worried look. “Damn. Okay, well, as the civil engineer on Team Inez, I’ll start figuring out how deep and the way to do this best maybe.” 
 
    “You might not have all the information you’d need on that, but let’s put a pin in all of this for now,” Jaxon said. “We have hunting and fun first.” 
 
    A topic change sounded perfect. 
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    “So we’re clear on the wager, right?” James checked. “I win and you, a vampire princess, will make me homemade bread and a breakfast scrambler.” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “And if I win, you’ll let me bring you on a visit to another court wearing a collar and leash in shifted form.” 
 
    “We have an accord, Princess,” he purred, taking my extended hand and kissing it instead of shaking. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and moved to get set up. After dinner, most had gotten back to their tasks. I’d had hot sex with Jaxon in the camper, but then it was still hours before nightfall, so a lot of us were excited and ready to go. We’d decided to have some fun and had gone hunting, clearing a large hotel on the northwest side of downtown, which was south of the port so not the immediate area handled. 
 
    Corrupted didn’t come out in the sun after all. 
 
    But once that was done, James had been razzing me over how I looked like an action star wearing a skirt, fluffy sweater, and boots as I killed baddies. It turned out he had a sniper rifle he was excited to get a chance to use for hunting that night too, so when I’d seen how tall the hotel was, I’d offered him a contest to see who could hit targets further away.  
 
    And we had ample targets. Darius hadn’t been kidding that the corrupted scented me or my scent was stronger to them. They were gathering in windows of buildings in the direction I was as long as it wasn’t the same side as the sun. So we’d come to the top of the tall building to settle some things. Honestly, I was fine with losing because it was fun and we needed the fun. 
 
    Which was why I threw out the craziest whatever I knew would burn James to even suggest. The guy was military trained, former Navy Seal, and badass sniper from what Vance had warned me. So yeah, I was probably going to lose, but I would have made him the breakfast anyways. He was just stuck on me being a princess and actually doing something menial such as making breakfast.  
 
    I liked it, so whatever, but people were placing bets and having fun. Just to keep things fair, Trisha was paired with me on a range scope and Darius with James. 
 
    “Ladies first,” he purred when we were ready. 
 
    “Oh no, age before beauty, of course,” I threw right back. 
 
    “Brat,” he grumbled. He settled in, and Darius confirmed what they were targeting. James took in a slow breath and let it out before getting in his quiet place. Then he pulled the trigger. 
 
    “Got him,” Darius confirmed. “Head shot eight hundred and two meters away.” 
 
    “I thought I’d be nice,” James teased me. “Let’s see what you got, Princess.” 
 
    “She’s only been using the damn thing a few weeks,” Darius grumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, so I was nice.” 
 
    “I don’t need people to be nice or give me handicaps because I’m a princess or have fucking tits,” I bitched under my breath, Trisha snorting. I stretched my neck and then completely changed direction, already having picked my target and the nice big windows that gave a great vantage from a further range. I told her the coordinates, and she flinched. 
 
    She confirmed them and barely breathed “good luck” to me. 
 
    I went to my quiet place and locked on, pulling the trigger and wanting to squeal when I saw the hole in the glass and corrupted down. 
 
    “Got him,” she chuckled. “Head shot two thousand and fourteen meters. Fuck, that’s over half the distance of the longest sniper shot ever confirmed.” She burst out laughing. “You’re getting rusty, Brother.” 
 
    “Where? I want to see where,” he growled, coming over to us.  
 
    I rolled away and let him move into my spot. “That tower I’m locked on, top floor, far right window. They’re eating him, but you can see the hole and they’re eating a guy without some of his head.” 
 
    “You are awesome,” Darius praised, plucking me off the roof and kissing me deeply. “Team Sniper Princess is our new name.” 
 
    “No, but we can get t-shirts like that,” I chuckled, smiling wider when James cursed under his breath. 
 
    “I could hit that,” he bitched as he stood. 
 
    “Yeah, but you didn’t because you assumed the young wittle princess couldn’t possibly get near that,” I taunted him. “And don’t give me shit about being nice. You went for the easy shot, figuring there was no way I could keep up.” I did a little victory dance. “I’ll pick a hot pink leash and maybe a diamond collar for you, my pretty kitty.” 
 
    He paled. “Shit, you’ll seriously do it, won’t you?” 
 
    “No because I figured I’d lose and it sounded fun to razz you, but I didn’t think you’d do such a basic shot. I mean, come on, half a mile? I’m almost insulted.” 
 
    “There aren’t a lot of people who can make that shot,” he reminded me. “You’ve had no training.” 
 
    “I haven’t, but I survived the apocalypse on my own, teaching myself. Have a bit of faith in a girl, like for real, dude. You keep giving me smirks and probably picturing I almost blew off my hand when using grenades. I’m not playing paintball. I’ve been in the thick of shit alone.” 
 
    He sat with that a moment but then nodded. “In my defense, it’s not you being female. Trisha keeps up with me all the time.” 
 
    “It’s you have a hang-up with princesses. I get it. Have you even met any?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” he snorted, proving my point. 
 
    “Well, I hadn’t met any leopard shifters, but I didn’t believe what’s said about them either and took them at face value. Fine, that was fiction, whatever, the point is still the same.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He scratched the sexy scruff on his chin. “Wanna see what else we can shoot in that building?” 
 
    “Yeah I do,” I chuckled, getting back to my spot. 
 
    So we did. Others joined us, a few with sniper rifles as well, but most hitting targets in closer buildings as I really was a beacon for them. I can’t even imagine how many we got like that but enough to make a good dent. We might only have been a thousand versus the hundred thousand or more Darius was predicting, but we had the weapons and some old vampires who moved fast. 
 
    And they were determined to not have me handle even a fraction of that many ghosts tomorrow. Even if I was up to three at a time, it was hard. Well, I wouldn’t get better or stronger unless I pushed it, right? 
 
    What really cracked me up was when I found out that the people helping to load extra clips and magazines had made sure to break down all the packaging and discard it into the recycling bins. Nice that some habits didn’t die, but no one was going to be picking that up. Then again, just because so many were dead, people shouldn’t litter. 
 
    Part of me thought it was a need to grip onto some normalcy. Or maybe the hope that one day people would live there again and things could go back to what they had been. 
 
    Or maybe unicorns were real. Watch, there were unicorn shifters and my snarky ass would totally have to admit I was wrong. 
 
    I got a few weird looks as I loaded 9mm rounds into clips as I sat on Jaxon’s thigh. I shrugged. “I used five clips clearing that huge hotel. I need to reload them too for tomorrow’s hunting. Wilson owes me gun cleaning tonight, but we’re just waiting, so why waste the time?” 
 
    “You’re the princess?” Jaxon chuckled, kissing the back of my neck now that my hair was up instead of the hot braid they’d done earlier.  
 
    “Oh yes, this is so hard and beneath me,” I drawled. “So undignified as opposed to sitting here and looking fragile while others work. I can handle this.” Of course that was the moment where a bullet didn’t load right and flipped out and to the ground. “Ignore that.” 
 
    “I saw nothing, Princess,” Tyson said as he sat down and joined us. “I think it’s smart to save space and load all the extra clips before shipping them or storing them for picking up later.” 
 
    “We’ve done what we can, but there really are only so many hours, and we’ve covered a lot of ground,” Darius muttered, refilling his own magazines. He preferred the guns when we were clearing buildings so there were no accidents given swords swinging didn’t work well in tight spaces or stairwells. “Not sleeping much helps, but someone feels guilty if we do so much more than her.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Well, don’t just do nothing because I feel like the weakest link and the young baby.” 
 
    “Yes, you are the one we’ve got to carry, love,” Cerdic said with a snort. “That shower I took was because of you. Everything we’ve got is because of you and Team Inez assembled. Sleep when you need it because you more than deserve it.” 
 
    “And a foot rub?” I teased him, smiling when asked what sort of lotion I liked best. 
 
    “She’s covered,” Jaxon said, reminding me of the spoiling he and Darius had given me.  
 
    “They’re on the move,” Kristof warned as the sun was almost set. “They’re moving earlier than normal. Your scent is that strong to them.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, tampons helped normally,” I grumbled. “I learned that fast as pads seemed to make it worse.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” Trisha muttered, scrunching up her nose. “And I turn into an animal.” 
 
    “Yes, there are several reasons I’m going to have to turn in my vampire, princess, or woman cards.” I finished the clip and after getting kisses from Jaxon and Darius—Cerdic being a brat and sneaking in for a chaste one—Vance helped me up onto the trailer we were using. 
 
    “You did that so you could look up her skirt,” Darius bitched. 
 
    “Yeah, and?” Vance chuckled as they took off. 
 
    “Asshole,” I grumbled as he joined us. That amused him even more. I ignored him and set up my sniper rifle and the other one I had for closer range and had clips of ten for faster firing. The leopards had the same ones, and we had boxes of full clips ready to go. 
 
    And a lot of people to keep getting us ammo on the ground. The bridge was split, but it was two lanes with a shoulder and a bit extra so they almost got the trailer straight across—which they lifted and moved—but not quite. There were two on each side, one for us facing south and one facing north. It was the best play given the Knik River was pretty wide here. 
 
    There was still a bit of ice that wouldn’t help the corrupted who might not opt for the bridge, and I’d never seen any swim, so it was going to be fish in a barrel. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” James whispered from down the row. 
 
    “What?” I asked, checking my scope when I saw he did. 
 
    “I saw a pack coming over that far ridge and was about to fire, but then they just didn’t have heads. Not I blinked and they were dead, but I was watching and heads vanished.” 
 
    “I told you Kristof moves faster than air displacement,” I muttered. “I feel the breeze when Jaxon or Darius run with me, but he goes so fast it’s like he’s got wormholes he runs through.” Another pack came over that ridge, and we got to killing. I was glad they were really letting some through instead of trying to get them all.  
 
    That wasn’t the smart play, as they could get eaten too. If everyone took some off the top and thinned the packs or numbers, we’d do better and all be safer. I wasn’t trying to hit all I saw, quickly moving onto the next group and nailing one so the others got distracted, but more kept coming and others would get them. 
 
    That was how a team worked. 
 
    And we were now a very large team. We wouldn’t always be, so why not enjoy it while we had the people? 
 
    “Corrupted in a barrel,” someone joked as they started reaching the open area before the bridge.  
 
    Lots of them reached that area. The gunfire was deafening, but I ignored it as best as I could, focusing faurther down the highway that I could see clearly since we’d left some lights to help. They’d probably get taken out, but it had been the only option we had given it had just been the new moon and there wasn’t a lot of light at night. 
 
    “This might have been a bad idea,” Wilson worried when more and more came pouring out of the forest like rats fleeing a sewer or an old building on fire. 
 
    Actually, worse than that. Way worse. 
 
    “Have faith, Cousin,” Trisha said easily. “They’ve not even gotten close to the bridge yet. They’re so busy eating each other that we’re still taking them out.” 
 
    “Sniper help north!” someone bellowed. 
 
    I flipped around as I saw James do the same. We were on the wrong trailer to help the north, but we were aiming down the line, and that was elevated so the angle still worked. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” James whispered. 
 
    I swallowed loudly, feeling the same at what I saw in the scope. Wilson might be right in the end, but I wasn’t about to go down without giving it my everything. I switched to the other rifle, knowing I was still able to shoot far enough with it to give them the help they needed and I was faster.  
 
    I sat on my right foot with my knee touching the ground while my other foot was flat on the trailer as I took aim way down the highway. Several went down further back as I fired and thinned what they had coming in. I saw a strip get taken out as well and hoped I didn’t hit whoever was there as I reloaded and kept firing. 
 
    “Inez, Trisha, Vance with me!” James bellowed, tossing down his rifle and sliding along the trailer towards me. He grabbed me around the waist and dropped to the ground, setting me on my feet and pulling me with him. “Thank fuck I’m a paranoid man. Trisha, with her.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said as we rounded the other trailer focused on the north. She moved next to a wicked looking heavy machine gun with ammunition belts loaded and a lot more next to it. They were on tripods resting on bags of sand at the right height to kneel by. “You fire; I’ll feed and reload. Thin the packs and work further down like you were.” 
 
    So apparently we were playing with military grade weapons after all. 
 
    Almost made it worth feeling like I might pee myself in fear at just how many corrupted had come and were still coming. That estimate of a hundred thousand might end up having been a lowball.  
 
    How many fucking people had fled to Alaska thinking it was safe? 
 
    “Focus on the other bridge,” James ordered the shooters on top of the trailer we were now in front of. Good, that made sense if we were handling this direction and side so the other side didn’t get overrun or corrupted just opted for that way. 
 
    She nodded when I was ready, and I didn’t waste a second, looking down the scope and pulling the trigger. The kick was more for sure, as the bullets were also bigger and rapid fire, but we were doing way more damage. Which was probably why we hadn’t started with it. I was tearing up the road when I missed hitting a corrupted. 
 
    Well, surviving was more important. 
 
    We made huge dents in the numbers, James having the same idea as I did and firing into the masses gathering at the end of the other bridge to help them out too. I mean, the machine guns had to fire insane numbers and fast. 
 
    “Help on the south side!” someone yelled down to us. 
 
    “Go!” James ordered us. 
 
    I let go of the machine gun, and Trisha expertly lifted it, nodding at what I needed to grab for ammo. I did, hurrying after her as we went around both trailers and moved in front of the one I’d started with. Setting down the ammo, I dropped to the ground, and she placed the machine gun right in front of me. I was loaded and started firing immediately. 
 
    Yeah, it was that bad on that side too.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I felt her leave but then come back with some sandbags and more ammo. It wasn’t about comfort or poor me was lying on the highway. No, that was fine for a sniper rifle, but to use the machine gun I was sort of half in a pushup and that wasn’t conducive to being as accurate as possible.  
 
    The second I need more ammo, I situated the sandbags as she reloaded me. It was much better, and I was making more progress, swallowing my worry that I could be hitting Jaxon, Darius, Cerdic, or even Kristoff. Shit, some of the other nobles had gone with them too, right? The young one was with us, as he wasn’t any faster than I was so, yeah, we’d get eaten too easily then. 
 
    “Flares!” I shouted as loud as I could. The last of the lights had been taken out, and all I saw were bodies and lots of them, so it was hard to tell which were still moving on their own or being shot. A few heartbeats later the first large road flare landed on the highway. I didn’t think the flare gun would do that much, but then I saw a second flare coming from yards and yards away. 
 
    Shit, was one of the guys lobbing them in from wherever they were fighting? I was so going to shoot one of the men I loved, and then I would die inside. 
 
    I mean, I’d already shot Darius… Twice, but that was before I’d known him. And this was way different given how big the gun was. 
 
    And the big bullets. 
 
    The flares helped, and I could see there weren’t more coming into the visible areas. There could still be more in the surrounding woods, but it was a good sign, so I stopped firing, giving Trisha a nod to look in the scope. 
 
    “Thank fuck,” she muttered as she stood. She waved for me to follow, and we found about the same on James’s side. 
 
    “And you laughed at my grenade launcher idea,” I yelled when he stopped firing.  
 
    Vance burst out laughing, and I knew it wasn’t that funny, more relieved laughing like we were still alive and could laugh. I knew that feeling too well even if I’d never been where I was currently sitting.  
 
    The gunfire slowed until it was a few rounds now and again picking those off that were still able to move. I wiggled my fingers in my ears, thinking I wouldn’t get that echo out for a while. 
 
    “Cease fire!” James called officially. “Five with handguns with me to check them all.” I stood, and he waved me off. “No, your scent is too much. You stay here. I’m already getting punched for sure.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked Trisha. She shrugged, so I opted for at least getting back on top of the trailer so I was at the sniper rifle and could see more. 
 
    But there weren’t any left to shoot. Yeah, there were a bunch they finished with the handguns, but otherwise we’d gotten them all. 
 
    Now I just had to wait and worry about the others. They didn’t leave me hanging long, Kristof appearing in front of the trailer I was on, and I was so relieved to see he was fine I even met his gaze. 
 
    “We’ll have more tomorrow that started coming from Fairbanks when we arrived, as your scent carried on the wind or something, but I can tell they’re coming. They’re still too far out, and we cleared all of the ones near us,” he told me. “What did you want to ask me about? I meant to check earlier, but I thought to ask before you sleep.” 
 
    “Oh, I was going to ask what you thought about having them take the gift to Ireland, but you already weighed in,” I said as I sat up. “Did you throw in the flares?” 
 
    “Yes, I was carrying them, and when I heard you I tossed them to the highway from a very safe distance.” 
 
    “Glad I didn’t shoot you and you’re not hurt. How bad was it on your side?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We let through maybe half. No, probably closer to a third. The woods and highway around the bend are littered with bodies. The other nobles will check they’re fully dead and are clearing the road so we can get back to camp.” 
 
    “Fuck, you got two thirds and we still had that many?” I rubbed over my chest when he nodded. “Shit, I never dreamed that many. Maybe this was stupid.” 
 
    “It wasn’t. It was a smart move strategically and from an efficiency standpoint, as we didn’t destroy supplies that can be used. They wanted to blow up buildings that were full so you were safer, but that always carries risk as well. They would wrap you in a bubble if they could.” 
 
    The implication he wouldn’t because he didn’t care was pretty clear, but I ignored that. I thanked him for letting me know, and he gave me a funny look like he didn’t understand something that had just happened before nodding and leaving me to pack everything away. 
 
    “Thanks for the gift,” I told James as I finished up and Trisha helped me get down. He blinked at me a moment before busting out laughing. “Yeah, I’m keeping the gun. Take it as payment for losing the bet.” 
 
    “As my princess wishes,” he agreed, dipping his head to me with a smirk. 
 
    Asshole. 
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    I didn’t shoot anyone on our side, so that was always the best way to end a battle. I must have checked Darius, Jaxon, and even Cerdic three times for any wounds since they’d been covered in blood. Thankfully none of it was theirs. 
 
    I did find out what James had been talking about though when Darius walked right up to him and slugged the leopard. Apparently James had promised he wouldn’t let me out of his sight, and that was the only reason they’d gone so far away from me. Jaxon slugged him as well, but I stopped Cerdic, as he might really punch his head off. They promised it wasn’t full strength because that would upset me. 
 
    James thanked me for that. 
 
    People were already celebrating when we got back, too keyed up after things had gotten so hairy. Plus, a bunch of the meat was ready after hours on the spits and someone had raided a vineyard right in Anchorage. They were planning on bringing a lot of that on the ship too. It had been a long time since they’d landed in a port that wasn’t full of people who would try for the ship or corrupted that they had to dodge. 
 
    They needed the break and wins just as much as I had when I’d met Darius. 
 
    Tyson moved in front of me as I tried some bison. I swallowed the bite when I saw he wanted to say something and smiled at him. He cleared his throat and glanced around. “You were hinting that those of us you chose could be your knights. Did you mean it?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m not sure about the whole lifelong oath thing, but something to say you’re on the team and want to be generals for the coven or whatever.” 
 
    He nodded. “I accept and am more than willing to give my oath as long as my younger brothers are welcome in the coven as well.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You guys can just join the coven when it’s ready or us now.” I shrugged. “I accept them. You don’t have to become a knight for that.” 
 
    “I want to, My Princess. You are the future we need, one worth fighting and working hard for. When I saw you tonight—you are a princess I would follow anywhere. I saw a princess warrior who took out more corrupted than most and didn’t even flinch when doing what needed to be done. I am now and forever your shield, Princess Inez.” 
 
    “Me too,” Maggie said, moving up next to him. The others echoed them, and I nodded, willing to accept as long as they did it on their own. I wasn’t going to force people or even pressure them. The guilt of doing that to the leopards ate at me no matter how much they promised they’d wanted it. 
 
    They undressed and one by one knelt and gave me their oath. It was my turn then, and I hurried to do it, trying to ignore the hundreds of eyes on us. I opened my arms for Tyson, feeling how relieved he was as he hugged me tightly.  
 
    “Thank you, Princess,” he breathed as he gave me a soft kiss. He slid around behind me, and I hugged Maggie next, accepting a kiss from her too. They traded off, protecting my back when someone moved up for me to accept. It was… I liked the symbolism even if I had to be naked for it. 
 
    Lara—the cougar who had originally made the snarky comment about me—was last, and my tired brain didn’t keep up with my mouth. I just couldn’t seem to help myself. 
 
    “Your breasts are perfect,” I praised as we moved apart from the hug. I stared at them. “Do you do something to make them that perky and perfect? I know how big is a bit of where the genetics land, but they’re seriously perfect.” 
 
    She blinked at me as lots of people laughed around us. “Thank you, Princess. I keep in shape, and lifting weights keeps them up and tight, plus lots of running as a cougar.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking of something. “Can I bite you? Can I feed from one?” 
 
    “Um, yes, of course,” she sputtered, thrown again. 
 
    Yeah, so was I, but I was dying to know something, and I knew it was acceptable for me to drink from my knights, and she was one now. My fangs came out, and I gently cupped her left breast as I bit her flesh. I sucked on her nipple as I drank her blood, studying how much she liked it. I took enough to get my answer and then licked the bite closed. 
 
    “Thank you, Princess,” she panted, sinking to her knees. “Your bite is orgasmic. That was quite the experience.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I muttered. “You’re the first shifter I’ve drank from.” I glanced at Jaxon. 
 
    He shook his head. “The pleasure brings us faster, but it’s not an orgasmic bite. It might be for those oathed to you as a reward for letting them drink from you.” 
 
    I bobbed my head. “You guys should bite me like that more often.” I shrugged when his eyes flashed shock. “She’s gorgeous, but I’m not into women, yet that still made my stomach flutter. It was hot. I get why you guys love that.” I frowned as I ran my tongue around my mouth. “Her blood was like water though. I mean, it wasn’t bad, it just was… Liquid.” 
 
    He nodded. “We filter and compact blood for you so others would seem as simply hydration. It’s why most only drink from their nobles.” 
 
    “It would be interesting to see if the nobles you accept oaths from would give orgasmic bites to your knights if we drank from them,” Darius added. 
 
    I snapped my gaze to his, frowning and jealousy flaring in me. He’d gotten way too much attention from the females we’d met, and I wasn’t a fan.  
 
    It was time to make that clear. 
 
    “I don’t think you need to give any women orgasms even from a bite while feeding,” I warned, barely keeping the growl out of my voice. “Didn’t you have something you wanted to ask me?” 
 
    He did a double take and glanced around. “Here? Now?” 
 
    “You have something better to do?” I growled. 
 
    He smiled as he moved over to me, kissing me gently. “You’re jealous. You’re actually jealous over me?” 
 
    I gave a swift nod. “Just making it abundantly fucking clear who you belong to. I’ve heard some talking about your charms and that we’re only saying we’re engaged and haven’t had the real thing yet so you were an option.” I leaned in until we were nose to nose almost. “Are you still an option for them?” 
 
    “Never,” he breathed. “Inez Garner, will you accept my request of engagement?” 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed, my hands immediately moving to get him undressed. I didn’t give a shit that people were around. This time I wanted them to see he was mine.  
 
    All. Fucking. Mine. 
 
    He was naked and on the ground seconds later. I straddled him, moving my hips teasingly as I kept his gaze. “I love you and only you forever. I have not even looked at another woman as a woman since I met you, My Princess.” 
 
    That cut through my emotions, and I lowered myself on him. I bit into his hands and let him cup my breasts as I leaned over and rode him. “Show me your throat.” 
 
    He did with a moan, and I struck fast, drinking down a few sips for him since I didn’t really need the blood. We finished, and his smile was huge as he ran his hands over my thighs. 
 
    But I wasn’t done yet. I accepted again just as I had with Jaxon. 
 
    “There, now I double accepted like I did for Jaxon’s request. You’re both loved equally and are my everything. There’s no need for jealousy ever between you, as we are the court and family I want.” 
 
    “You are the only princess I have ever known that has the heart big enough to love one or a million nobles,” he murmured as he stood, us still connected as he wrapped me around him. “Let’s take our love to bed, Jaxon. She needs rest.” 
 
    “Still hungry and thirsty,” I admitted, kissing him to show I loved the gesture though. Jaxon cleaned me up faster than others could see and handed me a sexy nightgown to wear for them. Fine, that was better than naked. 
 
    I accepted a cup of wine and caught sight of something I didn’t want to. 
 
    Namely two female shifters sucking off Kristof by the tree line, far away from the party and cooking… And his eyes were locked on me. I sipped my wine and watched the show he clearly wanted me to see. They were very talented and much better than I was, trading off and even kissing each other with his dick right there. He finished and then immediately started drilling the first one. 
 
    And I mean drilling her. She could only accept what he offered as he bent her over and took her harder and faster than probably anyone else on the planet would. 
 
    Anyone could. 
 
    He’s found your replacements, clearly saying he can have any woman, make any be his sluts for fun. Message fucking received. 
 
    The moment he finished with her and went for the second, I turned and left, getting the message but not needing to twist the knife in my gut. I’d touched the beautiful danger and learned an important lesson. 
 
    Namely not to be stupid and do it again. 
 
    We slept in given how late the fight had even started, but people were already working in the city when I stepped out of the trailer to meet up with Cerdic. It might have seemed spoiled to have our tai chi session while others were working, but the guys were constantly reminding me that I needed to be in my best possible shape as the boss of it all. Sure, I was just a baby compared to them, but I was boss. 
 
    No, I didn’t get how that worked out at all, but I did like the tai chi and it was helping. The visuals and mindset, the movements, and the energy were truly helping me work through a lot of my shit. 
 
    When we finished, I let out a yelp as he grabbed me around the waist and whisked me off somewhere. Cerdic was playful, but he was patient and careful not to push me. 
 
    Apparently that had changed. 
 
    He moved me against a tree far away from everyone else, holding me steady as I recovered. I studied those sexy ocean blue eyes that currently swirled with too much for an answer.  
 
    He brushed his lips over my cheek, his voice deeper than normal. “Bleed on me, Inez. Bloody fuck, love, please. I’m losing my ever loving mind with need and wanting you. I know I promised not to push, and I’m trying not to. I know you’re upset over whatever Kristof did, but fuck, he had his shot. Let me be whatever you got from him. I can give you that and do it better, I know I can.” 
 
    “We’re not even supposed to be alone,” I whispered, finding my voice after the shock of what he’d said. 
 
    “I know, you’re such a naughty young princess to allow it,” he purred, kissing along my chin. “Did the dirty lass want a tryst in the woods?” He moved his hands to my hips when I flinched at him saying “dirty,” as it obviously struck a chord with me. More than that, he clearly knew more about what had happened with Kristof than I wanted. “Be naughty with me, love. Just give me a chance.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I breathed, trying not to moan at what his lips were doing to my skin. 
 
    “I’ve already checked with Darius and Jaxon. They’re fine if it’s me, and I know they told you the same,” he argued gently. He pushed up my sweater so he was touching my skin, groaning when my body quivered under his touch. “Please just fucking bleed on me and I’ll go back to patient. I’m out of my mind, love.” 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” I hissed, nipping his ear and deciding to push back and make it clear I wasn’t anyone’s doormat again. There was still salt in my wounds of Kristof after what I’d seen. “Undress for me. I want to see all of you.” 
 
    “You naughty love,” he groaned, moving away and doing what I asked. He was naked when I blinked, just like that.  
 
    I studied him. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Almost two thousand,” he answered as I stared over what could only be described as male perfection. “My blood will be a serious kick, but it’s all yours, Inez.” 
 
    I waved over to an area that looked soft, thick, wild grass covering it. “Lay there. I might be the young one, but you will do as I say, won’t you?” 
 
    “Too bloody right I will.” He lay down, licking his lips as I moved closer. “You are a vision, love. I’m totally sunk on you, Inez.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I purred, gesturing to his truly impressive dick that was leaking on his stomach. I moved to straddle him, fully clothed and just sitting there. I taunted him with my bare skin since I still wasn’t wearing panties and a skirt as the guys wanted. I moved to rub against his dick, biting back a moan at how good he felt, how much I wanted him too. 
 
    His eyes went wide as he realized this was all he would get. “You’re more than a naughty princess, you’re a bloody minx.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’ve liked how patient you’ve been like I deserve it,” I admitted, leaning over until we were almost kissing as I slid against him. “So I’m going to give you what you asked for but what we both know wasn’t what you wanted.” I moved my finger to his lips when he opened his mouth to object. “But if you are patient and good to your word, I’ll let you have me completely next time I bleed.” 
 
    “Six weeks?” he whimpered, kissing my finger. “I can’t have you fully for six more weeks?” 
 
    I sat up, rolling my hips as I built his fire. “You don’t think I’m worth waiting six weeks for to make sure I can trust you? Should I never let you in me? Never bed me? How about twelve weeks? A year? You wouldn’t wait for me that long?” 
 
    He sat up and cupped my face in his hands. “I would. You are absolutely worth that and much, much more. I would wait as long as you need. I’m not a fan of the games, as I thought you weren’t, which is what I was trying to say with no blood in my brain.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking that was fair. I licked my lips as I thought of how I wanted to phrase my feelings. “I got burned from jumping. Yes, it worked with Darius and Jaxon, but I just got burned from jumping. I love what I have with them, and if I’ll even consider adding, risking that, I want to know it’s right before I go there.” I flushed as he pulled me closer and kissed my neck. “And I liked the slow.” 
 
    “You like the flirting and being courted. You’ve never had any of that,” he put together. “The lingering glances and soft smiles when you get caught staring are sexy to you.” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. “I didn’t want to deny you when you’ve reacted to me like this, admitting you never have and almost thousands of years of searching, but I want more of that.” I brushed my mouth against his before nibbling his lower lip. “Will you give me that, Cerdic? Will you keep sneaking looks at my body when you can and cute flirts that I eat up?” 
 
    “Aye, love, I can do that for you, for us to make sure we’re right,” he promised before angling his head so his throat was all mine. “As long as you’re not playing me for a fool and want to really see what’s here, I will be whatever you need.” 
 
    “I’m glad that’s your answer,” I admitted, leaning in and kissing his neck before sinking my fangs in his skin. I gasped as liquid fire shot through me from just that mouthful. I closed the bite and swallowed, licking his skin clean just so I didn’t waste a drop of ambrosia. “I’m really glad that was your answer.” I rocked my hips faster as I leaned back with my hands on his thighs. 
 
    “You are such perfection,” he whispered. “The lads were right to call you that.” 
 
    I smirked even as my cheeks flushed. “What will you do during those six weeks? Dream of licking me? Try to finger me if I let you? You’ve got a lot to live up to given they spoil and treasure me.” 
 
    “I can keep up, I promise, love.” He reached out and ran his thumb over my nipple through the sweater. “And I already dream of licking you. I dream of everything with you including sleeping on that massive round bed with all the pillows. My place is between you and the door so you’re always protected and safe.” 
 
    I melted. That was so sweet that I melted. I moved faster, and he came after I did, thanking me for giving him that piece of me and such pleasure. 
 
    “I would give you hours of sweet pillow talk and read you my favorite poetry, but I know you have to get the energy out from my blood,” he murmured in my ear. “And I have an idea of your next lesson. I thought you’d prefer it without all the eyes.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s hard to deal with,” I agreed. I gave him a soft kiss before moving his fingers between my legs and pushing two in me. “But you want more on you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, you naughty princess,” he groaned. “Fuck, it’s like sticking my fingers in the very best socket.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how that worked, but he was happy, and I got a very nice orgasm. Apparently I was coming around to their way of thinking on not being grossed out by my period.  
 
    He redressed and whisked me off to the airport. He winked at me and turned me around, showing that he’d found another electric semi. We’d located two more in Boston, and it was a good find. “Now, I want you to fix it, but then I want you to destroy it.” 
 
    I didn’t hide my shock, but when I saw his smirk I realized what he wanted. “Like the navigator. We’re opening that can of worms again? I thought we’d put a pin in that.” 
 
    “They did, yes, and I understand, but I think you will want to see what I believe your miracle goodness can accomplish. I might be wrong, but what’s the harm in trying?” 
 
    “Wasting an electric semi for one,” I muttered, nodding that I would do it. I let out my power, focusing on fixing and not charging up. I’d been playing on the difference, and I was getting fairly good at it. Once that was done, I took a few breaths and focused on pixelating the semi, turning it into the grains of what it consisted of, but not destroying it and making it dust. 
 
    It took a good dose of power, maybe a third of the huge rush I’d gotten from Cerdic. I also felt a bit lightheaded and gave myself a moment to let that pass, glad when I felt his hand on my hip in a reassuring way while holding me against his strong body. When I was better, I moved to the pile of grains that really looked like pixels—tiny, bead sized pixels—and reformed the semi. 
 
    That was harder than destroying, and the only reason I didn’t land on the ground was Cerdic being so quick. He swooped me up into his arms and gave me a soft kiss. 
 
    “That’s step one. We’re going to try for step two while playing with the onslaught of ghosts you will undoubtedly have soon. So you need more fuel as well.” He waited until I nodded, racing us back to camp. He snickered as he set me on my feet. “Apparently there are some cats who want to make sure you still love them.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what he meant until I saw two leopards—I could now tell they were Wilson and Wolfe after having seen them in animal form—stacking dead ducks next to one of the tables being used for butchering. I let out a giggle, and it built into giggles fast. I had said the duck I’d tried had been one of my favorite things like ever. I went over to them and kissed their noses. 
 
    “Thank you, and I woves you guys too. I’m not cleaning those birds though.” 
 
    “I don’t mind doing it, Princess,” one of the shifters told me. “The bird shifters have a hard time, as I would if someone asked me to skin a wolf for dinner, but the big predator shifters have not a problem with it.” 
 
    I shivered. “Thank you. It’s not the type of blood and guts I can handle. And Inez is fine.” 
 
    “I thank you, but others could misunderstand that people aren’t showing you the respect you deserve, and you do deserve it,” he said, dipping his head. “Which is why we want to give you the respect instead of feeling we have to or it’s expected of us.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I felt my cheeks flush and left him and others to handle the butchering. 
 
    I had mounds of bread to enjoy. Apparently there were a lot of everyone who had helped with the wheat we’d gotten and used the trailers with equipment to put it to good use. And someone had found another dairy farm that had lactating cows because there was more milk and people doing whatever with it. 
 
    “You’re really okay with Cerdic?” I checked with Jaxon when he joined me as I stuffed my face. 
 
    He nodded, leaning in and kissing my hair. “We meant it when we said we were. We don’t know these new nobles or vampires yet, but the three of us agreed that we would discuss things and trust each other. We trust you.” He waggled his eyebrows. “How was it? Did he make my delicious princess scream?” 
 
    I felt my cheeks flush yet again, not able to process how he could just accept like that. I’d lose my mind if he touched another woman. “No, I like the idea of going slow. You and Darius were flukes that were perfect to jump in with. I want to make sure I never risk what we have again. Cerdic agreed to my tough negations.” 
 
    “As he should.” He moved his hand to my thigh. “Darius and I have a present coming for our perfect fiancée who’s been so understanding and spoiling us.” 
 
    “You guys didn’t need to do that,” I argued even as I was vibrating with excitement. They were the only people who had ever given me presents, but I’d liked the ones I’d gotten so far. I mean, not everyone woman would want a sniper rifle, but to me it meant they saw me, who I really was, and liked that person. “I was thinking of doing something nice because of how awesome you guys were last night.” 
 
    “It was our pleasure. We want less baddies and danger in the world too,” he reminded me. “You wearing skirts and helping us with our clawing need for you is everything, Inez. You are amazing when so many princesses are horrible and selfish.” 
 
    “I sort of like the skirts going commando,” I admitted, thinking of all the sexy fun we’d had. “I think as long as it’s not heels during the apocalypse and the wind isn’t so chilly I could get used to them.” 
 
    “As I said, perfect. You are perfect.” 
 
    I didn’t think I was anywhere close to that, but I was glad they were so happy. The ghosts started as I finished stuffing my face, and it was just Cerdic and me today, the guys knowing he was up to something and leaving us be. I appreciated it especially when shit hit the fan fast because I didn’t want them to worry. 
 
    “There are so, so many,” I whispered as they gathered around the SUV and fast, way faster than before. “I know I killed a lot, but they come as I killed them and this has to be—” 
 
    “I was worried about this,” he admitted, throwing the SUV into drive and punching it. “You accepted seven more knights, love. And they killed a lot of fucking corrupted last night.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I breathed, my heart racing. 
 
    “I got you. We got this,” he promised, reaching for my hand. “Just do your thing and we’ll get it done.” 
 
    I nodded, focusing on the four that appeared in the SUV and dissipating them. Okay, I could do four. I had this. 
 
    I could handle this. 
 
    I couldn’t handle this. We didn’t even make it fifteen minutes before I was about to claw my arms off. Cerdic begged me to hang on as he whipped into the base they’d already broken down the gates for. He stopped at a row of choppers, and I bolted out. 
 
    “These three,” James said, his eyes wide as he realized things weren’t going as planned. He was already jogging to what was next, knowing Cerdic would bring me over. Next were three large planes and a bunch of smaller jets. I was wiped by that and a bit dizzy. 
 
    “We got you, love,” Cerdic promised as he carried me back to the SUV. He was handing me food the whole time we drove around, but the next time he took me back to the airport and this time had me pixelate a bunch of vehicles in the parking garage. I had no idea what he was up to, but I did it. He radioed where we’d done it as we got back in the SUV. I didn’t ask, focused on eating and hydrating. 
 
    And trying to make it through what was already in front of me to handle. What came next could just come next and wait its damn turn. 
 
    We went for hours, longer than I had since that first long fighting night after the leopards had become mine. The second I saw Jaxon, my fangs came out, thirsty and ready for him to do everything to my body after so much energy had coursed through me. 
 
    And did he ever. He gave my body everything it needed against an airplane hangar away from the eyes of others, but they could undoubtedly hear me since I doubted I was anything but loud given the ringing in my ears.  
 
    “I love you, Inez,” he breathed in my ear when I was sated and spent, making me smile and tell him the same. 
 
    We cleaned up and fixed our clothes before joining the others. I did a double take when I saw the huge piles of those pixelated beads I’d turned the long term parking garage into.  
 
    Cerdic gave the people there several annoyed looks before coming over to me and taking my hands. “This is step three. Maybe, hopefully, but the tossers are hanging out to see after I asked them to clear out what you did. Ignore them and just focus on your sexy teacher.” 
 
    I snorted and let him lead me over to the first pile. “Put them back to the vehicles? I can’t remember what was with what and it’s all mixed now.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are, and we don’t need those vehicles, but everything you need to put together a different vehicle is in here. There were metals for engines, rubber for tires and hoses—it’s all here, Inez.” 
 
    My eyes went wide as it sunk in. “You want me to make a fucking electric semi from other vehicles?” 
 
    “I want you to try. It should work. In theory. If it doesn’t, so what?” He shrugged. “This is still better than leaving the vehicles to rot and become an eyesore. There are others who can use certain powers to reform or convert materials like the tree pixels or whatever you called it into wood beams. I’ve seen it.” He gave me a soft kiss. “You got this, and if you prove me right, I have a gift to give my princess.” 
 
    I flushed. What was with these guys and gifts all of a sudden? 
 
    I liked it. 
 
    I nodded, went over to the massive pile of beads, and took in a deep breath, knowing I had to get this energy out of me. I focused as I had when I’d made the semi, not worrying about the logistics or conversions, just I wanted a semi and my power was going to give me one because I was the boss and a badass princess. 
 
    Or that was what I was going for. 
 
    I kept focusing even as I saw the beads start moving, knowing it wasn’t really about touching them but near their vibrating energy or whatever. I used the power and used more until I felt like there was nowhere left for it to go. My eyelashes fluttered as my body felt too heavy.  
 
    “Did I do it?” I asked Cerdic as he swooped me up into his arms. 
 
    “That you did, love, that you did,” he whispered, kissing my forehead. “You made three.” 
 
    “Nice.” I passed out before I even got to see them. I thought that was the least my body deserved after reforming energy and decomposing car beads into electric semis. 
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    I was losing my fucking mind. I had been from the moment she’d nearly pissed herself in fear when I’d confronted her about avoiding me. No, it had started the first time she’d ducked me, blurting her plans and then watching those plans, watching her please them.  
 
    Watching that fucking naked Scrabble and hearing her pleasure I wasn’t giving her had about done me in. And then watching Cerdic get an in with her with the tai chi, watching them get closer. 
 
    Everyone always wanted to be closer to Cerdic. I couldn’t even fault them. He was a good guy. I liked him. I just didn’t like him by her when I wasn’t, feeling enraged that he was taking my place and doing it better than I could. But the way he flowed and moved in a group was his most attractive quality. I could see how much she needed that. 
 
    Especially after I’d hurt her. Listening to her cry that night had about unraveled me mentally and emotionally. I’d hurt her so much just by being me, and when she’d said she wished she’d never come near me, it had felt worse than a sword twisting through my gut. 
 
    And I deserved everything I was getting. I hadn’t even realized half of my comments until she’d mentioned them. I was angry, and none of it was her fault. Here I’d assumed she was playing me and instead, I’d ruined everything. 
 
    But I was thousands of years old. I could fix it. Finding the lactating cows and giving her milk was a good first step. Making sure she had what she needed and showing I was paying attention would be a good first step. 
 
    Except it wasn’t. She didn’t see the gestures or my trying, too wounded to even let me try and heal the hurt. 
 
    Still, I had time. I was a patient man, and I could figure out what I wanted and fix things. 
 
    Apparently time wasn’t on my side though as a ship with over a thousand shifters, nobles, and vampires had come into port. I’d watched as she’d moved around and found more knights, floored at how powerful she, the little baby vampire, already was to have the spirit animals of all cats, not just one. And that would have been amazing given she had the ghost power as well. 
 
    So that situation was maddening, and then she started bleeding. Then I knew I’d already lost my fucking mind. The need hit me hard, the fire her blood started in me burned and burned me all over. I was so stupid. All my thousands of years of barely noting it, and here I’d finally found blood that sang to me as hers did, and I’d lost everything. 
 
    That night things had gotten too hairy for my liking, the amount of corrupted coming for her at least double the educated estimates. I honestly thought about checking cemeteries and wondering if bodies were coming up out of the ground just for her with how many that had come. It had been a long, long time since I’d been scared, and I’d been terrified we weren’t going to be enough. 
 
    Petrified I could lose her. And that was the moment I’d realized how badly I’d fucked up. I’d been so busy dealing with my old traumas and wounds I hadn’t seen how much salt I’d poured into hers while trying to protect myself and angered in the rat maze Aether was trying to put me through. 
 
    The third day of her bleeding I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t take seeing her get closer with Cerdic or how she spoiled Darius and Jaxon. I couldn’t see any more of the shifters become enamored with her or the nobles cracking and dying to give her official greetings. 
 
    I couldn’t be patient anymore. If I waited, I could lose her for good as she filled up her court and life with those who weren’t assholes and didn’t hurt her. 
 
    “I’ve got Inez,” I called to the others when she came out of the camper that morning. Her eyes went wide and filled with fear as I moved my arm around her. “To talk.” I didn’t wait for her answer, whisking her far away from the others so we had some privacy. 
 
    Except I didn’t know how to start. 
 
    “You needed me?” she whispered when I was silent and kept her against me. It was actually the perfect thing to say because I did. 
 
    Fuck, did I need her. 
 
    I took her hand and moved it into my pants, letting her feel my cock was hard. “This is yours. This is because of you.” 
 
    She tried to pull away. “I saw you with those women. Don’t feed me bullshit. I get it, you can get whatever females to play your sluts and I didn’t matter.” 
 
    “No, no, that’s not true,” I rasped, pressing her against the wall of the barn I’d brought us to. “That was for you as well. Yes, I let them have fun with the biggest cock they’d ever seen—their words even—but I was hard for you, Inez.” I pressed my lips to her ear as I moved against her hand, so out of my mind for her and that I’d hurt her. “You are the first woman in over two centuries to get me hard. 
 
    “None even remotely interested me. I couldn’t even imagine one who would make my body react to even masturbate. And then I see this vision, and I’ve been hard ever since.” I kissed her neck. “Please hear me out. Please. I know I made so—I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m sorry I did. I didn’t see what I was doing. I was angry, so angry, but not at you. I let my past cloud what I saw.” 
 
    “Fine, we can talk but not like—” 
 
    “Don’t say no,” I begged, nibbling her ear. “Please don’t say I’ve ruined it all. I’m sorry. I—please help me. No princess has made me wild like this. I’m trying so hard to keep control, but I need you.” I leaned back and met her glazed over eyes, but realizing she was upset with herself for feeling that way. “You can be angry at me and know there’s still something here. That’s not a doormat.” 
 
    “You treat me like one,” she snapped, squeezing my cock harder than I would have thought she’d dare.  
 
    “You’re not,” I groaned, moving faster. “Fuck, fuck, you’re not. It’s my fault. It’s all my fault. You are perfect. You are amazing. It wasn’t your fault you bewitched me. You weren’t playing me.” I came with a grunt, pleasure rocking my body even as I needed more of her. I brought us over to some horse blankets that were stacked in a corner and got undressed. 
 
    “No, I’m not letting you fuck me,” she whispered. “You said to talk.” 
 
    “I’m offering you all of me,” I breathed, my fear and clawing panic easing when she shivered. I lay down and let her decide what she wanted. “Will you give your word that what I tell you stays with us?” 
 
    She nodded, realizing I was really trying to fix things and not fuck with her. “I would never tell your secrets. Why are you doing it naked though?” 
 
    “Because you like the way I look naked,” I admitted. “I want you to bleed on me more than my next breath, maybe more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my very long life, but I’m offering whatever you want.” I let out a shaky breath. “I’ve never trusted anyone with this nor told people, so I only meant to hug you and feel comforted I think.” 
 
    Even in her upset her heart was still so pure and big that she actually came closer. After a moment she straddled my thigh as if saying she would touch me but not make it sexual as I’d wanted. 
 
    Except she wasn’t wearing fucking panties and feeling her bare pussy on my thigh drove me nuts. Staring into her eyes, I thought she might know that and be giving me a taste of my own medicine. 
 
    Well, I deserved that, but at least she was still there. 
 
    “First off, you clearly have realized I don’t have a high opinion of princesses.” I winced when she snorted. “I always make comments, and I wasn’t registering them. I’m sorry for that. I did not make them with the intent of being so pointed or in judgement of you. I have thousands of years’ experience and reason to loathe princesses.” 
 
    “Then why come near me at all?” 
 
    I winced again. “You offered me the fantasy I’d always wanted.” 
 
    She blushed so hot so fast she almost looked lightheaded. “A princess on her knees and letting you treat her like you think we deserve.” She pushed to stand, looking heartbroken. 
 
    “Yes, but no,” I argued, grabbing her wrist and yanking her back down, which made her plop on my groin. “That was an accident.” She rolled her eyes like she wasn’t buying it. “Yes, I’ve always wanted a princess on her knees for me, but it was not about treating one as I thought they deserved. I swear that to you.” 
 
    Her eyes filled with understanding. “You wanted one not to treat you like shit and make you kneel to them.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling like I was seconds from splitting apart inside, and knew it was time to just get it all out. “My first real memory was watching my mother bathe in the blood of her nobles. And I mean an actual bathing tub filled with their blood in her chambers. They would cut themselves and bleed into the bath like livestock being drained before a roast. 
 
    “And she treated them as well as animals to be slaughtered. Her sons were there to witness this so we learned early what we were born for, our place in life. I don’t know which noble was my father, as that didn’t matter. She wanted to reproduce again and did, none of us worth caring about enough to tell me or him that he was a father.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, moving to get more comfortable, turning her wrist so we were holding hands. “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “People fear my house because we were powerful, but even more than that, some knew the truth and that my family were monsters. I mean monsters, Inez.” I begged her with my eyes to understand. “That I was a monster too. You treated me like I was, and I’m so, so sorry that your traumas dumped salt in mine and I didn’t see that was what it was. I thought you were… I don’t know, but I didn’t see it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she admitted. “I was reacting to your rage. You were so seriously angry, and it was terrifying.” 
 
    I sat up, biting back a moan when it moved her in a delicious way. I cupped her cheek and kept her gaze. “I never offered you any violence from the moment we met. You felt my power, and you reacted on fear, assuming I would use that power to hurt. You kept begging me not to hurt them when I didn’t even act annoyed with them. I understand that was because of Clarence or how you lived. 
 
    “I see that now, but you saw me and reacted like I was a mass murderer and monster, and I instantly reacted to that salt in my old wounds. I shouldn’t have, and I missed I was doing it.” I kissed the corner of her mouth, thrilled when she gave a soft gasp. “I was raised a monster, but I fled them. I didn’t want to be a monster.” 
 
    “What happened?” she asked when I couldn’t seem to go on and be vulnerable with her. “Please tell me, Kristof. Please? I won’t tell. I’m trying to understand.” 
 
    “When I was a boy, just becoming a man, my fangs came in. Mine were earlier than yours, but boys were considered men so much younger back then. But that meant it was time to feed. I had only seen my mother feed on her nobles, so when they told me how it was to be done, in the middle of court, and to become a man, I never questioned it. 
 
    “They brought in a willing human woman around my age, maybe a bit older, and told me I was to feed on her while making her a woman. She was willing, she said it was an honor even, as her human family would want for nothing. I was young and too many eyes watching, so when she knelt before me, yes, I wanted what she offered.  
 
    “As boys do, I finished too fast, mortified and distracted by the whispers, my mother’s laughter I was an embarrassment. I was determined to do better at the rest. My fangs were early to some. I was strong. I was of the house of Priest, and I would not shame my family in becoming a man. So I took the girl, showing my strength and feeding like I’d seen my mother.” 
 
    “What happened, Kristof?” she breathed when I stopped again. “You took too much blood?” 
 
    I let out a dark chuckle. “No, I crushed her body. I killed her, not knowing I was ejaculating inside a dead woman until after when her lifeless eyes stared back at me.” I hugged her, needing her to help me admit what I had not before, help heal that boy who had about lost his mind in that moment. “They knew I’d do it. It was for entertainment.  
 
    “My mother brought a human woman in for me to fuck to death as entertainment for her court, watching me lose my virginity that way. I had no idea I’d be that much stronger. I had no idea I could crush her in that way. I learned after it wasn’t just me. She’d done the same to my older brothers, enjoying that as sick, sick entertainment and forbidding us from warning each other.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she rasped, healing me when I felt her warm tears on my skin. “I’m so sorry, Kristof.” 
 
    “I was crushed when I hurt your bottom,” I admitted. “Absolutely crushed at doing the one thing I’d promised never to do and forget my strength. You’re so powerful that I forgot you were a baby vampire, and I’m so sorry, Inez.” 
 
    “I know. You made sure I knew that. I was never mad about that, and I would have spoken up if it injured me for real. It was just too rough, but I was glad because it showed me that line.” 
 
    “If I tell you the rest, will you promise not to shy away from me again?” I begged, actually begged her, my need for her cracking me in a way I hadn’t in so long. “You opened me up to what I thought I never could feel, and I am so lost and panicked that the one thing I never thought I would want I have found and she will never forgive me.” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. “I didn’t mean for my own issues to hurt yours. Yes, I felt your power, and yes, it’s a lot, but you were also the first I really felt, and then I felt like a fucking bug. Clarence was there, and after five years of him hunting me, seeing me as nothing more than—I was overwhelmed and realizing I was so far over my head I wasn’t drowning, I was already drowned really.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t see that sooner.” 
 
    “I can’t promise what you tell me won’t make me change the way I think about you. I’m a pretty understanding person, but I also haven’t forgiven you, Kristof. You hurt me. I trusted you, and you hurt me. I have—I’ve never trusted before Darius, Jaxon, and you, and it went so wrong so fast, and I’ve just been terrified. I don’t understand why you changed and hated me.” 
 
    “I don’t and didn’t hate you,” I promised, kissing her hair when she covered her face. “I was angry with Aether for pushing me through Her maze, making me pulled to you. You will understand when I explain more, and unfortunately I have more and more stories of how princesses have mistreated me, but the two of my family were by far the worst.” 
 
    “Wait, I can’t,” she murmured, pushing away my hands when I slid them under her skirt and cupped her ass. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Please,” I whispered against her lips. “Please don’t say I can’t touch you. You won’t let me touch you again after you hear how sick my family was.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ever blame you for what they did, only what you’ve done, and you hurt me,” she rasped, not pushing me away but curling into me. She let out a soft gasp as I massaged her ass, moving her against me. “You don’t deserve this after what you did.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I agreed. “But I think I’m falling in love with you, and I didn’t even realize it, and I never thought I was capable of that. The idea that maybe you were what I needed not to be so broken and I ruined that kills me. I’ve been losing my fucking mind, Inez, and I’m terrified I will become the monster many have thought me if you reject me.” 
 
    She was quiet again but then gave my neck a soft kiss. “I trusted you once with what I didn’t think I could trust anyone with. You have to fix that trust. I don’t know what else to say. I’m not against you trying. I’m glad you want to instead of fucking women in front of me and making me feel like trash.” 
 
    “I wanted you. I was worried I’d do something I’d regret, so I took them and thought only of you,” I confessed, hating how horrible that sounded. “They didn’t care for me. They wanted a big cock and a fuck they couldn’t get from others.” 
 
    She flinched. “That wasn’t what you were to me. Is that how women have treated you?” 
 
    “Always,” I chuckled darkly. 
 
    “I came to you because you were the most beautiful man I’d ever seen but dangerous, like how beautiful a tiger is before it eats you. I wanted you to show me more, maybe get eaten in the best way, but not bitten like you did.” 
 
    “I swear I will eat you in every way and not hurt you again.” 
 
    “Tell me the rest.” 
 
    “Can I touch you more?” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re not forgiven,” she muttered after a moment. 
 
    I nodded, sliding my hands up and moving them under her sweater. She shivered when I pulled her bra down and held them naked in my hands. “I know you thought Lara’s breasts were the best ever, but that isn’t true. Yours are the most perfect breasts I have ever seen in my many years.” 
 
    She blushed in that way I loved. “They’re smaller than sexy women. Men always talk about loving huge tits.” 
 
    “More than a handful isn’t needed,” I promised her. “Yes, ample breasts are lovely, but yours are perfection and so sensitive to every touch and lick that it’s maddening. They are the best.” 
 
    She licked her lips as she stared into my eyes. “Tell me the rest you’re avoiding, and I’ll take off my sweater so you can see them again.” 
 
    Well damn. No more stalling. I let out a shaky breath. “I was booted out of my coven as the young Pinault. I wouldn’t give my oath to the woman my mother wanted me to.” I swallowed loudly when she nodded, not understanding what I’d been so desperate to hide. “The princess was my older sister.” 
 
    She swallowed loudly but kept it together. “Did you want her?” 
 
    “No, not ever.” 
 
    “Then you’re not sick or a monster,” she promised, leaning into my hands. “Tell me the rest and get it off your shoulders, Kristof. Trust me the way I trusted you.” 
 
    “My sister tried to seduce me after I killed the human woman. I don’t honestly think she ever had any sexual feelings for me. It took me a while to understand that. It was the game. She was raised that she could have whatever she wanted, deserved whatever she wanted.” 
 
    Understanding flared in her eyes. “And a sibling was the one thing she couldn’t have, shouldn’t have, and that probably infuriated such a warped person.” 
 
    “Yes, that is what I think after knowing more of the world and sick people.” I shrugged. “She is long gone, and I will never truly know, but she never seemed to care, a cat chasing a mouse that finally gives up because it just can’t keep running anymore.” 
 
    “I know that feeling well,” she whispered, looking away. “I almost gave up several times when Clarence hunted me. I couldn’t keep going and going, them always right there.” She wouldn’t pull away, but I would let her. 
 
    “That doesn’t make you weak, Inez. It made you alone to handle more than most could.” I brushed my lips over hers. “So I was booted but half ran as well as soon as I knew enough of the world to at least have a chance at survival. But then I was a pawn as a noble from the house Priest, and somewhere along the line I hardened myself. I expected the betrayal and games. It was assumed.” 
 
    “I wasn’t playing you,” she whispered. “I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “You’re right, you wouldn’t. I know that. I was angry because Aether would. Instead of seeing you were in the same maze I was, I was angry I was in the maze because of you. I’m sorry. The moment I had thoughts of wanting to be at your side or wanting more of you than dirty fucking, I tried to harden myself. I was scared and upset and feeling played with, but none of the anger was for you.” 
 
    “There was a lot of anger for me when you came to me that night,” she argued, shaking as she remembered it. “You looked like you were itching to squash me.” 
 
    “Because I thought it as a game,” I confessed. “I finally start being tempted by a princess, and then you’re clearly avoiding me when most have offered me everything they could to have the last Priest at their side, the protection I can give with my age and blood. I thought you were playing coy to ensnare me more, and given Aether pushed me to you, I was enraged.” 
 
    “You scared me, and I can see that my past clouded that too, but I’m sorry, I have to feel like I know you wouldn’t ever squash me.” She moved her hand to my mouth when I went to argue. “Cerdic is powerful, I can feel that now. I never feel malice from him. That’s what I felt. You were angry, and that is scary whether it be at me or not. I’m the baby vampire, remember? I almost wet myself I was so scared.” 
 
    “I know, and that pissed me off. I’ve not been a monster to you, Inez. I didn’t deserve that. Fine, I punched a hole in the trailer, but I’ve not remotely touched you in anger.” 
 
    “That second time you did,” she muttered, shaking again. “You touched me while angry, really angry, and it felt like punishment. That’s not really different than you touching me in anger. That’s why I was so scared.” 
 
    I felt the lightbulb go off overhead practically. “I didn’t see the difference or how it would seem to you. I didn’t until you just said that. I just saw a change, and I didn’t understand it.” 
 
    “I saw the anger and I didn’t understand it, but you were being such a jerk to me and about backing away from you. It wasn’t fair. I was being honest with you, and you were—you made me feel so dirty and like a piece of shit slut.” 
 
    “I know. I know, and I’m so sorry,” I rasped, kissing her as she softly cried. “I didn’t realize what I did. I didn’t understand so much, and I’m so very and truly sorry I hurt you. It killed me to hear you cry. I thought of anything I could to make you happy, and when you slept I searched all over until I found the cows. I wanted that for you, My Princess.” 
 
    She flinched. “I’m not your princess. You made it clear I won’t ever be.” 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind.” 
 
    “No, it’s because I’m bleeding, right? Or this is something else and you just want—” She blew out a harsh breath and pushed to stand. “You made it clear you would never want to be with me.” 
 
    I knelt before her, gripping her skirt as she fixed her bra and sweater. “That’s changed. You’ve changed me. I swear it’s true. I kneel before you begging you to believe me, Inez. What game could I play in that way?” 
 
    She stared down at me, a mixture of worry, hurt, and anger in her eyes. “I don’t know, maybe you should suck something while you’re down there and be my slut this time?” 
 
    “Gladly,” I groaned, moving my head under her skirt before she could even react. I licked her pussy that dripped with her blood as we’d been talking so long. I’d felt it on my skin, and it had pushed up my frenzied need, but now tasting her I knew I couldn’t ever let her go. I had finally fallen for a princess and needed her in a way I’d never needed anyone. 
 
    She came with a cry, my many centuries of experience aiding me at the moment, but I didn’t stop, pleasing her and at least showing her the chemistry we had. When she finished a second time, I pulled her back down to straddle my lap. 
 
    She growled and shoved my hands away, taking me in her tight, perfect body. I watched as that anger and hurt flared in her captivating green eyes. “Is this what you want?” 
 
    “Yes, ride me, Inez.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” I whispered, giving her a confused look. 
 
    “No, you don’t deserve it.” She shook her head when I went to argue. “You don’t. You hurt me. I get your explanation, I even get things clouding what was going on for you, I felt the same, but you were taking your anger out on me that I didn’t deserve. I don’t trust you.” She sat back and yanked off her sweater and bra. “So I’m going to be mean this time. You deserve that. 
 
    “You deserve me taunting you the way you assumed I was when I came to you with nothing but trust and hope you felt as I did. You crushed me.” She touched her breasts and moaned as she moved her hips but then stopped herself as if remembering she was supposed to punish me. “So remember how tight I am around you, how you like my breasts, and this moment.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “And then what?” 
 
    She licked her lips as she eyed me over. “You show me you deserve me again. You show you are worth me trusting. You stop hurting me with the snide remarks or comments you wouldn’t put me in a bubble because you don’t care or—” 
 
    “That is not what I meant,” I argued, understanding at least why she had flinched and shut down. “I would never cage you, and a bubble is a cage. That would kill me, and I would never do it to you.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s much better,” she admitted but then narrowed her eyes at me. “And no more fucking other women just because you can’t have me. You did that. That’s your fault. Fix it, not make me feel completely replaceable.” 
 
    “Yes, My Princess,” I whispered, thinking she was being generous with even giving me a chance after I’d hurt her worse than I’d thought. “Use me, Inez. I won’t finish.” 
 
    “No, that would be really mean,” she muttered, moving off of me with a whimper. 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell her that so was taking me in her and driving me nuts with her blood soaking into my cock, but she clearly didn’t get how it was for us. Instead, I rolled to my knees and stared up at her when her clothes were fixed. “I am Kristof of the house Priest, and I submit a formal request to court you.” 
 
    “You’re serious,” she breathed, her eyes bug wide. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where would you kiss?” she asked, studying me as if curious how far I was willing to go. 
 
    All the way. I was willing to go all the way to have her in my life. I leaned down and kissed her pretty little toes. 
 
    “I accept, but if you hurt me again or are a jerk, I’ll revoke it so you can’t hurt me a third time,” she whispered. She turned and walked away. 
 
    Which was so fucking adorable given she had no idea where we were and I had to take us back. Fuck, I thought that cute. I was so sunk. 
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    Kristof had had a nervous breakdown. That was the only conclusion I could come to. His issues had dumped salt in my issues, and mine had done the same, and along with some miscommunication and assumptions, his old wounds had been torn open. 
 
    And I understood that because like wow, he came from a fucked up family. Yikes!  
 
    But that had to be what had happened, and with all the crazy and then my period fucking with them… He’d had a breakdown like I’d had. He was panicked and fragile and desperate. Basically, he was everything Kristof wasn’t. So he’d cracked and thought we should court. 
 
    Fine, I’d caved in that moment, caring for him and accepting his explanation even if I couldn’t forgive him for everything he’d done yet. That either helped him move from the place his mind had been or settled him somehow. I wasn’t sure, but I was pretty sure of that being what had taken place. 
 
    Especially when he acted like nothing had happened when we arrived back at camp, his normal aloof, disinterested self. 
 
    “Good morning, love,” Cerdic greeted me, sneaking a quick kiss. “Everything settled and the hardass apologized?” 
 
    I nodded, realizing we had other worried ears. “We talked. It was good.”  
 
    “Princess Inez accepted my request to court her officially,” Kristof added, frowning when several people spit out their coffee or choked on what they were eating.  
 
    “And you did that of your own accord?” Vance checked. I bit back a wince because of how that would set off Kristof. 
 
    “I think that’s not a warranted response,” Kristof said but really warned Vance to tread carefully. 
 
    Vance met his gaze with his own heated one. “You scared her and badly. Whether a misunderstanding or something else, I’m not judging, but I would be a shit knight if I didn’t check that after that went down she didn’t do something out of fear.” 
 
    “He asked her the same after she accepted me, worrying she might have done it not to start waves or problems they weren’t ready for,” Cerdic cut in. I hadn’t known that, and I felt warm inside, filled with love that the leopards cared for me. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Kristof accepted, nodding. “And you’re right, you should always check and protect her as her knight. I thank you for being so diligent in your oath in a world where too many won’t. She needs people that loyal around her.” 
 
    “It wasn’t out of fear,” I promised them, wanting the topic dropped. I didn’t want anyone to figure out I’d basically agreed fully believing he’d change his mind in a few days and that he didn’t want to be with a princess again. I mean, that had been his position for thousands of years.  
 
    Wasn’t there some rule that it would take half as long to change his mind? 
 
    Or was that recovering from a breakup? It was half the time spent together was what it took to get over them? I think I’d heard some women say that.  
 
    That sounded stupid to have a timeline for something like healing hurt. 
 
    “Understood. You aren’t to be alone then,” Vance pushed, looking a bit amused. The look Kristof gave him said he was about to get a bit flattened. 
 
    “I think that best,” I quickly interjected, noting that Kristof flinched. “For now at least until I’m sure there won’t be any more misunderstandings. We have enough upset and crazy going on, so some calm and steady would be nice.” 
 
    “As my princess wants it, of course,” Kristof agreed. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who looked a bit shell shocked at hearing him refer to me like that. 
 
    “So we had an idea we want to discuss with you,” James said as Darius set my coffee and breakfast in front of me. 
 
    And then moved me to sit on his lap. Fine, brat, I still gave him a kiss as the coffee was heaven and I was exhausted already. 
 
    “If we’re not hit with any unexpected storms, we’re looking at a six day trip to Ireland, twelve round trip,” James told me. “Some of the crew are coming with you now.” 
 
    “They are? I mean, I figured the seven knights.” I frowned. “Right, Tyson said he had brothers.” 
 
    “Yes, but another two hundred want to join your caravan and help you clear more areas,” he explained, giving me a moment to let that settle. I needed it, nodding when I was ready for more. “We were thinking of using a cargo plane, but we have no idea where would be safe to land or getting fuel to take back off, as that’s a one way trip only with the planes we have.” 
 
    “But I showed them exactly where would be safe and on my family’s lands,” Jaxon took over. “And we found extra fuel tanks at the base made for the cargo planes so they can go round trip. That’s still a very nice gift to Mother.” 
 
    “Make sure to paint over the US military stuff,” I muttered. “There are still some areas that have working missile launchers or fucking cannons that shoot anything military or labeled as government.” 
 
    “We’ve already been taking off all the markings and whatnot, as we’re going to be commandeering them anyways for your coven,” James added. “We’d like to do that instead. I will escort it with a recorded message from Jaxon like you did with the cell phone so there aren’t problems. The rest would like to stay and load up every usable piece of anything that the coven will need.” 
 
    I bounced that around in my head as I ate my breakfast, knowing he was waiting for my thoughts but really wanting to think it through. “You want to clean the place out and use your ship or one of the cargo ones at port to bring it all down. Even if the river isn’t done, getting it to the safe area between San Francisco and LA would make it much easier to semi to the coven location.” 
 
    “Yes. We could pile all the cargo containers off and go do the same at Boston now that you guys cleared out a lot. We take on more and we have your notes of where to find more. We meet back up and do it all over again.” He scrubbed his hand over his head. “Maybe we should have been doing this all along, but there wasn’t a path or idea of a future, just tomorrow and surviving.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember how that went and well,” I reminded him. I took another sip of my coffee. “Even more than that, it would be smart to make sure this whole area is completely cleared out, even the islands.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Darius asked, his fingers dancing along my naked thigh. 
 
    “Alaska and these waters were where a large majority of fishing happened along with Boston and New England. Numbers were dangerously low and being overfished even with regulations, but now there has been years of none of that. If we prepared the right way, there’s nothing to say we couldn’t fly some groups out from the coven to land here during certain seasons or whatever.” 
 
    “Smart, really smart,” James praised. “We could have a ton of northern wildlife to have hunts with and bring back in freezer trucks, but there’s no reason we can’t do the same for fish, crab, shrimp, and lobsters. You have a bunch of trained sailors after all, and we know vessels but would need some help in fishing.” 
 
    “If it would make my princess happy, I would gladly teach others how to fish crab season and more,” Cerdic offered.  
 
    “I’ve only had canned stuff that I probably shouldn’t have eaten.” I scrunched up my nose. “I know people liked it, but I can’t believe it was so much better before.” 
 
    “It is,” several people promised. I shrugged. They’d been right on deer and more, so I was willing to try it. 
 
    “As long as I also get duck. That’s so my favorite,” I said, my mouth watering. “I did snag that compound bow I’ve not had a chance to play with.” I turned and rubbed my cheek against Darius’s. “I believe we were going to have a hunting date so we could play with it.” 
 
    “I’d prefer to chase you, but we can track some ducks and load up a freezer for sure. I think it’s a smart idea to make as much return to natural wild as opposed to ruined cities, and we can move around where there aren’t covens or problem areas.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll get teams working on clearing and stripping everything bare,” James said. “The plane’s being loaded, and I’ll head out with it. Trisha will be in charge while I’m gone. I believe people are hoping for some more semis or that you can convert more of everything into nicer, newer campers instead of the older ones we found, that sort of thing.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll do the best I can, but yeah, that’s smart.” 
 
    “If you can, we’ve come up with a rig that goes on top of a trailer with an array of batteries and solar panels,” Callum told me. “Might as well charge while they’re traveling, and it will ridiculously extend the range so they’re not all focused on only using you.” 
 
    “Smart. Plus, if we can find some of those mobile charging stations like they had in Europe. Those trucks were one huge battery meant to help electric vehicles like when regular cars run out of gas.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting them bring supplies to my family coven,” Jaxon said, leaning in and giving me a kiss. 
 
    “Right, I wanted to talk about that,” I muttered, glancing at Cerdic. “You said your sister is not very easygoing.” 
 
    He snorted. “My sister’s a raging, jealous bitch, but I love her because she’s my sister. You won’t offend me calling a spade what it is.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good, but I don’t know her, so I’m not ready to just declare it like I know.” I waved him off. “I think I should give a present to your mother. She might not be boss anymore, but giving one to your mother says I’m respecting her as we’re dating or whatever, but not a coven to coven thing. What are your thoughts?” 
 
    “It’s smart, but don’t ignore my sister,” he said after a moment. “Have something given just because you’re making contact.” 
 
    “What would send the smart message? Something cute like artic foxes or sea otters if we can just find them?” I cleared my throat when I got a lot of looks. “I read the atlas I carried in my rucksack and any animal book I could get my hands on. I find it all fascinating. I wish I could get like an array of books or DVDs on stuff like that.” 
 
    “Remember you said that,” Jaxon chuckled, giving me a wink. 
 
    “I think that perfect and maybe a freezer of some meat they can’t get. That’s because they haven’t had freezers or electricity to preserve meat, and people have had shortages on options. Say that clearly so they know it’s not a slam of sending meat to that house,” he told me. “Now Mother is harder to please, and you shouldn’t send her weapons, as she’s not boss or in charge of protecting the coven. However, if you sent them to my father, that would be smart, as he will still protect the coven for my sister.” 
 
    I nodded. “And a message on a phone like Jaxon is doing? I shouldn’t handle the addressing when we’re only courting, right? I’m paying my respects and not forgetting them given we’re already sending an envoy to that area, but Jaxon and I are engaged and we’re not.” 
 
    He wiggled his eyebrows at me. “Not yet. I think it’s smart, but they will probably send back a message to start working what they can for our family coven.” 
 
    I glanced at Kristof, wondering his thoughts on this. He was already looking at me, his stare a mix of impressed and considering.  
 
    “I think Cerdic needs to make it clear in his message that he wants you and how much he wants you because they are his family first. He is the last of his siblings not to find a court, and now that his mother doesn’t run the coven, she is his mother first. I think his extending an offer of weapons if they want and could get the plane fuel for the return trip is the right offer.” 
 
    “And mention you wanted some of those charger trucks,” Cerdic added, nodding. “Not just you’re willing to give and give, but more of course you would think to discuss such matters with them at my suggestion, and that’s the smartest way to be.” 
 
    I worried my lower lip, and suddenly Darius was kissing me. I got distracted a few moments and enjoyed it, loving that he always did that and not just because he didn’t want me to hurt my lips. No, he knew I was unsettled on something. 
 
    “He’s expected to help his family coven by courting you, but he’s also old, and that makes the play not as viable, especially given the state of the world. Trading favors and a way for help would be smarter than the old bullshit. He’s not the only one courting you, and trying to use you for his family coven comes with consequences.” 
 
    “I’m on Team Inez, love,” Cerdic promised, picking up where my head went. 
 
    “How do we deliver that?” James asked, glancing between us. 
 
    “I’ll add in the video to Mother that we sent extras in the hopes she would handle it,” Jaxon answered. “We need a semi loaded and that charging array you were talking about. It’s smart to show how we’re way ahead of the curve even if they don’t know where we’re starting. You might not have a physical location of your coven yet, but they don’t know that.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it,” I sighed, feeling exhausted already. I wasn’t going to have nearly as many ghosts today as I had the day before, but a fraction of a shit ton still wasn’t an easy day. “We’re never going to get everything broken down and pixelated. That will take months and months.” 
 
    “Yes, but I can bring you back here from almost anywhere on the continent with little to no effort,” Kristof told me. “When you are comfortable with us being alone, of course. There is nothing to say you have to do it all now, Inez. Pace yourself. We’re talking long term goals.” 
 
    I blew a raspberry, glad the pressuring wasn’t all now. “Okay, good.” 
 
    “I would ask to find the animals for your gift along with clearing those fishing islands and peninsula to the southwest for my princess in the hopes she would reward me with some time after dinner to show you something I found that I believe you will enjoy. I could update you on my progress at the same time.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, curious. “Thanks.” I looked at Jaxon. “So you got the rest? The ghosts are going to start soon, so what’s the plan?” 
 
    “First, you get to see the present we have,” he told me. “You passed out and then woke only to hunt. We want to make sure you saw what we have for you.” He frowned at my breakfast. “You didn’t eat much.” 
 
    “I feel a bit all over,” I admitted, rubbing my forehead. “It’s all good, and I’m glad some things were settled, but I feel like I’m in one of those crank washing machines I’ve seen at camps. Or even the one in the trailer, just spun all around.” 
 
    “Not to demean what you feel, but you’re not alone on that,” James promised. Yeah, that did help to know I wasn’t alone, but I wanted off the ride sometimes. 
 
    But I’d never lived not on the ride that I remembered, so that was scary too. 
 
    That worry and spinning feeling turned to pure joy when they brought me to the port where they were storing all the containers. One had a special marking and symbol like a “T” overlaying an “I.” I realized it was the symbol for Team Inez, and it made me think of something I’d worried about. 
 
    “We should talk about some sort of marking for those we trust or are coven,” I muttered under my breath to Jaxon and Darius. I shrugged when they gave me shocked looks. “We’re already talking about bringing in a thousand people. There will be lots more, right? That means spies and baddies more than infected humans. I think we should have some sort of system.” 
 
    “It sounds a bit like you’re planning on branding your pets,” Cerdic warned. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not what I meant. I was at a settlement where they had levels of tats and everyone was checked to make sure no one just snuck in. It was a smart system even if it got me some permanent marker on my forehead that I’d been checked and cleared to visit on my way through the area.” I shrugged. “No reason we couldn’t have it be super cool or a variety, but everyone checks for them.” 
 
    “I agree,” James said under his breath, letting me know he had better hearing than most of the other shifters. “It doesn’t have to be a brand or demeaning. It will protect us too. What if someone came in saying they were a Begley and used that to get through the door? I don’t want that.” 
 
    I nodded, pointing to the symbol on the trailer. “I was thinking like that but made into a tree, as that will be the central point of the coven. A very specific tree and rotate colors and stuff like countries did with passports so no one just adds it. Then again, we’d have electric tattoo guns and others wouldn’t maybe.” 
 
    “But don’t make it that big of a deal people would copy, as we’ll go back to keycard systems and real security with the engineers of the apocalypse,” James added. 
 
    “They really like that name,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, they do.” He gave me a wink. “It makes them feel like the guys who can help pull us out of the shit when they’d lost hope.” 
 
    Darius opened the doors of the trailer, and at first I didn’t understand what I was seeing. I mean, I knew they were shipping crates and were filled, but I didn’t know with what until I peeked into the one nearest to the door. Reaching out, I picked up the first and saw another under it, smiling. 
 
    “Our princess has a thirst for knowledge, and there’s no reason she shouldn’t quench her curiosity,” Darius said as he moved behind me and hugged me. “So we packed up one of every book in the university bookstore, along with an array of books we found at the Barnes and Nobles.” He kissed my neck. “Thank you for my music, my fiancée.” 
 
    “And thank you for the knife sharpener and fishing equipment, my fiancée,” Jaxon muttered as he hugged me from the front. “I look forward to us having some quiet, relaxing fun and the shower we’ll need after when we smell like fish.” 
 
    I chuckled as I looked up at him. He’d been talking about how hunting was great, but he was born of an island and fishing was in his blood. I’d gotten the leopards to help me find some good stuff when we’d raided and given it to Jaxon. I was thrilled he liked it and was so touched I’d thought of him. 
 
    “Thank you for my massive gift, my fiancés,” I purred as I kissed each of them. “So, we’re thinking a huge library for the coven and maybe a private one in our castle? Naked reading only with some super soft pillows and a fireplace?” 
 
    “I can make that happen,” Darius promised. “I’ve been excited to sketch ideas and be involved in such an amazing design.” 
 
    Which was why I was glad I’d shared and wasn’t more freaked out about it all. He was so, so happy, and I could tell this designing and being an architect was his happy place. Good because we would need a lot of that to build a coven. 
 
    “Wilson knows the computer software I used for designing, and we’re looking for it and the right computer so I can show you exactly what I’ve planned for you,” he murmured. “I have so many sketches of your master suite. A massive closet for my princess and an array of others for her nobles.” 
 
    I worried my lower lip. “How many others?” 
 
    He kissed me so I stopped nibbling. “A lot, but not all will be for us. Or would you prefer an array of rooms so we each have our own and that way there are extra guest rooms?” 
 
    “Yes, that,” I blurted, thinking that sounded less scary than sharing a room with an indefinite number of men. That sounded disastrous and not just because I didn’t think I’d want to love others like I did Darius and Jaxon, but that was just too many adults in one bedroom. 
 
    And too many men in my life that so much could go wrong with. Given there was already a line of nobles wanting to meet me, it was a valid thing to worry about. 
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    I made it through the afternoon ghosts and did a lot of good with that power, plus the blood Cerdic let me have. He was fine with letting me have his super charged blood… As long as he got to at least watch the effects of it.  
 
    I couldn’t even blame him for being a perv. I was warming up to people watching naughty fun as long they were the right people. And he was. 
 
    I ate a lot though, and I was super tired from pushing my body. It was for the right reasons, but I could barely keep my eyes open by the time dinner came around. 
 
    And then there was my date with Kristof. I thought it was a date at least. 
 
    “I wanted to show you something and suggest some ideas if you’re open to it,” he explained as he opened the door of where he’d brought me. I didn’t get to see the sign from the outside, but once we went by the lobby I saw it was a museum.  
 
    Awesome. I loved checking them out even if it was creepy that they were dark and abandoned. Plus, there had been several that had corrupted hiding in them.  
 
    “Let me know if this isn’t enough light,” he said as he brought out an adjustable battery operated lantern.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I whispered, still feeling awkward with him. “Thanks.” I bit back a flinch when his hand was suddenly holding mine. I wasn’t sure I was okay with that, but it was that I never sensed when he did stuff like that and it was easy to feel jumpy. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He snorted when he glanced down. “I can’t say I’ve ever escorted a lady where jungle cats were her chaperones, but it is amusing.” 
 
    I shrugged. “They wanted to see what the secret fun was.” I smiled as Maggie hopped onto a bench and then checked out something in a case, Simon right next to her. “What did you want to show me?” 
 
    “This,” he answered as he led me over to a large display of fossils. “I know you are overwhelmed with all the plans to build, and everyone is focused on gathering supplies and needs, but there are more needs to be addressed. As someone who has seen civilizations rise and fall and become a new nationality or race at times, I think it important to preserve what we can.” 
 
    “Have a museum at the coven?” I asked, sounding hesitant. 
 
    “No, outside the coven, but within an easy distance to keep it safe. That way others could visit and see what life was to teach the young or even to not forget what was lost. Once enough of the lands are cleared and you return the area to nature, there is no reason it couldn’t be on its own.” 
 
    I went to argue that we should just leave it, but I’d already seen cracked windows and weather damage to the building. It wasn’t safe in forgotten buildings. “If we protect it, should we just leave it open like that?” 
 
    “Hmm,” he hummed thoughtfully. “And is it up to you to protect? Many have made the arguments they didn’t steal treasures but were able to protect them and it was the responsible thing to do. There are other questions you will struggle with.” 
 
    I bobbed my head as I moved along the display. “What to take? What is the right stuff to protect? Should we touch it like we’re meddling in the fate it was meant to have? But can we just leave it like a sinking ship? Another few years of winter storms and no one taking care of the building and this could all be ruined.” 
 
    “Or the proper heat is needed. Air conditioning in others. Too much is being damaged that way.” 
 
    “That’s a huge undertaking, and should that be a priority?” 
 
    “Priority? No, people are the priority, and we are doing that with killing corrupted. I tell you this because there is more to the world and vampire gifts than you understand, so some of this won’t be as hard as you think.” He moved closer and gestured to the display. “Would you save fossils? Should they be saved?” 
 
    I didn’t answer right away, turning to look at him as if wanting the answer to this test, but I got lost in his pretty eyes that were brimming with emotion. This was important to him.  
 
    “You know the answer, Inez,” he whispered, his lips almost touching mine. “Trust yourself, My Princess, and let me guide you on this because I believe you would regret later not having done anything.” 
 
    “Save the fossils if we can,” I answered, my voice coming out a bit breathy. 
 
    “Good, now you have a goal to build on,” he murmured, moving his arm around me while still holding my hand. “That dress is very flattering, and I’m thrilled you wore it for me.” He chuckled when I flinched. “Yes, I know you spilled on your clothes during dinner, I saw. You still chose this knowing you were meeting me.” 
 
    “It’s soft and comfy. I like the skirts and dresses if I don’t have to deal with heels. Heels in the apocalypse are just ridiculous.” But I did like the sweater dress. It was off the shoulder, and it made me want to check I was covered, but it was flirty with the bra strap showing. And I wore real winter boots, cute and stylish maroon ones, but no heels and they were perfect with the gray dress. 
 
    “I agree.” He ran his nose along my cheek, making me shiver. 
 
    “You’re confusing me again,” I whispered as I about fell into those light mocha eyes.  
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “The moment we returned to camp you were back to normal you. And now you’re like—are you flirting with me on a museum date? Is that what this really is?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m horrible at it, but I want to with you,” he admitted. “I’ve never truly courted a woman. And I have barely spoken to people the past few centuries.” He pressed his lips to my ear so the shifters wouldn’t hear. “Some of that is to protect you. I might not ever be a man who shows you much public affection, but that is worth reminding people I’m not to be fucked with as I protect you.” 
 
    “Thank you for explaining.” I glanced at his neck again and cleared my throat. “Sorry. Wow, that’s rude. I know you were teasing me with your blood but—” 
 
    “I meant to play at first, but then I realized you’re too young for it. I didn’t understand how little blood you’d had, and I haven’t been around baby vampires in a very long time, as most annoy the shit out of me. You need—if Cerdic’s took you on an overwhelming ride from just a mouthful, mine is too much, and I would never risk you. All my blood is yours when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thanks for explaining,” I said again, meaning it. There was a lot I didn’t understand. I wasn’t any better with people than he was. 
 
    “I may ask for the same. I would like to be able to, as I will miss a lot.” 
 
    “Please ask. I’d prefer that to any more misunderstandings.” 
 
    “As would I, so please, always ask.” 
 
    I nodded and then thought about what he’d said. “What other ideas do you have?” 
 
    “I think the museums and galleries should be filmed in their entirety before we start collecting items.” He led me over to another display. “Like this. This is not fossils or anything to be preserved. It’s toys and models to show what was from what they knew. You’re right that we can’t take everything, but we can take footage.” 
 
    “We could have a whole section of the library with tablets that have videos on subjects or places like this. That’s cool. Yeah, I like that. I have no idea how to do it, but I like it.” 
 
    “I spoke with a few of James’s crew, and three have backgrounds in art history and were sad so much was going to be ruined or not preserved. I believe they could be assets in this project if you would allow me to speak with them.” 
 
    “That would be great, thanks.” I smiled at him. “Really, thanks. I would have been upset later if we had missed thinking of this.” 
 
    “I know the responsibility of preserving history and knowledge well, as I am the last of a house that had much history. Knowing what to preserve and share with others is a heavy burden, but to do nothing is worse.” He brought me to another display. “Now some of these are true items, but others are replicas. How would you handle this?” 
 
    I didn’t answer right away. “I think I shouldn’t be the only one to decide that.” 
 
    “Well done,” he praised, leaning in and kissing my hair. “For sure film it, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, but then put it to a vote. Say those of my court, including the knights, and maybe one representative from each shifter species? Is that how it normally works?” 
 
    “No, not remotely, as shifters are seen as third class citizens under regular vampires.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting. I know I’m harsh on humans, but that was from the perspective I thought I was one and they would be selfish and risk others when infected. I never did if I was scratched or bitten. But this being better than others is bullshit.” I frowned. “Maybe not by species. That sounds—wouldn’t they get more votes than vampires then? What would be the right balance?” 
 
    “Most covens have larger numbers of vampires than shifters. Shifters got fed up at being treated that way. I remember when it was a majority of humans who knew of us, then shifters and vampires about the same number, but the court and nobles at the top.” 
 
    “I don’t want to set up a government,” I grumbled. “It gets so complicated fast and people asking if I’m making my own money or how am I going to run things. Like seriously?” 
 
    “It’s overwhelming to lead, especially starting a new coven and in this environment for sure. But you handle it as you have been, a little at a time. You made decisions just now. Save fossils and other items you feel right making the call for alone. That’s more decided than yesterday.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “May our escorts wait in the lobby or the other room?” he asked quietly. “That’s at least not right with us but not alone either.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it. “I think we’re here holding hands and having a nice conversation about plans, and that’s better than yesterday so don’t push it.” 
 
    His lips twitched which shocked me. “Yes, My Princess.”  
 
    We moved along the museum and just enjoyed the exhibits. There wasn’t as much as I’d seen in other cities, but it was still nice, and it was important some of it be preserved. I didn’t want to rewrite history, but I also knew a lot of the way history was written was bullshit, so it was definitely a dance and line that would be hard to navigate. 
 
    “Do you want to settle something else in your mind?” he asked me softly like he didn’t want to startle me. 
 
    “My head’s pretty damn ready to pop,” I admitted. “Making the semis and stuff is a lot harder than charging them. I feel almost physically sore.” 
 
    “Do you or almost?” he inquired, stopping us. He frowned. “It’s an important distinction. If you’re physically sore, then it’s too much. If you feel depleted like you might when you are dehydrated or maybe needing to stretch feeling, you’re riding the line but not hurting yourself.” 
 
    “The second,” I said after a moment. 
 
    “Good, but tomorrow should be easier, and you need it. Don’t let people’s excitement push you too hard, Inez.” 
 
    I nodded, thanking him before continuing to check things out. “How do you know you can settle something else and you just won’t open a can of worms for me?” 
 
    “Because you’ve mentioned it twice, and it’s a topic I have much experience with.” He cleared his throat. “And maybe my princess would reward me with a kiss if I helped?” 
 
    I stopped and stared at him. “No. I don’t like that. You want to help take things off my plate so I have time to spend with you tonight, that’s sweet and reasonable, but I’m not giving you any sexual favors for help. Even a kiss. That’s the line that gets murky.” 
 
    “I understand. Yes, that makes perfect sense.” He searched my eyes. “I thought asking for what I wanted as a reward would tell you how I felt, but it’s pushy, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not with my time but advice and helping me, yeah.” 
 
    “Then I leave those instances to you, and I will keep helping in other ways in the hopes you will join me on dates.” 
 
    “Okay then.” I bit back a smile as we started moving again. “So what is this issue you’ll settle that I would be grateful for?” 
 
    “Having your own coven dollars and cents. The US wasn’t the only one with dollars. They actually adopted the money name from another. Don’t be cute and come up with another name, as no matter which you choose, someone will pick at it. There has to be evolution after what has happened, so evolve, don’t try and act like the idea of currency is novel. It’s not.” 
 
    “What else?” I asked after thinking on it. “How do I really start a currency in another country?” 
 
    “The country is gone, and if they threaten my princess as they grasp at ruins and rubble, I will make them extinct,” he said firmly. “I have a feeling this will be worked out, the logistics of that at least. Now, I would speak with your engineers on how to print paper denominations, but this is where you should have species representation. Make the bills have the shifters of your coven, not your face like a despot.” 
 
    Again I sat with that. “What else?” 
 
    “Declare it now so people know there’s a plan. Even those who are good with the crew will worry about money, it’s the nature of people to want to feel secure, and will try to squirrel away gold and whatever has value. And don’t let them have it. Assign gathering to your nobles and knights knowing that you will handle their homes and more that they could worry about.” 
 
    It was a good plan. I did find a few issues though. “So I just say they have to give it to me? I mean, that’s shitty when we’re all working. They don’t know me well enough to trust me like that.” 
 
    He stopped, and his eyes were full of heat and amusement. “What would they have to give you, My Princess? All of the jewelry stores, pawn shops, and gold dealers were cleaned out before they arrived. A lot by humans, but the rest was cleaned out and hidden.” 
 
    “You did it?” I gasped, thinking that was a whole lot of expensive goodies to hide away. 
 
    “As I should for my princess who gives us so much. It will bring stability to the coven that will keep everyone safe. The banks were ordered not to be touched, but allow people to clean out safes in houses as they raid for what we need. They clean out the house of supplies, and they can keep what’s found. We empty the banks and safety deposit boxes for the coven.” 
 
    I studied him as I tried to process how much he seriously fucking got done so fast. “So there would be a treasury under the castle or something? And the dollars represent the gold we have?” 
 
    “Gold, silver, and platinum and gems are padding to make sure there’s never an off balance.” 
 
    “You did this before we made up,” I realized, unable to look away from the emotions dancing in his eyes. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I will do whatever I can to help you, Inez, especially since I can and it will help to make up for the areas I’m lacking.” 
 
    “You should kiss me,” I said, my mouth ahead of my brain again. He gave me a hesitant look, and I nodded. “Yeah, that’s amazing and romantic even if not in a traditional way.” 
 
    He cupped my face with one hand as the other slid along my neck and held the back of my head as he lowered his lips to mine. The kiss was as intense as he was, his tongue immediately pushing in my mouth as he demanded I give him everything I could in that moment.  
 
    And I wanted to give him all I could. I slid my arms around his neck and melted against him. One of his hands moved to my back and down to my ass, cupping it and pressing me against him so I felt he was hard for me. He angled my head and kissed along my neck until he was nibbling on my ear. It put my lips by his neck too, and I licked his skin. 
 
    “Has a princess ever fed from you?” I wondered as I smelled his blood under his skin. 
 
    “Not by choice,” he muttered as he kept kissing my skin. 
 
    “And me? You’ll offer to let me bite you?” 
 
    “I said my blood is yours.” 
 
    “We both know you can give me blood and not let me bite you, trust me with your throat.” I bit him to make my point, not with fangs but with my teeth, and I did it hard enough to leave a mark, glad when he moaned. I pressed my lips against his ear, flicking it with my tongue. “If you let any woman touch that cock you said was mine, I don’t care how you beg, I’ll never let it near me again.” 
 
    “I only want you,” he promised. “And I have a lot of fantasies of how I want you, and even thinking of those makes masturbating pleasurable.” 
 
    “What do you want most?” 
 
    “For you to take me in your perfect, pert bottom,” he said under his breath, chuckling when I shivered. “Yes, I want that. Someday, when you’re ready. I want to completely fill you and make my princess scream.” 
 
    I nodded, not sure what else to say to that, as he was gigantic and that might make me scream and not in pleasure, but maybe it would. I leaned back and met his curious gaze with my own. “What is something you want to add to the coven?” 
 
    His eyes flashed surprise that my mind went there, and his hands squeezed my ass as he moved us in a gentle sway. “A hidden grotto in that jungle habitat you’re planning for the shifters. One with a waterfall and clear waters that I can whisk you off to and have as our special spot to bathe and make love to my princess in nature.” 
 
    I cupped his face and gave him a soft kiss. “If you keep clearing out and squirreling away what we need for the coven treasury like you did, I’ll make sure we have one. I’ll tell Darius to design one as perfect as you want, and we’ll hide it for dates.” 
 
    His nostrils flared, and he backed me against the wall as he growled. “I accept, but I have to get you back. Your scent just got stronger and pushes my control, so I want you to know that’s why and why I’m cutting the date short and not because of anything else.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Thanks for explaining, and I’m glad you accept. That’s an awesome idea.” 
 
    “I have others,” he promised. 
 
    “Oh, I just bet you do,” I chuckled, giving him another peck. He whisked me back to camp, and there was an awkward moment where he was basically giving me back to Darius and Jaxon knowing I would feed from them and what we’d do. Or it was awkward for me. I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I enjoyed the date.” 
 
    “As did I. Thank you for joining me on it.” His gaze was heated and intense as I backed to the trailer door. I smiled as I turned away and hurried inside. Maybe he hadn’t had a breakdown but a change of heart? 
 
    Had I been mean to assume someone as old as him couldn’t have one? 
 
    I ended up being really thirsty and taking from both Jaxon and Darius as they made love to me. I wanted to be more involved, but I was so, so tired and let them take the lead, enjoying it immensely but not wanting to be a woman who just lay there ever. As I drifted off, I saw the worried look they exchanged, and I promised myself to eat more tomorrow so I kept up my strength. 
 
    I didn’t ever want them worried over me, but that wasn’t reality. If I did my best to keep that from happening, then that was all I could do. 
 
    The next morning I was still really tired and thought about rolling over for some more sleep, but I refused to be lazy when everyone was working so hard. I didn’t think someone who got up with the sun could be lazy, but I didn’t want to start. Besides, I had coffee as an option. It might be a two cup morning, but at least I was up, right? 
 
    I didn’t hop in the shower, wanting breakfast as my stomach grumbled. Others were already up and eating, and I tried not to let it make me feel bad since they didn’t need as much sleep being older. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Darius asked quietly as I fixed my coffee and sat down. 
 
    “Tired, starving,” I answered, smiling at him. “How are you guys?” 
 
    “Worried,” he admitted, his light blue eyes showing the same. He roughly tightened his ponytail—which always showed me he was holding back what he was feeling or agitated—and sat down with something that smelled divine. “The cooks from the ship have been baking and prepping more and more for the freezers now that they made gobs of yeast.” 
 
    “Is this a cinnamon roll?” I asked, already reaching for it. “I saw this at a camp, and the woman offered to show me how to make them if I married her son. Yeah, of course, and just ignore he was like sixteen. Cults are scary.” I shook my head. “Sorry, tired rambling.” I bit into it and moaned, like moaned. It was fucking divine. 
 
    “Yes, that’s a cinnamon roll, and we agree you need more sugar,” Jaxon murmured as he sat on the other side of me, Cerdic taking a chair across from me. And they all had worried looks.  
 
    “Thanks, this is awesome,” I groaned as I stuffed my face. I didn’t care if I looked like a slob. I was starving, and it was so, so delicious. I gobbled two large ones before I even realized it and wanted the whole pan and the huge plate of eggs, bacon, and fruit Kristof set in front of me. “Okay, what’s going on?” 
 
    “We’ve been pushing you too hard,” Cerdic answered, shaking his head when I opened my mouth to argue. “You slept all yesterday, love.” 
 
    Whoa. That wasn’t what I was expecting they’d say at all. Crap. 
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    “What? No, I went with…” I trailed off when they all shook their heads. “Oh, wow, sorry.” 
 
    “You needed it,” Jaxon told me. “We keep forgetting you’re a little baby vampire because you’re so powerful and we haven’t been young for so long. It was Eddie who made a shit comment that we were going to run you into the ground and to pull our heads out of our asses. We didn’t think much on it since he doesn’t know all that’s going on, but you were out yesterday. You wouldn’t even get up for food.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I worried you.” 
 
    “We’re sorry we weren’t paying better attention,” Darius whispered, kissing my hair. “We are now. Kristof and Cerdic found fields of winter wheat that reseeded itself even with the neglect. They managed to get the equipment going and sent the cargo plane with semis to retrieve it all. We’re taking an easier day, and people are loading the industrial mills and grinding it all, storing or using it.” 
 
    “Cool. These are seriously awesome,” I said, snagging another cinnamon roll. Then what he said sank in. “The plane’s back? Right, how did that go?” 
 
    “Remarkably well,” James answered, giving me a wink as if understanding I was several steps behind. “I even met Jaxon’s parents as they came out to see for themselves after they were informed we landed and had another message from him. Shocked and impressed are what I’d call their response.” 
 
    “Mother even sent me a message back on the phone you gave the hawk,” Jaxon told me. “She told me that they would start clearing Ireland and making sure the area was safe for anytime we visited.” 
 
    “What does she need?” I asked, understanding there was more to this from the way he was carefully choosing his words. 
 
    “Meat and provisions,” he answered. “I knew some of this when I visited to check on them, but apparently it got worse and people were killing all the animals like idiots to horde but then didn’t have freezers, or for a while people were spreading the rumors that corrupted spread the virus through the animals we ate.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” I whispered, knowing how that would have thrown people into a panic. I bobbed my head as I thought back to my time in the UK. They hadn’t had many animals when I’d passed farms compared to mainland Europe. “Why not look at the mainland?” 
 
    “It’s not smart to travel, or how would they get it all back or preserve it?” he sighed. 
 
    “Right, and now they could,” I muttered. “What is she offering because she can’t think I’ll just keep giving gifts because I love you, right?” 
 
    “No, and even if we’re engaged and I’m neutral, she gave me full authority to make a deal on behalf of the family, which tells me they’re really hurting.” He scrubbed his hands over his head. “We eat a lot more than humans and the shifters too, and we need them for their blood, and then Mother and Sister feed from their nobles. People fled to the mainland thinking it would be better there.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t. Yeah, people were always fleeing, and I took ships or caught rides where they were still convinced it was better somewhere else. It’s not. It’s shit everywhere.” I thought about it as I devoured half the plate of breakfast, wondering if I could get more or if that was pushing it. “How have they survived? What have they done to try and survive?” 
 
    He nodded, understanding I wasn’t trying to be mean, but I wasn’t about to just hand out everything we were working for. “They raided one of the military bases, so they did a lot to clear the area, but they couldn’t get the power on. They tried right when I’d gotten there, and corrupted came and destroyed it all. They have been working though, farming. 
 
    “They have a herd for dairy and chickens. There’s an abundance of produce, but they want to keep the cows and chickens for eggs and milk. They have that, and Mother said they could trade for that or other help. She won’t just give it either, but she is smart and knows being generous makes generous friends, and you were generous, so she will be as well.” 
 
    “And your family?” I asked Cerdic. 
 
    “No word yet, as Princess Nora was giving it to them,” Cerdic answered. “I would guess they’re about in the same position. Some of the royal family survived I heard, but I don’t know. They might be having the same worries as we do about what’s left of the US government and keeping below the radar.” 
 
    “Where’s your head?” Jaxon asked. 
 
    “Wondering if you’ll judge me if I want another plate and a tray of cinnamon rolls,” I admitted as I stared at the plates, seconds from licking them clean. “A bit freaked out I ate that much and still want more.” 
 
    “You’re a growing girl,” James teased me. “It’s normal. I was a bit shocked how little you ate, but it makes sense if you were about starving not two months ago and needing to build up your stomach and strength.” 
 
    Fair enough. And I got more food, which made me happy. I stared at Jaxon as I ate, mulling over what he’d said. “My gut is saying we help them to help themselves. Like they can thin the herds where we found the huge explosion of overpopulation given there were no more humans or people to cull them. But they have to do it responsibly and fill our freezers too kind of thing.” 
 
    “That’s smart,” James praised. “You’re handling the travel and shipping freezers or whatever, so they need to pay for that as well. They had people who were ready to get the solar panels up and knowledgeable for sure. And they had a lot of people who were like Cerdic who could clear packs of corrupted super fast. I say let them help clear for us too.” 
 
    Jaxon nodded. “They’ve got most of Ireland cleared because of swords and close engagement weapons, but the young ones ran or shoot, and those are normally guards and whatnot. They used their ammo that way. There were millions of people in Ireland and at some point, people fled to there thinking the island was safe and brought more corrupted.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, everyone fleeing back and forth.” 
 
    He snorted. “A ship ran aground with ‘survivors’ near the coven, but it was all corrupted. It happened at night, and they came off the ship like bugs to eat them. They’ve had issues and fights, so I don’t want you to think they’re just lazy. Mother would never allow that, and things have been hard everywhere.” 
 
    “I think that’s fair that they help us if we help them get the meat, but what else? We want some of that cheese and eggs, right?” 
 
    “Clothes,” James suggested, shrugging when we glanced at them. “They raided the stores and shops that weren’t already ravaged, but that’s all they’ve had for years. And I think you should know your gift got morphed with the gift for the Wessex coven and cargo planes can’t handle nearly as much as ships can.” 
 
    I bobbed my head as I kept eating. “You said you found a nice private jet at the airport, right? It fits like seventy people or something?” 
 
    “Yes, it just needs you to fix it,” he said, giving me a curious look. 
 
    I wiped my mouth and headed to the camper. I brought back the large map of the area and northern Canada.  
 
    “James also found another nuclear powered cargo ship at port that’s in great shape.” I glanced at Jaxon to let him know I was speaking to him specifically, then tapped the most northern areas of Canada. “This is far enough away from those covens in Quebec and Niagara Falls. They can raid all over here, and we will help them if they help us.” 
 
    “How would that work out?” he asked, standing and leaning his hand on the table so he could see better. 
 
    “You fly home with that plane and tell them what we’re offering, and you can bring back their people to meet up with us as long as someone of your family is with them. Someone trusted that won’t fuck shit up. And if they try to keep you, I will come with the fucking aircraft carrier and blow them up for taking you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” he breathed, hugging me with his other arm. “They wouldn’t, I promise.” 
 
    I nodded I heard him. “There shouldn’t be a lot of corrupted, and if they bring people old enough to sense them or whatever, we handle this whole area. But there are also towns there. Fine, not like Anchorage, there will be inns, grocery stores, and more for them to get gear. For us to get gear too.” 
 
    “So you’re saying let like a hundred of the crew go with whoever they send and load up the ship,” James muttered, moving closer as well from the other side of the table. “They start up there and work their way west along northern Canada. Give them some semis and trailers to run back and forth to the ship and load up. We found that huge cache of freezer shipping containers, so it’s all fine.” 
 
    “Right, and the older vamps they send or the more they send to do more, they could have a huge haul, but do it right,” I said, moving my finger along the path I was thinking. “They do it right, and we’ll help them again, and maybe when the weather is nicer and we have more semis.” I kept moving my finger along the outside of Alaska. “There’s a ton of everything and a lot of animals to thin and not ruin the chance there will be a ton of animals again. 
 
    “There are a bunch of barely touched Walmarts north of here and more. There has to be others this far north, so I’m willing to help and let them have animals and meat if they lend us their age and strength to do it in the harder parts. So depending when they’re loaded up, they drop off our stuff and we let them load up more there.” I tapped British Columbia near Vancouver. 
 
    “So we take them home on the ship, and they give us back what’s fair in cheese and stuff we need?” James checked, nodding when I did. 
 
    “What do you think?” Darius asked Jaxon. 
 
    “Yes, but I would need to go to make this work,” he answered after a few moments. “It’s a smart but bold play that would be a trap most courts would set or underhanded more to it. If I go, it’s a sign of it being real along with I know both sides. I know what we need and what they will. We outline what we need to the group, and they can split it up.” 
 
    “You mean like they might not need housing materials like we will, but they can’t just run to a mattress store, so even if they find mattresses years old, they haven’t been used for years,” Cerdic surmised. “Or other items they would have already used up. Hell, the cleaning and bath supplies galore we’ve found might be enough to make this work.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of your family coven,” I worried, thinking how much more that could complicate things. 
 
    “Yes, but no.” He shared a look with Jaxon. “Your mother is in tight with my mother even if it’s a lot of court bullshit. Let her offer and gather in excess if she wants. Then next time maybe some of the Wessex coven can help, but if we try with them now, my sister will order me home and force Inez to come to her court on her turf if she wants to continue to court me.” 
 
    “Which you won’t do but will be headaches and problems we don’t want,” Kristof explained for me. “I think the plan is smart and efficient, which is hard given the state of the world. We can always go back later as well or how the three of you originally scouted and marked what could be found there. No one says they have to take it all this round, just clear out a full building at a time.” 
 
    “You’re very focused on me returning land to nature,” I said, not sure where his mind went. 
 
    He gave a slow nod. “Because you can. I remember when you couldn’t look more than a few miles and see herds of animals. We won’t ever need to raise animals for meat if nature takes back the land. People aren’t living there anymore, and over half the world was decimated. Let’s put that to rest instead of sadness at ghost towns and cities.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling the same when he put it like that. I only had one more concern. “What if your mother pushes for you to bring me back and be adopted into her coven?” 
 
    He snorted. “That went out the window the moment Kristof officially courted you. No one would be stupid enough to try and chain you to their coven if he was part of the deal or would be unhappy if you were taken from him.” 
 
    I gave a look to Kristof, trying to swallow that pill. “Is that why you did it?” 
 
    “No, but it was why I announced it immediately instead of alluding to it as you did in the message.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Protecting you is important even if I wasn’t interested in you,” he replied like it was no big thing as he studied the map. “Have they not been fishing?” 
 
    “They have, but they mostly bought from human fishers, and it seemed every time they were trying to fight off corrupted, someone stole what they had.” 
 
    “And just about every human with a ship used it to flee or were stolen if someone knew how to use it,” James added. “We’ve seen thousands of ships that weren’t meant for ocean travel that were wrecked or others that were with dead humans that couldn’t handle them. Lots adrift that were abandoned and who knows what happened.” 
 
    “Lots also weren’t anchored enough for what the bombs did to a lot of waters or storms that followed with fallout.” Jaxon sighed. “The coven is huge, and that’s a lot of people to help, but splitting the focus too much is how everything falls apart. There’s no easy answer.” 
 
    “No, there’s not,” I agreed, a few people echoing me. I glanced around. “So we think this is the best play?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t want to leave you even for a short trip,” Jaxon grumbled, hugging me to him. “I’ll just have to pack you in my suitcase.” 
 
    “We’re not ready for court visits,” I reminded him. “Besides, I already lost a day, and there’s lots to do.” I stared up at him and licked my lips. “No ghosts today, and I have a plane and ship to fix. Want to help?” 
 
    “Aye, but you have to promise to eat a ton and take it easy otherwise,” he worried. “Sit on that perfect arse and supervise the flour grinders or whatever, but nothing more.” 
 
    I gave him a goofy salute. “I will eat while sitting and work on my laziness abilities.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I showered and changed while everyone started coordinating what they needed to. We headed to the airport, and I fed from Cerdic, using the energy from his blood to fix the plane they wanted. Then Cerdic, Jaxon, and I found an office in the hangar near us and handled the fire his blood stoked in me as well. 
 
    “You’re not bleeding anymore,” he moaned as he sat me on a desk, his hands under my skirt. “Why are you wearing it?” 
 
    “Because you’ll like it and then you’ll have to come back and see it again,” I whispered as I pulled his head down to mine.  
 
    “I’m coming back,” he swore to me as he quickly undid his pants. He promised again and again as he not only helped with the fire but gave me a proper goodbye that I wouldn’t forget. I fed from him a bit, just so he felt my fangs in him, as I knew how much he liked that. 
 
    Well, as much as I did.  
 
    When we were done and it was time to go, I had trouble saying goodbye. I did to James first, making him promise he was coming back as well. Then I went to Jaxon, searching his gorgeous green eyes for the confidence he would be back so I could let him go.  
 
    “I’ll be back before you know it and with real cheese,” he promised.  
 
    “I’ll film Darius and I having hot sex that you can watch when you get back,” I blurted, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    “Shit, aye, do that,” he groaned, kissing me again. “I love you.” 
 
    He let me go, and I slapped on a smile. “Me too. Have a nice visit home.” 
 
    I was back in his arms in a flash, his strong arms mashing me to him as he lifted me up in a full body hug. “That’s not my home anymore, My Princess. My home is with you. My life and my everything is with you. My family is you and Darius now.” 
 
    “Good. Be safe and don’t get shot down.” 
 
    “James was a fighter pilot too so we’ve got this,” he reminded me. 
 
    I finally let them go then. Darius wrapped his arms around me, and I clutched them as we watched the plane take off. “This is the first time I’m without one of you since we met. I can’t believe how much I’m worried over even a few days. Neither of you can ever leave me or I might crumble and die.” 
 
    “We feel the same,” he promised, kissing my hair. “And we won’t. You are stuck with us.” 
 
    We watched until I couldn’t see the plane anymore, and then we hurried to the ship I had to fix, too much energy still racing around inside of me. I let it out, knowing there was more to do later, but at least I handled a good chunk of the boat.  
 
    And then I did exactly what I’d promised Jaxon. I sat on my ass and “sampled” a lot of what was being made. I even got to do it from the safety of the aircraft carrier where they were using the huge kitchen there now. It had taken days to get it all fixed and running again, but now it was stupid not to use it. There was no comparison between that and using the small camper kitchens. 
 
    So I had the very tough job of scooping wheat into the grinder from the stool I was on. They even had boxes and everything right there for me. Really they made it idiot proof, and they weren’t even letting me switch out containers the flour went into. Apparently everyone knew already that I’d slept a full day so they were worried about me.  
 
    It was fun though as I got to watch the kitchen crew work. I had thought it was weird to mill all the wheat, but they told me it was much better to have all the doughs made and frozen so once on the ocean it was just the baking. I deferred to their expertise, as they used to feed about six thousand people every meal, as that was how many used to be stationed on the ship. 
 
    Yikes. 
 
    That many wouldn’t be going back and staying with them, but it didn’t hurt to stock freezers and be smart with what we had. They were going to do the same for us, and all we had to do then was put stuff in the oven. Awesome because there was no way I was cooking for as many as we had when I barely knew how to cook. 
 
    When it was time to head back to camp, I thanked them for distracting me, laughing when I got a lot of shocked and guilty looks I’d figured that out. Yes, I knew that was part of the plan. I wasn’t sitting there worried about Jaxon and those on the flight if I had something else on my mind.  
 
    Or as much at least. 
 
    The food they made was excellent, and my tummy was super happy, but I’d gotten spoiled with the smoked meats, and I didn’t think I could give that up being on a ship. Several of the crew said the same and were glad we were still doing so much of that, as a lot of it could be smoked and frozen. Nice. 
 
    When we crawled into bed, I stared at Jaxon’s spot, hating it was empty. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Darius promised. “He’s lived over five hundred years, and that’s a long time to survive. Aether would never be so cruel as to let him find love and then not live long enough to enjoy it. Besides, he was going to help another coven, and She would be in favor of that.” 
 
    I nodded even if I didn’t think She really got all involved. And then I wanted to roll my eyes at myself, remembering how I got sick if I skipped an artifact to find on her quest. I hadn’t gotten one for delaying, so I hoped that meant this was where She wanted me. Maybe? 
 
    Darius decided to change my mood by doing very dirty things to me, and it worked because I fell asleep sated and smiling, snuggled up against him… Even if my back felt cold as there wasn’t the other man I loved there as he should be. 
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    I had finished another part of the merchant ship the night before and the rest that morning. It had been a lot, but I was okay. It was my third day without any ghosts, and after a full day of sleep I was realizing I wasn’t being a baby, but I was a baby for a vampire and time to accept that and do what I should. 
 
    It would make the guys worry less, and that was a major goal of mine. 
 
    I gasped when I heard something, booking it out from where I’d finished and to the deck of the ship. I looked up and glanced everywhere, all turned around with the back and forth. 
 
    “It’s his plane,” Darius promised. “They’re about to land.” 
 
    “Really?” I gasped, practically jumping on Cerdic when Darius nodded. “Let’s go! Please, take me there.” 
 
    “You are too adorable, love,” he chuckled but did it. He wrapped me around him and whisked us off, knowing Darius would catch up. 
 
    I saw the plane already on the ground and slowing down when we arrived. Cerdic set me on my feet but kept his arm around me until I settled. Them whisking me off wasn’t something I’d get used to anytime soon, especially since they did it at different speeds and when emotions were involved like right then. I let him, fidgeting as we watched the plane come closer.  
 
    Glancing down, I remembered I was still taking it easy on helping, so I was wearing a black, long sleeved, winter wrap dress and those cute maroon boots. I hadn’t thought he’d be back so soon, but I was glad I was wearing something nice. 
 
    I hoped he was back at least. 
 
    I let out a whimper when the plane’s door opened and he was there. I pulled away from Cerdic and raced over to Jaxon, barely making it ten feet before he got to me with his much faster speed. He hugged me tight, and I practically climbed him so I was as close to him as possible. 
 
    “You can’t leave again,” I whispered, burying my face against his skin. “I’m beating up whoever had the stupid fucking idea to send you.” 
 
    “That was you, My Princess,” he chuckled, rubbing his hands over my back. “I’m home.” 
 
    “I was so scared you wouldn’t come back,” I rasped. 
 
    “I won’t ever leave you, Inez,” he promised. “You’re used to humans going out and not coming back. I’ve done way more dangerous things than a round trip flight and a conversation with my mother.” 
 
    “In the apocalypse,” I growled, pulling my legs in tighter so I could touch as much of him as possible. 
 
    “You wanted to help my family coven, and I love your big heart.” 
 
    “No, you’re not leaving me again. I don’t care if it’s to save blind children, you’re not going.” 
 
    “Are you going to release me?” he asked as the hug went on. 
 
    “No, I am the barnacle known as Inez, and I’m now attached for good.” 
 
    “I so fucking love you,” he chuckled, moving his face against my neck. “A barnacle, huh?” 
 
    “I was just on a ship. It came to mind first,” I grumbled, smacking him when he kept laughing. “Fine, I’m getting dirty restraints and tying you to our bed permanently. Maybe a leash so you can use the washroom, but that’s it.” 
 
    “That might be more than I needed to hear,” a man said from behind me.  
 
    “Don’t ruin our first and only reunion or I’ll shoot you,” I warned whoever it was. I leaned back and held Jaxon’s face in my hands, checking out every inch of him. “No one even fucked with a hair on you, right? Do I have to beat anyone up? I will. James gave me that big gun, and I will absolutely shoot it.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at me. “You just like shooting things.” 
 
    “I do, but that’s not the point. Was anyone mean to you? I have the fangs now and could totally eat them. I might get my vampire card back if I eat people when they’re mean.” 
 
    He really burst out laughing then, spinning us while hugging me tightly. He stopped and gave me a heated kiss before setting me on my feet, holding onto me when I wobbled a bit. 
 
    “No one was mean to me, I’m perfectly fine, not even air sick, and I missed you too, My Princess.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” I sighed heavily, leaning my forehead against him. “The leopards were freaking out. I mean, totally pacing and being babies.” 
 
    “Right, that was us,” Wilson drawled. “And we ate all the brownies too.” 
 
    I winced, resting my chin on Jaxon’s chest as I met his curious gaze. “The cooks made brownies, which apparently I really like, and I got upset you weren’t there to see that and ate yours.” 
 
    “You knew I was coming back,” he whispered as he cupped my cheek and stroked my skin with his thumb. 
 
    “You guys make coven courts sound like Russian Roulette, and even if it’s your family coven, I don’t like risks with you.” I let out a slow breath when I saw he knew it was more than that. “I saw a plane get shot down when I was in the UK. I saw a few in Asia in that first year, but not that long ago I saw one in the UK. You know, right by where you were.” 
 
    “Well, those people weren’t there, and we had no trouble at all,” Jaxon promised, giving me another soft kiss. “Time to stop ignoring the people I brought back, including my father you snarked at.” 
 
    I winced. “Well shit, that’s a memorable first impression.” I glanced over my shoulder and saw an almost carbon copy of Jaxon who looked immensely amused. “Sorry I threatened to shoot you. I wouldn’t have.” Darius snorted, and I gave him a look that promised to beat him later. “Are you never going to let me forget I shot you?” 
 
    “Twice.” 
 
    “You’re sleeping on the floor,” I grumbled, smiling when he laughed. Yeah, I could never do that to them. Or if I did, there was no way I’d sleep worrying about them on the mean old floor. 
 
    “Princess Inez Garner, I’d like to introduce you to Sebastian O’Cleirgh, noble to Princess Nora, and my father.” 
 
    “Princess, it is my honor to meet you and see with my own eyes that my son has found happiness,” Sebastian greeted, bowing to me and then kissing my hand when I extended it. 
 
    “Thank you for traveling so far, um, Sebastian.” I glanced up at Jaxon with a WTF look. 
 
    He shrugged. “You offered something amazing and only asked they not fuck it up and help us as well. It’s the apocalypse, and it would be insane not to jump on that. My parents agreed, and Father will be overseeing it all.” He gave me a wink. “And he knows you’re not up on court greetings. All of this will stay within my family as a family matter, nothing even to the coven or others, my mother swore it.” 
 
    “Oh, awesome.” My eyes went wide as I saw there were about another fifty people they’d brought. Wow. Then I saw James and Tyson—who was also a pilot—and pulled away from Jaxon to go hug them. “You guys good too? No problems?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” James promised as Tyson kissed my hair. “They had the runway cleared and hangar loaded with fuel. Princess Nora knows how to get shit done.” He studied me a moment. “Did you know the solar panels get blown even if they weren’t plugged in? Something about them fried a certain component as something, something, and something I couldn’t keep up with one of their guys said.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right, we fixed ones in that showroom. Callum said it was because of the dual input/output converter thing. It was ultra sensitive to other energy types, and an EMP is electromagnetic energy.” 
 
    “Princess, was he able to pinpoint which circuits or components and fix them?” a guy in Sebastian’s party asked, wincing at whatever look he got from someone. “I apologize for my interjecting. We’ve been struggling to find answers. All the alternative energy options completely blew out.” 
 
    “I’m not the right person to ask,” I answered, giving Jaxon a glance to help me before I said something I shouldn’t. “The ship’s fixed, but they’re getting it all online and doing whatever else.” I glanced between him and his father. “Do you want to see that or blur to camp?” 
 
    “Blur?” Sebastian asked me. 
 
    “That quick running thing that you all do that’s a blur. Well, Kristof has his own wormholes I think because he’s faster than air displacement. I can’t even feel it when he blurs with me.” 
 
    The science guy burst out laughing, apologizing for doing it. “It’s funny. You’re very clever, Princess.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Thanks. I liked the joke, but some give me weird looks. It’s crack jokes and laugh at the craziness or run screaming from the apocalypse, and where would we run to?” 
 
    “First, my princess sent me with a gift for her soon to be daughter-in-law and in thanks for your generous gift to us,” Sebastian informed me, waving some people over. “Jaxon said you have found some milk now and are working from that, but for us milk spoils so fast and cheese doesn’t. However, there were ways to store goods before modern electronics, and we have adopted those ways again.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing some of the settlements did with underground storage and cold bunkers, especially when it was cold outside. I gasped as he opened a large container and saw cheese wheels and more inside.  
 
    “Also, as we were not displaced and had working wells, our greenhouses are still fine. Jaxon said you cook mostly with expired herbs or freeze dried this and that, so we brought an array fresh that your cooks can use or preserve.” 
 
    I let out a squee as I grabbed a stalk of mint leaves out of another large container, chomping on one. “So good. I used to stop anytime I could get mint or basil when I was running. Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you for your generousness and being so good to our son,” he replied, dipping his head. “I also made sure to bring a few experienced fishermen of our coven that could teach any of your people.” 
 
    I glanced at Jaxon, remembering what he said and worried something was up. 
 
    He shook his head. “Several from another coven joined my mother’s. Their coven was destroyed, and like the Begley’s, they had been traveling at the time, so they had nowhere. They’re experienced fishermen, I promise.” 
 
    “Right, and the boats got stolen or whatever.” I bobbed my head as I glanced at James. “It might be better they take from what was at Boston. There was a ton of ships all over, but I don’t know the difference.” 
 
    “I do,” Jaxon told me. “Enough to be of use, and they could use a bit of both, but not everything is right now, and they can come back.” 
 
    “Yes, but if they have the correct boats and fish here and fish there and crabs everywhere, they can go back and forth between covens with food when we’re settled,” I muttered, letting down my hair and fluffing it before putting it back up. “Okay, add it to the list. But that means they have someone who can maybe handle the ship or we’ve gotta check, so let’s head back there and someone else can be boss.” 
 
    “Jaxon said you had other nobles visiting,” Sebastian said as we headed to the vehicles as everyone wasn’t able to blur, clearly pumping me for information. 
 
    “She’s not caught up on houses and the politics,” Jaxon told his father as we got in the SUV. “I warned you of that, Father.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m curious how that went.” 
 
    I blew a raspberry. “It seemed crass to meet other nobles and sniff each other’s asses when Jaxon was gone. They waited a few days, and a few more won’t kill them.” 
 
    “I love you too,” Jaxon murmured as he started the SUV and threw it in gear. Others could catch up, but James, Sebastian, Jaxon, and I were the main players on this one, and James probably wanted to see how Trisha had been doing while he’d been gone. 
 
    Twice in only a few days. Yikes. 
 
    “How are you really?” I asked James. “You went there and back and there and back. That’s a lot especially when you’ve not been flying in so long.” 
 
    “I’m fine, I promise. Tired and ready for a hot shower and a nap, but I just want to check in with Trisha and make sure the crew hasn’t been going nuts on shore leave just because I wasn’t up their asses.” 
 
    I shook my head. “They’ve been working hard. The kitchen crew was using all the flour and making tons of everything for us to even have in the trailer. People were raiding and collecting everything, even throwing away expired and nasty stuff like someone will ever pick up the garbage. I get it. Well, I don’t. I don’t remember normal, but I understand wanting to hold onto something normal.” 
 
    I realized what I said too late, Sebastian jumping on it. 
 
    “You don’t remember normal? You’re a young woman but not a child. I would think you have lots of memories, Princess.” 
 
    “My bad,” I grumbled, giving Jaxon a worried look. “Um, yeah, so I lasted a whole twenty minutes before getting busted? Nice.” 
 
    “Father is here as family, not the rumor mill,” Jaxon comforted, moving his hand to my thigh. “Inez didn’t get the gift of memories, Father. She remembers nothing before her eighteenth birthday.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” he argued. 
 
    “Yeah, and neither were zombies,” I drawled, getting good at using that argument when I needed it. Then I remembered the cover story. “I wasn’t the next princess in line, so I wouldn’t get the memories. Apparently someone thought I should also be a blank slate, but we’re not telling people that. It’s not like we know for sure.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he accepted. 
 
    I met his curious and disbelieving gaze, curious about him as well. He clearly wasn’t Irish, but he was European. I couldn’t place his accent, almost as if years of hearing the Irish accent conflicted with his natural one and wiped out anything identifying to it. It was cool but odd.  
 
    “So your mom was glad for the deal?” I asked Jaxon, snorting when Sebastian cleared his throat as if I should be asking him. “I’m going to ask him when you’re not around, and there’s nothing wrong with asking my fiancé about his visit home. Would you rather it be in front of you or behind your back like we’re up to something?” 
 
    “In front of me,” he admitted. “You are right that she is a breath of blunt fresh air and honesty.” 
 
    “I’m taking that as a compliment.” 
 
    “I meant it as one.” 
 
    I nodded and focused back on Jaxon. “Do you feel better getting to see how they were doing instead of just trading messages?” 
 
    “Yes, my home is with you, but it was nice, for sure,” he answered. “I was worried after last year’s winter was so much harsher, but they have fireplaces and everyone made do.” 
 
    “Glad it worked out.” I slid my hand in his and linked our fingers, studying them. “I’m still tying you to the bed, and you can’t leave me again. My back was cold without you there.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” he chuckled. 
 
    “It was. Maybe not in temperature, but it was. Apparently you both have wormed your way into my normal and not having you around is downright freaky.” 
 
    “I felt the same,” he promised. “Though you felt it more, as I was the one flying and handling stuff, so that was odd enough to not notice so much you weren’t there. I did look around for you a few times and had to remember you weren’t there. How did you spend the time?” 
 
    “I stuffed my face while sitting on my ass like I promised. I watched the kitchen crew make dough and all sorts of awesomeness while working the flour mill. Not a single corrupted while you were gone. There were awesome pastries for breakfast. That’s what you missed.” I bit back a smirk. “And something we taped for you.” 
 
    He groaned, and I swallowed a laugh, knowing I was mean to bring that up right then. “And yes, my mother was thrilled with the deal. Hesitant, but that’s her nature and how she’s survived as long as she has and had such a powerful coven. She took a lot at my word, but from one stranger to another—” 
 
    I snorted. “No fucking way. I wouldn’t have even listened to it. The apocalypse brought out every con artist as the norms and made me think that whole ‘people are their best in a crisis’ is bullshit. I’ve helped people when corrupted were attacking them to turn around and have them steal my shit. It does not bring out the best in most people but selfishness.” 
 
    “Not you,” he murmured, raising our joined hands to his lips. “You immediately wanted to help.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t make me sound any less selfish, Jaxon, I’m not. I could have helped lots along the way, and I didn’t because I was scared of what they’d do to me. I was already hunted and a corrupted beacon. I saved my own ass time and time again by not giving people power or showing them what I can do. I’m not selfless. I’m only willing to help now that I’m safe. That’s not a good person.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Sebastian of all people argued. “You ask for something in return for this deal because otherwise you are a doormat, but it wasn’t made with the gains being the intention. That’s a good person. You wouldn’t put yourself in danger because people would use you. That is vastly different than being selfish, Princess.” 
 
    “I agree,” James added. “You weren’t the people who offered you a shower or place to crash for the night and then chained you up so you could breed babies for their cult.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” Jaxon seethed, his hand gripping the steering wheel hard enough I heard it creaking. “You never told me that.” 
 
    “Because you’d react like that,” I muttered, gesturing to his hand. “Yeah, I was traveling through a settlement and had brought in some food I’d gotten while driving. I was getting on a boat and I didn’t want it to go to waste, so I traded it for a shower and to stay the night, knowing I wouldn’t because corrupted would come for me. She agreed, and her brother knocked me out and locked me up.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    “They got eaten,” I answered, staring out the window. “The corrupted came for me like they always did, and they got eaten. People came to help and found us, let us go, and I got my shower as promised and got the fuck out of there, catching the ship in the morning and leaving. That wasn’t the only time. The other time I had to break my wrist to get out of the shackles and probably dislocated my shoulder in the process.” 
 
    “What happened to the people you escaped from?” he asked gently. 
 
    I pulled my hand away from his. “I cut myself on purpose so the place smelled of my blood and then left. I would think they got eaten, as apparently corrupted can smell my blood from hundreds of miles away because that’s not freaky.” I was glad when we pulled up to the dock. “I’m not a nice person like you make me sound, Jaxon.” 
 
    “You are. You are, Inez.” He sighed when I didn’t answer, parking the SUV and turning it off before facing me. “You are, Inez.” 
 
    “I’m not. I not only didn’t feel bad for what I did, but I was pissed I didn’t get to shoot them myself, but I was too hurt to risk it. That’s not a nice person. There were other people who didn’t lock me up.” 
 
    “Did they know?” he asked. “Did they know what they planned to do to you?” 
 
    “Yes since it wasn’t to make babies but for sex. They were announcing it around.” 
 
    “Then they all deserved it,” he snarled. “I would have bathed in their blood, so they got off easy being eaten. I want to go make sure because they even thought of touching you in that way. If they had… You don’t want to know what I’d do to them.” 
 
    “I might have done the same. That’s my point. You guys act like you’re normal and I’m innocent or whatever, and I’m not. I shot an asshole just so corrupted went for him and bought me time.” 
 
    “Why was he an asshole?” Sebastian asked, sounding interested in the conversation and interactions between us. 
 
    “He was touching and drooling on a girl a few years younger than me that clearly didn’t want it. He got called away, and I heard one of her friends telling her it was okay, that everyone had to give in to him, even the boys, and she’d get over it like they did. He was some high up in the camp and everyone knew it was the price of getting to stay.” 
 
    “So they were twenty or so?” 
 
    “No, I was eighteen then. They couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen.” 
 
    “I would have shot him,” James snickered as he got out.  
 
    “I’m not sorry I did,” I promised as I slid out, meeting his gaze over the door as we were on the same side. “But who was I to decide that?” 
 
    “But could you live with knowing he would touch and hurt others if you didn’t?” Sebastian challenged as he came around with Jaxon. 
 
    I gave a swift nod. “Which was why I did it. I’m not asking for forgiveness or saying I’m a bad person. I’m saying I’m not anywhere near as ‘pure’ as they say like my name or a nice person.” I held up my hand when they argued. “I also didn’t go to find those kids and help them.” 
 
    “Because you would have put a target on them as they were after you,” Jaxon muttered. “You ran to lure them away.” 
 
    “Did I?” I shook my head. “I’m not so sure. I maybe thought they liked me, but I wasn’t sure then.” 
 
    “Yes, but you were eighteen and mostly a child yourself without her memories,” Jaxon pushed. “You didn’t run past a baby and leave it. You weren’t stupid and tried to go look for people you didn’t even know that could have been somewhere safe and the corrupted went with you into that place. You did the best you could.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t make me pure.” 
 
    “Sebastian, good to see you, mate,” Cerdic cut in. He chuckled as he extended his hand to Jaxon’s father. “You were acting so adorable, love, we skipped all the normal stuff.”  
 
    “Glad you’re safe,” Sebastian said as they shook.  
 
    “Yeah, the family’s good?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. Congratulations on your sister’s ascension.” 
 
    Cerdic burst out laughing, his arm wrapped around his stomach. “Oh, no one wants her in charge, but that’s how it goes. My sympathies to Princess Nora and your family, but I’m staying far away from her tantrums and shit.” 
 
    He nodded, glancing at Kristof who had joined us. “A long time, Kristof. I’m glad you survived.” 
 
    Kristof’s lips slightly twitched. “Yes, I’m sure you are, Sebastian.” He extended his hand, and they shook. “I hope Nora and your coven are well.” 
 
    Something flashed in Sebastian’s eyes but then was gone as he let go. “She is, I make sure of that. Circumstances change, but it’s nothing we haven’t lived through before, simply a new type of monster though, others have eaten their kills when invading.” His eyes narrowed slightly, barely noticeable. “It’s good you found a new court to stay with and lend your strength and support to.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m also courting Princess Inez,” he answered, and a fly farting could have been heard in the group that had gathered, mostly coming from the other coven. 
 
    And then I remembered what Kristof had told us before. Jaxon’s mom had tried to get him to be her noble. I winced. “Oh, shit, awkward.” 
 
    “Yes, and now that the cat’s out of the bag, my sister will not be happy, as she used to say she would snag Kristof if Mother couldn’t,” Cerdic added. 
 
    Yeah, that did make things worse. How the fuck did we salvage this? 
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    “Fairbanks,” I blurted too loudly, clearing my throat when people gave me weird looks. “Right, sorry, I forgot I wanted to bring up Fairbanks. Um, it’s almost completely intact, and that’s a lot of everything to raid.” I focused on Sebastian. “Cerdic thought there might be more than meat you guys could use given you don’t have easy access to more populated areas. 
 
    “I mean, I don’t know if Ireland had Walmarts, but of course you had stores. We’re finding more intact than we’d thought, but there are whole areas I’m not going near no matter how many people tell me radiation from certain bombed areas won’t kill us. No thanks, I don’t want that touching me. But we had a lot we could probably get in Raleigh, and Boston was in good shape, so we can find more.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe you’ve been intimate with the very lovely but extraordinarily young princess that my son is engaged to?” Sebastian asked Kristof, completely ignoring me. 
 
    “Hey, yeah, baby vamp, but I still know it’s rude to ignore me like that,” I grumbled. “You saw him in the video. Did you come to start shit with him about not picking her, or do good for your coven?” 
 
    Sebastian adjusted his neck but then focused on me. “I apologize. I hadn’t thought about him in the video, too focused on what we could manage for the coven. We also have some history that I didn’t expect to still be so emotional over.” 
 
    I snorted. “You’re like completely locked down. I wish I could manage that. Yeah, you’re hysterical and raving. You should work on that.” 
 
    He gave me a slight smile, the mood toning back. “I’ll make sure to do that.” 
 
    I glanced at Kristof. “You said before that young vampires annoy the shit out of you. Are you like ageist?” 
 
    His eyes flashed amusement. “Normally, yes. I find young vampires—and people in general—learn a few things and think they know more than anyone else. They make jackasses of themselves, not knowing or appreciating all that came before them. Then they get a bit older and learn the truth—the older we get, the more we learn we don’t know shit and certainly not as much as we thought.” 
 
    “At least if the person isn’t a narcissist or completely deluded,” I agreed but then winced. So I was the idiot? 
 
    “You’re not like that,” he said gently. Well, gently for him, and it was a voice he only used when talking to me. “You understand you don’t know as much as you wish you did, and you want to learn, ask advice, but won’t let anyone push you around. I think that’s why you lost your memories. It made you humble in a world that sees arrogance as a virtue.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I never assume I’m the smartest person in the room, but I try never to be the stupidest.” 
 
    “You never are,” he murmured, reaching out and tucking some fallen hair behind my ear. “We found a large cache of top latching shipping containers that will help with some of the shipping and efficiency so we’re not wasting crates on things like clothes or shoes that won’t be damaged.” 
 
    “Oh, awesome. Yeah, that’s smart.” 
 
    “Welcome back,” he greeted Jaxon. “You better spoil her tonight, as she did exactly what you asked, probably feeling guilty she wasn’t doing enough the whole time.” 
 
    “No, not the whole time,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest. “I get it. I’m the baby vampire. I’m listening, and after sleeping a full day, I get it.” They headed to check out the ship, but I held Jaxon back, waiting until at least the others couldn’t hear everything since they were talking. “Why was your dad interested in the other nobles?” 
 
    “You caught that, huh?” He sighed as he scrubbed his sexy stubble. “You’ve acknowledged Mother as your mother-in-law to be. That means she’s got a vested interested in who else you might choose. She won’t have you in her coven, but she will absolutely give you ‘advice’ in who might be good choices, as you don’t have a parent to do that.” 
 
    “That’s not necessarily a bad idea for help,” I hedged, knowing there was something I wasn’t seeing here. 
 
    “Right, but she would have you pick Eddie, as she doesn’t get along with the Pinault coven.” 
 
    “But if I was both of their daughter-in-law, that might bury a hatchet, or at least I was a deterrent to be good, as neither would want to piss me off or lose my favor or try to get me to side with them. Plus, I would have picked you first.” I brought my hands to my head and flicked out my fingers while making explosion noises that my brain was about to explode. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s like that. Just do what you feel is right. You don’t want to get caught up in all that other stuff anyways. And don’t let any of the other princesses give you advice like that. You are your own princess and coven.” 
 
    “Though I should let you give me advice not to take other advice?” I teased him, knowing full well he was saying what was best for me. 
 
    “Yes,” he purred, moving up against the SUV. “And I do plan to absolutely spoil my princess in thanks that she made sure I didn’t have a single worry while I was gone and not at her side.” 
 
    “Maybe you should be behind me instead later?” I offered. “My back was cold. Maybe drape all over it while inside of me? Check my breasts are still as you remember?” 
 
    “Oh fuck me, Inez,” he groaned, kissing me deeply. 
 
    “No, I’m sure the offer is to fuck me,” I teased him, smiling when he snapped his teeth at me like he was going to bite me. 
 
    I wouldn’t mind that. 
 
    Someone called his name, and he went to talk to them. I saw my boot lace was untied and knelt down to fix it so I could hurry and catch up with the others. I stood and glanced around before making my way to the ship everyone else was already on. 
 
    “Inez, down!” Kristof bellowed. 
 
    I dropped like I was tying my shoe again, glad I just had or I might have been too startled to think of how to get down fast. I went further and dropped to my ass and saw something fly over my head as I did. My eyes about popped out as it landed in a man about twenty feet away. 
 
    Well, not so much landed but mostly beheaded the guy. I saw it slice through, and then the head dropped back, but the sword stopped like that had been the goal, as if it had kept going it could have hit someone else around. Or that was where my mind went as I freaked the fuck out. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kristof worried as he grabbed my arms and hauled me to my feet. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No, no,” I whispered, glancing between him and the man. “He didn’t get near me. Why are you beheading people?” 
 
    “His blood was poisoned, and he was racing to you.” 
 
    “Poisoned? We can’t get infected I thought?” I demanded, still whipping my head back and forth. 
 
    He cupped my face and made me stop that. “We can’t, but there are a few things that can poison our blood. You’re young, so it could be in his body for a while but kill you fast.” 
 
    “Someone just tried to kill me?” I squeaked, getting caught up on that. I cursed when he nodded. “I didn’t think about someone from Clarence’s family coming after me. Fuck. I should have thought of that. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He pulled me into his arms, kissing my hair. “In what world should you be sorry for that? I was there and so were the others.” 
 
    “And this wasn’t about Clarence,” Darius said firmly as he pulled me from Kristof and hugged me. “He pledged to a princess and she died and he was fine. A noble protects his princess even if it costs him his life, not steps aside when she disagrees with him. His family coven would probably have thanked you for what happened so he didn’t smear their family anymore.”  
 
    “They wouldn’t have come after you. And you didn’t kill him, Aether did for breaking the rules,” Kristof reminded me as Jaxon hugged me next. 
 
    “And we’re missing three vampires from the roster,” Trisha told us. 
 
    “So I don’t meet with nobles and the crew runs off?” I demanded, sounding a bit freaked out to my own ears as I stared at the guy without a head, a huge pool of blood under him now. “So he just had to bleed on me?” 
 
    “Hey, hey, you’re fine, love,” Cerdic said as he pulled me from Jaxon and hugged me, making sure I couldn’t look at the dead body anymore. “I was coming too. Kristof just got to you first. There were so many new vamps around it was distracting.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I rasped, fisting his sweater. “What did I do? I didn’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered, pressing his cheek against my head. “Just breathe. We’ll figure it out, but right now just breathe.” 
 
    “I’ve spent years with corrupted trying to eat me and Clarence and his goons hunting me, but no one’s tried to assassinate me. That’s just fucking insane.”  
 
    “Who’s missing?” Kristof asked. 
 
    “Three vampires who weren’t Navy and came with a convoy after the initial bombs,” Trisha answered. “They weren’t the nobles, just regular vampires. We know their names, but we never asked what coven because what did it matter if they weren’t trying to get home or were fine with us? I mean, they came at least two years ago.” 
 
    “When did they leave?” Jaxon asked. 
 
    “No one’s sure,” she sighed. “We’ve got over a thousand, and we’ve been spread out now. Someone mentioned not having seen one at dinner, and then people talked, realized no one had and there were a few others. It reached me, and I had people going from group to group of assigned tasks, and they weren’t with anyone. I just got the word and was going to tell you guys.” 
 
    “So they saw a chance to get back in with their coven if they were on the outs or get elevated in favor with their princess if they gave information?” James muttered. “That sounds a bit much.” 
 
    “She can restore electricity and fix just about anything,” someone argued. “Power from ghosts and all the cats are her spirit animals and she’s a baby. Oh, you wanted cooler campers and more electric semis? Sure, let me use advanced powers like I’ve never seen before and break down a parking garage of vehicles into energy beads and rebuild them into electric semis.” 
 
    “She can do what?” a deep voice demanded. 
 
    I winced, looking up to see Sebastian staring at me with wide eyes. Well, I’d cracked the reserved man’s façade it seemed. 
 
    “You see ghosts and have a spirit animal?” 
 
    “Um.” 
 
    “No, she has all cats as her spirit animals,” that guy corrected. 
 
    “Hey, who the fuck are you to give out information?” I demanded, realizing I had to be the princess here and handle this or things could spin out fast. I stormed over to the guy and got in his face. “Are you trying to court me?” 
 
    He snorted. “No way. I want as far away from you and what you’re doing as possible. Anyone who will stand near you or try to protect you will end up dead, Princess. Everyone will come for you.” 
 
    “He’s not a noble,” Cerdic seethed. “And he’s not even thirty.” 
 
    I nodded I heard him, shoving the guy. “So who are you to fucking answer anything? I don’t even know your name, so you’re clearly not in the loop on dick.” I shoved him again when he opened his mouth to answer. “You don’t know shit. People think I have a spirit animal or maybe multiple cats, but they don’t know because I don’t know.  
 
    “I don’t know that. I like animals, and shifters are part animal. Yes, I made friends with cats first, but I’ve always liked cats. I was playing with some foxes the other day. You going to announce to people they’re my spirit animal now too? I think the wolves are badass, so are they too? Who the fuck are you to decide and announce any of this when I haven’t? 
 
    “It’s not a switch inside of me that flips to know. I know I love brownies. I’ve said that. I’ve not said or declared the rest of that. So you are gossiping. I’m a baby vamp, and it’s stupid to say anything, and it’s dangerous. You think people are going to come? Probably because assholes run off half-cocked and blab their wild thoughts without knowing shit. 
 
    “Jaxon said that’s what happened in Ireland. People were running their mouths that corrupted could pass the virus via animals, and so they killed the animals without thinking. Right, so all that did was waste food. So don’t get all hysterical and start making claims you don’t have any proof of or haven’t even fucking seen.”  
 
    I took a shot on that one since I didn’t even recognize him and we’d kept the loop closed when I did the pixelating and reforming of the beads. 
 
    “You’re like two seconds older than me, so don’t go talking about what you know.” I gestured to Kristof. “He’s like a bazillion fucking years old. Do you know what he can do? I don’t even know, and we’ve slept together. Cerdic is older than dirt too. Jaxon and Darius are from powerful families. You have no idea what they’re capable of. I have the five engineers of the apocalypse working with us. 
 
    “So you don’t know a mother fucking thing to be answering questions. And why are you telling them? Do you know Sebastian? Were you part of that coven?” I saw in his eyes he wasn’t. “So you don’t know them, and you don’t speak for me, but you thought you of all people should answer anything or announce that? That’s probably why people ran off and sent an assassin because people are stupid. 
 
    “Now others are at risk because of rumors. Did I make the other ship with the nuclear reactor? No, we found it. So use your head and try logic instead of hysterics. Is it more likely that we found a shipment of electric semis or that the baby wittle vampire who just got her fangs is pulling them out of her ass? Don’t announce shit or speak on behalf of me again. You understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” he ground out. “I was speaking to what I know, not on behalf of you.” 
 
    “I just explained why you don’t know,” I snapped. “You don’t know. Don’t open your mouth unless you have seen it yourself or you are me and can answer what I can do.” 
 
    “They deserve to know with you being engaged to Jaxon,” he sneered. “You’ll get us all killed and—” 
 
    I lost my temper, slamming the heel of my right hand up into his nose as I grabbed his wrist with my left hand. Then I brought down my elbow onto his arm I was holding out, smirking when I felt his bone break, before I kicked out his knee so he crumpled to the ground.  
 
    “People like you who start hysterias and spew bullshit get people killed,” I hissed, giving him a look that I dared him to argue with me or even moan in pain. “Tyson, you had a long trip, and I’m sure your lion could use a run. Undress and shift.” 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” he said, coming over to me and quickly stripping. He leaned in for a kiss and then shifted. 
 
    I scratched behind his ears as I stared at the vampire who had blood all over his face from the broken nose. “Why don’t you lead the others and teach the bad vampire a lesson in manners? Rip out his throat if he’s going to speak on things he shouldn’t. Remind him that he’s not as important as he feels he is. Then maybe Kristof can teach him to use his head.” 
 
    “Or take his head. He’s why I hate baby vampires normally,” he grumbled. “Send him back with Sebastian so Princess Nora can teach him some lessons on trying to spread half-cocked rumors and theories to those of her coven as facts. She does have a dungeon.” 
 
    “I like it.” I gave an evil smile at the vampire who looked at me like he didn’t buy it at all since they’d only seen me be nice. Idiot. “I’d get running. You pissed me off enough you don’t even get a head start.” 
 
    Tyson made my point by swiping at the vampire with his huge paw and impressive claws. Bloody gashes instantly appeared, and the vampire rolled to his feet—having to do it with whatever damage I’d done to his knee—and took off. 
 
    “Make sure we question that guy,” James told the others before they headed after Tyson to hunt. “He was part of the group that came in with the three that ran off. I want answers and to figure out where other problems could come from.” 
 
    “Got it,” Trisha agreed, glancing around at the others. “Has the point been made to behave? We might not have a real home if people spread this shit. Focus on the job now so we can have a future, not the screenplay you’re working on for the movie that won’t be made. Now get back to work!” 
 
    A chorus of “Yes, ma’am” rang out, and people headed out to get a move on. 
 
    Which left us with Sebastian and what to do about everything because he was clearly smart. Smart enough to know I’d just made a huge deal because it was true and I wanted to squash it spreading. 
 
    “You wanted to show your dad some stuff while his people check out the ship, right?” I said to Jaxon with a sigh. “Apparently I have to shit out some more campers later. That’s going to hurt.” 
 
    “Don’t hurt that pert arse I love,” he teased me as he swung me up in his arms. “Father, it’s over this way.” 
 
    “Nicely handled, but it’s time for some answers, Princess,” Sebastian said when we were alone with the four nobles courting or engaged to me. They had all blurred to a good distance away with no one else remotely around. I doubted we were even in Anchorage anymore. 
 
    “I don’t answer to you,” I reminded him, glad at least when he gave a nod and seemed to remember to tread carefully no matter how young I was. 
 
    But the others wanted to tell him the truth. I didn’t agree with that. I thought it was stupid, as I couldn’t squash out of my reach if they spread it like wildfires. No matter what Jaxon’s family promised, people would overhear and it would get out.  
 
    However, it was apparently a big deal to directly lie as opposed to subvert or dance around. 
 
    “It’s not lying by saying it’s none of his fucking business,” I snapped when the debate got heated. I threw my hands up. “Fine, fine, but this is going to bite us in the ass, I know it.” I walked right over to Sebastian and made sure I had his gaze. “Let me be clear that it’s not just your son here that’s on the line but others I care for, so if you aren’t careful with what’s shared, I will burn you to the ground. 
 
    “I will come there and decimate the coven and all of you for not protecting what you are swearing to protect. You might be ready to blow it off as the barkings of a baby vampire, but you should wait and see for those answers you want. But before I do, I want you to think on this and see it in my eyes that I’m not remotely fucking playing with you and will do it before I give you the answers.” 
 
    He took me seriously, studying me and my gaze for a few minutes before nodding. “I believe you. Even if you couldn’t do it all, you would die trying, and I know quite well how vengeful princesses can be if they are wronged, so I absolutely believe you. And I swear on my most solemn oath I will make sure Princess Nora knows that as well and how important it is to handle this properly.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    I went over to the abandoned motel we were at off the main highway and put my hand on it. I focused that energy like I had before and pixelated it—or made energy beads as now some were calling it—and all the discarded vehicles in the parking lot. My gaze never left his as I kept going, pulling what I needed to make one of the electric semis. 
 
    “Any more questions?” 
 
    “Yes, lots,” he whispered, staring at what I’d done and swallowing loudly.  
 
    Yeah, he did, and we answered them as best we could, normally with me interjecting we didn’t know for sure or they were speculating. 
 
    “You’re Aether’s champion,” Sebastian breathed when we were done, his eyes full of awe. 
 
    “We don’t know that,” I cut in before anyone else could answer. “We don’t. Until She throws up some billboards or I wake up wearing a t-shirt from Her saying that, I’m not… There could be other options we’re not seeing. We don’t know that.” 
 
    And luckily he let me leave it at that. They met up with the others while I fed from Jaxon and had a proper—and kinky—reunion with him. 
 
    Plus a bit to cry. Someone had tried to assassinate me. I was doubting the plan. The risks could seriously outweigh the potential rewards, and for the first time I really debated taking a permanent stomach ache and feeling sick over continuing on this path. The guy who had come wasn’t one of the three that had run off, so he’d told someone important enough to rig an assassination. 
 
    We had no answers, as no one recognized the guy and there was only speculation that it was a princess from one of the Americas not wanting to let another princess move in or to get power near them. But we didn’t know. 
 
    I was tired of that being the situation. 
 
    That night I didn’t just curl up with Darius and Jaxon. I actually asked Cerdic and Kristof to join us, apologizing for wanting four men to share one bed with me, but I was scared. I was really, really, really fucking scared and not for me. 
 
    No, that someone I cared for would die because of me. 
 
    And I didn’t think that was a feeling I would be able to shake anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    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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    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. 
 
      
 
    Jasper Hutson—a homeless Marine, discarded by his family after returning home from the war wounded—reacted on instinct. But this one act brings him to Lily’s attention, and not because he saves her life. She sees something else in him. Something no one else sees. 
 
      
 
    Refusing to give up on him when everyone else does, Lily offers Jasper a place to stay and an opportunity to get back on his feet. That one offer will change her world. When they grow closer and Jasper makes Lily’s life so much easier, she’s not sure she can go back to living without him. 
 
      
 
    As life moves forward and they get into their own rhythm, Lily discover something about Jasper that he’s kept hidden. Will she continue to reach for her happily ever after or will they both remain wounded? 
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