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        ~Slade~

      

      

      Stuck in this dungeon with a sadistic man in front of me, I waited for his next onslaught of magic. He grinned, and a searing pain infiltrated my body as the magic around me ripped at my soul. I sucked in a deep breath and observed gray orbs of energy drifting from my core. It was like I was being ripped in two. No matter how hard I gritted my teeth, the pain wouldn’t subside. I’d never wanted to die as much as I did at this moment.

      I didn’t know his name, but I knew I’d mistaken him for a human once before. It was the night Samara had gone to the human realm to meet her human boyfriend, Thomas, at a club. If it hadn’t been for this man bumping into Samara, or the fact that Jax wanted to break his fingers for trying to touch her, I wouldn’t have remembered him.

      The horrible truth of the matter was that somewhere between Samara getting stabbed and my battle with this powerful mage, I’d ended up as his prisoner. He would use me for whatever experiments he wanted. Then, when I no longer served a purpose, he’d dispose of what was left of me. Gargoyles were immortal, but we weren’t invincible. My brothers and I proved as much.

      We’d been too blind to see through his facade. Now, it was too late. I was chained to a wall, taking another round of beatings, and Samara was…

      A growl rumbled from my chest. I hissed at the man and the darkness inside him. Shadows pulsated in his aura, revealing all his malicious intentions. The dark arts were forbidden in the realms. It was old magic—deadly magic—and this mage practiced it.

      Sons of stone, this was not good.

      “What’s the matter, guardian?” he said with a smirk. “Are you feeling a little shattered?”

      “Why are you doing this?” I struggled against my restraints, desperate to bash his face with my forehead. I needed to take him down.

      “Does it really matter? You have nothing to return to. Your ward is dead, and so are those other gargoyles you call brothers.” He yanked the gray matter from my core and formed it into something that resembled a sharp sliver of slate.

      My knees buckled. The only thing holding me up were the chains binding my wrists. I wanted to accuse him of lying about Samara and my brothers, but I couldn’t. The sad truth was that ever since I’d woken up inside a dingy, dungeon-like, cell, I hadn’t sensed Samara or my brothers.

      I hadn’t seen anything happen to Roark, Jax, or Quinn, but there was no way I could deny the possibility that Samara was gone. Not after what I had seen with my own eyes. The knife, the blood, even the look of horror on her face hadn’t left my mind. Add in the fact that the bond between all of us went dormant, and it seemed more of a reality.

      They were dead. All of them.

      I should have asked for my brothers to join Samara and me after she’d received the text she thought Rose sent. Had the four of us been united, none of this would have happened. Our combined powers could wipe out a league of supernaturals.

      Instead of going with my gut, I’d allowed Samara’s fears to paralyze me. Her insistence to leave with or without me had overridden my rational thoughts. I gave in to her wants and left without backup.

      Samara had found my soft side from the moment I learned I’d be one of her guardians. She had a way of playing me because of my compassion. Still, I wasn’t placing all the blame on her. I was a skilled guardian with my own powers and wisdom. I had known better than to leave without my brothers.

      But admitting to that meant admitting to another truth. I should have known the text she received would lead us into a trap.

      “You’re a hard one to break,” the mage huffed as he eyed the piece of slate between his fingers. “I guess I’ll have to take what I want from you, one piece at a time. You’ll make a great experiment.”

      My gut churned at the thought. In truth, I deserved every ounce of punishment I received. I’d failed Samara right along with my brothers. I didn’t deserve to live.

      The mage brought the sliver of slate closer and waved it a few inches from my face. “I’ve never had a piece of a gargoyle’s soul before. It’s quite fascinating. Then again, so was seeing your pain as I ripped this from you.” When my eyes fell to the pilfered piece of my soul, he laughed. “Did you honestly think you could keep that little witch safe?”

      I lunged forward, but the chains held me back. All I did was make the mage laugh louder. He tucked the piece of my soul somewhere beneath his cloak then faced me again. Black smoke formed between his palms as he whispered something under his breath. The smoke swirled around both of us, spreading the stench of death with it. The putrid scent assaulted my nose. No matter how hard I tugged on my restraints, I couldn’t escape.

      My lungs seized as I breathed in the dark smoke. I coughed as hard as I could to force it out, but nothing helped. The room spun around me. Each gasp I took only brought more smoke into my body. It made the skin on my arms, legs, and wings burn.

      Drawing on what little strength I had left, I summoned the wind to me. We were underground most of the time, but this room had windows. They were darkened but they were there nonetheless. It was all I needed.

      As the wind whirled outside, the mage turned around. Within seconds, the windows began to rattle. The force behind them became too much and caused them to shatter. Glass flew through the room as the wind cleared the smoke.

      I was thankful for my affinity with air. Next time, I’d remember to hold my breath if the mage used another one of those spells on me.

      Then again, what was I fighting for? Everyone I loved was…

      The mage held out his hands, shooting a round of orbs into my abdomen. Each one expelled air from my lungs. I couldn't stand any longer. My restraints held me up, but this time, I didn’t struggle. I just wanted to go back to my cell and wither away.

      “Get him out of here.” The mage shouted at the demons assisting him. They were half my size, little guys that I could normally snap like a twig. Not tonight. I had no more strength, and they knew it. Some laughed hysterically as they tugged on my wings, some cursed as they tried to gnaw at my skin, which was impermeable to their teeth. The rest just chattered as they grabbed parts of my body and dragged me out of the room.

      The lights above us faded in and out of my vision. My body felt like it was floating, except for all the hands touching me. The cathedral ceiling disappeared as we descended into the lower part of the building. I had no idea if we were in a house, a part of the academy, or some secret facility no one knew existed. Nothing appeared familiar.

      A damp, earthy scent penetrated my nose, alerting me to where I’d been taken—to the dungeon, or something close in comparison. Whatever it was, it reeked of death and despair.

      Small, cell-like rooms reminded me of horse stalls. They were sectioned off into two rows. Cement walls kept me from seeing into the next cell, but I could hear the other prisoners. Muffled cries echoed from one end to the other. Like me, they’d been locked inside after being tortured by the mage. I wasn’t sure how many were here, but after the last few days, it seemed like I heard fewer voices. I doubted it was because they were released.

      Once the demons tossed me to the ground, my back slammed against the concrete floor. They reattached the chains on my wrists to the wall and one of them replaced the collar around my neck. Tiny jolts of electricity zapped me, stunning me long enough for them to fasten more chains to my ankles. The door slammed behind me, followed by the click of the lock.

      The cold floor helped calm my burning skin. I stared at the ceiling, allowing my thoughts to settle. I couldn’t get the mage’s voice out of my head. He was so confident that Samara and my brothers were dead.

      Chains rattled as I brushed my fingers against the faded ink on my wrist. I tried again to sense Samara and my brothers in our bond, but it remained silent.

      My chest grew heavy. Tears formed in my eyes as I thought about the last time I had seen Samara. I’d only left her for a second, but it was long enough for the mage to find her and plunge a knife through her ribs.

      I drew in a shaky breath as hate swelled inside me. If by some miracle I made it out of here alive, I would make sure that piece of shit paid for what he’d done to Samara as well as my brothers. He would be more than an experiment. His pain would be justice served.

      “Slade? It’s Rose. Are you okay?”

      The sound of her voice made my eyes water harder. Samara had died trying to save her best friend. She’d had no idea if Rose was still alive, or Natasha for that matter. Both had been missing right along with several other novice witches. Now, I was in the same position as Rose, and Samara was gone.

      “Slade, answer me. I’m worried.” Rose called to me again, but I couldn’t answer her. It hurt to breathe. Speaking would be worse. Besides, I had nothing useful to tell her. Yeah, I was still alive, but I didn’t want to be.

      Sobbing came from Rose’s cell. She was crying again. I’d listened to her every night since I’d arrived and she found out I was here. At least then I had the strength to speak to her. Now, there was nothing left.

      Had the mage taken the part of my soul that cared about others?

      I let out a groan just so she would know I wasn’t dead, but I left it at that. I heard her praying to the Goddess, thanking her for keeping watch over me. Even in her darkest moments, Rose had hope that we’d survive this. I had my doubts. Unless our supernatural leaders sent trackers to find us, or one of the prisoners managed to escape, we were not leaving alive.

      How could I get through this? Every purpose I had was gone. Every part of me was shattered. My body. My heart. My soul.

      I closed my eyes letting images of Samara play in my mind. Losing her was like losing my little sister. If my brothers were gone too, I’d lost the closest thing I had to a family. I’d failed them along with the other witches in this facility, and any other supernaturals locked away here. Gargoyles were the strongest of all creatures, but under these restraints, I didn’t amount to anything more than some dark mage’s lab rat.

      Something tugged at my core. I opened my eyes and peered down at my stomach, half expecting to see a bug or rodent crawling over me. When I found nothing, I realized I was finally losing the rest of my mind. It couldn’t handle the physical and mental pain I suffered. I’d hit my limit.

      Another tugging sensation came through. Instead of ignoring it, I gave in to the vibrations. The moment I did, a wave of compassion rolled over me. I concentrated on the positive energy, allowing the hope, love, and concern to swirl around me.

      The harder I focused, the more I swore I heard a voice. It called my name, pleading with me to hold on and not give up. At this rate, I wasn’t sure if I was truly hearing anything or if the last bit of my optimism was fighting to keep me alive.

      In truth, I was afraid to have hope. It had been days since I’d had a reason to be positive. Whatever was calling to me through the bond renewed me. A small surge of energy coursed through my body.

      “Slade?” a voice called, one I knew wasn’t Rose’s. She was still sobbing in the cell next to mine.

      I placed my hands against the floor. Pushing myself up, I gazed around the room. Part of me hoped someone had found us. Maybe the high priestess’s search party was here. I expected to see a woman standing on the other side of the bars to my prison, smiling at me. Much to my disappointment, I found nothing but the dimly lit hall, the bars, and solitude.

      Another surge of energy burned through my body. Even shattered, my heart raced in anticipation. Was it Samara? Were she and my brothers still alive?

      Perhaps the mage had lied to me this entire time just to break me. He wanted something from me. What, I didn't know, but maybe it was time I found out.

      And just as I convinced myself to keep fighting for my life, a glimmer of light formed a foot away. It twinkled until the brightness faded and a woman’s face appeared.

      Although her face was translucent, I could see how beautiful she was. Her long hair pooled around her shoulders. The ink marking my wrist tingled. This was the first sign I’d had that it was active since I’d been captured. Who was this woman, and why did my bond respond to her?

      My heartbeat increased when our eyes locked. Relief replaced the sadness in her eyes as she focused on me. Then her lips began to move. The words leaving her mouth were more than I could have hoped for. They were an answer to my prayers.

      “Hang on, Slade. We’re coming for you.”
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        ~Katarina~

      

      

      My cries rang out as Slade’s image began to fade. I pushed what little energy I had left toward him, hoping it would keep our connection going a little longer. Now that I’d found him, I wasn’t ready to let go. I still needed to know where he was. What good was all of this magic churning inside me, if it wouldn’t let me hold on for just a second longer?

      Samara shouted to let go but I refused to listen. Slade needed us. There was something wrong with his soul and I didn’t know how much longer he would survive.

      My body finally betrayed me. Not used to wielding so much power, my legs buckled. Strong arms swept me up just as Slade’s face was replaced by Roark’s.

      With a shaky hand, I reached up and smoothed his pinched brow. “I saw him.”

      Jax stepped forward and gripped my hand. “Slade? Is he okay?”

      “He’s hurt. It looked severe. His face was bruised and bloody. His soul…” I tried to swallow past the lump in my throat.

      Jax brushed the hair off my face, his concerned gaze focused on me. “What’s wrong with his soul?”

      “It’s damaged. Part of it is missing.”

      Roark’s hold on me tightened. He helped me cross the room and set me on the sofa.

      Jax took the spot next to us and Quinn sat on the edge of the coffee table. Samara floated closer, hovering just over Quinn’s shoulder.

      “I need to try again.” I did my best to wriggle free of Roark’s grasp as I attempted to stand. His arms banded around me, tugging me back to him. I huffed out a breath, too weak to bother fighting him anymore. From the way Jax and Quinn crowded me, they were taking Roark’s side on making me stay put.

      I turned my attention to Samara. If anyone would help me go against my guardians, it would be her. Her journals proved she was a professional at disobeying them.

      Anticipating what I was going to say, Samara shook her head. “You need to rest. You haven’t been trained to use your powers. It’s like muscle memory. You have to gradually build up to it.” She clenched her fists at her side. “We will do whatever it takes to make you stronger.”

      Jax placed his hand on my leg and squeezed. “Slade is tough. If he knows we’re coming, he’ll hold on.”

      I shook my head as tears streamed down my cheeks. “You didn’t see him. They’ve broken him. If I don’t find him, I’m not sure we’ll save him in time. I just want to try again. Please.”

      Quinn leaned forward and cupped my cheeks, swiping my tears with his thumbs. “You’re putting too much pressure on yourself. A second-year student could never do what you did tonight.” He lifted my chin until I looked in his eyes. “Not long ago you were enjoying a night out with friends, oblivious to the supernatural world. Now look at you—a reaper with powerful magic inside you. We’re in this together, Katarina. We’ll figure it out and find Slade in the process.”

      “Yeah, right. I’m a reaper with powerful magic who’s completely useless. If we find Slade, it won’t be me you thank.”

      Roark’s chest rumbled beneath me, his growl low and deep in my ear. “You aren’t useless. You fought against the undead, saved Jax from giving in to his dark side, connected us with Samara’s spirit, and found Slade.”

      “But I didn’t find him. I wasn’t there long enough to figure out where he is.”

      “You’ve given us hope.” The warmth of Jax’s hand on my leg comforted me. His soothing energy pulsed through our bond. “We thought our brother was dead, but now we know he’s alive.”

      “Do you feel your bond with him now?” Samara asked.

      I focused on each thread tying me to my guardians. Jax’s continued to calm me, Roark’s provided strength, and Quinn’s expressed concern. I pressed my hand against my abdomen, searching for Slade’s. Something fluttered in my core. It was so faint I would have missed it if I hadn’t known what I was looking for. Despair trickled through. “He’s there. I can barely feel him, but he’s there.”

      “Hold on to that connection and don’t let it go,” Samara advised. “Through you, Roark, Quinn, and Jax can help strengthen it. Maybe there is a way that you can use the bond to help heal him. Whatever happened to him has hindered his healing. It has to be his soul. If he’s shattered, he’s incomplete. I’ll see if I can get some answers from the ancestors.”

      “Thank you, Samara.” I released a deep breath and tried to think clearly. “I’ll talk to my uncle and see if he’s discovered anything new.” I also needed to know if there were any other talents that came with being a reaper. My new job required me to guide souls to the underworld. If part of Slade’s soul went missing, shouldn’t it be signaling a reaper? Maybe there was some sort of reaper handbook that my uncle could give me. I needed a quick guide on what the hell I was supposed to be doing.

      “Get some rest and I’ll check back in if I find something.” With a wave of her hand, Samara disappeared, leaving me alone with my guardians.

      An awkward silence blanketed the room. I nervously plucked at the hem of my shirt, unsure what to say. It was moments like this when resisting them became the hardest. All I wanted was someone to comfort me. I wanted the feel of arms around me, holding me close, telling me not to worry, providing me with comfort I couldn’t find myself.

      Unable to take the quiet any longer I said, “So, um...should we get busy now?”

      Roark’s body tensed. I glanced up to find three heated gazes focused on me. It took me a minute to realize what had them frozen in place. They thought I was talking about sex. The bulge beneath my backside confirmed it.

      The image of their hands and mouths on my body had me biting my lip. This whole situation was insane. I’d never wanted a relationship with more than one man. Not even in college when my boyfriend suggested his friend join in. I wasn’t a prude when it came to sex, but a ménage was out of my league. Yet, here I was fantasizing about three men.

      So what had changed?

      The bond connecting us tightened and throbbed in response to my question. What little energy I had left was used to suppress the moan that was about to embarrass me.  If what I sensed was true, each of them shared my desire, even if they wouldn’t admit it. The question was, would they all follow through?

      Roark’s fingers flexed on my hips when I tried to shift my position. I didn’t mind the rock-hard erection poking me, but I wasn’t going to tease myself if it was staying in his pants.

      Clearing my throat, I gazed at the ground, unable to meet their eyes. I wasn’t able to handle the rejection I knew was coming, so I felt the need to clarify. “By get busy, I meant training.”

      I made the mistake of looking at them again. They continued to stare at me for what seemed like an eternity. The heat from their eyes sent a flush over my body. Maybe they’d finally decided to break their stupid oath to not fall in love with me.

      “Right now, you need to get your strength back,” Quinn said.

      I should have known they wouldn’t give in. They were all too damn stubborn for their own good. It looked like I’d have to take care of myself later.

      Clueless as to what was going on in my head, Quinn continued, “I’ll go talk to your uncle. He might be able to give me some tips to help accelerate your training. Be proud of what you accomplished today, Katarina. You did the one thing none of us have been able to do. You found Slade.”

      He grabbed my hand and rubbed his thumb over my knuckles. My breath caught in my chest. I wanted more. So much more.

      Kissing the back of my hand, Quinn nodded to Roark and Jax before leaving the room.

      My eyes filled with tears. How could I be frustrated with him after his kind words? Now I knew why I’d never wanted more than one man before now. The rollercoaster of emotions was exhausting.

      Jax ran a hand through his auburn hair. “I can start training you tomorrow. We can work on some basic magic.”

      “Are you sure? What about your dark magic?”

      “The basics will be fine. Besides, we can test your grandmother’s theory that you balance the darkness inside of me.”

      I flushed at the reminder of my grandmother’s appraisal of my guardians. Forever the matchmaker, she had it in her head that we were all fated to be together. I guessed she missed the part about their damn oath.

      Roark grunted, then said something to Jax. It was hard to focus on what they were saying when Roark’s arousal was still pressed against me. The devious side of me wanted to punish him by wiggling my ass against him. The only thing that stopped me was the fact that we all needed to work together. No matter how strong the sexual tension between us was, we had a mission. We had to find Slade.

      Before I could tune back into their conversation, Roark lifted me off the sofa and deposited me into his vacant spot. Based on how hard he clenched his jaw, their conversation couldn’t have been good. And I’d missed the whole thing.

      “You need to stop this now, Jax. You know it won’t end well.” He glanced at me, then stormed out of the room. For a moment, I could swear there was pain in his eyes.

      Jax eased his arm around me and pulled me into his side. I yawned as I snuggled closer, letting the warmth from his body relax me.

      “I know that the tension between us is wearing on you,” Jax said. “This is confusing for all of us. But we’ll find a way to make this work. Once we bring Slade home, we’ll go back to finding a way to release your magic. Don’t give up on Roark just yet.”

      “I think he’s the one who has given up. He runs hot one minute and cold the next. I don’t know why he hates me so much.”

      Jax placed a kiss on my head. “He doesn’t hate you. Not even close. He has the same worries we all have—that we’ll fail you like we did Samara.”

      I shifted in his arms and clasped his face in my hands. I searched his eyes, making sure that the emerald green hadn’t turned black. “Don’t ever say that again! Samara made her own choices and she accepted responsibility for them. She holds no blame against any of you. Slade nearly lost his life for her and is now being tortured. I won’t lose you again to your pain.”

      My chest rose and fell as I continued to cradle his face. His gaze fell to my lips. He leaned in and I held my breath, afraid if I moved, I would break the spell.

      When his lips met mine, I slid my hands into his hair and deepened the kiss. Everything about this moment felt right.

      Our connection had been different since that night in the bar. Whenever he was near, he felt the need to touch me. It could be something as simple as pressing his hand into the small of my back as he guided me into a room, or brushing his hand against mine when we were sitting next to each other.

      So, why did he kiss me now? It’s not like he needed me to pull him back from the darkness. Didn’t he believe in the same oath as Quinn and Roark?

      I was opening myself up to heartache by letting Jax get closer. I was falling for him and in the end, if he rejected me, I didn’t think I would recover.

      He pulled back and rubbed his thumb over my swollen lip. “We’ll make it work, Kat. I promise. Now close your eyes and get some sleep. We have a long day ahead tomorrow.”

      I tucked my head under his chin and closed my eyes. I would do whatever it took to make sure we could all be together. No matter the price.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~Jax~

      

      

      My sword clanked against Kat’s, just above her head, as she struggled to hold her ground and force me back. Sand flew around us when she twisted and spun to block my aggressive strikes. It was my goal to make her feel endangered so her adrenaline would kick in and she’d have enough stamina to take me down. After an hour of training, it didn’t appear to be helping.

      The breeze coming off the ocean swept over my body, cooling the sweat on my skin. The beach was situated below our house on the Stone Isles and provided us enough privacy to work on Kat’s combat training.

      When we first arrived, she expressed concern over Roark and Quinn seeing me hand her ass to her repeatedly. I tried to explain that they were just as concerned for her welfare as I was, but nothing I said alleviated her insecurity. Instead, I had my brothers swear that they would not enter the beach until Katarina was ready for an audience.

      I swung my sword in a one-eighty and stopped an inch from her ribs. Strands of raven hair wavered near her big brown eyes with each labored breath, but nothing decreased their intensity. By now, she should know I’d never hurt her.

      At least I hoped she knew. Judging by the scowl she gave me, she was pissed at how far I’d taken things.

      “You’re not focusing, Kat,” I smirked and leaned closer to her face. When I unfolded my wings and supported her back, she didn’t seem to notice. “If I were an assailant, you’d be dead. I couldn’t stand it if something happened to you.”

      My words had her brushing my wing aside and stepping back. She folded her arms across her chest and stared at the sand. I didn’t like the silence that formed between us, and I knew exactly who caused it. Roark.

      This was about my brother. He had Katarina convinced that none of us could have a romantic relationship with our ward. Fucking idiot. Roark and I needed to have a long talk.

      Kat huffed loudly as she rubbed her face then glanced at me. “Don’t worry, Jax.” She pointed toward the mound of rocks near the water, where she’d left the dagger her uncle gave her. “That’s why I have Soul Seeker for protection, not some dull, century-old sword.”

      When she drove the weapon into the sand, I remained silent, unsure how to proceed. She was upset, which meant I had to figure out a way to lighten her mood. However, I was clueless about where to start. Come to think of it, I had a better chance of convincing the council to allow humans in the Pararealm. Kat sure had a stubborn streak in her. It was the part of her that reminded me of Samara and the reason that she and Roark kept butting heads.

      I gripped her chin and tipped it higher until she met my eyes. “I have no doubt that you can inflict the wrath of Hades himself with your special little dagger. The thing is, it’s possible to lose control of your weapon. You never know when you might be separated from Soul Seeker and need to defend yourself with something else.”

      “You’re right.” Kat slumped her shoulders and released a deep breath. “I’m sorry I keep losing focus. It’s hard to concentrate sometimes.”

      I wanted to press further and ask what was troubling her. She would feel better if she talked about it.

      Instead of opening up to me, she stared into the distance. Whether she knew it or not, I wasn’t on my game today, either. She made it difficult for me to think about anything but her. It wasn’t just the sight of her body or the longing that burned in her eyes. It was the bond between us, the way it pulsed in a steady rhythm of desire. It tugged at me again, forcing me to step closer.

      Not once in my life had I been drawn to someone to the point that I felt I would erupt if I didn’t touch them. Now, it was happening with Kat. I wasn’t alone in my feelings. I knew for a fact that Roark, despite his honorable intentions, wanted Kat as much as I did. Quinn too. Once Slade returned, I was sure he’d feel the same. The brief, heart-wrenching moment they’d shared last night had proven it.

      I yanked Kat’s practice sword from the sand and carried it, with my sword, toward the same group of rocks where she’d placed Soul Seeker. When I returned to the center of the beach, I reached for her hands. Without hesitation, she offered them to me, and I couldn’t help but notice the spark of hope in her eyes. I was tempted to kiss her the way she wanted, the way she deserved, but I wasn’t sure if she was in the right frame of mind. Instead, I flipped over her hands, palm side up.

      “These can be weapons too, Kat.”

      I thumbed over her palms and massaged them. Our bond pulsed in a steady rhythm, even though she hadn’t looked at me. The nerves in my body came to life when she finally did. It took everything in me not to react to the desire coalescing through me. Before I caved, I quickly changed the subject.

      “You up for a little hand to hand combat?” It seemed the simplest solution. I could still touch her as much as I wanted while training her at the same time. The plan would be perfect as long as I kept my shit together.

      When Kat nodded, I noticed her cheeks flush. Was it possible that she was having the same thoughts? I couldn’t help but smile as I scanned her body, lingering where her shirt pulled tight across her breasts.

      My groan of approval slipped out. The increased tempo of our bond made my blunder worth it. “Damn, girl. You’re making it hard.”

      She raised a taunting brow. “What’s hard? The situation or you?”

      Laughter erupted from my chest as I took a step back and released her hands. “Both.”

      When I realized her mind had drifted again, I seized the opportunity to restart our training session. I lunged at her, hoping she’d see me and block my approach.

      Right on cue, she sidestepped me and spun. When I advanced in her direction again, she extended her leg and kicked me in the abs.

      I grunted as I stumbled back in surprise. Kat covered her mouth and her eyes widened, hinting at her distress. She thought she’d hurt me.

      Her hesitance provided me the perfect opportunity to teach her a lesson. When I turned, I grabbed her thigh, dragging her to the ground. We both fell against the sand, but I didn’t give her time to react. Years of training taught me one thing about fighting. Never go idle.

      Before she could move, I made it to my knees and jerked her body toward me. Straddling her, I pinned both her hands above her head. When those big doe eyes of hers locked with mine, I held my breath. Our bond throbbed with need. She wanted me as much as I wanted her.

      I glanced at her lips again. Every cell in my body was screaming for me to press my mouth to hers and make love to her like I’d wanted to since the day we met. I hadn’t forgotten the kiss we shared at the bar when she’d brought me back from the darkness. She had reached me on a level even my brothers couldn’t touch.

      As much as I wanted to finish what we’d started, this wasn’t the right place. Making love on a beach was great in theory, but I wanted her first time to be in my bed. Not where anyone could find us.

      Smirking at her, I shook my head. “You’re good, Katarina. Much better than I expected. But you’re not focused. Always anticipate your opponent's next move.”

      Instead of the kiss I wanted to give her, I planted my lips on her forehead. She appeared dazed like she was still processing my advice. Good. It meant progress…or at least I hoped it did.

      After I stood and offered her my hand, she pushed herself off the ground, brushed the sand off her pants, and resumed her battle stance.

      “Round two?” she asked.

      Shaking my head, I moved closer and wrapped my hands around hers. “I think you’re tired. Why don’t we work on your magic for a bit?”

      She nodded, though I sensed her reluctance. Her silence was proof that she’d lost focus again. She was never going to advance in her training if she didn’t get whatever was bothering her off her chest.

      “Your mind is wandering, isn’t it?”

      “I, uh…” She stammered for an answer.

      When no answer was forthcoming, she pivoted on her heel and marched toward the path that led to the house. When I finally caught up to her, she was about to bypass the gazebo overlooking the ocean.

      “Kat, wait.” I grabbed her arm and urged her to sit on one of the benches. “Talk to me. Please.”

      “I don’t feel like sitting.”

      “Fine. We can stand, just don’t walk away.”

      Though hesitant at first, she caved and said, “I’m sorry, Jax. I’m dealing with my new life as best as I can. There’s a lot weighing on me right now. I’ve never had someone’s life depend on what I do.”

      “Trust me, I understand. When I took on my role as Samara’s guardian, I knew I would give my life for her. In the end, that’s not what Fate wanted. Someone depended on me and I failed her. But you…” I brushed a wisp of hair from her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. “You won’t fail.”

      “Are you sure?” Her voice shook as I noticed her eyes tearing. When I nodded, she scoffed. “I’m worried that I won’t be able to connect with Slade again. How can I when I can’t control my powers?”

      “That’s nonsense. You can control your powers. I’m proof. You’re the one who pulled me back from the darkness. You can do the same with Slade through the bond you share with him.”

      “You’re just saying that. You and your brothers have a habit of telling me things you think I need to hear, yet you avoid the tough subjects. None of you have any regard for my feelings. These powers Samara gave me are all you care about.”

      Her tears broke free and rushed down her cheeks. Seeing her cry was like a punch in the gut. So was hearing her thoughts. I wouldn’t speak for my brothers, even though I could, but she had no clue how I felt. Today that would change.

      Pulling her to me, I half expected her to push me away. When her head rested against my chest, I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Kat, please stop crying.”

      She drew back and looked up. “I know loving me is against the rules, but I want it, Jax. I want it more than anything in my life. I try to fight this ache inside me, but it’s getting worse. This stupid bond isn’t helping either. I feel all of your emotions and it’s confusing as hell when you all say one thing and your energy says something different.”

      I cupped her face and brought it closer to mine. “Roark told you none of us could fall in love with you, but he’s wrong. You can’t choose who you fall for—and believe me—I’ve fallen for you.”

      Her brows drew together. “Roark said it wasn’t an option. I can’t jeopardize your position with your people or the council.”

      I silenced her with a tender kiss. As much as I wanted to take it further, I knew I needed to say more. “You’re not jeopardizing anything. Listen, I can’t explain Roark’s reasoning, but I can assure this. I don’t share his point of view.”

      Her eyes widened. “You don’t?”

      “No. I believe what your Nona told us.”

      For a brief moment, I saw her smile, but it faded just as quickly. “Which part?

      “The part about fated mates.” I eased back long enough to join my hand with hers and lift them high enough that she could see our laced fingers. “Your Nona said I needed to link my soul to another that would help me carry the burden of my heritage. I remember her specifically saying this person would ground me more than my earth element.”

      “Are you saying that I’m that person?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I am. The bond we share is strong, but it’s so different from the one I shared with Samara. I never held Samara in my arms, or kissed her lips, or desired her to the point I couldn’t focus on anything but her.”

      “But that’s the problem. Roark said none of you could get distracted by your feelings for me.”

      “Again, I can’t speak for Roark and he sure as hell shouldn’t be speaking for the rest of us. What happened with Samara, it’s messed with his head. Our relationship with her and our relationship with you are two completely different things.”

      Part of me expected her to be relieved by my admission, but she still wouldn’t look at me. I refused to get discouraged. Roark screwed this up. Now I had to repair the damage.

      I lifted her chin again, forcing her to meet my gaze. “Maybe we should test our connection.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have magic flowing through me, just like you do. Mine is dark, but it’s magic nonetheless. We can test your Nona’s theory that I need someone to balance me.”

      She placed her hand against my chest and shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. What happened at the bar was a fluke.”

      Convincing her wasn’t going to be as easy as I thought, but it didn’t mean I’d give up.

      “You’re wrong. Whether you want to believe it, you have a way of grounding me. Let me prove it to you. If things get out of hand, you could try kissing me again. Or you can grab Roark and Quinn to snap me out of it, but I really would rather have you kiss me.”

      The rosy shade returned to her cheeks. The only way this would work was if she believed in herself. I needed her to have the same confidence that she had in the bar.

      “Are you ready to start?” I asked.

      “No, Jax. It’s too much of a risk. I appreciate your faith in me, but I’m not willing to chance it.”

      I refused to waste any more time trying to convince her. At this point, I knew nothing I said would change her mind. As much as I hated to do this, I had to push her to use her powers. I believed in her. Now, I needed her to believe in herself.

      Kat gasped when I drew upon my magic, but I wasn’t about to stop what I’d started. The energy coursed through my body, but unlike my earth element, which usually caused a strong, steady vibration, dark energy chilled me to the bone. My soul slowly gravitated toward the coldness, and a black mist formed inside my hands. I spun them slowly, allowing the magic to morph into a sphere.

      When I glanced at Kat, her hand covered her mouth. “Your eyes…they’re black again.”

      She slowly reached out and touched my cheek. Inside me, the battle between the light and darkness continued, and I wasn’t sure which side would win. I only hoped Kat could pull me back. If she didn’t, I’d just made the worst decision of my life.

      “Jax, come back to me.”

      My soul leapt at the sound of her voice. So did my heart. My dark magic swirled throughout me, trying to hold me back. It didn’t want to release me from its icy grasp. I fought it, focusing every thought on my bond to Katarina. Her energy found a way past the corrupt magic churning inside me and fused with it. Then her lips were on mine.

      Everything shifted. My nerve endings sizzled like a bolt of lightning had struck me and the ground beneath me shifted. The earth’s energy filtered around me, strengthening my connection with my element. It pulsed at a rapid pace until the darkness receded.

      When I broke the kiss and pulled back, Kat gazed at me and smiled. “There are those gorgeous green eyes I adore.”

      “I knew you could bring me back.” I cradled the back of her head and, returning my mouth to hers, I kissed her again. Every swirl of her tongue spoke of the relief and the need burning within her.

      Fisting her hair, I tugged the top of her shirt and drew it lower. Kat’s warm skin teased my lips as I raked my teeth down her neck. The moan leaving her throat vibrated against my mouth. She rolled her hips toward mine and pressed against the bulge in my pants.

      Unsure of how far to take this, I eased back to look in her eyes. “What do you want, Kat? Tell me what you need.”

      Her chest heaved up and down as she stared at me. Her lips were swollen from our kiss. “I need you, Jax. Just you.”

      That was all I needed to hear. I tugged her pants down. Kat lifted her hips so I could slide them off her legs. Her panties quickly followed. She reached for the waist of my pants, but I grabbed her wrists and pulled them above her head, pinning them against the post behind her.

      My wings unfolded and curled around her body. I lifted her up onto the gazebo railing, making her the perfect height for me to slide right in.

      She cried my name as I filled her in one swift thrust. Every inch of me was encased in her wet warmth. She throbbed around me, making my dick grow harder. I tried to be gentle, to take this slow and easy, but I couldn’t. I needed her just as much as she needed me. We’d spent too much time fighting our connection.

      I released her wrists and pulled her shirt over her head. The clasp on her bra opened with ease. I slid the straps down her arms until it fell to the ground. Cupping each breast, I thumbed over her nipples. Her teeth grazed her bottom lip as she arched into my palms.

      On the next thrust, I delved deeper. Kat cried my name and wrapped her legs around my waist, her heels digging into my ass. As she met me thrust for thrust, her mouth clashed with mine.

      Lifting her from the railing, I pressed her back against the pillar and focused on the sensitive mound of flesh at her apex. The harder I rubbed against her, building friction, the tighter she held on to me. Her legs clenched my sides as her tongue swirled with mine.

      I broke our kiss and stared at her. Slowing my pace, I withdrew to the tip and slid back in. Her eyes closed as she tipped her head back and moaned.

      I stopped and cupped her face. Her eyes snapped open. “What’s wrong?”

      “I want to look in your eyes when you come for me.”

      Her breath hitched. I ignored the sound and wrapped her arms around my neck. Then I grabbed her ass. “Hold on.”

      With each thrust, I drove into her. She grew wetter, tighter, until the pressure became too much and I felt her clenching around me.

      Kat kept her eyes locked on me as she cried out. It was all I needed to hear to push me over the edge. With one final thrust, my seed released, spilling into her core as I tightened my hold on her. I continued to move as she milked every ounce of me until nothing was left.

      I planted a series of soft kisses across her chest, working my way up to her lips.

      No sooner than our lips touched when a throat cleared behind me. I kept Kat’s body wrapped in my wings as I looked over my shoulder. As soon as I made eye contact, my face heated in disbelief.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Samara?”

      “Am I interrupting?”

      There was humor in her voice and her eyes burned bright with amusement. It looked like this was payback for all the times I’d walked in on her and one of her boyfriends. At least Kat and I were finished, but it didn’t make it any less awkward. It was like my little sister had just caught me having sex.

      “Hell yes, you’re interrupting. Would you mind coming back in a few minutes?”

      “I’m trying to find Kat. For some reason, when I searched for her, my soul was summoned here. Do you know where she is?”

      I stammered for a response and looked at Katarina who was still hidden behind my wings. She bit her bottom lip and nodded at me. I lowered my wing enough so Samara could see her face.

      “Oh!” Samara’s eyes widened when she realized it was Kat. Who else would she expect? I hadn’t dated anyone in over two decades.

      She had to have sensed the sexual tension between all of us. It was kind of hard to ignore. But then again, it wasn’t long ago that she had accused me of never having experienced love. We were fighting over her risking her life by being with a human. She had argued that it was worth fighting for. Even dying for. It wasn’t until now that I understood what she’d meant. That realization was like a hammer to my chest. Could I really be in love with Kat?

      Samara’s laughter cut into my thoughts. “Well, at least I don’t have to search for you now, Kat.”

      “Is something wrong, Samara?” Kat asked.

      The smile fell from my former ward’s mouth and she looked at us with a somber expression. “I have news to share, and it can’t wait.”
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        ~Slade~

      

      

      My cell door slammed shut just as my hands and knees hit the cement floor. I waited until the footsteps faded down the hall before I pulled myself up on the cot. Only days ago, I would have stayed on the floor until they came to retrieve me again. But over the past few days, I’d been feeling some of my strength return.

      I was nowhere near my full capability, but some of my wounds were beginning to heal. I had to keep this concealed from my captors. They couldn’t know I was getting stronger. I had to play along until my brothers and Samara came for me.

      “Slade?” Rose’s raspy voice came from next door.

      “I’m okay, Rose.” It was the same response I gave to her every time I was dumped back in my cell.

      “You were gone so long this time, I was worried you weren’t coming back. The shifter they took away before you still hasn’t returned.”

      I scrubbed my hand over my face. This was the third shifter that hadn’t returned. I knew there was no chance that they had been released. Either they were in a med bay, which was doubtful, or they were dead. I couldn’t tell Rose this. While she was holding it together fairly well, if she found out they were killing prisoners, it would break her. I hated to lie, but what choice did I have?

      So I said, “I overheard them say that they’re moving some of the prisoners to another wing.”

      Silence greeted me from the other cell. Did she know I was lying? I needed her to stay strong. She needed what I now had. Hope.

      “Rose?”

      She exhaled, then responded, “How much longer can you take the torture, Slade? I don’t know if I can survive here without you. Natasha barely talks anymore.”

      My muscles protested as I pushed myself off the cot and limped toward the door. Bracing my back against the cold cement wall, I slid down, sitting with my legs stretched out in front of me. I had to make sure no one overheard what I was about to tell her.

      “Rose,” I whispered. “Come sit by your door.” Fabric rustled as she moved across her cell. Then a light thump sounded when she must have sat on the ground.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Someone came to me the other day. At first, I thought it was Samara. I felt the tug on our bond, but it was someone else. She knew who I was. Hell, who knows. Maybe I was hallucinating.”

      “You felt her through your guardian bond? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Like I said, maybe I was hallucinating. I haven’t seen her since.”

      Rose released another sigh before she cleared her throat. “What about the connection? Does that feel any different?”

      “Yes. Until she reached out, I hadn’t felt anything. Not with Samara and not with my brothers.” I rubbed my thumb over the tattoo. The faded black had darkened a little since the vision of the woman.

      “Slade,” Rose said carefully, “did you know Samara was using old magic?”

      Shit. I dragged my fingers through my hair and tensed when they got stuck in the blood and grime hardening the strands. I could only imagine what I must look like. I resisted the urge to dump what was left of my water over my head. If I was going to keep up the facade of being beaten, cleanliness would be the farthest thing from my mind.

      “Slade?” Rose prompted.

      “I knew she was holding something back from me,” I finally said. “She said the ancestors started talking to her. It had to be because of the old magic. When you and Natasha disappeared, Samara thought the council wasn’t doing enough to find you. I wouldn’t doubt that she would use old magic to track you as a last resort. Where did she find the spells for it?”

      “Her Book of Shadows. It holds spells that had been handed down from generation to generation. Her family refused to destroy them. Her mother and grandmother argued over how it had no place in their lives. In the end, her grandmother won.”

      “I wish she had trusted me enough to confide in me. I would never have gone to the high priestess with that information. She knew that we put her above the coven’s wishes.”

      “It wasn’t that she thought you would tell, it was that she didn’t want you to be disappointed in her. Well, more than she thought you already were.”

      When I saw Samara again, I was going to have to set her straight. I could never be disappointed in her. I admired her for her stubbornness and her dedication to her coven. She stood by her beliefs, even if others didn’t understand them.

      “So who do you think spoke to me?” I asked.

      “What did she say?”

      I would never forget those words. Since the moment I’d heard them, I’d played them over and over in my mind. Through the torture, in my sleep. She was my guardian angel. I was so used to being a guardian, I didn’t know what it felt like to have my own.

      “She said…” I cleared my throat as I tried to conceal the tremor in my voice. Since my capture, I’d spent my time believing my family was dead because I’d failed them. The woman had given me hope. “She said, ‘Hang on, Slade. We’re coming for you.’”

      Rose was quiet for a minute and when she responded, her voice sounded strained. It was as if our conversation had been too much of a strain on her. “Maybe the ancestors were helping Samara connect with you?”

      That would explain why I could feel the connection to my brothers. It was barely there, just enough that I knew they were alive. It was the connection to Samara that didn’t feel the same. That was what worried me the most. What if she was still hurt? Maybe she was too weak to connect with me and the ancestors were intervening.

      A gasp and movement in Rose’s cell had me on alert. When the scent of blood hit my nose, I vaulted to my feet and gripped the bars on my door. “Rose? What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing.” Her voice sounded nasally and muffled like she was covering her mouth.

      “I can smell blood. What happened?” If it weren’t for my heightened senses, she would have kept it hidden from me. Rose never talked about what they did to her when they took her from her cell. I never saw physical marks, but whatever happened while she was gone, left her sobbing for hours. How much longer until she ended up like Natasha and became a shell of herself?

      “It’s just a nosebleed,” she finally answered. “It’s already stopped.”

      “How often have you had them?”

      She hesitated before responding, her words still softened by whatever she held to her nose.  “Just a few times.”

      I gripped the bars tighter. They must have happened when I was unconscious. I’d lost so much time after the beatings. What else did I miss while I was out of it? What the hell were they doing to her? She was dealing with her own shit, and yet she always worried about me.

      I believed in Samara and my brothers. I knew they would do whatever it took to find me. The only problem...time was running out. If they really were killing prisoners, how much longer until we were next? I needed to find a way out.

      I reined in my temper before I punched the wall. I had to keep my shit together for Rose and Natasha. “Rose, I know you don’t want to talk about what’s happening to you. I get it. When you’re ready, I’m here. I just need you to take care of yourself and hold on a little longer. Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes.” Her voice sounded stronger than it had in days. Whether she was digging deep or trying to appease me didn’t matter. I’d make sure she kept fighting until we escaped.

      “Why don’t you try and get some rest?” I suggested. “We can talk later.”

      “Slade?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m glad you’re here with me. I mean, I’m not glad that you got caught, I’m just glad that you’re next to me. I don’t know if I would have made it this far without you. Even worrying about you helps give me something else to focus on.”

      Footsteps scuffed the floor of her cell and then her cot creaked a few times until it was quiet. I swiped the tears off my cheeks with the back of my hand. Rose’s words hit me hard. I’d known her for years, but I had never really talked to her. I was always so busy keeping Samara out of trouble. Rose may not be my ward, but I would still guard her with my life.

      I released my hold on the iron bars, my fingers stiff from how hard I’d been clenching them. I flexed them as I crossed the room to my own cot. Lying back, I folded my hands behind my head. I should try to get some sleep, too. I needed to reserve my strength, but my mind wouldn’t let me relax.

      I began to categorize the guards in my mind when I felt the familiar tightening of my bond. I held my breath, afraid that the slightest movement would break the connection. Would it be Samara this time? Or the dark-haired woman?

      “Slade?”

      I shifted my position on the cot, my eyes darting around the room, searching for the owner of the voice. Nothing but cold gray walls surrounded me.

      I closed my eyes and focused on the bond, letting my love for Samara pour through it.

      “Slade, can you hear me?”

      The voice was in my head this time, and it wasn’t Samara.

      “I’m here,” I responded in my mind. “Are you the same woman that came to me the other day?”

      A relieved sigh filled my mind along with a flood of emotions through our bond. Fear, relief, doubt. All were present.

      “Yes. I don’t know how much time I have before I lose you again. Do you know where you are? Did you see any landmarks when you were taken? Is there a window you can see out of? Do you know which realm you’re in?”

      I smiled at how quickly she fired her questions at me. I imagined her speaking them out loud in a single breath.

      “I was unconscious when I was brought here and my cell is windowless. As far as which realm, I’m not positive. Everyone here, between prisoners and guards, are supernaturals.”

      The increase in her fear pulsed through our bond. I didn’t want to lose her yet. Not before I found out who she was.

      “Who are you? Did Samara ask you to find me?”

      “Umm…” She paused. I wasn’t sure if there was a break in our connection or if she was truly hesitating. Just when I thought she was gone again, she spoke. “My name is Katarina. Samara asked me to help find you. She wants you to know that she’s okay and that we’re doing everything that we can to find you.”

      Katarina. Now I had a name for my guardian angel.

      “Are you one of the ancestors that has been speaking with her?”

      There was a pause before she finally answered. “Yes. That’s how I’m able to connect with you. How are you feeling?”

      Something in her tone made me think that she was trying to change the subject. Either that or she was trying to get as much information from me as she could before our connection was severed.

      “Thanks to you, I’m feeling stronger. Whatever magic you worked on my bond with Samara and my brothers helped.”

      “Oh. I’m not really sure what I did. This is all still new to me. Maybe Jax can help me figure it out so I can do it again.”

      Hearing Jax’s name caused an ache in my gut. I missed my brothers. After thinking they were all dead for so long, I was still having a hard time processing that they were really alive. If it wasn’t for the familiar twitch in our bond, I would think it was all a trick.

      I was about to ask her why my connection with Samara didn’t feel the same when a sound down the corridor stopped me. A guard was coming. It was too soon for them to take me again, but what about Rose?

      “Katarina, will you come to me again?”

      “Why...is something wrong?”

      Yes. Something was wrong, but I couldn’t tell her that. I couldn’t take a chance that if the guards did come for me, that she would hear and feel every ounce of abuse that they inflicted on me.

      A surge of protectiveness that I couldn’t explain, for a woman that I didn’t even know, sparked through me. Katarina gasped as if she felt it too, but that was impossible. Only Samara and my brothers could feel my emotions.

      The guard was getting closer. Any questions I had would have to wait. There was just one more thing that I needed Samara to know. “Can you tell Samara that Rose and Natasha are with me?”

      Katarina began to speak, but I cut off our connection just as I heard the guard stop outside Rose’s cell. There was no way in hell they were taking her today.

      “Hey, asshole...”

      The guard’s responding growl had my lips curling into a smile. For the first time since I’d arrived, I was looking forward to my next torture session.
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        ~Roark~

      

      

      The veil was on the brink of destruction. That was why Samara asked Katarina, my brothers, and me to meet her in the witch realm. It was located in the west, far enough away from the coven, but it was no guarantee we would go undetected. Should we happen across Rayna’s guards patrolling the area, they would ask questions.

      Everyone stood in silence, under a canopy of maple trees, listening to Samara’s reason for calling the meeting. She explained how the ancestors had asked her to relay an urgent message. The veil had a tear in it. I wasn’t sure how they knew, but I trusted what they said. They’d never misled their people before. Why would they now?

      While everyone else asked Samara questions, all I could focus on was Katarina, how she stared at the only barrier protecting her world from ours. I didn’t miss the confusion on her face or the way she leaned against Jax as she observed the energy field behind us.

      The last part irritated me the most. She avoided me more than she did my brothers, which was understandable. I’d been the most vocal about keeping our relationship professional—her as my ward and me as her guardian. If I gave in to my feelings, I’d focus on nothing but her, just like now.

      I had thought my brothers were on board with my decision to keep her at a distance so we could protect her. Judging by the way she kept looking at Jax and touching him when they spoke, he wasn’t putting the same amount of distance between them. Fucking idiot. Why was he hell-bent on making this difficult for the rest of us?

      Jealousy wasn’t an issue. If we all wanted Katarina, I had no problem with it. Samara made it work with the men in her life, but those men weren’t protecting her. They didn’t need to concentrate on her safety as much as my brothers and I had needed to. If the situation was different, I’d share Katarina with whatever men she wanted in her life. As long as she made time for me, I’d be happy.

      Why was I worrying about this? It was the whole reason I’d been fighting my bond with her. Keeping my emotions in check so they didn’t accidentally leak through is not easy to maintain. She thought I was heartless. That couldn’t be farther from the truth.

      The truth was, this was anything but easy. I wanted her—craved her. It took everything in me to push her away the day we’d kissed in Samara’s room. Even the other day, after she lost her connection with Slade and collapsed, holding her increased the ache in my soul. The entire time she sat on my lap, I’d struggled to keep control. She had me rock hard. I would have loved to have taken her right then and there, but I didn’t. I chose to be the responsible one, the asshole who didn’t care.

      I released a deep breath and cursed inwardly. I had to forget about her or any idea of us as a—

      Whack.

      My head jerked forward as something collided with the back of my skull. A surge of anger filled me when I turned to find Quinn staring in my direction.

      “What the hell, man?” I glared at him. “Why did you hit me?”

      “To get your attention. I’ve been saying your name for the last minute and you haven’t acknowledged me. What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing.” I gritted my teeth and looked away.

      Quinn knew me well enough to read through my bullshit. This wasn’t the time or place for one of his lectures. We came to find the tear in the veil and secure it. Until then, everything else was an afterthought.

      Quinn wanted to press the issue, but he ran out of time. Samara’s ghostly figure drifted our way. Katarina and Jax weren’t far behind. He was like her shadow, following every move she made. What the hell was up with them?

      Samara glanced at Quinn and me with a look I recognized. She was up to something. What, I didn’t know, and that’s what scared me the most. I never knew she was getting into trouble until it was too late.

      “I have to go,” Samara told us. “I’ll be back soon, hopefully with more information. Until then, good luck with the tear. I have no doubt the four of you can fix it.”

      Everyone said goodbye to her except me. I stood there, feeling grumpy and miserable. When her image faded, Katarina’s face replaced it. Our eyes locked for a moment before she averted her gaze.

      I still sensed her through our bond. She was angrier with me than usual. If I had the ability to read her mind, I’d probably hear her cussing me. Of course, if I could hear her thoughts, then I’d know for sure what I had done to upset her.

      Except for the brief conversation we had the day she connected with Slade, we hadn’t talked much. Her silent treatment began after we visited her uncle and I told her we couldn’t have a relationship. I’d sensed her anger with me from that day forward, but today it was worse.

      “You guys ready to do this?” Jax asked as he glanced at Quinn and me.

      “I am,” Quinn said. “What’s our plan of action? I was thinking we should split up to search for the tear. We’ll cover more ground that way.”

      “I agree,” Katarina chimed in. “It shouldn’t be left open any longer than it has to be.”

      “So we pair off. Who’s going with who?” Quinn asked.

      “You and I will go together,” Jax motioned between himself and Quinn, then he looked at me. “Roark and Katarina can search together.”

      “Say what?” I asked the question at the precise moment Katarina did. I caught her studying me before she turned to Jax. “I thought we could search for the tear together.”

      When she folded her hand over Jax’s, the air grew hotter. My anger skyrocketed at the simple display of affection. Why was Katarina so at ease with Jax and not Quinn or me?

      Okay, so I knew why she was always tense around me, but it didn’t explain why she wanted to go with Jax and not Quinn. Judging by the way his shoulders slumped, I knew Quinn was disappointed by Katarina’s words. I didn’t know about Quinn, but I was ready to hit something. Jax’s face, for starters.

      That feeling increased when Jax cupped Katarina’s cheek and thumbed over it. “We have to do it this way. Quinn needs my magic to see the tear. Your magic will help Roark to see it easier than if he was searching on his own.”

      “Oh… I guess you’re right.” The disappointment on her face crushed me. She truly didn’t want to be in my presence. Damn it. What had I done? I’d made the person I cared about the most hate me.

      Jax lifted Katarina’s chin and smiled at her. “If you need us, reach out through our connection. Otherwise, we’ll plan on meeting back at our house near the coven. Okay?”

      Her only response was a nod.

      Caressing her face once more, Jax stepped back and joined Quinn. “We’ll go to the Northern arc vault. You guys head toward the Southern one. There’s more water in that half of the realm, so if you run into any issues, Roark can tap into his element.”

      “What kind of issues?” Katarina asked. Panic rumbled through my connection with her, but the instant Jax touched her shoulder, her anxiety subsided.

      “Nothing grave, Kat. It’s just that we’re in the Witch Realm and at this point, we don’t know who to trust. If someone should see you and inquire about what you’re doing, Roark can handle it.” Jax paused long enough to glance my way before refocusing on her. “Water is calming. Roark has a way of putting people at ease—most of the time.”

      When Jax winked at her, my face heated. The anger brewing inside me worsened when Katarina snorted at his response.

      She glanced at me for a split second, then nodded at Jax. “Fine. I’ll see you soon.”

      Jax regarded me once more, then he and Quinn took the northern path that led through the oak trees. Katarina pivoted toward the opposite path without asking me if I was ready. I had to jog to catch up to her.

      By the time we were a mile from where we’d started, the tension between us thickened. I wasn’t sure if she knew what a tear would look like, but I dreaded having a conversation with her.

      As we passed through a row of willow trees, a stream babbled in the distance. I concentrated on the sound, allowing the water’s natural healing energy to soothe me. I should tap into my element more often. It had a way of stabilizing my mood. Still, I wasn’t sure anything could help me when it came to dealing with Katarina. She had me wound so tight that my mind twisted.

      We made it another mile before the silence became too much. I had to know what she was thinking. Whatever had caused her anger with me to increase, my feeling was it had something to do with Jax. Had my brother said something?

      “So, how’s your combat training with Jax going?” I asked.

      “Fine.”

      Great. That one word out of a woman’s mouth meant trouble. It didn’t matter if she was supernatural or human, fine was a word loaded with emotion. It looked like I would need to press further.

      “What about your magic training? Is it going well?”

      “Yup.” She didn’t bother to look at me when she responded. She kept her eyes on the shimmering light that made up the veil.

      “Do you feel like it’s helping?”

      She shrugged. “I suppose.”

      All these damn short answers were driving me insane. Not only did she not make eye contact, but she also struggled to answer my questions. I couldn’t take this any longer.

      “What’s wrong, lass?”

      “Nothing,” she retorted. “I already told you, I’m fine.”

      Great. Another fine. This wasn’t going well.

      “Katarina, I—”

      “What exactly am I supposed to be searching for?” She glanced my way this time but didn’t meet my gaze. “What does a tear in the veil look like?”

      “A tear looks like, well, a tear. What do you see when you look at the veil?”

      She faced the energy field and tilted her head to the side. “It looks like a shimmering cloud that comes from the ground and extends far beyond what I can see. Why?”

      “Good. That’s what I see when I look at it too. Samara said that a tear will look like purple smoke leaking from a rip in the light.”

      “So I’m looking for purple smoke?” She faced me again when I didn’t answer.

      “That’s correct.”

      We walked farther along the path, both of us studying the golden light for any sign of a rip. The awkwardness had eased somewhat, but my curiosity hadn’t. I had to know what caused her to be so pissed at me.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      Her curt tone warned me that she had lied. Something was definitely wrong and she wasn’t willing to discuss it. That meant it was bad. It had to be.

      “So why is it so important to fix this tear?” she asked.

      The fact that she was making conversation pleased me. At least she was speaking to me now. It was much better than silence.

      “The veil protects your realm from ours. Without it, any supernatural beings could enter your world. They would have free rein to do as they please.”

      “What makes that so bad?”

      “There’s a lot of ill feelings between supes and humans. Most of the humans that knew we existed have died out, but they passed their stories on to later generations. Some humans have special abilities to sense us, like your grandmother.”

      Her dark brown eyes turned toward me. “Why do supernaturals hate humans?”

      “Because of the great war that took place centuries ago. Both your people and mine used to live in harmony. No one knows for sure what happened, but the humans turned on us and began slaughtering any supernatural they could find. When the supes started fighting back, a war broke out. Many lives were lost on both sides.”

      “That’s tragic.” She glanced at the veil again and reached for it. The energy within it wrapped around her fingertips and crackled. A smile formed on her lips as she slid her fingers back and forth, causing the veil to react to her presence.

      When she looked at me again, her smile faded. “I take it the veil was created to protect supernaturals.”

      I nodded. As far as I knew, no one had taken the time to educate her about the veil or the arcs that formed it. I guessed that meant it was up to me.

      “After the great war, the eldest supernaturals from each realm formed the first council. The high priestess at the time created a spell that would lead to the creation of the veil.” I touched the wall of energy, watching it crackle around my fingers. “For this spell, she combined her old magic with two dragon scales, vampire blood, a pinch of faerie dust, a wolf hair, and molted gargoyle wings. The power donated by each supernatural faction morphed into one large orb, then split in two. Those two halves formed vaulted pillars in the northern and southern points of the Witch Realm.”

      “Is that where we’re headed?”

      I nodded and motioned for her to continue walking. “The same old magic the high priestess wielded was given to the witches by my people. It was our connection to the elements that brought it to life, but my ancestors chose not to wield it.”

      “How come?”

      “Because magic has a dark side to it. My people were peacekeepers and protectors. The ancestors didn’t want our people to succumb to the darkness.”

      “What about Jax? He has dark magic in him?”

      “Because his mother was seduced by a mage. She’s lived with that regret all her life and did her best to raise Jax around our people.” I found talking about my brother difficult. It wasn’t my place to discuss his origins, and knowing something had changed between him and Katarina bothered me. I was better off changing the subject. “Gargoyles have a millennia-old connection with witches. We’ve been their protectors since the beginning of time. It’s why more of my people have served as guardians than any other supernatural race.”

      Perhaps that’s why I took my position as her guardian seriously. The same magic coursed through Katarina. She may not be a true witch, but she was my responsibility.

      “So the veil was created to protect the supernatural realm and keep supes from enacting revenge on humans?”

      “Yes. As much as some supes would like to switch off the energy field that protects our world, there’s too much at stake. Samara believed that humans were more accepting of our kind. She wanted the council to consider lowering the veil so we could interact with your people again, but many fear our world will destroy yours.”

      She gave me a sideways glance. “How do you feel about all of this?”

      I rubbed the back of my head and thought over my answer. “To be honest, I didn’t share Samara’s point of view. Not at first. That changed after I met you.”

      Her cheeks flushed at my words. I pressed my lips together, realizing too late that I’d said too much. She couldn’t know how I really felt. Hell, even I didn’t know how I felt. I was a jumbled, grumpy mess of confusion.

      “Meeting your grandmother convinced me even more that humans can accept supernaturals. Still, it may not be enough.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I felt her eyes weighing on me as I stared down the path ahead of us. “I’m not convinced that humans—or supernaturals for that matter—can coexist. Humans fear what they don’t understand. Supernaturals fear ignorance.” And losing those they love… I omitted the last part, though I wasn’t sure if it was for her sake or my own. “Regardless of what Samara thought, too many others disagreed. Part of me feels like it’s the reason she was murdered.”

      “We’ll find who did this, Roark. We’ll get Samara the justice she deserves.”

      When Katarina touched my arm, my insides shook. I clenched my jaw, hoping like hell I could hold my shit together and not react to my instincts. She made those instincts come alive.

      Willow trees danced around us we continued down the path. My mind spun with different thoughts, though they all revolved around Katarina. I was back to focusing all of my attention on her instead of our surroundings.

      Turning my head, I surveyed the area, using the stream beside us to help me tap into its energy. If anyone was in our vicinity, the water would let me know. Its close connection to earth meant I could sense vibrations from other supernaturals as well as animals. The fact that most living creatures were largely made up of water helped.

      I lost track of how far we’d walked when I finally found the courage to readdress the burning question on my mind. “Katarina, tell me what’s bothering you.”

      “Why do you think something is bothering me?” Her response wasn’t as cold as her previous ones, but I still sensed her resistance.

      “You rarely look at me and you talk to me as little as possible. Yet today, something’s changed. It’s like you’re pissed with me.”

      “I have a lot on my mind, Roark. When Samara asked to see everyone, I hoped it was news about Slade. Once I found out about the veil, I realized I had something just as pressing that needed my attention.”

      “After we find the tear, we’ll resume our search for Slade. Don’t worry, lass.”

      She grunted at my reply. “It seems like the harder I try to find him, the more obstacles I face. I’m being pulled in so many different directions. Between searching for Slade, the missing witches, Samara’s killer, and whoever is after me, I’m not sure how much more I can—”

      The instant her voice cut off, I looked at her. She came to a halt and pointed toward the veil. “There it is!”

      “What?” I turned in the direction she pointed and saw the purple smoke leaking through the energy field.

      “It’s the rip, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. We found it.”

      In my excitement, I pulled her into an embrace and squeezed her tightly. We were both smiling over our discovery until she realized how close we were. Then the wall she placed between us returned and she pulled away.

      I cursed myself for letting down my guard. This was the reason Katarina could never know how I really felt. My feelings for her were a weakness I couldn’t afford. I refused to pay the price with her life.
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        ~Katarina~

      

      

      My heart pounded in my chest from more than the excitement over finding the tear. Roark had wrapped me in his arms as if it was something we did every day. And damned if I didn’t like it. The warmth of his body pressed to mine made me forget that we weren’t more than ward and guardian. One hug and I’d betrayed my own code of distancing my heart from him.

      My skin prickled and the hairs on my arms stood at attention. Normally I would say it was from Roark’s touch, but this felt different. Whatever this was, caused the magic inside me to twist and turn in agitation.

      I held my arm out to Roark so he could see my hair standing on end. “Do you feel it? The change in energy here?”

      Roark nodded as he dropped his gaze to his own arm. “I’ve never been near a tear before. I didn’t realize that you could feel the shift in energy. Almost like the pulse of an electrical current.”

      “So if we can feel it, does that mean others can? Would this be like a beacon calling to them?”

      “I have no idea how far this energy could stretch.”

      I searched the woods behind me, wondering if there were already supernaturals on their way, ready to cross over into the human realm to wreak havoc. My fingers twitched near the knife strapped to my thigh. We needed backup. Who knew how many would be drawn to the energy of the breach?

      “We need to call Jax and Quinn and let them know we found the tear,” I said.

      Roark crossed his arms over his chest and quirked a brow. “Why don’t you try calling them this time?”

      I extended my hand and wiggled my fingers. “Okay. Give me your phone, then.”

      He shook his head. “You can’t rely on modern technology when you’re in a life or death situation. What if you’re running? Or your battery is dead?”

      “So what do you suggest I do? Send up a smoke signal?” I’d already tried to see if I could speak to Roark, Quinn, and Jax telepathically like I could Slade, but for some reason, it only worked with him.

      He wrapped his fingers around my wrist and tugged me toward him. I tipped my head back until I met his stormy gray eyes. Being this close to him twice in the span of five minutes, my nerves couldn’t take much more.

      Getting lost in the turbulent sea in his gaze, I ignored the words tumbling out of his mouth. Instead, I remembered my conversation with Jax about my grandmother’s premonition—that we were all meant to be together—how I was the only one who could calm Roark’s storm.

      If only that were true.

      I snapped back to reality when Roark’s palm pressed against my abdomen. That simple touch sent sparks shooting to my core. What the hell was he trying to do? Kill me? Did he honestly have no clue what his touch did to me, or what it did to our bond?

      Completely oblivious to my discomfort, he grabbed my hand and placed it against his abdomen. “You reach out to them the same way you contacted Slade. Do you feel the tether between us?”

      I felt something, all right. I was finding it difficult to focus with the solid wall of muscle beneath my fingers. I itched to slip my hand under his shirt and run my fingers over the ripples.

      I squeaked when I felt a tug at my core, causing my muscles to flex. My gaze shot to his. “What was that?”

      “That was me using the tether to call you. Now you try. Close your eyes. Do you see Slade’s strand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, now do you see mine? It should be tighter than the others.”

      I nodded. The connection between us had always been there, but I never had to visually sort them before. Except for Slade. His was fainter than the rest, but since our last conversation, it seemed brighter. I could only pray that each time we talked it would grow stronger.

      I pushed hope and healing through my bond with Slade, then moved on to my tether with Roark. Other than the fact that it was tighter than the others, there had to be another way to tell him apart from his brothers. Maybe this should have been part of my training with Jax. It was too intimate to share with Roark, the one guardian who pushed me away the most.

      His moodiness trickled through our bond. He was frustrated about something, but nothing new, there. Something else in his bond teased my curiosity, but he slammed a metaphysical door on it before I could figure it out.

      I turned my attention to the other two strands. One filled me with light and love. That had to be Jax. The other was guarded and burned hot, which was a perfect match for Quinn.

      Opening my eyes, I found Roark staring at me. In this light, I could see the flecks of blue in his eyes. They were like the sea after a storm. If I was foolish enough, I would have believed that for just a moment, I calmed the tempest inside him.

      “I’ve got them,” I said. “What now?”

      “How hard you tug on the strand will let them know how urgent the situation is. From there, they can use our tattoo to track us.”

      Since my life wasn’t in danger, I gave their strands a slight tug and waited. I took a step back when I realized my hand was still pressed to Roark’s abdomen. That wasn’t awkward at all. I turned my back so he wouldn’t see the flush in my cheeks. I pretended to search the woods for Jax and Quinn.

      My wrist began to tingle. Clasping it in my hand, I expected to see it glowing or swirling. I still didn’t know how this whole magic tracker thing worked. My friend, Natalie, would love the idea of a tattoo that could track you. She would want to know where she could get one. She always joked about how she never needed to search for me because I was always at my office.

      Thinking about Natalie made my stomach clench. I missed her and my other friends so much. Granted, we hadn’t spent as much time together as they wanted due to my work schedule, but I still made time to text or call. Now they thought I was out of the country for work and had no cell service.

      Roark stepped in front of me and smoothed the hair off my face. “Why do you look so sad? It worked. Jax and Quinn are on their way. Didn’t you feel your tattoo activate?”

      “It’s not that. I just miss my friends. I’ve never gone this long without talking to them. We were supposed to be planning a girls trip.”

      He released a breath and shook his head. “I can’t imagine what this must be like for you. We’ve been so worried about protecting you, we haven’t focused on what you’ve given up. You must have also had a job or a career.”

      “I don’t miss the job at all. I thought working my ass off to advance in my career was what I wanted. But being here has made me realize I wasn’t truly fulfilled.”

      Saying the words out loud, made me realize it was true. I liked my new life, even if I was still trying to navigate this world.

      “Once Samara’s magic is gone, we’ll figure out a way for you to see your friends,” Roark reassured. “As you know, your uncle isn’t exactly a rule follower, so I doubt he’ll enforce you giving up your old life completely. He managed to keep you and your grandmother in his life, while still ruling the underworld.”

      Some of the tension in my body evaporated. If there was a chance that I could see my friends again, then it would erase the only regret I had about becoming a reaper.

      Rustling through the trees drew my attention over Roark’s shoulder. Jax and Quinn emerged a moment later. I wanted to launch myself at Jax but resisted the urge. I’d felt the tension from Roark and Quinn earlier from our display of affection. We already had enough problems between all of us. I didn’t want to add to it.

      I glanced from Jax to Quinn. “So you really felt it? It actually worked?”

      Quinn smiled and nodded. “We’ll have you keep practicing so that it’s second nature to reach us.”

      “We’ll also teach you how to use your tattoo to track us,” Roark said. “That part is a little more complicated.”

      Jax stepped forward and squeezed my hand. “Are you ready to learn how to repair the breach?”

      Releasing a breath, I glanced at each of my guardians. No matter what we were dealing with emotionally, I knew they wouldn’t let me fail. “As ready as I can be.”

      “I’m going to guide you as best as I can without drawing on my dark magic,” Jax said. “I know you can balance it, but right now you need to focus on closing the tear.”

      I tugged my hand free from Jax’s and scrubbed my sweaty palms on my pants. I could do this. The ancestors had chosen me for a reason and I wasn’t going to disappoint them. Plus, Jax was a pretty good teacher. We’d been working on this since we knew my powers weren’t going anywhere for a while.

      “Remember what we practiced—what it felt like when you drew the magic from your core?” Jax asked.

      As if in response to his question, the magic inside of me awoke. It swirled in a restless pattern, waiting for me to direct it.

      I held my palms out toward the purple fog leaking through the tear and called my magic forward. A prickling warmth crept through me from my abdomen. It moved through my arms and finally my hands.

      What should have been a steady flow of power, was only a small trickle. Something was wrong. My power had always been stronger during our practice sessions.

      Afraid to move, I held my position and continued to direct my magic toward the tear. “Jax, what’s wrong? Why is it so weak?”

      He stepped closer to me, his hand hovered over my arm. “You need to open yourself up more. It’s just like a faucet. Slowly draw it forward. If you open it all the way, the power will overwhelm you and could end up blowing a hole in the veil.”

      Right. No pressure at all, for the girl with hardly any training. I relaxed my body a fraction, letting a sliver of magic seep through, but it still wasn’t enough. I pulled another sliver and waited. I growled in frustration. At this rate, the veil would be closed in a year.

      “Focus, love.” Quinn soothed. “You’ve got this.”

      I inhaled deeply, then exhaled. I opened the gate wider and let the warmth flood me. It began in a slow wave, then crashed with a force that nearly buckled my knees. When I realized I’d opened it too far, I cried out and tried to force the magic back in. I was too late. Power ripped out of my hands and slammed into the veil.

      Roark, Jax, and Quinn were shouting all at once, but I couldn’t understand what they were saying over the buzzing in my ears. Every nerve ending felt like it was on fire.

      The veil trembled under the onslaught of power shooting out of my hands. Why couldn’t I draw it back in? God help me, I would single-handedly destroy everything my guardians had sworn to protect.

      How the hell was I going to fix this? I needed to redirect the power away from the veil, at least until I could get it under control. I flexed my muscles and tried to swing my arms to the side. It was like pushing against a concrete wall. The magic was already linked to the veil and didn’t want to release its hold.

      Jax’s hand banded around my arm. I could feel a slight tremor in the power roaring through me. No. Not now. He said I wouldn’t be able to balance him like this. I was terrified to turn my head. Terrified of what would greet me.

      Meeting Jax’s gaze, ice flooded my veins. His eyes were black. He was drawing my power into himself. There was too much. If he pulled even a fraction of it in, I would lose him forever.

      “Stop, Jax!”

      I didn’t even know if he could hear me like this. I looked at Roark and Quinn. “Stop him! Don’t let him do this.”

      Roark and Quinn shared some kind of silent communication. I didn’t care what they were discussing, as long as it involved stopping Jax.

      I prayed to the ancestors, called for Samara, to anyone who would listen and help me. Spots danced in my vision and I blinked them away. I couldn’t pass out now. If I did, what would happen to Jax?

      Katarina?

      Slade? How was this possible? Reaching him was hard enough when I was focusing on contacting him. How was he able to connect with me when he was so weak?

      Katarina? What’s wrong? For some strange reason, I can feel your anxiety and fear through my bond. I’ve never felt anyone but my brothers and Samara before. Are you connected through her magic somehow?

      He couldn’t know about Samara. Not now. But the connection between us was open and I was too tired to figure out how to shut it down.

      It’s Jax. His dark magic is consuming him. He’s absorbing my power.

      Shit.

      I could feel Slade’s distress through our bond, which meant it was getting stronger.

      Katarina, I need you to listen to me. If you are somehow connected to Samara’s magic, then you need all of us to calm you. You need to pull the magic back from Jax and push it into the rest of us.

      I shook my head. Not that Slade could see that anyway. Wouldn’t pushing that much power into all of you kill you?

      Your magic can’t kill us. Not if we are linked. It’s the only way, Katarina. Do it now.

      “Roark. Quinn. Is it possible for me to force the power into you and not kill you? Is it true that you are protected as my guardians?

      Roark looked to Quinn and lifted a brow. Quinn scrubbed his hand over his face. “I think it would work. At this point, we have nothing to lose.”

      Quinn grabbed my free arm and then Roark’s. Roark held onto Jax until we formed a circle. “Roark, we need to try and help her redirect the power,” Quinn said, then winked at me.

      My lips trembled when I tried to smile. I knew what he was doing and it worked. I took one last look at Jax. His obsidian eyes sent a chill down my spine. His jaw was clenched and his body vibrated from the surge of my power in him. Was it too late to bring him back?

      I closed my eyes, drew my power from Jax’s tether, and shifted it to his brothers. Like a rubber band, I felt it snapping back to Jax. “He’s too strong.”

      “He’s not stronger than all of us,” Roark growled. “Try again.”

      Gritting my teeth, I yanked the power toward me as if my life depended on it. Actually, all of our lives depended on it. As I pulled my magic, I replaced it with all of my love for Jax. I could feel my other guardians forcing the power through their tethers until there was nothing left.

      My arms fell to my sides when the last of the magic faded. I took a step toward Jax and stumbled. Quinn wrapped his arm around my waist and held me up. With a trembling hand, I lifted Jax’s head until I could see his eyes.

      “No,” I sobbed. “She said I balanced him. That he needed me.”

      Quinn shifted me in his arms until he stood behind me. His lips brushed my ear when he said, “Call him back.”

      I cradled Jax’s cheeks and swallowed the lump in my throat. His eyes haunted me. It was like gazing into a black hole. I leaned my head against his chest and wrapped my arms around him. His body was rock solid like his gargoyle form. He didn’t so much as flinch when I touched him.

      Quinn continued to support me, keeping me sandwiched between them. Roark paced across from me. His hand repeatedly combed through his dark brown hair. I wasn’t the only one who could give Jax love.

      I held my hand out to Roark. He stopped his pacing and stared at it for what seemed like an eternity before he threaded his fingers with mine. I could still feel Slade in the background.

      “Come back to us, Jax. We need you. The dark magic doesn’t own you. You’re stronger than it is. You aren’t your father. Fight it. Fight it for us.”

      I could feel the emotions of all of his brothers flooding our bond. If I hadn’t been trapped between Quinn and Jax, I would have collapsed from the force of it. I was barely holding on as it was, but I couldn’t let Roark and Quinn know. I wasn’t human anymore. My body would recover soon, thanks to being a reaper. If we had still been at the coven, their healers would have sped up the process, but that was no longer an option.

      The steady thump of Jax’s heartbeat accelerated. Quinn tightened his hold on me and Roark squeezed my hand. I held my breath as I tipped my head back and found Jax’s beautiful green eyes gazing at me.

      “You came back,” I said.

      Jax pressed his lips against my forehead. “I told you your Nona was right.”

      My heart sped up at his words. Was my grandmother right about my connection with them? If so, why was there a wall separating me from Roark and Quinn?

      “So,” Jax asked, “did we close the veil?”

      I was about to tell him no when Roark interrupted, holding out his arm. “She did it. I don’t feel the erratic energy anymore and the hairs on my arms aren’t standing up.”

      I wriggled out from in between Jax and Quinn. I needed to see for myself. There was no way in all of that chaos that I’d managed to seal the rift. As I took a step toward the veil, I swayed on my feet. Just when I thought I would faceplant, Roark pulled me to his side.

      The purple fog was gone. Maybe the ancestors were right in trusting me with Samara’s powers. With my guardians by my side, I could do this.

      Now, all we needed to do was figure out who’d killed Samara, who was trying to kill me, and bring Slade home. No big deal. Just another day in my supernatural life.
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        ~Quinn~

      

      

      A sense of dread filled me the second I neared the path that led from our house to the beach. I double-checked on Katarina, who walked just a few steps ahead. An uneasy feeling twisted my gut, but I could see no imminent danger. I peered over my shoulder, half expecting to find Roark or Jax, maybe even Samara’s ghostly figure. All I found was sand and water.

      Despite my inability to shake the feeling, I refocused on Katarina. She’d been quiet since we’d walked onto the beach, but now she held the dagger her uncle gave her in her hand, twisting it about. The few training sessions she’d had with Jax had seemed to help. I still sensed her self-doubt, but she grew more confident every day.

      I wasn’t bringing her to the beach for combat training today. We were here for a history lesson. The more she knew about witches, other supernaturals, and the different realms, the better off she would be. Knowledge was power.

      It was my hope that by teaching her the history of supernaturals—witches in particular—she would learn more about the power she’d inherited. Once she did, we could pair it with the abilities she’d received as a reaper.

      Instead of getting right into our lesson, I’d asked her to walk with me to clear her mind. She’d been preoccupied since we’d repaired the tear in the veil. I could feel her guilt throbbing through our bond. She had nothing to feel guilty about. No matter how many times we reassured her that she had done an amazing job, she still condemned herself for losing control.

      I hoped a brief stroll through the sand would ease her mind as well as provide the distraction she desperately needed.

      “If you’re ready for your lesson,” I said, “we can head to the gazebo. I thought it would be a quiet place for us to talk.”

      Katarina glanced at me and then the gazebo. Her face flushed as she stammered for a response. “Uh…yeah. The gazebo.” She nodded as her gaze drifted back to the structure. “Sure. Why not.”

      I frowned at her response. “Is something wrong with that spot? If you’d rather go someplace else—”

      “No. It’s fine. The gazebo is definitely a good spot for, uh, lessons.”

      She wasn’t making any sense, but I decided not to press it. Maybe she was worried about being alone with me. While she hadn’t avoided me as much as she had Roark, I sensed how much she battled the connection between us.

      I fought against it too, although I wasn’t sure why. So what if Roark thought we’d fail our job as her guardians if we were attracted to her? My brother didn’t know everything, and we weren’t doing her any favors by resisting the bond. If anything, I felt more distracted when I kept her at a distance. It didn’t feel right.

      We shared this bond for a reason, and part of that bond was responsible for the overload of emotions we felt for her. We were supposed to desire her. It was only an assumption, but I was willing to bet my life on it.

      Once we reached the gazebo, I walked inside and sat on the closest bench. I didn’t miss the way Katarina’s eyes widened or how embarrassed she looked when she caught me staring at her. Whatever was going on with her, she didn’t want to discuss it.

      “Have a seat.” I patted the spot next to me and waited for her to lower herself to the bench. She did so with hesitance. “Katarina, are you sure you’re okay with talking to me? I can’t help but feel like you’d rather be somewhere else.”

      “I’m sorry, Quinn. I swear everything is good. Whatever it is you have to tell me, I’m ready to listen.”

      “Well, let’s start with the veil. Roark informed me that he explained the history of the veil, how and why it came to be.”

      She nodded. “He said the eldest of each supernatural faction came together after the Great War and forged their powers to create the veil. The high priestess is the one who cast the spell that formed the Northern and Southern vaults.”

      “That’s correct. Did he happen to tell you the name of the high priestess?”

      “No,” she answered. “Who was it?”

      “Her name was Sarah Haylan. She was Samara’s ancestor and one of the most powerful witches of all time. But that wasn’t enough for her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sarah was on a quest to become a celestial witch, one who draws power from both the sun and moon. At some point, she tapped into dark magic by mistake. It gave her power like no other, but that power ended up killing her.”

      I stopped speaking and focused on Katarina when her lower lip trembled. She pressed her hand to her mouth and shook her head. “That’s horrible.”

      “I concur. It was a great tragedy. It’s one of the many reasons I worried about Samara. She wanted to be a celestial witch too. I think it’s why she delved into old magic.”

      Katarina’s brows knitted with confusion. “So Samara wasn’t a celestial witch?”

      “No. She was a sun witch, like Sarah. They get their power from the sun and are at their peak performance during spring and summer. Moon witches are the opposite. Their power is fueled by the moon, and they are the strongest in the autumn and winter.”

      “So Celestial witches are more powerful because they have a constant source of energy, year-round?”

      “That’s correct. The Haylan bloodline is one of the purest and the reason why the ancestors chose Samara to hold the power that’s now inside of you.”

      “Wow. I had no idea.”

      I nodded at her and played with one of the wooden planks on the bench. “Because Sarah created the spell for the veil, her offspring were connected to it. Samara is the first of her bloodline to want the veil diminished. Her conflicted feelings over the Pararealm's rules were part of the reason the veil became unstable, but her death made it worse. From what I’ve researched, the veil tore because of the vulnerability her absence caused.”

      “So Samara kept the veil intact?”

      “Yes.” I released a sigh and faced her once more. “Now that you possess her powers, you have the same connection to the veil. What I don’t know is how this affects its stability.”

      “Are you saying that the energy field that protects the realms could still break?”

      “Yes, and if that happens—” My voice trailed off as the ground rumbled. I glanced at Katarina, noting the confusion on her face. “Did you feel that?”

      She nodded. “Was it an earthquake?

      I shrugged. “It was a tremor of some sort. I don’t know what caused it.”

      Before she could ask another question, the ground vibrated again. I glanced toward the house. Maybe Jax was screwing with us. Earth was his element, which made it easy for him to manipulate. When I’d asked him if he wanted to join Katarina and me for the lesson, he’d declined. He couldn’t possibly be upset that I was alone with Katarina.

      As I stood, the ground quaked a third time. Katarina sprang to her feet. She reached for me, her eyes wide with fear. Just as I opened my arms to her, our bodies shifted. I lost sight of her as I flew backward and broke through the gazebo. Sand scattered when I hit the ground.

      Something exploded. I didn’t know what had happened nor did I care to find out until I located Katarina. Her safety was my priority.

      I sprang to my feet and searched for any sign of her. It wasn’t until I moved around the tree that shaded the gazebo, that I saw her lying on the ground. Panic lit my soul on fire. I couldn’t tell if she was hurt, but she pushed herself off the ground into a sitting position.

      “Katarina, are you okay?”

      Her eyes found mine, and they held the same fear I’d noticed before.

      “I think so.” She tried standing as I rushed over to help her. As soon as she was on her feet, she cupped my face. “Are you okay?”

      I loved that she cared enough about me to worry, but she needn’t bother. As long as she was okay, so was I.  From what I could observe, I didn’t see any bleeding or broken bones. I focused on our bond to decipher any internal pain or injuries. Luckily, I sensed no damage.

      Something moved near the beach, drawing my attention away from her. I stared in disbelief at an open portal hovering above the sand. Large, horned beasts poured out of the portal.

      Demons.

      This was impossible. How could demons be on the Stone Isles? Worse, how did they have the ability to open a portal? They didn’t practice magic.

      “Son of a bitch,” I mumbled as I held her tighter.

      “What are those things?” she asked.

      “Demons. I don’t know how they got access to a portal, but they shouldn’t be here.” As a horde formed on the beach, a few of the creatures spotted us. They pointed in our direction and spoke to the largest demon of the group. I assumed he was the leader. He had four gangly arms and massive hands on each. His nails were long and curled, yet he somehow managed to wield four swords. The moment he spotted us, he stormed over.

      Shit. All hell had broken loose. We needed to act fast.

      “Katarina, call your uncle, the shades, even the other reapers. We’re going to need backup. I’ll summon Jax and Roark through our brotherhood bond.”

      As I turned and glanced at the house once more, I focused on my brothers, urging them to find us immediately. Our connection thrummed in response, and I knew they were on their way. Katarina and I needed to hold our own until they got here.

      I turned to tell her as much when I realized we were out of time. One of the demons rushed at her. I tried to warn her, but a commotion diverted my attention.

      The largest demon stood just behind me. His lips peeled back, revealing his fangs as his swords sliced through the air. I summoned my fire element and formed a fireball in my hand just as he lunged at me.
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        ~Katarina~

      

      

      

      I was going to die. How could I not when one of the most terrifying creatures I’d ever seen barreled toward me. Quinn stood a few feet away, but I didn’t have time to see if he noticed the demon. I shook in my skin and clutched Soul Seeker.

      Quinn told me to reach out to my uncle, the shades, and the other reapers. My cell phone wasn’t on me, so I had to hope that they’d sense my fear, because I had no idea how to call them.

      As the demon drew back the hand holding his sword, he used the other to reach for me. He was less than two feet away when an urge overcame me and I snapped. It was fight or flight mode. Either I defended my life or lost it.

      A battle cry rippled through my chest as I held my dagger in one hand and spun away from the demon, just like Jax had taught me. The creature realized too late that I’d avoided him and did his best to stop. It was his biggest mistake.

      Without any regard for his life, I plunged my dagger in his back, forcing it to the hilt. An ear-piercing shriek made my head thump. I shook off the sensation and focused on the demon. He withered under the point of my blade as a golden light leaked through the wound. I stared in awe just as he exploded.

      Soul Seeker was free, which meant I was able to take on another assailant. Yet the moment I saw two more demons running my way, I froze. It wasn’t that I was afraid to take on two demonic beings at once. What paralyzed me was the fact I’d killed someone—or should I say—something…

      Two distinct voices shouted somewhere behind me. Roark and Jax. I prayed they were close enough to assist me on the next attack, because right now, my mind wouldn’t cooperate.

      “Katarina,” Jax yelled. “Snap out of it!”

      “It was just a demon,” Roark added. “I say good riddance. Shake it off, lass. You have more heading your way.”

      They must have sensed my reluctance through our bond. I wished I had their strength and courage to get over the fact I’d taken a life. I knew it was better than losing my own, but it still upset me.

      Just as both demons reached me, I held my dagger, resting the tip against the edge of my hand. With two spins and a swift backstroke, I slit the throat of both demons. Light burst from both, shredding them to pieces.

      I wasn’t sure where I’d learned that move, but I liked it. It was as if Soul Seeker guided me through every attack. If that were the case, my reaper instincts came with kick-ass combat skills.

      When I turned to see if Jax and Roark had made it down the path, my tattoo warmed my wrist. Something tugged my soul. I focused on the sensation, realizing that my bond with Slade was pulsing.

      Katarina, watch behind you.

      Slade’s words startled me. I was glad to hear his voice but didn’t have time to appreciate it. Just as I turned, another demon pounced. I blocked his body with a purple orb that formed in my hand. It knocked him back to the portal while I stared in disbelief. How had I managed to use the magic inside me?

      Are you okay? The soothing sound of Slade’s voice wrapped around me, settling my heart. I drew in a deep breath and grunted.

      I’m fine. How did you know?

      I sensed your fear through our bond and opened the connection. Looks like I did it just in time, too. At least you have backup now.

      Huh?

      Someone grabbed my arms. I drew back my dagger, ready to drive it into whatever body part I could reach.

      “Lass, no! It’s me.” Roark’s voice cut through the anger and fear that blinded me. Both he and Jax stood behind me, arms raised defensively. I lowered Soul Seeker to my side and readied an apology, but Roark shook his head. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Where’s Quinn?”

      The three of us glanced toward the last spot I remembered seeing my other guardian. Quinn and the larger demon were toe-to-toe in a battle that appeared unfair. The demon swung four swords at Quinn, doing his best to damage him. Quinn hurled what I assumed were fireballs at his opponent. He seemed to be holding his own until a band of demons quickly approached from behind.

      Jax noticed them at the same time I did. He squeezed my arm and gave me a reassuring smile, then he bolted at the approaching group, leaving Quinn to fight his own battle.

      When I looked at Roark, he parted his mouth, as if he were about to say something. Instead of speaking, he pushed me aside and ran toward another group of demons. For the time being, I appeared to be safe. Now I had to figure out how to contact my uncle.

      As soon as I tightened my grip around my dagger, a throat cleared. I gazed up at the man standing in front of me.

      “Uncle Mathias? Oh my god, I’m so glad you’re here.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and squeezed tight.

      He patted my shoulder in a comforting manner before he eased back. “I came as soon as I could. Are you okay?”

      Nodding, I pointed toward my guardians. “They’re not. Please help them.”

      With one motion of his hand, a swarm of shades and other reapers appeared. Their bodies launched into the battle that my guardians led. Uncle Mathias stalked toward them, taking his time down the path as a thick, steel sword formed in his hand.

      When I searched for Quinn again, relief filled me to see he was still on his feet. A fireball rested in his hand as he glared at the head demon, who’d halted his attack. Black eyes locked on me, chilling me to the bone. Then, they shifted toward my uncle. I didn’t miss the way they widened a moment later. It was almost as if the creature knew my uncle. Were demons a part of the Underworld?

      A shrill whistle blew, gaining the attention of everyone in battle. In a matter of seconds, all the dark creatures retreated back to the portal. The lead demon was the last to go through. He stood near the opening, pointed his finger toward Quinn, then released a growl.

      “We’ll meet again, gargoyle.”

      Before I could blink, the portal disappeared. The shades and reapers joined my uncle while Jax and Roark checked on Quinn. I heard him tell them he was okay before they walked my way.

      You’re safe again, Slade assured me through our bond. My brothers will protect you. We’re guardians. It’s what we do.

      I didn’t have the heart to tell him what I knew. He was still under the assumption that Samara was alive. Until we brought him home, I couldn’t reveal the truth, no matter how much it hurt to hide it.

      “Tell me where you are.” I didn’t realize I’d said the words aloud until Jax frowned at me.

      “Kat, are you okay?” He pulled me into an embrace and squeezed me tighter.

      I didn’t answer him. I was too busy enjoying the feel of his arms around me.

      “I think she’s in shock,” Jax said.

      His words vibrated against my cheek before I pulled away and shook my head.

      “I’m fine. Really.”

      He didn’t believe me. Neither did Quinn or Roark. I could tell by their skeptical expressions.

      As much as I wanted to explain that I’d made contact with Slade again, his connection with me ended. Disappointment overwhelmed me and I clung to Jax.

      “Is she in shock?” Quinn inquired.

      “Perhaps,” Uncle Mathias answered. His hand pressed to my back as he stroked it gently. “I think it’s time for a meeting, and this time, I need to involve a human.”

      Jax’s muscles stiffened as our bond wavered. “Which human?”

      “Relax,” Uncle Mathias replied. “It’s just Katarina’s Nona. I believe you’ve already met.”

      “Why does she need to be involved?” Roark asked.

      “The woman is more involved in this than you think. She’s a trusted source and ally. Besides, Katarina needs a positive female figure in her life, and from what I’m sensing, someone needs to get you guys in line.”
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        ~Katarina~

      

      

      I never would have imagined myself sitting in the prince of the underworld’s living room with three gargoyle shifters, my grandmother, and Samara the friendly ghost. Meanwhile, a wolf, mage, and shade stuffed their faces in my uncle’s kitchen.

      But here I was. This had become my new normal. Thanksgiving should be interesting.

      I sat next to my uncle on his stark white sofa. He appeared relaxed on the outside, but I could feel the tension radiating from within. He was pissed, and I had a feeling it was about me and my guardians.

      My grandmother had been quietly watching us and that could only mean one thing. She was reading the room. After the observations she had made the last time we met, I could only imagine what she would reveal tonight.

      Based on the stare-down she was having with Roark, she wasn’t happy that he’d chosen duty over fate.  And through my bond with Roark, I sensed he was intimidated. Not by the prince of the underworld, not by the shades. No, he was afraid of my grandmother. I couldn’t blame him. I’d seen her put my uncle in his place many times, and he was a god.

      Quinn rightfully bowed his head when my grandmother pursed her lips and shook her head at him. Our bond throbbed with his shame. Did he regret not listening to her declaration that we were soulmates—that he burned as hot for me as I did for him?

      I didn’t have long to dwell on Quinn before her gaze finally settled on Jax. She gave him a knowing smile and winked. Hell’s fire take me now. I wanted to open a portal and crawl through it. Did she know what we had done? For the love of all that’s holy, I hoped not. I prayed she only sensed the change in our energy toward each other.

      But either way, I was horrified. Having a clairvoyant grandmother could be a real pain in the ass.

      I jumped when Mathias cleared his throat. The tension in the room had me on edge.

      Mathias said, “Kat, I didn’t need to explain to your Nona why I requested this meeting. She expected my call.”

      My pulse thumped in my ears as I clenched my hands in my lap. This was not the conversation I wanted to have with my family present.

      As if sensing my distress, Samara moved next to me. “This is all my fault.”

      My grandmother lifted her gaze to Samara and gave her a sympathetic smile. “My dear, you are carrying tremendous burdens that are preventing you from crossing to the other side. In order for others to forgive you, you need to forgive yourself.”

      Samara shook her head and flung her hands out. “How can I forgive myself when all I’ve done is destroy those I’ve loved? Zander and Draven can’t seem to move on until they avenge my death. Slade is dying in a prison somewhere. Kat is now a target because of my powers and she gave up her human life to find me. And now Quinn and Roark are miserable because they are denying their feelings toward Kat, instead of accepting it like Jax.”

      Quinn and Roark snapped their attention to Jax. I felt like I was on one of those talk shows with the big reveal of who the baby’s daddy was. This was so not the time for this conversation.

      Realizing her mistake, Samara mouthed sorry to me. I dropped my head in my hands and groaned.

      Samara, is everything all right?

      I lifted my head at the sound of Slade’s voice. Relief replaced my anxiety. He was still okay. Slade was who we needed to be discussing, not my love life. Nothing was more important than freeing him.

      My grandmother tipped her head and her eyes unfocused. “Someone else is with us. They aren’t of the spirit realm.”

      She hesitated. Her empty stare always unsettled me, no matter how many times I’d seen her do this.

      “Katarina.” She blinked as her eyes came back into focus. “I sense a connection to you. Not as strong as the others, but it’s there nonetheless. Is this your other guardian?”

      All eyes shifted to me. Roark took a step forward until Jax extended his arm, preventing him from moving any further. I swiped my sweaty palms on my pants and looked anywhere I could to avoid the curious gazes surrounding me.

      I stared out the window across from me. City lights twinkled behind the glass. The view was as false as I was. Mathias’s magic changed the scenery to suit his mood. There were no city lights. We were in a warehouse in a vacant part of town with nothing but a brick wall on the other side of the glass.

      I hadn’t told anyone that my connection with Slade had gotten stronger and that our conversations had become more frequent. I had no rational explanation for keeping it from them.

      “Yes, it’s Slade,” I said dragging my gaze away from the window.

      “He’s okay?” Samara asked as she swiped a tear from her cheek.

      My stomach churned and I felt like I was going to be sick. How could I have kept this from her? From his brothers?

      I swallowed the bile creeping up my throat and nodded.

      “Let me talk to him. He still doesn’t know what happened to you, Samara. I was worried if he knew, it might eat away what was left of his soul.”

      Samara?

      I hated hearing the worry in Slade’s voice. He needed to focus on healing himself, not protecting me. He needed to conserve his energy.

      Everything is okay, Slade. We’re having a meeting about how to find you. Samara is with me. Were you able to find anything else about where you are?

      I heard him release a frustrated breath. If I pushed through our bond hard enough, I could just make out his face. His beard had grown more since the last time I saw him. Even beneath the smudges of dirt and blood, he was still handsome.

      I wish I had more for you, but I don’t.

      “Ask him about Rose and Natasha,” Samara pleaded.

      Samara wants to know how Rose and Natasha are doing?

      The silence stretched so long between us, that I thought I had lost Slade. When he finally responded, I realized why. It isn’t good, Katarina. Natasha is no longer responsive and Rose’s nosebleeds are more frequent. I’ve distracted the guards from them for now, but I don’t know how much longer that will work.

      Dread pooled in my belly. Slade didn’t have to say it, but I knew he was taking the additional beatings to protect them. This nonsense between me and my guardians had to end.

      Just hang on a little longer. Please, promise me, Slade. I want to see those violet eyes in person.

      Slade’s chuckle flooded our bond with warmth. It was a good sign if I could elicit a laugh from him. It meant he still had hope.

      I promise. I’m looking forward to meeting my guardian angel.

      It took everything in me to sever my connection with Slade. Once it was done, it felt like a cold blanket wrapped around me. What if this was the last time I spoke to him?

      My uncle wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close. I tucked my face in his shoulder and unleashed my emotions on his shirt. When my pity party was finally over, I leaned back and accepted the tissue my grandmother held out to me.

      “Now do you see why I demanded this meeting?” my uncle rumbled. “This has got to stop. Katarina cannot focus on her magic or training if her emotions are in turmoil. The bond between all of you only makes it worse. If you can’t bury whatever demons are holding you back, then I will no longer allow you to guard my niece.”

      This time all three guardians crossed the room until they stood in front of us. I nearly doubled over from the rage flooding our bond. My uncle’s hold tightened on me as if he sensed my discomfort.

      “You have no say in who guards her,” Roark growled. “Only the ancestors can sever that bond.”

      Mathias pressed a kiss to my forehead before he stood and took a step toward Roark. “Do you forget who I am? I can sever this bond right now if I choose to.”

      Jax’s eyes began to shift, the bright emerald green darkening. By the clench of his jaw, he was struggling to keep the dark magic at bay. I needed to defuse this situation, fast.

      I sprang from the sofa and placed a hand on my uncle’s chest. “Please, Uncle Mathias. I need them. I’ll never be able to find Slade without them. It’s our bond that’s keeping him alive.”

      My uncle finally tore his gaze from Roark and glanced down at me. His chest rose and fell beneath my palm. “This madness has to stop, Katarina. I will not risk your life because they can’t accept the path that has been laid out for them.”

      “It wasn’t your love for me that got me killed.” Samara’s voice shook when she spoke. “It was my own stubbornness. Whether you loved me or not, I would have found a way to deceive you.”

      Roark scrubbed his hand over his face, then turned toward Samara. “I hate that this has happened to you. If I could forfeit my life right now to bring you back, I would.”

      “But you can’t. What’s done is done, and the only one to blame is whoever killed me. Katarina is right, she does need all of you, but if you keep pushing her away, then the bond will eventually weaken and break. Is that what you want?”

      Roark’s gaze met mine. I expected to see a storm brewing in his eyes. Instead, all I found was doubt. He didn’t believe in himself.

      My grandmother stood from her chair and approached Roark. She placed her hand on his arm and said, “Sometimes the people we love the most are the ones we protect the hardest.”

      Roark tore his attention from me and transferred it to my grandmother. He studied her for a moment before placing a kiss on her cheek. Avoiding everyone else in the room, he strode toward the window and braced his arm against the glass.

      I hated what I was doing to him. To all of them.

      My uncle’s hand closed over mine while he addressed my guardians. “I will concede for now, but I am sending Nicholai with you. He will ensure Katarina gets the training she needs to be a reaper. He will also be my eyes and ears. If anything else goes wrong, I will end this.”

      I didn’t miss the way Roark’s muscles tensed. He knew better than to push my uncle any further. Whatever we had between us, we would need to call a truce. Roark didn’t need to love me, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t still be friends.

      My grandmother tugged me from my uncle’s side and wrapped her arms around me. Her words a whisper for my ears only. “You must fight for what you want. Trust your heart not to fail you.”

      Nicholai, Draven, and Zander entered the room, signaling the end of my love life intervention. I was thankful for the interruption. It meant we were finally going to discuss how to find Slade.

      Draven and Zander flanked Samara. Seeing them together caused an ache in my chest. What must it be like to be so close to the one you loved and not be able to touch them? I glanced at Roark and Quinn from beneath my lashes. Who was I kidding? I knew exactly what it felt like.

      Pushing my hair off my face, I addressed the room. “We’re running out of time. Rose and Natasha can’t withstand what their captors are doing to them any longer. We need to find them, no matter what lines we have to cross to do it.”

      Samara pressed her hand to her mouth at the news of her friends. Draven and Zander both reached for her, only to have their hands pass through.

      Zander jerked his hand back and raked it through his hair. “I’ve been to every pack leader within the realm. My own pack has been secretly asking questions, in case there are members afraid to come forward with information. No one has seen or heard anything.”

      “I’ve talked to my mother,” Draven added. “She has called upon every witch and mage in the realm to find them. Whoever is hiding them must be powerful.”

      I should have felt relief that Draven’s mother was still searching, but I couldn’t rule out the possibility that the high priestess knew more than she let on. Could she be protecting someone in the coven?

      “You said that Slade was missing a piece of his soul. Maybe I can help with that,” Nicholai said.

      Stepping around my grandmother, I approached him. Hope flared in my chest. “How?”

      “Your uncle told me that your connection with Slade has grown stronger,” Nicholai continued. “You stand a better chance, as a reaper, to find his soul. Where other reapers have tried and failed, they don’t have the bond with him that you have. You just need a little training. I’m hoping that your magic will aid us in tracking him.”

      How could he know about my connection to Slade when I’d only just told everyone? I glanced from Nicholai to my uncle. Of course. They had their own supernatural communication system like I had with my guardians. Soon, I would be able to reach all of the shades and reapers.

      There was only one problem with Nicholai’s plan. I didn’t have total control over my powers yet. But I knew someone who could help me, and she had a spell that just might locate Slade’s soul.
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        ~Roark~

      

      

      I gripped the long sword in my hand and shifted my stance near the window. As grateful as I was to be in our home on the Stone Isles, I was on edge. Three things I didn’t know for certain. How had the demons got access to the portal, who’d sent them, and why?

      Though I rarely used a weapon, I knew it would aid me if we experienced another attack. I wasn’t the only one who chose to carry extra protection. Quinn had dusted off his mace and strapped it to his side. Jax’s sais were inside the holster around his waist. The three of us made a pact to keep the weapons close by and use them along with our elemental powers. We agreed to take turns watching the grounds, guarding Katarina, and sleeping. Two of us had to be awake at all times.

      After our meeting at Mathias’s office, he’d used a portal to return all of us back to our realm. Nicholai had come through the portal as well. He would begin training Katarina later today.

      I hadn’t said much to anyone since we’d come home. My mind continued to turn over everything Katarina’s grandmother had said. I hated to admit it, but maybe I was wrong. I would never want to put Katarina in danger. There was no doubt that I would sacrifice my own life to keep her safe. The ancestors had chosen Katarina to take Samara’s powers and they’d chosen us to be her guardians. What if it was because she was our fated mate, and by denying our destiny, I was solely responsible for destroying us?

      Samara joined us not even ten minutes after we returned. Zander left to track a couple leads one of his pack mates gave him, but Draven decided to accompany her to our realm. He stood on the opposite side of the room and split his attention between listening to the current conversation and viewing the grounds from the window.

      Katarina sat on the sofa in the den, leaning against Jax. Quinn stood in the doorway, about to head to bed yet too engrossed in the conversation between our former ward and our new one. Samara hovered near Katarina. I hadn’t paid attention to what they were discussing, but if the frown on Samara’s face was any indication of the subject, it couldn’t be good.

      Checking the grounds once more, I focused on what Katarina was saying. “You mentioned something about a spell you thought could help us find Slade. Can you tell me how to do it?”

      “No,” Samara answered. “It’s far too advanced for you. When I cast it, I spent a lot of energy. I’m not willing to risk your life.”

      “But we’re risking Slade’s every minute we’re not out searching for him. If you have a way to help us find him—”

      Samara shook her head. “Even if I thought you could handle it, I can’t give you the spell because I never memorized it, and I don’t have access to it. It’s in my Book of Shadows.”

      Jax stroked Katarina’s arm as he asked, “Where is the book? We can at least attempt the spell. I’ll help Katarina cast it.”

      “I wish I could tell you where to find it, but I can’t. I don’t remember.” Samara shook her head and grumbled, “My memory is shit. I’m useless to you guys.”

      “Stop,” Katarina commanded. “You’re being too hard on yourself. Look at what you’ve been through. You can’t expect to remember everything.”

      “Maybe not, but I should be able to recall more than fragments of my memory. I’m so frustrated I want to scream.” Samara tried to kick the sofa, but her leg disappeared into the fabric. Without her flesh and bone, she was nothing more than a hologram. I didn’t need my bond with her to know that being a ghost angered her.

      Quinn looked to Draven for help, but he appeared as perplexed as the rest of us. I thought about offering Samara some words of encouragement, though I wasn’t sure it would matter. It was as if she were accepting defeat.

      Nicholai left his position near the fireplace and walked toward the sofa. “Maybe I can be of service.”

      Samara’s eyes widened. “Do you think you can help me?”

      Nicholai nodded. “One of the many reasons Mathias trusts me is because I have the ability to touch things and see the past. I can also unlock the mind, allowing repressed information to return.”

      Samara tilted her head to the side and studied him. “So you think I’m repressing my memories?”

      “Yes,” Nicholai answered. “Your death was a horrific event that shocked your mind. Your brain can’t process those memories because you think it’s too painful. I’m not saying I can help you remember everything tonight, but if we work together, in time, I can help you recover everything you’ve repressed.”

      She met Nicholai’s gaze and nodded. “All right. What do you need me to do?”

      He approached the spot near the sofa where she hovered. “Close your eyes and clear your mind. I’m going to access your memories and try to unlock them.”

      Samara’s head jerked back. “How exactly are you going to do that?”

      Nicholai raised his hands. “I’m going to touch your temples and tap into your energy.”

      Draven grunted and shook his head. “It sounds good and all, but good luck touching her. I’ve tried, and believe me, it’s impossible.”

      A smile crept over Nicholai’s lips. “She may not have a physical form, but her soul is full of energy, and it’s tangible. Besides, I can reach her on a level no one else can.”

      I didn’t miss the side glance Nicholai gave Draven. There appeared to be some sort of rivalry between the two. It sounded crazy, and maybe my eyes were fooling me, but everything in my gut sensed hostility.

      Samara looked as if she wanted to ask Nicholai what he meant, but a poof of smoke caused the shade to disappear. When the air cleared, Nicholai no longer had his human form. His body turned as translucent as Samara’s.

      “We shades are shapeshifters. We have a human form, or even an animal one if we choose. In reality, we’re nothing but energy.” He didn’t say anything else. Instead, he lifted his hands and placed them against Samara’s temples.

      Her mouth fell open a second later. “Oh, Goddess. I can feel you.”

      Draven paced in front of the window as he watched the two interact. Part of me worried he would cause a scene. It was evident how much he disliked the fact that a shade could touch his girlfriend when he couldn’t.

      Samara wasn’t helping matters. She covered the back of Nicholai’s hands with her own and gazed into his eyes. After having no physical contact for so long, I couldn’t imagine what Samara was feeling right now. Her subtle display of affection caused the shade to smile.

      “Told you I could reach you on a level no one else could. Now, close your eyes and clear your mind,” Nicholai said.

      Following his request, Samara closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath, then released it. She went silent and still as Nicholai continued to hold her head in his hands. Flashes of silvery light formed between his palms and Samara’s skin.

      “You’re doing good, Samara. Keep your mind clear a little longer.”

      With no response on her end, I wasn’t sure if she was doing as he asked or if her mind had wandered. Now that our bond was severed, I had no idea what she was thinking or feeling.

      “I don’t think it’s working.” Disappointment thickened Samara’s voice.

      “I sense your fear, Samara. Whatever is causing it, push it from your mind.” Nicholai’s soothing voice seemed to comfort her. She blew out another breath just as he leaned his forehead to hers. If I didn’t know any better, I’d assume Samara had found a way into the shade’s heart, if they even had them. My previous encounters with Nicholai was never pleasant, and I sure as hell had never seen a sensitive side to him. Until today. The way Nicholai interacted with her reminded me of the way my brothers interacted with Katarina. Both Jax and Quinn doted on her. I was the only one holding back.

      Pushing the thoughts from my mind, I refocused on Samara and the shade. A dip formed in Samara’s brow as she clenched Nicholai’s arms. A moment later, her mouth opened. “No… Slade…” Her breath hitched and her bottom lip trembled. “Goddess, no!”

      Katarina flinched when Samara spoke my brother’s name. Judging by Katarina’s wide-eyed expression, she was tempted to ask Samara what she’d remembered, but Jax motioned for her to wait.

      Once Nicholai pulled his hands away from Samara’s temples, he cupped them around her face. “Open your eyes, Samara.”

      As soon as she did, I noticed the tears within them.

      Nicholai wiped the moisture away the moment she blinked. “What do you remember?”

      “It was so horrible. I…I don’t want to remember. It’s too painful.”

      “I understand,” Nicholai said in a calm voice. “But what if your memories help us locate Slade?”

      “You need to quit pushing her.” Draven glowered at Nicholai from across the room.

      “I’m not pushing her,” Nicholai grumbled.

      Both he and Draven had a silent stare down. It was an awkward moment that couldn’t end soon enough. It took Samara sniffling to break through to both men. Draven shook his head and refocused on the window. Nicholai returned his attention to Samara.

      “We need to find your Book of Shadows. Do you remember where you left it?”

      She wiped her cheek and nodded. “Yes. It’s in my room.”

      “Where in your room?” I asked, gaining everyone’s attention. The last time I had been in Samara’s room, I didn’t recall seeing the book. It was large, thick, and hard to miss. As many times as I’d watched Samara drag it out to read or record spells, I knew what it looked like.

      Of course, the last time I’d been in her room, I’d been preoccupied with Katarina. It was possible that I’d missed it.

      “It’s not in plain sight,” Samara answered me. “I placed it under a spell to keep it safe and hidden. If it fell into the wrong hands…”

      “So how do we retrieve it?” Quinn questioned.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure you can. I just…” Samara’s lip trembled. She fought to keep it steady and lost the battle. Tears streamed down her cheeks and her chest shook with sobs.

      “Samara, what’s wrong?” Katarina sat up and leaned closer to the edge of the sofa where Samara’s ghostly figure floated.

      “I…I just can’t… It was my fault.”

      Nothing she said made sense. Yet it was obvious something ate at her. Samara wasn’t much on crying. Most days, she was a little spitfire—too headstrong to have her feelings hurt. She could take on a lot of physical pain too, which left me baffled by her current reaction.

      “Settle down, lass,” I said, “and tell us what’s wrong. No one can understand you when you’re crying.”

      Okay, maybe I needed to work on my reassurances. The narrowed eyes and folded brows facing me were proof that I hadn’t used the best words to calm Samara. Damn, I sucked at relationships, both platonic and romantic.

      Nicholai trailed his hands from Samara’s face, down to her shoulders. He squeezed them then rubbed his hands over her arms. As soon as Samara looked at him, her lower lip puckering, he pulled her into an embrace.

      “It’s okay, Samara.” His voice hit a low, soothing tone. “It’s just a memory, which means it’s in the past. Whatever is upsetting you, it can’t hurt you anymore.”

      Never in my life did I think a shade could show more compassion than me. I was more than rough around the edges. I was unpolished and unrefined. What the hell did Katarina even see in me?

      Draven took two steps toward them until Nicholai gave him a threatening look. His cold, dark eyes chilled me to the bone. The disgruntled look on Draven’s face said he wanted to test the shade’s patience, but he halted his approach and jammed a hand through his hair.

      Nicholai caressed Samara’s back as she clung to him. “Whenever you’re ready, you can talk about it. We won’t pressure you.”

      My bond with Katarina quivered. Her nervous energy had her wound tight. I sensed it was over Slade. We were all desperate for information that would lead us to my brother. Maybe Katarina was right. The harder we searched for Slade, the more obstacles we faced.

      Samara’s throaty sobs changed to soft whimpers. She eased away from Nicholai, took several deep breaths, then wiped the tears from her face. Her eyes roamed the room, landing on Draven first. She shifted them toward Katarina, Jax, Quinn, and lastly, me. Then she stared at the floor.

      “I remember what happened to Slade.”

      The ticking clock was the only sound for what seemed like an eternity. When the shock wore off, I glanced around the room, noting the same disbelief plastered on everyone’s face.

      “Can you tell us what happened?” Nicholai prodded her further, and I was grateful he did. I sure as hell would have said something to upset her again.

      Samara sighed and hugged herself. “My mind is still muddled. I can’t recall all the details, but I’ll tell you what I remember.”

      “Any little detail could help,” Jax assured her.

      “You’re right.” She grimaced and hugged herself tighter. “Slade had accompanied me to the woods in the human realm. We were searching for Rose and Natasha after I received what I thought was a message from Rose.” She gripped her temple as if her head was hurting. “Somehow, we got separated and a man showed up. I didn’t recognize him at first, but now, I think I do. It was the man that bumped into me the night I was at the club, waiting for Rose.”

      “I remember that night,” Quinn announced. “I thought Jax was going to rip his arm off when he tried to touch you.”

      “That asshole?” Jax asked as Samara nodded. “Why the hell was he in the woods?”

      “He lured us there. We didn’t know it at the time, but in hindsight, it all makes sense. The night at the club, we made the mistake of assuming he was a human. He’s not. His eyes were just like Jax’s when the dark magic takes over. He destroyed my protective shield with a wave of his hand.”

      Jax jerked in his seat. “I knew there was something wrong with the guy that night, but how did I not sense his dark magic?”

      Samara shook her head. “I’d sensed something sinister in his energy, but I was so worried about Rose and Natasha that I didn’t say anything. Now I wish I had.”

      “You couldn’t have known,” Jax reassured her. “He somehow was able to mask his magic.”

      Watching the defeat in Samara’s eyes gutted me. I wished I could comfort her, but at the moment, Nicholai was the only one with that ability.

      “Slade and I were no match for him. I remember Slade rushing toward him and the man casting black, smoky orbs in his direction. The orbs were so powerful, Slade had trouble withstanding the attack. He tried shifting into his gargoyle form, but every time he got close, another orb collided with his chest. I lost track of them after that, but I could hear them fighting.”

      “It sounds like this guy is the one who captured Slade,” Quinn said as he left the doorway and re-entered the room. “He must be some kind of badass to take down a gargoyle single-handed. If he’s a dark mage, it won’t be easy to figure out who he is, considering the fact that they keep their dark arts a secret.”

      “Agreed.” Jax rubbed his face. “Too bad I don’t speak to my father anymore. He’d be able to help us locate this guy, but then, I doubt he’d rat out one his fellow brothers, and he sure as hell wouldn’t go out of his way to help me. Son of a bitch.”

      Katarina cradled Jax’s face and shook her head. “It’s okay, Jax. We’ll find another way. At least we know Slade is alive, and for the most part, okay. We’re going to find him.”

      I hoped she was right. Much like witches, mages could wield magic and enchanted items such as a staff or rune. They gained more power with their imbued items where witches drew their power from nature and energy.

      Dark mages were those who’d left the path of light and followed the dark arts. There were rumors that they used old magic because they didn’t need enchanted items to cast spells. They broke the number one rule of the Pararealm: harm none.

      Nicholai rubbed Samara’s arm again. “Can you remember any distinguishing features that could help us figure out who he is?”

      “From what I remember, he’s much older than me, has silver hair, and he wore a pair of wire-rimmed glasses.”

      Quinn winced. “If this guy had something to do with Slade’s capture, I’m willing to bet he had something to do with your death.”

      “You’re right.” Samara’s voice shook as her bottom lip trembled. She glanced at Nicholai who nodded at her to continue. “The mage did have something to do with my death. He’s the one who stabbed me.”

      The revelation sent the room into a frenzy. Everyone began talking at once. I couldn’t make out what anyone was saying, but I knew one thing for certain. We had to find this mage and bring him to justice. While I didn’t have proof, it only made sense that he was the person trying to kill Katarina.

      Stupid fool. He’d be no match for three gargoyles and one kickass reaper desperate to save her life.

      “I hate to change the subject,” Katarina announced, “but we need to get back to finding the Book of Shadows. If it’s in Samara’s room, it shouldn’t be hard to retrieve it.”

      Everyone seemed to agree but Draven, who shook his head and grunted. “Getting access to Samara’s room may be a problem.”

      “How so?” Quinn inquired.

      “My mother informed me that the room would be cleared out this week and all of Samara’s belongings would be sent to her parents. They need the room for a new student. I’m not sure if any of your things are still there.”

      Samara lifted her head and gave Draven the same defiant look we knew so well. “Guess it’s time we go find out.”
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      We were going to find Slade. I felt it in my bones. What I didn’t know is how long it would take us to reunite with him. The decision to go back to the coven and locate Samara’s Book of Shadows was unanimous. Deciding a plan of action wasn’t.

      Draven, Nicholai, and my guardians sat on the edge of their seats, staring at the coffee table where Roark placed a map of the coven. They argued about the best way to get into Samara’s old room while she and I sat in silence. I didn’t know if Samara was as infuriated as I was over their quarreling, but it pissed me off that they hadn’t included us in the conversation. Why did they get to decide our fate?

      This was testosterone at its finest. And people thought women were the weaker sex. Nope. We just cut through the bullshit.

      With my hand still resting against Jax’s back, I felt his muscles tighten. I smoothed my hand from one shoulder to the other, doing my best to keep him calm. When he glanced at me, I struggled to speak. His eyes were still green. With all the negativity in the room, I’d worried about his darkness reacting to it.

      “Don’t worry,” he whispered as he rubbed my knee. “I’m okay. I have you here to balance me.”

      It was like he’d read my mind. Though the bond between us had strengthened since we’d made love, I didn’t think it was possible for him to know my thoughts too. Sensing my emotions was a given, but my thoughts were private, even the ones about him. If he had the ability to read my mind, it would explain all the stolen moments we shared—alone—when he showered me with soft caresses and tender kisses.

      As if he was still listening to my thoughts, a smile formed on lips. He winked at me before he returned his attention to his brothers. “This is getting us nowhere.”

      “I agree,” Quinn added. “I think we all have good ideas on how to do this. We just need to combine them.”

      “So what do you propose?” Draven asked as he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against his chair.

      Quinn pointed to the map again. “Nicholai says he can get us into the courtyard undetected. Since we can’t portal in without alerting the coven, let’s go with that option. If we just walk in like you suggested, we’re going to be questioned.”

      “I told you I can handle that part,” Draven snapped.

      “Listen,” Quinn said as he motioned for Draven to stop talking. “Just because your mother is high priestess of this coven doesn’t mean you get special privileges. Trust me on this. Our mission will go smoother if you adhere to this plan. Besides, I’m still incorporating part of your idea.”

      “Oh yeah?” Draven snorted. He gripped the arms of the chair, his fingers tapping against the fabric. “Which part?”

      The hostility I felt from him seemed to dissipate. I just hoped my guardians could reason with him. If anyone could, Quinn was the one. He’d talked Roark down on several occasions.

      “You’re still going to be a distraction for your mother,” Quinn continued while pointing to something else on the map. “We can’t afford to run into her. The fewer questions we are asked, the better.”

      “So you want me to occupy my mother while you go to Samara’s room.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was asking a question or making a statement, but Quinn nodded in response. “While you’re with her, we’ll sneak into the building. Roark will be our lookout. We’ll position him on the roof. That way, if anyone comes into the building, he can fly to Samara’s room and let us know.”

      “I have the perfect spot in mind,” Roark added. When he glanced at me, my face warmed. Was the spot he mentioned the same place he’d hung out the night someone pushed me from the balcony? He’d swooped in and saved me moments before I collided with the ground. I’d often wondered how he’d found me so quickly because he’d never admitted where he was, even after I’d asked him. Now, it appeared I had my answer.

      When I noticed a hint of a smile, all thoughts fled my mind. Was this an attempt to make amends with me for the distance he placed between us, or had he remembered our make-out session before someone tried to kill me?

      I would make myself crazy if I tried to figure out what was going on in Roark’s head, so I focused on Quinn instead. “Jax, Nicholai will get us up to Samara’s room where she’ll be waiting for us. If anyone shows up, we can fly out. Nicholai and Samara can vanish before anyone spots them.”

      They all seemed to be in agreement on the plan, but I didn’t know where I fit into the grand scheme. “What about me?”

      “I was wondering the same thing.” Samara frowned and crossed her arms. “It’s a great plan and all, but you made no mention of Katarina.”

      “That’s because she’s not going,” Quinn said.

      That answer was my final breaking point.

      “What do you mean I’m not going?” Were they seriously considering leaving me behind? If so, they were crazy.

      After a brief period of silence, Quinn’s throat wobbled. “We can’t risk taking you to the coven, Katarina. Whoever tried to kill you could still be there. We promised your uncle to keep you out of danger.”

      “So where am I supposed to go? This plan involves you guys leaving me behind and alone. How is that safe?”

      “You won’t be alone,” Quinn said. “We think it would be best if you stayed with your uncle until we return.”

      “No way.” I shot back and stood from the sofa. “Don’t treat me like a child and leave me with a babysitter.”

      “Your uncle isn’t babysitting,” Quinn insisted. “He’s protecting you.”

      “That’s not going to work, guys,” Samara cut him off before he could say anything else. “Katarina has to go.”

      “Absolutely not,” Roark’s thunderous voice made me shudder, but not out of fear. The sound actually turned me on. I loved seeing his protective side. At the same time, his hard-headedness had the opposite effect, so I stood there, flustered physically and emotionally.

      “We don’t know who we can trust inside the coven,” Quinn reminded me. “Not to mention we’re sneaking into a room that we have no right to enter anymore. You can’t be involved in this, not after your uncle’s threats.”

      I fisted my hands on my hips. “Quinn, come on.”

      “No, Katarina.” He shook his head. “If something goes wrong, your uncle will end our bond. I’m not taking the chance.”

      “But—” I tried to argue even though none of them would be quiet long enough for me to speak.

      “Don’t be hard-headed, lass.” Roark chimed in again, apparently sensing my rebelliousness through our connection. “If something happens and we have to bail, we won’t have much time to get away.”

      “So you think I’ll slow you down?” Did they honestly have zero faith in my abilities? After all of the training? I was even making progress with Nicholai.

      “I hate to break it to you guys,” Samara began while gaining everyone’s attention, “but like it or not, Katarina has to go. The power I used to cast the spell and hide my book is now inside her. I cannot cast the spell without her being there, and even then, I’m not sure how well this will work.”

      “What do you mean?” I studied Samara’s face, hoping like hell she’d tell me the truth.

      “The power is no longer inside me, which means it could have evolved into something different. I should probably mention that I used old magic to cast the spell… and the spell we’ll use to locate Slade requires old magic too.”

      Jax’s body grew rigid, Quinn’s mouth gaped, and Roark’s face reddened. This was not going to be good.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.” Roark spoke first, and his harsh tone forewarned me that Samara had struck a nerve.

      Jax pinched the bridge of his nose. “How could you be so reckless?”

      “Are we really going to stand here and argue ethics?” Samara asked. “This is the one thing that could help us find Slade. Aren’t you willing to try for your brother’s sake?”

      I saw the conflict in Roark’s eyes. The storm had begun, and he battled to keep it under control. As he stammered for a response, he finally gave up and resorted to shaking his head. When his gaze shifted to me, the bond between us pulsed with fear and concern.

      “I’ll be fine, Roark,” I whispered. “If it was you missing, I wouldn’t be doing anything differently than I am now.”

      “This is ludicrous,” Draven was next to voice his complaint. “Old magic is dangerous, Samara. Why were you delving in it?”

      “Because I was desperate to find my friends. I knew something was wrong, and after hearing how Rose and Natasha are barely hanging on, it makes sense. I’m sorry if you don’t understand my reasoning, Draven, but life isn’t black and white. We can’t always follow the rules.”

      Nicholai approached us with cautious steps. “May I add something? You’re forgetting that Katarina is no longer a human. She’s a reaper. It’s her job to locate souls. Between her abilities and her connection to Slade, she should be able to find him on her own. I’m only entertaining this plan to go to the coven because I believe what you said, Samara.”

      Her brows folded as she asked, “Which part?”

      “You said that in the wrong hands, this book could be detrimental. It’s important that we collect the book and put it in a safe place.”

      “What about your boss?” Draven asked through clenched teeth. “I understand what it’s like to be fated to someone. Samara and I… You don’t know what it’s like to lose your soulmate. If something happens and Mathias breaks the bond between Katarina and her guardians, it will devastate them.”

      “No, Draven, I don’t know what it’s like to be someone’s soulmate.” Nicholai regarded Samara as he continued, “But I know what it’s like to be drawn to someone to the point they become your sole focus. Mathias won’t break the bond between them. I will make sure of it.”

      Draven scoffed at his response. “So we’re just supposed to take the word of a shade, someone who’s never been in love, a lowlife bottom-feeder sent straight from the pits of the underworld?”

      “Stop it, Draven,” Samara warned. She floated toward Nicholai and hovered between him and her boyfriend. “You’re being rude and that’s not like you. I know you’re upset that I’m gone and he’s helping me, but don’t be selfish about this. This isn’t about you and me. It’s about Slade. Does his life mean nothing to you?”

      “Of course it means something,” Draven snapped. “So does the bond he shares with Katarina. I know how painful it is when that bond is severed.”

      “Just because you can’t physically touch me doesn’t mean our bond is severed,” Samara assured him. “Fated love doesn’t end. It’s infinite.”

      She waited for him to acknowledge what she said. When he nodded, she focused on my guardians. “Are you guys going to fight this decision anymore?” When all three shook their heads, she moved toward me. “Then it’s settled. Katarina is going with us.”

      “Wait,” Jax announced. “What if we had someone on the inside who could help us?”

      “Like who?” Samara asked.

      “Emma Pierce. She said she was willing to assist us with whatever we needed.”

      “Hmm.” Samara tapped her translucent fingers against her lips as if she were contemplating the idea. “It’s possible she could help, though I do have to admit, I’m still leery about her.”

      “She’s not the terrible person you think she is, Samara,” Jax added. “I know you two had grown apart, but she didn’t want anything to happen to you. She lives with the regret of not being there for you when you needed her.”

      Samara drifted toward the window overlooking the sea. Her silence left me anxious. She just criticized Draven for his stubbornness. If she refused to accept Emma’s help, she’d be a hypocrite.

      After a solid minute passed, she turned to face us. “I’m okay with Emma assisting us, though I’m not sure how useful she’ll be.”

      “Well,” Jax said as he glanced at me and then the rest of our group. “She can let us know if anyone has moved into your room or if you’re belongings are still there. With a position on the Council of Peers, I’m sure she’s privy to information others aren’t.”

      “She could also let us know if there are any guards patrolling the dorm,” Draven suggested.

      “What?” Samara asked. “Since when did guards begin patrolling the dorms?”

      “My mother arranged it after rumors spread through the academy that you were murdered and that other witches had gone missing.” Draven cast his eyes down toward the ground. I sensed he was trying to hide his emotions. Even though he could see and speak to Samara, he’d never get over losing her.

      “It’s settled, I’ll call her now.” Quinn backed away from the circle we’d formed, he approached the fireplace. Fire flared around the logs smoldering inside. He stared into the flames as I sensed his energy shift. Was he using his element to help him communicate with Emma?

      The thought no sooner went through my mind than a holographic image appeared just two feet away from him. Once it completely formed, it was as if Emma was standing in the room with us.

      “Who summoned me?” She asked scanning the room. The instant she saw Samara, her eyes bulged and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh my goddess!”

      “Hi, Emma.”

      “Samara… Is it really you?”

      “It’s good to see you, Em.”

      Tears formed in the young witch's eyes. “I—I’m so sorry for what I said to you the last time we spoke. I never wanted anything to happen to you.”

      “Emma, stop.” Samara waved off her apology. “You were only warning me of the inevitable.”

      “What are you doing here?” Emma asked. “And why did one of your guardians summon me?”

      Samara’s eyes found mine as she studied me for a moment. I held my breath, hoping with everything in me that Emma would keep her word to help and go along with the plan we’d created. “We need your help, Emma, and what we’re going to ask you means you’ll be breaking the rules. Are you okay with that?”

      I remembered reading in Samara’s journal about Emma, how she was a top student in the academy who had control over her powers. She was also one of the most rule abiding witches in the coven. For her to agree to ignore the rules would mean going against everything she stood for. I didn’t expect her to accept a role in this plan. If she didn’t, I hoped like hell she wouldn’t rat on us to one of the elders—or worse—Rayna.

      When she sighed, I prepared for her refusal.

      “Count me in,” she said, much to my complete and utter disbelief. “Tell me what you need me to do.”
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      My heart slammed against my chest as I stood at the edge of the building adjacent to Samara’s old dorm building. A small group of students scrambled through the courtyard, rushing toward the backside of the estate. I assumed they were late for one of their classes. Samara had raced across campus at the same pace many times when she’d taken too long to get ready or lost track of time. Draven and Zander were normally the culprits responsible for her losing focus. I couldn’t help but wonder what caused these students to run behind.

      Peering over my shoulder, I observed my comrades standing as silent and still as I was. After we’d made the decision for the entire group to come along, I worried we would draw attention. Perhaps that would be the case if Nicholai hadn’t helped us. I wasn’t sure how I felt about the shade Mathias assigned to Katarina, but at least he had useful abilities. Hiding in the shadows was one of them. And luckily it didn’t apply to just himself. He was able to enshroud all of us.

      As the students’ voices faded, I glanced to the roof of the dorm. Roark perched himself on the peak, scanning the grounds. It was his favorite spot on campus because he could be alone while guarding Samara at the same time. Considering he was our lookout guy for this mission, it seemed the best place for him to sit and observe the estate. He would be able to see anyone entering the dorm from the outside and warn us if someone was coming, not that we expected anyone to come looking. My brothers and I were just being overly cautious.

      Draven parted ways with us after Katarina teleported everyone to our home in the Witch Realm. That was as close as she could get us without alerting the guards to our presence. Nicholai got us the rest of the way.

      Katarina grimaced as she checked her watch. “Emma’s ten minutes late. I hope she still plans to come.”

      Jax placed his hand on her shoulder and massaged it. “Relax, Kat. She’ll be here. She may have been detained by one of her friends. Let’s give her a few more minutes.”

      “What if she doesn’t show up?” Katarina continued.

      “Then we sneak up to the room on our own,” I answered.

      “Maybe I should teleport us in,” she suggested, but Samara shook her head.

      “We don’t know if the new student has arrived yet. If we teleport into the room while someone is there, we’re busted.”

      “So what?” Katarina grumbled. “Why can’t we just say we’re looking for your belongings? Jax or Quinn could say they want the picture you had on the desk of all of you.”

      I thought about the photo Katarina mentioned. My brothers and I had taken Samara to our home on the Stone Isles after her first term. She was stressed from the grueling magic classes she’d taken, and we were a little homesick. The day the photo was taken, Zander had come to visit us. He was the one who’d snapped the picture. I couldn’t deny that I’d like to have the photo to hang on the wall in our house.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” I confessed. “Why don’t we call it plan B.”

      Jax tapped his finger on his chin like he was debating on whether to agree. Samara opened her mouth to say something, probably to argue as usual, but when she glanced toward Nicholai, she pressed her lips together. When no one spoke against the idea, I assumed we were in agreement.

      Just as I scanned the dorm, I noticed someone walk onto the balcony of Samara’s room. After adjusting my eyes, I realized it was Emma. She glanced over the rail, toward the courtyard, most likely searching for us.

      “There’s Emma.” I pointed to the balcony. “She’s already in Samara’s room. Nicholai, she needs to see we’re here. Release me from the shadows.”

      With a snap of his fingers, the gray mist surrounding me disappeared, while still keeping the others hidden. I waved my hand to gain Emma’s attention, as well as Roark’s so he would know we would be going inside the building.

      As soon as Emma spotted me, she motioned to come inside. Good. That meant there were no guards around Samara’s old room. I wasn’t sure if she’d checked all the floors so we’d have to proceed with caution.

      Nicholai expanded the shadow until it covered me again. We made a mad dash across the courtyard, sticking close to the other building, until we reached the door. I took a quick peek inside to make sure no one was around. All I found was an empty hallway.

      One by one, we filed into the building as Nicholai and I led the way to the staircase. Katarina and Jax stayed in the middle, while Slade and Samara followed behind them. We wasted no time ascending the steps, until we made it to the top level.

      We crept down the hallway toward Samara’s room. I released the breath I’d been holding once we reached it. With everyone gathered around, I opened the door and waited for them to walk inside. After I pulled the door closed, Katarina gasped.

      I spun, expecting to find a guard waiting. Thankfully, Jax had already tucked Katarina behind him. Searching the room, I found Emma standing near the balcony doors. Only she wasn’t alone. Melynn stood beside her, and both were staring our way. What the hell was Emma doing with a council member?

      Fuck. We’d been set up.

      “Why is she here?” Samara, who’d remained by the door with Nicholai, floated up beside me. The instant Melynn saw her, she gaped.

      Great. We should have kept her hidden in the shadows with Nicholai. Now the council would know we had communication with Samara. I didn’t know how they’d handle the news and honestly, I didn’t want to find out.

      “Samara?” Melynn’s voice shook with uncertainty. “Am I imagining this, or are you really here?”

      “Oh, I’m here—at least in spirit. Isn’t the soul as real as it gets?”

      Melynn nodded. “It’s good to see you. I didn’t know something like this was even possible.” She shifted her gaze from Samara to Nicholai. “Are you some sort of necromancer?”

      “Don’t worry about who or what he is.” Samara drifted closer to Melynn, her hands fisted. Even if she tried to hit her elder, it wouldn’t do any harm. It was just evidence of the anger flowing through Samara. “He’s an ally of ours. That’s all you need to know. Now, answer my question. Why are you here?”

      “Did you set us up?” The words came barreling out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      “No,” Emma scoffed. “Believe it or not, Melynn is here to help.”

      “Yeah. Right.” Samara crossed her arms and glared at the two witches. “You bring the one council member who hates me. Why would you do that? Don’t you realize she’s going to run to Rayna and tell her everything?”

      “No,” Melynn shook her head. “I won’t say anything to anyone. I know you don’t believe me, Samara, but I swear by Aletheia, I’m telling the truth.”

      “How dare you swear by the great goddess of truth,” Samara snapped.

      Nicholai placed his hand at her back, and though she didn’t look at him, the aggression on her face disappeared.

      “Please give me a second to explain my past behavior,” Melynn begged.

      Samara huffed but nodded her head. “Fine, but make it quick. The longer we stay here, the greater chance we have of getting caught.”

      Melynn nodded. “I know you think I hate you, and as bad as this may sound, I’m glad you assume as much. If my actions convinced you, no one else would have questioned my intentions.”

      “Why would you want people to think you hated me?” Samara glared at the elder witch, but the desperation she felt came through in her voice, the way it cracked when she spoke.

      “I’ve known for a long time that someone was out to hurt you. When word got out that Sarah Haylan’s ancestor would be a part of our coven and studying at our academy, it caused a lot of excitement, and not all of it good.”

      Samara’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t understand.”

      “Most knew you would be the next chosen witch to hold the power, but your radical way of thinking preceded you. Then rumors began spreading amongst a few of the staff and elders. That if the ancestors did choose you, you would need to be removed from your position before others began to agree with your way of thinking. That’s when I decided to pretend to hate you so I could figure out what exactly they planned to do.”

      “So someone in this coven is behind what happened to Samara?” Jax asked the same question that I was thinking.

      Melynn shook her head. “No, I haven’t found out if anyone here is behind it, but I’ve been pursuing a few leads. Emma has been helping me. She’s been my eyes and ears around the school. I’m not sure if a student is behind these threats or if it’s an elder, but I knew students would talk to her if they had any information about what happened. Samara and Emma weren’t exactly the best of friends, so it would be easier to confide in her.”

      “I have a question,” Samara interjected. “Is there a link between the threat against me and the missing witches?”

      Both Emma and Melynn glanced at each other before they nodded. “We think so,” Emma answered. “We just don’t know why.”

      As I stood in silence, listening to the conversation, I questioned how deep this plot to kill Samara ran. “I assume that the council was opposed to Samara’s ideas as well. Right? It wasn’t just the staff and elders?”

      Nodding at me, Melynn wrung her hands together and stared in a daze. “Most of the council didn’t like the thought of lowering the veil, but there were some who considered the idea. Rayna was one of them.”

      “Are you serious?” Samara floated closer to Melynn and circled around her when the elder witch nodded. “If that’s true, she was as good a bullshitter as you, because she never let on that she agreed with me on anything I said or did.”

      “Rayna never spoke much about the situation, at least not willingly,” Melynn admitted. “Whenever someone brought up the subject and asked about her stance, she would always shrug and ask them how they felt. It’s like she was more interested in hearing what everyone else had to say. She only admitted her feelings to a couple of council members, and I happened to be one of them.”

      “This is...confusing.” Samara resumed her position beside Nicholai. He placed his arm around her and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

      “I realize this must be hard to process,” Emma said as she approached us with cautious steps. “Our last conversation didn’t end well, and you must have thought I had it out for you too.”

      Samara snorted. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “It was all for show. You and Rose, Natasha and I…we were inseparable at one time. After I joined the Council of Peers, the things I learned disturbed me, especially when I learned some of the first term witches had gone missing. I went to Melynn with my concerns. She’s been a friend of my family since I was a baby. I knew I could trust her.”

      Melynn nodded. “I’m the one who instructed Emma to put distance between herself and you. She wanted to protect you and your friends, and we felt this was the best way to do it.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve been on my side all this time.” Samara massaged her temples. She’d had a lot thrown at her these past few days and I was worried that it was all too much for her.

      “Well, I can’t say I agree about lowering the veil,” Melynn said, “but I love our coven and the students attending this academy. I would do anything to protect them, and that includes you too. I’m sorry I failed you.”

      I didn’t need the goddess of truth to know Melynn’s apology was sincere.

      Samara said, “It’s not your fault I was murdered, but I do appreciate your honesty. We can use allies in this realm. At this point, we’re not sure who to trust.”

      Melynn crept closer to Samara. “You can trust us. Whatever information we learn, I promise we’ll pass it along to you.”

      I had to admit, having a council member on our side would make it easier for us to spy on the council and stay one step ahead of them.

      “Thanks. We appreciate it,” Samara told her. She smiled at Melynn and Emma, then drifted back to her old bed. “I still need to grab my Book of Shadows. There’s a spell in it that I think will help us find my—I mean—Katarina’s missing guardian, Slade.”

      “I didn’t realize he was still missing,” Melynn replied.

      Her response puzzled me. She was on the council. Rayna had assured us that the council had been apprised of my brother’s disappearance and they were doing all they could to look for him. Even Draven had confirmed his mother had been taking part in the search.

      “The last time we spoke with Rayna, she told us the council knew about our brother,” I explained. “She swore she had people looking for him.”

      “I know that was the case after Samara’s burial, but no one discussed a search party in the last meeting. We have to vote on things of that nature, which is why I assumed he’d been found.”

      “That’s odd,” Samara mumbled as she hovered above the bed. “Maybe the guardian’s council asked her to let them handle the search?”

      “Or, someone might have misinformed her that he’d been found,” I added. If that were the case, who would have the authority to make that kind of declaration? Any news of Slade would have been relayed by my elders to the High Council.

      “Who knows with Rayna,” Jax grumbled. “As the high priestess, she has a responsibility to find her own missing witches. Maybe she didn’t want to waste resources looking for a guardian.”

      Samara turned to face us, as she twisted a strand of hair between her fingers. “In either case, we won’t need to worry about it if this spell works. Speaking of which, would you guys mind hanging back a little bit? I have to cast a spell to reveal my book, and the only person that can be close to me is Katarina, since my powers are now inside her. I have no idea what kind of reflux there will be now that it’s out of my control.”

      Emma and Melynn were the first to reach the balcony doors. Nicholai followed. Jax and I joined them, but for a moment, I thought I’d have to drag Jax away. His protectiveness over Katarina had increased since they began her combat training. Yet something else between them had changed. They were closer, and the bond I sensed between them pulsed twice as strong as the ones the rest of us shared with her.

      My thoughts crashed around me the instant one of the women yelped. When I glanced at them, Melynn had her mouth covered. Her eyes were twice their normal size as she stared at the balcony. The sound of flapping wings filled the air. It didn’t come from Jax. His were still tucked away. I shoved Emma and Melynn away from the balcony doors as one thought filled me with panic—dragon shifters. Rayna used them as guards, and they were here.
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      I glanced around the room to make sure everyone was out of sight. Kat ducked behind the chair, Samara and Nicholai had vanished and Jax flanked the other side of the balcony door. I couldn’t let the guards find all of us in here. They would ask questions that I wasn’t prepared to answer. I needed to buy Samara time so she could get the Book of Shadows.

      Untucking my wings, I approached the balcony ready to lead the dragon shifter away, when Roark landed in front of me. His wings flapped twice before he tucked them behind his back

      “What the hell, Roark?” I said. “You scared the shit out of me. I thought you were one of Rayna’s guards.”

      Roark glanced past me to Melynn and the expression on his face changed from confusion to anger. “What’s she doing here?”

      “It’s a long story, brother,” I answered. “Believe it or not, Melynn is an ally.”

      His steely eyes turned on me. “Ally? What the hell did I miss?”

      “I’ll explain later.”

      He glanced at Samara and Katarina as they worked together to break the spell hiding the Book of Shadows. Rubbing the back of his neck, he said, “We don’t have much time. I just spotted the guards on patrol. They entered the building a few seconds ago.”

      “Great,” Jax grumbled, just as a flash of white light blinded me. It was the magic reflux Samara had just warned us about. Whatever she cast, it took a lot of magic to create, which meant that energy had to return to its original source once the spell was broken.

      The way Katarina winced and held her stomach was an indication of how much energy she’d just absorbed. We all flinched when we felt her pain through our bond. We took a step forward in unison, but Samara and her threatening glare kept us from acting on our gut instincts.

      It took me a moment to realize why she didn’t want us to approach. The raw energy in the air could latch on to any of us. While it may not kill us, it sure as shit wouldn’t feel great.

      “Did it work?” I asked, keeping my distance. My question was answered when Katarina knelt on the floor and pulled the Book of Shadows out of a compartment under the bed.

      “Good,” Roark said. “Let’s get out of here before those guards find us.”

      Nicholai quickly crossed the room and reached for Samara’s hand. He motioned us closer and spoke in a voice so soft I had to strain to hear. “The shadowing abilities I used to get us inside the building, undetected, aren’t working. I can’t portal us out either.”

      “What do you mean?” I double checked that Katarina was surrounded by me and my brothers. If the shit was about to hit the fan, protecting her was our first priority.

      “There is some kind of protective ward over the building. I didn’t notice it when we were outside earlier. But now it’s not allowing me to access my shadow capabilities. I think they might have just activated it.”

      Great. We had guards in the building, most likely searching each floor for any signs of a threat. Now we couldn’t hide from them on our way out. It would make leaving tricky, but I had no doubt we could do this.

      “Samara, you need to leave now,” I ordered. “We can’t chance anyone seeing you. Do you think with Katarina’s help that you could spell the book out of here? I’m hoping the ward only applies to humans and not to ghosts and objects.”

      “I can try.” Samara released Nicholai’s hand and if I wasn’t mistaken, she was reluctant to let go. She then turned to Katarina and clasped her hand. Samara’s lips moved as she whispered the spell. The book disappeared just as Katarina flinched. This spell didn’t require old magic, so the reflux was minimal. With one last look at Nicholai, Samara was gone.

      My gaze settled on Emma and Melynn next. “The two of you should leave now too. If you’re caught with us, your cover is blown. The guards won’t be suspicious if they find you in the dorms. You could also be the perfect distraction.”

      “Jax, what are you doing?” Katarina asked.

      I glanced over my shoulder to find her cradled in my brother’s arms.

      “If walking out of this building is too much of a risk,” Jax said, “I’ll fly us away from here.”

      The instant Jax’s wings released from this back and spread wider, Roark stepped in front of him, motioning him to stop. “That’s not going to help either. Rayna’s dragon shifter guards have taken to the sky. If you fly out, you run the risk of being spotted. We need to leave the same way we came.”

      Jax appeared as if he wanted to argue but Nicholai interrupted, “My abilities will come back as soon as I’m away from the protective ward. I just don't know how much of the estate is under the spell.”

      “I have an idea,” Melynn spoke up. “Emma will still go ahead and clear a path for us. Then I can take you to a tunnel that leads from the coven and ends near the cemetery.”

      Here was another bonus to having Melynn on our side, and she had no idea that the piece of information she’d just revealed would help us twofold.

      “There’s a secret passage that leads away from the coven?” I asked the question I knew my brothers were thinking. When Melynn nodded, my gut churned.

      How could Rayna and the council keep a secret passage at the academy from us? As guardians, we were required to know all entry points so we could better protect Samara. It was their duty to tell us everything.

      This passage could have been leveraged by other supernaturals, including the one who’d murdered Samara. For all we knew, he could have been stalking her for weeks. Was this the reason the other witches had gone missing? How had Zander not sniffed this out during his search of the estate? This was a betrayal I wouldn’t forget or forgive.

      “I have to say I’m stunned by this news, Melynn.” I held my anger back, making my voice as steady as I could. “Regardless of the fact that I want to drill you and every council member with questions, we don’t have time. Just get us out of here.”

      “Follow me.” Melynn walked past us and went to the door. After peeking outside, she waved each of us into the hall.

      Emma gave Melynn a hug and whispered something in her ear before walking away. We went in the opposite direction and made our way to the back staircase, moving as quietly as possible. Just before we made it to the second floor, footsteps echoed below.

      Melynn held her hand up as she leaned over the railing, observing whoever had begun to ascend the staircase.

      We waited for at least a minute before she waved us forward again. I motioned everyone to go in front of me so I could bring up the rear. As we passed the second floor, a guard at the end of the hall stopped.

      I froze in place, my back pressed to the wall, waiting to see if he would come toward the stairs. If he did, I would be the only one he spotted. Everyone else had already made it down to the bottom floor.

      My heart slammed in my chest. Not out of fear for myself, but for Katarina. If Rayna found her, she would not allow her to leave again. We would have to break the pact the guardians had with the covens and that was to not engage unless necessary. If we challenged the high priestess, without proof that the coven was involved in the attempt on Katarina’s life, my brothers and I would be imprisoned. But if it meant Katarina was safe, it would be worth it.

      The guard began to walk my way, then turned when a familiar voice called out behind him. I released a relieved breath when I realized it was Emma. Whatever she said to the guard, it led him away from me. As soon as they were out of sight, I raced down the steps. The rest of the group waited for me near the first floor.

      Jax and Roark nodded at me, but it was the relief I saw on Katarina’s face that made my heart squeeze. So did the thrum of our bond. I felt the erratic pang of her worry, but the moment she saw me, it settled into a steady rhythm.

      “Okay,” Melynn spoke in a soft voice. “We have to exit the building and enter the staff quarters. It won’t take us long to get to the passage once we’re inside. Most of the professors are asleep except for those that teach the night classes, and they’re already gone.”

      “Good.” Roark’s voice hit that deep, serious tone he used when he was in guardian mode. “Let’s not waste any more time.”

      Jax motioned for Melynn to go, then he fell back to Katarina’s side, opposite Roark. Nicholai positioned himself in front of her, while I stayed at the back. I sensed her anxiety lessen now that we all surrounded her.

      As soon as we exited the building, we stuck to the shadows. They weren’t as good as the cover Nicholai could provide, but it was better than nothing. The building Melynn mentioned was only a hundred yards away. I scanned the other buildings, searching for more guards.

      We were less than twenty yards away from the door when Melynn whispered, “Let me go in first and make sure it’s clear.”

      Not a minute after the door closed behind her, a noise caught my attention. Something flapped in a slow but steady pace. I didn’t need to turn to know what was there, especially when three fireballs flew past my head. They crashed to the ground a few feet from the door.

      A wall of fire formed in front of us, blocking our escape. What the hell. The guards should only be ordered to detain us, not burn us alive.

      Two could play this game.

      The instant I spun around, I formed fire orbs in my hand and aimed them at Rayna’s dragon shifter guard. The fountain in the middle of the courtyard began to rise and swirl, a wall of water surging toward us as Roark activated his element. The ground beneath our feet began to tremble as Jax joined us. I used our bond to ensure Katarina was unharmed. Her adrenaline and anger pumped through the tether, and thankfully there was an absence of pain.

      Knowing she was safe for now, I focused on the dragon in front of me. He stood almost two stories high, with obsidian scales covering his body. Normally, I would be in awe over being in the presence of a dragon, right now, I just wanted to kick his ass.

      Under normal circumstances, attacking a realm guard would cause us to lose our roles as guardians. But the dragon shifter had engaged first and we had every right to protect our ward. Duty to her came above all else.

      Sweat trickled down my temple from the blast of heat at our backs. Roark flung out his arm, sending a wave of water crashing down on the flames. Was the guard trying to burn the campus down? He was risking the lives of the students and staff that he was supposed to be protecting.

      I rotated my hands, ready to release my fire if the dragon so much as twitched his mouth. I could feel Roark pulling the water back to him. I had no idea what other tricks Nicholai could do, but our odds were better with him on our side.

      “Stand down,” Rayna called as she approached us from across the courtyard with Draven by her side. The mage didn’t seem pleased to see us and I couldn’t blame him.

      I knew it would be only a matter of minutes before Rayna was alerted. I was tempted to aim my orbs at her. She needed to get her guards in check. Katarina could have been killed, and Samara’s powers would have gone with her. Unless that was her plan? Kill Katarina and steal the power for herself?

      With Melynn’s revelation about the council, elders and staff, I still no longer knew who to trust. I extinguished the flames in my hands, at the same time Roark guided the water back into the fountain. I noticed Draven’s body relax when he realized he wasn’t going to be caught in the middle of our fight.

      “Is this how you welcome us back, Rayna?” Jax asked. “I expected fireworks, not fireballs.”

      Rayna tipped her head back and glared at her dragon guard. “Meet me in my office after your shift. We will discuss your careless actions then.”

      The guard bowed his head, then flapped his wings until he disappeared over the building. Guards raced into the courtyard, just as students and staff started drifting out of the buildings to see what all of the commotion was.

      “Draven?” Rayna asked. “Will you please tell the guards that everything is fine and that they should escort the students and staff back to their rooms?”

      Draven tore his gaze from us and gave his mother a curt nod, before leaving to speak with the guards.

      Rayna studied each of us, her brows pinched with worry. “I hope none of you are injured. Please accept my apology for the actions of my guard. I take full responsibility for him.”

      I shifted a step so that Katarina was directly behind me. “We could have been killed. Why would your dragon unleash fire of that magnitude so close to the buildings? You’re lucky Roark put the flames out before they could do any damage.”

      “Many things have changed since you left. Between Samara’s death, the kidnappings, and the attempt on Miss West’s life, we needed to hire more guards to protect the staff and students. Tensions are high and Sebastian is young and new to his position. It seems his inexperience caused him to overreact.”

      “Then he should be pulled from duty until he’s had more training, or next time he might end up harming someone,” Roark growled.

      From the corner of my eye I could see his hands fisted at his side. I knew he was struggling to keep his anger in check. None of us wanted to hear her excuses.

      Rayna pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. It seemed like Roark had struck a nerve. “If the four of you hadn’t left with Katarina, I wouldn’t have been forced to hire inexperienced guards.”

      “You know why we had to leave,” I reminded her. “Someone, whether in your coven or not, threw Katarina off the balcony. It is your responsibility to figure out who did it. Have you made any progress on what’s going on around here?”

      “I’ve been in constant contact with the high council. Whoever is responsible, has done well to cover their tracks. That’s why we have wards in place to prevent anyone from portaling in or out of the campus.”

      That was interesting. If the wards had been in place, how had Nicholai been able to use his powers to get us through unseen? If my guess was right, I’d say Draven had found a way to bring them down until we entered the dorms. Something must have happened that he wasn’t able to keep them down.

      “Since you have nothing new to tell us, we need to resume the search for our brother,” Jax said.

      Rayna turned her attention to Katarina. “I think Miss West should remain at the academy. She will be safer here under our protection.”

      Katarina stepped up next to me, her shoulder brushing mine. I wanted to press her behind me. I worried that if she got too close to Rayna, Rayna would find a way to steal her from us. But the courage Katarina had shown earlier when we were facing down a dragon had me waiting to see what she would do.

      “I appreciate your offer,” Katarina said, “but I’m the only one with the ability to locate Slade. If you have nothing else to add, we really need to be going.”

      Rayna’s lips formed a patronizing smile. “Miss West, I know you feel that with Samara’s powers, you are capable of a great many things, but in the end, you are still only human. What can you possibly do to help?”

      “That’s just it, I’m no longer human.”

      Rayna chuckled as she glanced at my brothers and me. Her finger jabbed in Katarina’s direction. “What is she talking about? Does she not realize that holding magic inside of her does not make her a witch? None of that matters anyway. As long as she has Samara’s powers residing inside of her, I must insist that she remain here.”

      At this point, Nicholai stepped forward. “Katarina’s not a witch. She’s a reaper.”

      Rayna’s furrowed brow and gaping mouth were priceless. “I…I don’t understand how this happened. Miss West, you can’t leave. We have no idea how this will affect Samara’s powers.”

      Jax took a step forward. “Katarina is the one who sealed the tear in the veil. She did that using Samara’s magic. She’s learning to control it and she has me to guide her.”

      Rayna opened her mouth to argue, when Nicholai interrupted her. “We’ve already established that Katarina is not safe here. Not even from your own guards. She will remain under the protection of her guardians. If you wish to challenge that, then I suggest you address your concerns with Mathias Shade.”

      “The prince of the underworld? Why would he want to protect Miss West?” Rayna asked, and for the first time, she actually looked afraid.

      Katarina’s lips curved up into a smile. “Because he’s my uncle.”

      Rayna’s head snapped toward Katarina as she twisted her hands in front of her. “But–”

      “You will release the wards now so that we may leave,” Nicholai ordered. His voice took on the tone of the commander of the underworld.

      Whatever fear Rayna had over Mathias being involved was now gone as she glared at Nicholai. She’d lost her chance to keep Katarina and she was pissed.

      Rayna bowed her head and exhaled. At first I thought she was going to disobey, and my fire began to warm my palms. I felt my brothers shift their position next to me, their bodies tense and waiting. From the corner of my eye, I saw Katarina’s fingers press against the knife strapped to her thigh.

      Finally, Rayna lifted her head and her gaze swept over all of us. Then she whispered the words to bring down the ward. There was a slight shift in the energy when the spell was done. As soon as the magic dissipated, Nicholai opened a portal. Roark placed his hand at the small of Katarina’s back and guided her through.

      Once Jax and Nicholai had followed, I said to Rayna, “If you ever want Katarina to come back here, you will find out who is responsible for Samara’s death and the kidnappings.”

      I didn’t give Rayna a chance to respond as I crossed through the portal. There was nothing left to discuss. It was time to find my brother.
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        ~Katarina~

      

      

      I gripped the Book of Shadows in my hands and growled in frustration. Despite staring at the location spell Samara and Jax showed me an hour ago, I still didn’t understand half of the words I read. Forget trying to speak them. I’d butcher each one and summon a demon instead. How the hell was I supposed to help Samara cast this spell?

      Katarina, are you all right?

      I blew out a deep breath and focused on Slade’s voice. Did he sound the same in person? Because if so, I’d be in trouble. The husky tone made my knees weak.

      I’m fine, Slade, just a little frustrated.

      Gritty laughter filled my mind. He was in good spirits. At least I hoped that was the case. I sensed him trying to hide the pain he suffered from his beatings. No matter how hard he tried to block me, he didn’t have enough energy to succeed, but I did notice a change in our connection. The rhythm was quicker—stronger.

      You’re wasting valuable energy trying to hide something I sense. You’re hurt, Slade. What did they do to you this time?

      Nothing I can’t handle, Katarina. Don’t worry. Since you came to me, I feel stronger.

      His answer made my heart flutter. Perhaps our connection was giving him the strength he needed to hold on. Even if that wasn’t the case, my hope of finding him doubled.

      Tell me what’s wrong, my guardian angel.

      Damn. He was killing me with that sexy voice and those endearing sentiments. I couldn’t wait to meet him. Would he resist the bond between us like Roark and Quinn had, or would he accept it like Jax? We would have plenty of time to figure that out later. I just needed a crash course in spellcasting. Then I could bring him home, safe and sound.

      Until he returned, this restlessness in my soul wouldn’t ease. This was no longer about finding a way to rid myself of Samara’s powers. This was about reuniting a band of brothers and uniting with my last guardian. It was about connecting the bond we shared, one I prayed would make me whole. Right now, I felt as shattered as my missing guardian.

      I’m reading over this spell Samara says will help us locate you. It’s in Latin, and I’m struggling. Grrr. Why did I have to take Spanish in college? If I don’t figure out how to pronounce these words, I’m afraid I’ll conjure something dark and evil. What if I screw up everything?

      I heard him chuckle again. “Relax, beautiful. I have faith in you.”

      Good thing someone did because I sure as hell—

      I sprang up as a round of knocks rattled my door. My connection with Slade broke before I could ask him to wait. Disappointment filled me at the thought of something else happening to him.

      Frustrated even more than before, I slid the book across the bed and glared at the door. Whoever stood on the other side better have a damn good reason for the interruption.

      After we’d arrived back at the house on the Stone Isles, I’d lost track of which guardian stood guard outside my door. Soft murmurs drifted into the room from two distinct voices. For whatever reason, Quinn and Roark wanted to talk.

      “Come in,” I called out, then shimmied to the edge of the bed. The door hinge creaked as it opened. I cringed. That sound sent a chill up my spine every time I heard it. They really needed to get that fixed.

      “Are you busy?” Quinn asked as he poked his head around the door.

      “Not anymore.” I pressed my lips together, regretting my sarcastic tone. I had no reason to be upset with him. As fast as I’d lost my connection to Slade, I wasn’t sure if the disruption had caused it. “Why?” I asked, softening my voice. “Do you need something?”

      “Not exactly.” When he didn’t move, I waved him inside.

      In four long strides, he stood by my bed, just a foot away from me. Roark replaced his spot in the doorway. He remained there until I motioned him to join us too.

      Once both were standing in front of me, they folded their hands behind their backs and took on a rigid stance. “Why do you guys look like something’s wrong?”

      They glanced at each other long enough that I noticed Quinn frown at Roark and motion his head toward me. Roark followed his cue and met my eyes. “You, uh, didn’t come down to dinner. We were worried something was wrong.”

      “I’m fine, guys.”

      Roark looked in Quinn’s direction and was greeted with a set of pinched brows. He sighed a second later and rubbed his face with his hand. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I was just in the middle of a conversation with Slade before you knocked. Something caused us to lose our connection. Now I’m worried.”

      “How is he doing?” Roark asked.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I sense the pain he’s endured, but he told me he’s gotten stronger since we’ve been able to communicate.”

      “If Slade says he’s getting stronger, believe it,” Quinn interjected. “He wouldn't lie to you. Besides, you should be able to sense it in the bond you share with him.”

      Though the link between Slade and me still pulsed slower than the one I shared with his brothers, I could tell it had grown stronger. It had to be a positive sign.

      “Is anything else bothering you, Katarina?” Roark tilted his head to the side and studied me when I looked at him.

      “No…I mean, yes.” I pointed to the Book of Shadows. “I’ve spent the last hour studying the locator spell. My Latin sucks and I’m struggling to pronounce these words. I’m terrified that I’ll say something wrong and screw up the spell.”

      “You worry too much, lass.” Roark’s Scottish accent slipped through. I loved hearing it and wished he used it more often. Still, his response agitated me.

      “You’re one to talk. Aren’t you guys here right now because you’re worried about me?”

      Roark stammered for a retort but couldn’t muster anything coherent.

      “You’re right, Katarina,” Quinn admitted. “We shouldn’t expect you to not worry when we can't do it ourselves. The thing is, we can help you learn Latin. Our concerns stem more for your safety.”

      Great. The old ‘your safety comes first’ speech I loathed so much. If this was where the conversation was headed, I didn’t want to be a part of it.

      “I know, I know.” I rolled my eyes. “You guys have to put my safety first.”

      “It’s not just that,” Quinn continued. “We’re concerned about your mental state.”

      I jerked my head back and narrowed my eyes. “My mental state?”

      Raking his hand through his hair, Quinn glanced toward the ground. “I didn’t mean that to sound as terrible as it did. It’s not like we think you’re losing your mind. We’re just…”

      When he struggled to finish his sentence, he peered at Roark and shook his head. For whatever reason, it seemed as if Quinn wanted his brother to do all the talking. This was so unlike him. I didn’t understand what was going on.

      Roark cleared his throat and met my eyes. “What my brother means is that we’re worried about you, holed up in this room, alone. When you didn’t come down for dinner, we assumed it was because you’re avoiding us.”

      “Why would I avoid either of you?”

      “Because we keep screwing everything up.” Roark slumped his shoulders and hung his head at his admission. “And if we do it again, your uncle will break our bond.”

      My face burned at the thought of where this conversation might lead. I didn’t think either of them would discuss this situation with me this soon, and I sure didn’t think it would happen at the same time. Even so, it was long overdue.

      “Uncle Mathias is looking out for me because he wants me safe. He loves me and he’s invested in my future by making me a reaper.”

      “It’s more than your uncle,” Roark added as he retreated two steps from the bed and pivoted toward the window. He ambled across the room and leaned his head against a pane of glass. “Your grandmother’s words weigh on us too.”

      With his back to me, I couldn’t see the expression on his face, but our bond vibrated with many emotions. Fear. Anger. Regret. Hope. They all spun inside his soul, leaving him conflicted and uncertain.

      So what if he was a hot mess? He was mine. I wanted him to let down his guard. Quinn too. This conversation left me wondering if they were finally ready.

      “Whatever is bothering you guys, we need to talk about it. That’s what my uncle wants. It’s why he made the threat.”

      “We know, Katarina,” Roark confessed as he continued to stare out the window. “Quinn and I discussed the conversation we had at your uncle’s office and your grandmother’s house.”

      “Your grandmother’s house in particular,” Quinn clarified. He regarded me briefly before refocusing on his brother.

      Roark’s broad chest rose and fell with each breath he took. I sensed the battle inside him, the way his energy twisted, tossing his heart about like a ship on an angry sea. He feared telling me his thoughts almost as much as he feared my reaction to them. I wasn’t sure how to convince him to trust me.

      “Please say something, Roark. Whatever is troubling you, I want to help. Just say what’s on your mind.”

      “I don’t know what to think, Katarina. I keep replaying your Nona’s words in my head. As much as I want to believe what she said…” His voice trailed off. The muscles in his back rippled under his shirt when he gripped the windowsill. “She… I… Do you believe what she told us?”

      “Which part?” I had an idea what had them so flustered, but I needed to hear them admit it on their own.

      Stormy eyes met mine when Roark answered. “I’m referring to all of it. The part about us being fated, that we need to be connected to you, and if we keep pushing you away, we’ll destroy our bond.”

      I couldn’t deny how much I’d struggled to believe some of what Nona had told us, even though I shouldn’t. The woman’s intuition was impeccable. I’d never known a time when she predicted something and it didn’t come true.

      Perhaps that’s why I had a hard time accepting the things she’d told them the day I brought them to meet her. I wanted it to be true, yet a part of me didn’t think I’d be lucky enough to find love, especially with three—hopefully four—men at the same time.

      “Nona said I needed someone to calm the storm inside me.” Roark’s voice wavered as he spoke. “She thinks if I open up to you, you’ll be able to balance my emotions.”

      I nodded, remembering my grandmother’s words. “Do you agree with her?”

      Roark closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. Then, he nodded. My pulse thrummed at his response. Was he finally ready to accept that we are fated to be together?

      Turning my attention to Quinn, I raised an inquisitive brow. “What about you? Nona said your fire would match the one inside me. She thinks you’re what I need to reignite the passion inside my soul. Do you feel the same?”

      Even though he wouldn’t meet my gaze, Quinn nodded. “You know I do. Deep down, you know everything without us saying a word. Our bond connects us that much, and it’s ten times stronger than the connection we shared with Samara.”

      “I can’t comment on the closeness of your bond with Samara,” I said, “but I know what I feel when I’m around you. We’re connected heart and soul. Whenever one of you resists me, it feels like you’re ripping me apart.”

      Both flinched at my words, but Quinn was the one who reached for me. When he took my hand in his, he gazed into my eyes. “I’m sorry, Katarina. I’d never do anything to intentionally hurt you. Neither of us would. I hope you realize that.”

      “Then quit fighting what you feel for me. It’s the only way we’ll resolve this.”

      “Is that what Jax did?” Roark asked. “I’ve noticed how close you two have become since you began training together. Your bond with him pulses stronger than Quinn’s or mine.”

      “Jax has never resisted me as much as the two of you. I think that our first kiss may have had something to do with that, but yes, he quit denying what was between us. Our bond is stronger because he trusts me. We’ve even been practicing balancing his dark magic. When I’m around, he’s able to rein it in.”

      “Say what?” Quinn’s body tensed. His eyes locked on mine as I noticed his brows furrow.

      “Katarina, you did this alone?” Roark growled.

      Quinn threw up his hands. “Do you have any clue how much danger you put yourself in? Look how he lost control when we were at the veil. If Roark and I weren’t there to assist, he could have destroyed you.”

      “That time was different. When my magic got out of control, it had already drained me. When we practice, we keep it controlled. The bond we share is powerful. My Nona confirmed that I’m the one meant to balance and ground him. Did you forget that I was the one who dragged him back from the darkness in the bar? Isn’t that proof enough?”

      “I don’t like the fact that you did this on your own,” Roark confessed in a soothing voice, much to my surprise, “but I’m not going to lecture you about it. I made that mistake with Samara. It’s where I went wrong.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      He closed the space between us and rubbed the back of his neck. “I spent my time and energy arguing with her instead of actually listening. If I’d been more understanding and accepting…”

      When he couldn’t finish, I released Quinn’s hand and reached for Roark’s. The instant we touched, the lights in the house flickered. As soon as he eased his hand away, they returned to normal.

      “Whoa. Did you feel that?” Roark asked.

      When I nodded, he looked at my hand and then his own. It was the tangent energy I heard Nicholai mention when he referred to his ability to touch Samara.

      Roark’s lips curled as he studied me and then his brother. A second later, his smile faded. When I glanced at Quinn, he didn’t appear as happy as we were about what just happened.

      Quinn said, “I, uh…I need some air.”

      “What?” Roark’s voice rose as he squinted at his brother. “You can’t leave now.”

      “Watch me,” Quinn retorted, not once looking back.

      I didn’t know whether to be angry or upset that he’d decided to leave the conversation. It wasn’t until I tuned into his energy that I sensed a pang of jealousy. Yet, there was no hostility toward his brother. If anything, he felt defeated.

      Defeated by what, I didn’t know, but I’d find out soon enough. Right now, I needed to finish my conversation with Roark. He was the one who’d resisted our connection from day one. For him to remain in the room, willing to talk, spoke volumes.

      “So, you’re really not going to lecture me about helping Jax control his dark magic?” I asked.

      “I hope that next time, you’ll wait until Quinn or I can be there.” He stretched a shaky hand toward my face and cupped my cheek. “What if something had gone wrong?”

      “It didn’t.” I covered his hand with mine and focused on our bond, the way it wavered from need and desire to fear and resistance. After the progress we’d made in the last few minutes, I worried it would come to an abrupt stop. Just the thought of it made my heart thump harder.

      Roark noticed. His eyes followed his hand as he pressed it to the left side of my chest. “Your heart is racing, just like it was the day we kissed in Samara’s room.”

      “It’s because of you,” I confessed. “Whenever you’re near, it’s like an invisible thread is wrapped around my waist, reeling me toward you. You resisted our bond for so long, but now… I’m just happy you’re willing to talk about us.”

      Holding my face in his hands, he stepped closer, closing the small gap that remained between us. “I’ve made too many mistakes when it comes to you. After losing Samara, I feared I would be distracted by my feelings for you, so I resisted you as much as I could. It’s made matters worse. The truth is, from the moment I carried you into our house in the Witch Realm, I’ve been unable to think about anything else. You hold a power over me, Katarina. One that I can’t explain.”

      I couldn’t hold back my tears. They burst from my eyes, leaving a warm, wet trail over my cheeks. Hearing him say these words was like a dream come true. I prayed I wouldn’t wake and learn this wasn’t real.

      Roark swiped my tears with his thumbs and leaned his face closer to mine. “Please don’t cry. Every tear you shed is just a reminder of what a fool I’ve been. It kills me to know how much I’ve hurt you with my callous attitude.”

      I shook my head. “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not.” When his eyes lowered and his grip on my face eased, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him to my lips. I feared he would push me away and reform the wall between us. Instead, he gripped the back of my head and slid his tongue inside my mouth.

      My energy zinged in response as goosebumps cascaded over my skin. Roark only pulled away long enough to gauge my emotions. I saw the way his eyes scanned my face and body, as if he were searching for a sign of my resistance. He didn’t need to bother looking. Right now, he was giving me everything I wanted.

      Nipping my bottom lip, he swept his mouth down my neck, to the sensitive spot below my ear. As soon as he bit the skin there, my body shuddered. I couldn’t stop the moan leaving my mouth, and I sensed his energy responding to it.

      For the longest time Roark stared at me. I couldn’t get enough of his blue eyes. The storm that always brewed there was absent. Now they were full of wonder, anticipation, and devotion. The wall between us had finally collapsed.

      My fingers swept across his abdomen before dipping into the waistband of his jeans. When I brushed the head of his cock, he sucked in a breath. He was already hard and ready for me.

      Wasting no time, he tore off his shirt and shucked his pants, then gripped my hips and lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his waist, waiting for him to lay me on the bed. Instead of a soft mattress, the wall met my back.

      I pressed my mouth to his, seeking out his tongue as he tugged at my clothes. The fabric ripped, and buttons popped loose. I heard them hit the floor, but didn’t care. All that mattered was Roark stripping me down, removing every piece of clothing I wore. He was like a feral beast, ready to shred anything that got between him and my skin.

      When I slid up the wall and gripped his upper arms, I felt his muscles flex. His shaft throbbed against my clit and I whimpered. Roark smiled at the sound before he leaned his forehead against mine. With his hands on my ass, he thrust himself inside me.

      I cried out, the pleasure too much to contain. Every inch of my body felt like it was on fire. Just one touch from his hand, and I came alive. I rolled my hips when he thrust again, and this time, he sank to my core.

      The more I writhed against him, the harder he gripped my ass. The friction brought me even closer to release. The fire inside me consumed every rational thought. All I wanted was to satisfy the ache inside me, the one that had been building since the day we met.

      Roark moaned against my lips. He worked his hips back and forth, pulling out to the tip before driving his cock deep. The sweet sensation I craved began to build between my legs, stirring my soul. The bond between us pulled tighter. The harder he pumped his hips, the stronger it pulsed.

      He buried his face against my neck and lifted my legs higher. My body folded between his and the wall, and every time he plunged his cock inside of me, I thought I’d lose control.

      “Roark…” I cried his name. “I’m almost there.”

      He growled in response and accentuated his movements. Each time our bodies collided, the pressure inside me heightened. I arched my back, trying to get closer, to build the friction over the mound at my apex.

      My muscles locked, and I clung to Roark. My body racked as wave after wave of the most divine pleasure spiraled through me. I cried out as my body trembled in his arms.

      Roark showered my face with tender kisses as his grip on my bottom tightened. He pumped his hips a few more times before his body jerked. He locked eyes with me as he released his seed inside me.

      The bond between us thrummed in a strong, steady rhythm. Our connection was flooded with his emotions. Every doubt I had about his feelings for me disappeared. Roark kissed my forehead, my eyelids, even my nose, then he brushed his lips over mine once more.

      The wall disappeared from my back as he carried me across the room and lowered me to the bed. He scooted me to the middle and remained between my legs.

      When I lifted a brow at him, he smirked. “This is far from over.”

      With one quick thrust, he filled me again. I tossed my head against the mattress and fell into a haze of desire. The wait had been worth it. Our bond was finally completed.

      I dug my heels into his ass and pulled him deeper. Then I submitted to my gargoyle, letting him love me like only he could. I dared anyone to come between us now.
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        ~Katarina~

      

      

      Uncle Mathias’s intense gaze had me fidgeting with the hem of my shirt as I sat between Jax and Roark on the sofa in the den. The fact that he’d made a special trip to the Stone Isles to meet with us was an indication of how serious our impending conversation must be. Still, the way he studied the two guardians flanking my sides, worried me. Did he somehow sense that things had changed between us? That should be a good thing, right?

      I wished I could say things were better for all of us, Quinn included. I felt like he had been keeping his distance from me this morning. Or maybe it was my own insecurities making me paranoid. I still didn’t know what happened last night that had caused him to storm out of the room, and when I tried to ask him this morning, he’d avoided my question.

      The rest of the day had passed in a blur. My combat training with Jax began after breakfast, followed by my lesson with Nicholai. I rushed my way through lunch so Samara and I could discuss the location spell.

      My Latin was still shaky and I worried that even if I did pronounce it correctly, I would say it in the wrong order or leave a word out. I even joked that maybe I would need a cheat sheet just in case.

      Realistically, I needed to get a better handle on my reaper powers, so I could use them to track Slade’s soul through our bond.

      By late afternoon, I’d received my uncle’s message, alerting me to his arrival. Roark, Jax and Nicholai had been waiting in the den when I entered. Quinn followed right after me.

      Even being in the same room with Quinn now, every time I looked at him, he averted his gaze. I’d thought we were making progress last night, and now it felt like we’d grown even farther apart.

      Uncle Mathias’s scrutiny shifted to Quinn. He stood by the window, looking toward the horizon. Wasn’t Quinn even the slightest bit worried about why my uncle was here? I could barely swallow the lump in my throat. Jax and Roark must have sensed my anxiety through our bond. Jax rested his hand on my knee and Roark threaded his fingers with mine, causing some of the tension in my shoulders to ease.

      An exaggerated sigh drew my attention back to my uncle. He drummed his fingers over the arm of the chair. “I can list several things I’d like to address in this conversation, but I simply don’t have time. Let’s stick to what’s imperative.”

      “What’s going on, Uncle Mathias?”

      “My reapers and shades have been actively searching all of the realms, including the human one, for the missing witches and your guardian. Have there been any reports of missing shifters lately? I know that you said there was a wolf shifter who was helping you?”

      Roark glanced at Jax and shrugged a shoulder. “I haven’t heard anything from Zander, have you?”

      Jax stared off into the distance for a moment, then shook his head. “No. But that doesn’t mean anything. There are factions of shifters that choose to live outside the pack. I could have Zander send scouts out to check on them.”

      “Uncle Mathias, please don’t tell me there are missing shifters connected to Slade, Rose, and Natasha. That would mean that whoever is behind this didn’t want just Samara; they’re targeting all supernaturals.”

      My uncle dropped his foot to the floor and leaned forward, his hands clasped between his knees. “I wish that I could say no, but it’s starting to look like that might be the case.”

      “What’s happened to make you think this?” Quinn finally joined the group. So he had been listening all along.

      Roark and I finally made peace, but now Quinn had taken his place as the brooding guardian. Awesome.

      “One of my reapers had just collected a soul at the northeastern perimeter of the faerie realm. He was heading back to the underworld when he thought he felt the pull of a dying soul. But when he stopped, the sensation was gone. He was about to leave again, when something made him go back the way he came. As he retraced his steps, he felt the pull again. When he stopped, it was once again gone. He went back one step at a time until he felt the soul. He couldn’t figure out why it was concentrated in that one spot.”

      “We all know that unexplainable things happen in the faerie realm. Was it possible that the sprites were up to their tricks again?” Jax asked.

      How had the topic of faeries not come up until now? I had been obsessed with faeries growing up and I was dying to know if they resembled the pictures in storybooks. I had so many questions that would have to wait until all of this was over.

      My uncle shook his head, his lips pressed into a thin line. “My reaper thought the same thing until he remembered another reaper talking about a phantom soul that had called to him. He’d spent an hour trying to find the body it was attached to with no luck. He’d felt it on the northwestern shore of the Paltin Sea.”

      “That borders the faerie realm,” Quinn said as he grabbed what looked like a tablet off the bookshelf. He swiped his hand and pulled up a holographic map. None of the landscapes looked familiar to me. Next on my list of study topics was the geography of the supernatural realms. How was I ever going to learn all of this?

      Jax squeezed my knee. He must have sensed my distress through our bond. “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you how to pull up a smaller map. It’ll be similar to the maps you use on your phone.”

      I rested my hand over his, then addressed my uncle. “So, what does it mean that they both felt this phantom soul?”

      “It means someone is keeping souls from moving to the underworld,” Nicholai said. His body was so tense that his shadows flickered around him. “You saw what can happen to a soul when it’s trapped in a body that has lost its life. It turns into those creatures that attacked you outside of your uncle’s club. It’s forbidden, and whoever is responsible will be imprisoned in Tartarus for eternity.”

      I sucked in a breath as the realization slammed into me like a freight train. “Do you think you found where they are holding Slade and the girls?”

      My uncle smiled and gave a slight nod. “There is no other reason for a reaper to feel the call of a soul and not find it. It’s too much of a coincidence to ignore.”

      “There,” Quinn shouted as he pointed to a spot on the map. “Do you see that?”

      We all stood from our seats and gathered around the map. I had no idea what I was supposed to be looking at. Quinn’s finger traced a circle on the map.

      He glanced at me, the light in his eyes made my pulse quicken. Whatever happened between us earlier was forgotten. His excitement over what he’d found spilled through our bond. “This image is similar to the satellites in the human realm. The High Council has been working on a way to keep the feed live, without requiring an extreme amount of energy. Until then, we have to rely on these snapshots. This is one of the resources the guardian council has been using to locate Slade. I can’t believe we missed this.”

      “There’s a blur, right on the border.” My uncle leaned in toward the spot that Quinn had circled. “Son of a bitch. How has no one noticed that before?”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “It means there is a ward in place that can conceal what appears to be the size of New York City.” Jax replied. “It would take very powerful magic to do that.”

      “Who has that kind of power?” I asked.

      Jax crossed his arms over his chest as he continued to study the map. “Possibly a dark mage, but I’ve never heard of one harnessing that type of power. There have been rumors of mages practicing dark magic in secret. It would make sense that this could be their compound. They could be fueling the ward as a group or using an object to harness the power.”

      “Then we need to tell the council. They can send help,” I said. Rayna would be relieved that we solved the problem for her, since she had zero leads finding Slade and the girls.

      “We can’t tell anyone outside of our group.” Roark glanced at each of us. “We still don’t know who else is involved. If we tell the wrong person, we may lose our only shot at finding Slade and the girls. If shifters are missing too, who knows how many supernaturals they are holding prisoner?”

      All of my hope for rescuing them vanished. My shoulders slumped in defeat. “So how are we supposed to go up against mages using dark magic?”

      “Well, it’s a good thing that you have a god on your side,” my uncle said.

      I stepped around Roark and wrapped my arms around my uncle. He’d already done so much for me. I needed to find a way to repay him. Leaning back, I asked, “You’re really going to help us?”

      “Even if you weren’t involved in this, I can’t ignore the fact that someone is keeping my souls from crossing over.  I need to go back to the underworld and alert my father as to what is going on. Then I’ll grab some reinforcements and meet you at the northeastern border of faerie at dusk tomorrow night. Nicholai will keep you concealed until I get there.”

      My uncle bent and pressed a kiss to my forehead. I still couldn’t believe that his father was Hades and that one day soon I would meet him. I gave him one last squeeze before he walked off to say goodbye to my guardians and Nicholai.

      I hated that we had to wait even a minute longer to rescue Slade, but it was better than going in there unprepared and getting captured or killed. I wouldn’t let my impatience jeopardize anyone else’s life.

      While everyone was finalizing the details, I curled up in the chair my uncle had vacated. I needed to let Slade know we were coming. I bit my lip as I attempted to contain my excitement. This time tomorrow, my soul would be complete. I would finally be able to hold Slade in my arms.

      Slade?

      I pressed my fist to my lips as I waited to hear his voice. What if they were torturing him, right now? What if he accidentally opened the connection and I heard and felt everything they were doing to him? The pain to myself I could handle. The pain inflicted on him would be my undoing.

      Why wasn’t he answering? I tuned in to our bond, searching for any sign that something could be wrong. I knew it was pointless to look. He would never allow me to know when he was hurt. Even while weak and in pain, he still tried to protect me and yet he had no idea that he was my guardian.

      Anxiety sank its claws into me. My chest felt so tight that I could barely suck in a breath. What would he do when he found out I’d lied to him? He thought I was one of the ancestors helping Samara and that I was his guardian angel. I hoped he’d understand why I couldn’t tell him about Samara.

      Katarina?

      Some of the tension in my chest eased at the sound of his voice. But the fear of not gaining his forgiveness still gripped me.

      I have good news. We think we know where you are.

      I waited for Slade to respond. Great. My emotions were such a wreck, I couldn’t hold onto the connection. I hoped he at least heard me say we were coming.

      Katarina, how can you be sure?

      I closed my eyes, thankful that he was still with me. I just needed to keep the connection open long enough for him to answer my question.

      Are there shifters there? Or just Rose and Natasha?

      If there were shifters, then that would be all of the confirmation we needed. Not that it mattered. We were going regardless, but Zander deserved to know if some of his people had been captured.

      Yes. But I don’t know how many are left. I think they might be killing them.

      His voice sounded so despondent. I couldn’t imagine how helpless he must feel to be a guardian and not be able to help the other prisoners. If they were killing the shifters, that would explain the trapped souls. It also meant they weren’t above killing their prisoners. So we only had one shot at getting them all out alive.

      Everyone will be there at dusk tomorrow.

      Katarina, please tell my brothers to be careful.

      There was silence again. I could tell through our bond that he was in pain, but it wasn’t physical. He finally spoke and his voice was softer than before.

      I don’t know if this will be the last time that I’ll be able to talk to you. Once I’m out of here, Samara won’t need you to communicate with me anymore. I just want to say thank you for giving me hope and erasing the darkness around my soul.

      My vision blurred as tears flooded my eyes. He thought we would never see each other again, that I was a spirit here on a temporary assignment. And I could say nothing to ease his sorrow. I needed to break the connection before I told him the truth.

      Umm...I have to go consult with Samara and your brothers to help them prepare for tomorrow. Good luck, Slade.

      Severing the connection, I didn’t even wait for his response. Quinn glanced at me over Roark’s shoulder and I quickly swiped the tears off my cheeks.

      He strode over to me and knelt in front of my chair. “What’s wrong? Are you worried about tomorrow?”

      I shook my head and glanced at my hands clutched in my lap. “Not in the way you think. I’m worried that once Slade finds out I deceived him about Samara dying, that he won’t forgive me.”

      Quinn tipped my chin up until my gaze met his. “Slade is the most level-headed of all of us. I promise you, he will forgive you. You are the core of our bond. You are the one who brought him back to us when we thought he was dead. You have nothing to worry about, love.”

      His endearment had the tears flowing again. Would the rest of my life be like riding an emotional rollercoaster? Quinn and I needed to fix whatever happened between us, now.

      “What happened last night, Quinn? We’re putting our lives at risk tomorrow, and I can’t have this rift between us. We need our bond to be secure.”

      Quinn closed his eyes and sighed. When he opened them, my heart pinched at the sorrow in his gaze. “Katarina, everything between us is fine. My feelings for you haven’t changed. It’s just that you have this connection with all of my brothers…”

      Now it was my turn to cup his cheek. “And you think that I don’t have a connection with you?”

      He didn’t need to respond. The doubt rushing through our bond confirmed it. I pushed back at his doubt with love and desire as my hands slid down his biceps. Leaning in, I pressed my lips to his. His muscles tensed under my fingers. Then he shifted, his hand fisting in my hair as his tongue slipped past my lips.

      Fire licked at my core when he deepened the kiss. I knew we were in a roomful of people and I didn’t give two shits. All that mattered was Quinn and what his tongue was doing to my mouth.

      When he finally pulled away, both of our chests were heaving. My entire body blazed with heat and was drenched in sweat.

      “Wow.” Was the only word that my mouth seemed to form. If I tried to stand up now, I don’t think my legs could support me and that was from just a kiss.

      Flames danced in Quinn’s eyes, then they dimmed back to amber. I clutched his shirt as he pressed his forehead to mine.

      “What were you saying about a connection?” I asked. “I think we nearly burned down the house.”

      Quinn pulled back and glanced around the room. I followed his gaze and realized everyone else had left. Oops.

      “Well, I guess we’re lucky your grandmother was right,” he said. “You’re the only match for my fire.”
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      I curled my hands around the sais at my sides and glanced toward Roark and Quinn. Both had their weapons drawn as the three of us surrounded Kat. Samara and Draven flanked us, while Nicholai and Mathias remained in the front. An army of shades was on standby. All it would take was one snap of Mathias’s fingers and they’d teleport from the underworld, ready for battle.

      We hid within a thicket of briars and weeds, staring at nothing but trees. Slade was somewhere on the other side. It was like a secret passage hidden between two realms and no one but us knew it even existed.

      Mathias had assured us that he could get the protective barrier down without alerting whoever was inside. I had no idea how he could do this, but he was a god and all that mattered was that he could.

      As soon as he gave us the word, we’d sneak onto the property and search for Slade and the others. While I wanted to believe we would find them tonight, part of me worried this was a dead end. The longer we waited, the more anxious I became.

      “What do you think, boss?” Nicholai asked as he glanced at Mathias.

      “Dark magic is protecting this place, but it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      Nicholai looked at my brothers and me, then back to Mathias. “We’re waiting on your command.”

      “Okay. Give me a moment to take down the—”

      A silver mist formed beside Mathias, taking on the shape of man. When I realized we were standing in the presence of the god of the underworld, I wrapped one arm around Kat’s waist.

      She didn’t question my motives, but instead, leaned into my embrace.

      “Dad?” Mathias questioned. “What do you want? I’m right in the middle of something.”

      Hades held his hand up to signal his son to quit speaking. “You are needed at home. I request an audience with you immediately.”

      “But—” Mathias tried to argue with his father to no avail.

      “This cannot wait.” The curt tone in Hades’s voice caused Kat to tremble. Roark noticed too and pressed closer to her.

      When Hades’s form evaporated into the same silver mist he’d appeared in, Mathias looked our way. “Sorry, but he wouldn’t request my presence if it wasn’t something urgent. This won’t take long.”

      “What should would do in the meantime?” Quinn asked.

      “Stay here. Don’t do anything until I get back,” Mathias ordered.

      Kat snuggled closer to Roark and me. The anxiety in the bond we shared had her soul wound tight. She was a ball of frustration ready to explode. I knew she wanted to find Slade as much as my brothers and me, but her reasons differed from ours. She and Slade shared a connection too, and in time, he would give in to his desire for her, just like I had.

      Though I wasn’t sure if she and Quinn had been intimate yet, everything in my gut said she and Roark had completed their bond. I didn’t sense the hostility and frustration my brother had been carrying with him since Kat had come into our lives. Even the way he looked at her was different.

      I wasn’t jealous over what they may have shared. If anything, it relieved me. It meant Kat was one step closer to happiness. She deserved as much, and I was determined to give her everything she needed.

      A long, exasperated sigh left her mouth. “I don’t know about this.”

      “What?” I asked.

      She leaned her head back long enough to look at me, then she glanced at where the hidden realm was supposed to be. “I don’t know if we should wait for my uncle. We have no idea how long he could be gone.”

      “What other choice do we have, lass?” Roark asked as he clasped her hand.

      She broke free of both of us, then fell into Quinn, whose back was turned. Flames rose in his palms as he spun toward us.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Something’s not right,” Kat answered, shaking her head. Her brow was scrunched with worry. “We can’t wait for my uncle.”

      Quinn observed Roark and me once again, then Katarina. “Is something wrong with Slade?”

      Kat nodded, her lip tugged between her teeth. “It’s our bond… It’s stronger here. I feel his pain. It’s not the same as what it’s been in the past. It’s more of a sick feeling you get when you’re worried about something or someone.”

      Samara drifted toward Kat. “Is it Rose and Natasha?”

      “Possibly. I don’t know for sure.” Kat rubbed her arms through her jacket and focused on where she thought Slade would be. She opened her mouth, like she was about to say something else, but gasped a second later. “The link between us is active. I can hear him.”

      “What’s he saying?” I asked.

      She held up her finger for me to wait and closed her eyes. “He’s definitely here, and so are Rose and Natasha.”

      Samara’s eyes widened. “Are they okay? Where exactly are they?”

      “He thinks they’re below ground, possibly a basement. He said it reminds him of an old dungeon with cells.”

      “Oh my goddess,” Samara cried.

      “Slade, we’re outside the ward,” Kat whispered the words. “We’re coming for you. Please, tell Rose and Natasha to hold on.”

      Samara wrung her hands together. “What do you mean, hold on. What’s wrong?”

      When Kat opened her eyes again, they were full of tears. “Slade says whoever has them is draining their powers. He said Rose and Natasha aren’t strong enough to go through it again. Rose is weak and he has no idea about Natasha. They keep talking to her, but she hasn’t been answering.”

      “We have to do something.” Samara glanced at Nicholai. “Please, will you try to take down the ward?”

      Nicholai winced. “I can’t go against my boss’s orders, and even if I could, I don’t think I have the power to take on magic of this magnitude.”

      “Then I’ll try to go through it,” she said. “I’m a ghost. I should be able to go anywhere.”

      “No,” Nicholai growled as he shifted into his spirit form and grabbed Samara’s arm before she could reach the ward. “I know how anxious you are to save your friends, but if you try to go through this barrier, it could shatter what’s left of your soul. There is a reason why the souls can’t get out.”

      “So? It would be worth it if I could save my friends.”

      “Worth it to who?” Nicholai retorted. “Your soul is far too precious to me to waste. We’ll find another way to get inside if Mathias doesn’t return soon.”

      “Maybe I can help.” Draven said. He’d been hanging back this entire time. His voice didn’t hold the same resentment it had when he’d argued over Nicholai helping Samara remember her death.

      “What are you going to do?” Samara asked.

      “I’m a mage. Maybe my magic will respond to the ward and I can take it down.” Draven bent over and unfastened something he had strapped to the side of his leg. It appeared to be a wand. It must be his magically imbued item of choice. All mages had an object that linked them to a higher power source.

      Inside his other hand, he formed a blue orb, then he lifted his wand and shook it once. Within seconds, the wand transformed into a full-length staff.

      As he brought the staff closer to the orb, the ball of magic crackled and sizzled, arcing toward the staff. Tendrils of energy attached to the staff, causing it to glow. The orb increased in size. Then, Draven aimed the orb toward the ward. The energy shot out, colliding with the magical barrier. The barrier shook and the energy disappeared.

      “Damn it,” Draven said. “It didn’t work. Whatever magic was used to create this ward, it’s stronger than anything I’ve ever manipulated.”

      “That’s because it’s old magic.” Samara’s voice cracked as her shoulders slumped.

      “You’ve experimented with old magic.” Draven pointed to her. “If anyone else here has the power to take down the ward, it’s you, Samara.”

      She shook head, unable to look at him. “My power is inside of Katarina. I don’t think she’s strong enough to handle that type of magic yet.”

      Kat stepped up to Samara. “Try me. We were able to get your Book of Shadows. Why can’t we deactivate this barrier?”

      “That was a concealment spell for a book. This one is strong enough to hide an entire city,” Samara answered.

      Roark pulled Kat closer. “You haven’t had enough training. Let’s wait for your uncle, he could return any second.”

      “We may not have another second. I’ll be fine.”

      Roark was about to argue when Draven waved at him to stop. “Katarina would be a lot stronger if she could combine her powers with another source. I’d volunteer but—”

      “No way,” Samara interjected. “It would bond you and Katarina for life, Draven.”

      “I’ll do it.” I knew this wouldn’t be a popular option, and based on the angry glares and head shaking, I was right.

      “You can’t, brother,” Quinn objected. “This old magic is dark. We can’t risk losing you to its temptation.”

      “I’m not asking for permission, Quinn. I’m doing this.”

      “Jax, stop.” Roark’s threatening tone had me fisting my hands. “Katarina needs the three of us to protect her. We can’t chance you slipping into the darkness again.”

      I looked from Roark to Quinn, then met Katarina’s gaze. I didn’t try to hide the smile creeping over my lips. “Think what you want to, but I have faith in Kat. You know she keeps me grounded.”

      Kat’s throat wobbled as she looked up at me. “I appreciate your confidence in me, Jax, but I thought we would practice more in a controlled environment. We can’t afford to have something go wrong here.”

      “You’re right.” I crossed my arms and turned to Roark and Quinn. “But you won’t be doing this alone. We’ve proven that we’re stronger when we do it together.”

      “Like we did when I repaired the veil?” Kat’s eyes left me and shifted to Quinn and Roark. Hope burned in her energy.

      I nodded. “They’ll take some of the influx from the magic, allowing us to balance the good and bad.”

      Pulling her bottom lip between her teeth, Kat hugged herself and grew quiet. Then she exhaled loudly. “Do you really think we can do this?”

      I stepped closer and cupped her face. “Trust me. We can do this. I believe in you, Kat. You hold the power of the ancestors for a reason. You have what it takes to wield them.”

      “You got this, Katarina,” Samara confirmed. She floated away from Nicholai and pressed her hand over her heart.

      “Okay. I’ll do it.” Kat reached for my hand. Once our fingers laced, she peered over her shoulder, waiting for Roark and Quinn to join us. Both were hesitant, but after a death stare from Samara, they shrugged at each other and joined Kat and me.

      As we stood under a canopy of trees, I held Kat’s hand, gazing into her big brown eyes. She tightened her grip once we were all in a circle with our hands joined.

      “Let’s do this.” She smiled at each one of us.

      Closing my eyes, I found the tethers that connected all of us. It became my only focus, especially when the connection with Slade throbbed. Much like Kat told us, there was pain in his energy, excruciating pain that affected the heart and mind more than the body.

      “Hold on, brother.” I said the words aloud, unsure if he could hear me the way he heard Kat.

      Jax?

      Slade’s voice was as audible as those around me. Hearing his voice caused my energy to shift, and I sensed the dark magic surrounding us. It called to me, beckoning my soul forward. I focused on my connection to Kat, allowing the light I sensed inside her to wrap around me.

      “Concentrate on the ward,” Quinn told us. His voice sounded strained, but I didn’t open my eyes to check on him. I had to focus on the energy forming between us. It weaved around me, tugging on every fiber of my physical composition.

      The air around us turned warm, a sure sign that Quinn had called upon his fire element for help. Icy raindrops greeted my skin soon after. Roark had tapped into his affinity with water, drawing the magic within it to him and our circle. All that was left was for me to call upon my element.

      The ground beneath us trembled, and I smiled. I drew upon my earth element, allowing its rhythm to sync with that of my heart. My skin prickled in response. The energy between us was alive and tangible. It filled me with hope that we could do anything as long as we were together. Katarina was our greatest treasure, and because of her, we were a solidified unit capable of so many things. Could my brothers sense the same thing I did?

      As a breeze turned the sweat on my brow cold, darkness called me again, whispering a desirable promise of power. It pulled at my soul twice as hard as the light in Kat. The harder I refused it, the more its icy fingers grasped for me. It felt as though talons had ripped into my flesh.

      “Jax?” Kat’s voice weaved through the tendrils that were dragging me under. I held on to the sound, allowing it to soothe the demons in my mind. I could do this. I could hold on a little longer and give us the advantage we needed to find Slade.

      The air around us shifted once gravity took hold. It felt as though something was draining my energy. I growled at the sensation, refusing to allow myself to sink below the surface of my sanity. I had to be strong. Kat depended on me. I needed to battle this evil energy holding me in its grasp.

      “It’s working.” Samara’s voice cut through the fog inside my head. “The barrier is glitching. Whatever you guys are doing, keep it up.”

      Her words inspired me to fight harder. So did the influx of compassion I sensed in Kat. She squeezed my hand. She moved closer to me, and the warmth of her breath heated my chest.

      Something popped and sizzled in the distance.

      “You did it!” Samara shouted as the sound of clapping followed.

      The intense pressure in my chest hadn’t lightened when Roark released my hand. I couldn’t open my eyes to see if the barrier was gone. Something kept me pulled under.

      “Jax?” Kat called my name again. “Jax, answer me. Open your eyes.”

      As much as I wanted to obey her command, my body wouldn’t cooperate. I tried to speak, to let her know that I couldn’t unloosen the frigid lasso attached to my soul, dragging it down to the pits of darkness and despair.

      “Brother,” Quinn’s voice echoed in my head as his hand met my shoulder.

      “Jax, you’re stronger than this,” Roark added. He gripped my other shoulder as both tried to coax me back. I wanted to do what they asked, but they didn’t understand what kind of spell had overtaken me.

      “Katarina, help him,” Samara begged.

      Warm hands curled around my face as the sweet scent of Kat’s skin filled my nose. “Jax. Please, come back to me.”

      My soul shook at the sound of her voice.

      “Please, Jax. Think about us. Our journey has just begun.”

      Could she see me nodding? It felt as though I were, but I couldn’t be sure. Nothing in my head felt right.

      “You can fight this.” Kat’s voice grew louder then I felt her lips brush my ear. “Don’t leave me, Jax, not after everything we’ve shared. Come back to me, where you belong.”

      Every thought in my head went haywire the instant her lips met mine. Despite my seeming lack of enthusiasm, she didn’t pull away. Her breasts pressed against my chest, and even through her shirt, I could feel her nipples.

      The memories of our day at the beach played in my head, like the moment I told her there were no boundaries between us. Her smile did a number on my heart.

      My body twitched. I couldn’t let the darkness take me away, not after I’d found Kat, not after she gave herself to me. I treasured every delicate touch and kiss we shared that day and every day after. No way in hell was I giving her up without a fight.

      Focusing all of my energy on our bond, my soul woke from the shadows holding it back and sprung forward. It felt as though I were racing down a dark, dim hallway that twisted from side to side. I didn’t look back but allowed my mind’s eye to guide me in the right direction. Then I saw a shimmering light in the distance.

      As I mustered every ounce of strength within me, I catapulted my soul from the bleakness and launched myself toward the light. At the same time, Kat’s lips fused with mine again, her tongue slipping inside my mouth.

      My body responded. Whatever had me frozen in place, unable to move a muscle, had evacuated my system. All that was left was the need she stoked with each sweep of her lips.

      I gripped her waist, pulling her body into mine and rolling my tongue with hers. It was only a second later that I heard groans of disapproval.

      “Save that shit for another time,” Quinn grumbled.

      “Yeah,” Roark chimed in. “We have places to go and asses to kick. Make out later.”

      A few more sweeps from her lips had my body zinging. It all came to a halt as the heat of her mouth left mine. “Open your eyes, Jax. I need to see that you’re okay.”

      Blinking a couple of times, I glanced at the ground and drew in a deep breath. When I lifted my gaze and stared into Kat’s brown eyes, they spoke to my soul. She was mine.

      “There you are.” She threw herself in my arms and hugged me. “I thought I was going to lose you.”

      I squeezed her tighter and lowered my mouth to her ear. “You’re never going to lose me, Kat. I am yours as long as you want me.”

      “I’m always going to want you, Jax.” She eased away and gazed at me. “You’re mine, now and forever.”

      “Oh my goddess.” Samara floated over to us and waited until we looked at her to point toward the mansion. “You guys did it. The barrier is down.”

      The news was just what I needed to hear. I held Katarina in my arms and looked at Quinn and Roark. “What the hell are we waiting for? Let’s go get our brother.”
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        ~Katarina~

      

      

      Nicholai kept us hidden in the shadows just at the edge of the forest. I told him he didn’t have to come. I didn’t want him to get in trouble for disobeying my uncle’s orders, but he insisted. He’d said his first duty was to protect me and he couldn’t do that if he stayed behind.

      I hated that Zander wasn’t here. Not just so we’d have another person on our side, but because he deserved to be here. He’d been involved with the search for Rose and Natasha since the beginning.

      Worry churned in my gut. No one had heard from Zander since he went in search of the shifters that lived outside the main pack. I prayed it wasn’t because something had happened to him. I’d made a promise to Samara that we would look for him when we were finished here.

      Now that the ward was down, we could finally see where Slade and the others were being held captive. I expected to find something straight out of a horror movie, not well-manicured lawns, gardens overflowing with flowers, and a stone patio with glass tables and cushioned chairs. There was even an Olympic sized pool.

      Whoever owned this mansion was loaded. Uncle Mathias’s theory was that this place could be connected with the society of dark mages. If that were true, did they practice dark magic around the pool while drinking beers? Did they play poker on Friday nights and smoke cigars? It all seemed so normal...on the outside.

      From what I could see, a few lights illuminated some of the rooms on the lower floor. I didn’t see any movement behind the glass. I hoped there wasn’t an army hiding inside, waiting for us. What if we had triggered an alarm when we’d torn down the ward?

      I gripped Roark’s and Quinn’s hands and squeezed. I hoped they didn’t feel how clammy my palms were. Shit was about to get real, and I was nervous as hell. We only had one chance to get the prisoners out, and the scales were tipped against us now that my uncle was gone.

      “So, what are the odds that we get in and out without anyone seeing us?” I whispered.

      “Well, love,” Quinn said, “that will depend on how many guards are inside. I’m hoping not a lot. They’ve probably gone undetected here for centuries. So why would they think someone would find them now?”

      The band of anxiety around my chest loosened a fraction. “I like your logic. Let’s go with that.”

      Quinn chuckled, then grabbed me and kissed me hard and fast. When he pulled away, he shifted from lover to fighter in a flash. Scanning the group, he said, “Stick close. If shit goes sideways, Nicholai or Katarina can portal us out.”

      Since we were all amped up, I didn’t want to dampen the mood by bringing up the fact that someone could put the ward back up and lock us in.

      “Katarina, do you feel Slade’s soul through your bond?” Nicholai asked.

      I smiled and nodded. The shimmer of his soul was on the other side of our tether. I focused on my reaper tracker, just like Nicholai had taught me. Our tattoos would normally draw us to him, but for some reason, we couldn’t track him that way. Right now, my reaper skills were the only option we had.

      Any doubts I had about my abilities were locked away. My only focus was getting to Slade. With Quinn and Roark glued to my side and the rest close behind, we jogged across the yard. The only sounds were our soft footfalls and the symphony of the forest around us.

      When we reached a door at garden level, Nicholai stepped around me. Shadows surrounded him until he vanished through the door. A moment later, the lock clicked. Nicholai pulled the door open and motioned us forward.

      Once we were inside, Nicholai cloaked us again. We stood in what appeared to be a lounge. There was a fireplace with two leather chairs on either side. Two sofas faced each other across from a cherry coffee table. A fully stocked bar took up the entire wall on the other side of the room. A chill zipped up my spine. Was this where the dark mages sat, plotting their kidnappings?

      “There is a door to the right that leads to the lower level,” Nicholai whispered.

      Samara nodded and moved toward the door. Now it was her turn to take the lead. I stepped up behind her just as she floated through the door. I jumped when just her head popped back through a moment later.

      Samara smirked and winked at me. “All clear.”

      If she were flesh and blood, I would have kicked her ass for scaring me. Instead, I took a calming breath, opened the door, and followed Samara down the stairs.

      When we reached the bottom, there was a hallway point that branched off in three directions. I pointed to the left and Samara went ahead. I glanced over my shoulder. Draven and Nicholai both had their eyes glued to Samara and both looked ready to bolt after her. Interesting. Samara had a better chance at a relationship with Nicholai than she did with Zander or Draven now. Nicholai could at least touch her.

      It seemed like an eternity before Samara finally returned. She was motioning frantically to us. My heart slammed against my chest. Had she found them?

      Quinn must have had the same thought, because our bond thrummed with excitement as he grabbed my hand and hurried toward Samara. Once we all surrounded her, I saw the tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “I found Slade,” she said. “The cells are around the corner. It’s unguarded right now. We have to hurry.”

      “What about the others?” I asked.

      “I didn’t go any farther. I wanted to grab you first.”

      I should have been running to Slade. This was what I’d been waiting for. Yet my feet were cemented to the ground and my stomach was in knots.

      Quinn tugged me to his side and pressed his lips to my temple. “He’s not going to reject you, love. I know my brother and I’ve felt his emotions through our bond. He cares a great deal for you.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I was being completely selfish right now. This wasn’t about me and my feelings. This was about Slade and the girls.

      Stepping out of Quinn’s embrace, I let the essence of Slade’s soul guide me. When I turned the corner, I sucked in a breath, then quickly covered my nose. The tang of blood hung thick in the air, along with sweat and some other smells that made me gag.

      While the rest of the house was modern and inviting, this looked like a medieval dungeon. Cells with iron bars lined both sides of the hall. Thick metal chains with cuffs hung from hooks in between each cell. The concrete beneath my feet was stained with brown and red splotches. My stomach flipped because I knew some of that blood was Slade’s.

      I crept toward the cell where Slade’s tether ended. I dropped my hand from my face and peered into the darkened interior. Quinn lifted his hand and a flaming orb appeared, shedding some light in the room.

      Slade faced the wall, his hands pressed to the concrete, his head bent between his arms. As if sensing my presence, he slowly lifted his head.

      When he finally turned, all the air was vacuumed from my lungs.

      “Angel?” Slade asked.

      Roark gripped my waist before my legs gave out. Slade’s tether trembled with confusion and then hope. He dragged his hand through his hair, pushing it away from his face. Droplets of water splashed on the floor as if he’d just dunked his head in a bucket of water. His beard was a little longer since the last time I’d seen his face.

      I didn’t even realize that Draven had stepped forward and was saying a spell to release the lock. All that mattered was the man standing in front of me, and the violet eyes I’d longed to see in person.

      The door swung open with a groan, then Slade was standing in front of me. His eyes searched mine. “How is this possible?”

      His hands lifted until his fingers pressed against my temples, sliding down until they cupped my cheeks. Without another word, he pulled me into his arms and pressed his face into my hair. I held onto him and sobbed against his chest.

      I don’t know how long we stood like that before reality slammed back into me. Reluctantly, I released his shirt and leaned back. “I’m so sorry.”

      His thumbs feathered over my cheeks as he brushed my tears away. “Whatever could you have to be sorry for, angel? You saved me. Not just today, but that first night you came to me.”

      I glanced over his shoulder at Samara, who had been hanging back. Her fist was pressed to her mouth as she watched our reunion. Nicholai rubbed circles on her back, while Draven whispered soothing words.

      Slade followed my gaze. When he found Samara’s transparent form, a gurgle erupted from his throat. He released me, his arms hanging limp at his sides. “No.”

      Samara closed the distance between them, her arms open as she tried to embrace him, only to pass right through.

      Slade shivered from the contact, then spun to face her. “What happened? I thought you were okay. Our bond was gone, but then it was back. The same with our tattoo.”

      Samara shook her head. “It wasn’t me. I died that night, Slade. I thought you did, too. The bond you feel is with Katarina. She has my magic inside her. I gave it to her before I died.”

      Slade dropped his head into his hands. “No, no, no. This isn’t right. You can’t be dead. I failed you, Samara.”

      I had no idea if Slade would welcome my touch, but I couldn’t stand by and watch him hurting. The pain through our bond was like a knife in my heart, twisting and turning.

      When I touched his arm, Slade glanced up, his eyes meeting mine. “So, you’re my ward now? We’re bonded?”

      I nodded and pressed my lips together as I waited for the rejection to come. When muscular arms wrapped around me, my eyes snapped open and I tipped my head back. Warm violet eyes were locked on me.

      “I feel your emotions, angel,” Slade said. “Doubt, fear, shame. Now tell me, do you feel my emotions?”

      Love, acceptance, and forgiveness flooded me along with my own relief. My soul felt ready to burst. I could feel our bond growing stronger as each second ticked by.

      “My death wasn’t your fault, Slade,” Samara said. “If anyone is to blame it’s me. We can argue over who’s sorrier later. Where are Rose and Natasha? The other cells here are empty.”

      Slade shifted me in his arms and I felt his muscles bunch under my palms. “The guards just took them. I tried to stall them to buy more time until you got here, but for once they completely ignored me. There was nothing I could say to stop them.”

      Samara returned to Nicholai’s side. “You and I are the only ones that can get around unseen. Let’s check the rest of the basement for other prisoners.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Draven said. “I lost you once, I won’t lose you again.”

      Samara’s lip trembled, and her eyes filled with love for the mage in front of her. She whirled around, wiggling her fingers for Draven to follow. “Nicholai can conceal you.”

      Once they were gone, Jax, Roark, and Quinn took turns embracing Slade. There were a lot of back slaps and I heard Slade grunt a few times. Sensing his discomfort, Roark turned Slade and lifted his shirt. Slashes and burns covered his back.

      I gasped as I covered my mouth. He must have been in agony. Thankfully, the wounds were already healing due to our bond. He was even standing taller than he had a few moments ago.

      “I’ll fucking kill them,” Roark roared.

      “Shhh,” I warned Roark as I glanced around, praying that the guards hadn’t heard him. “We can kill them when my uncle gets here. Then they’ll have a one-way ticket to Tartarus.”

      Roark’s hand shook as he gently lowered Slade’s shirt. “I’m sorry it took so long for us to find you brother. There was a powerful ward on this place. It’s hidden between the faerie realm and the Paltin Sea.”

      Slade swore under his breath as he grasped Roark’s arm. “There is nothing to forgive. I’ve experienced firsthand what this mage can do, and it’s a power unlike any I have seen before. It’s best if we gather the others and leave now.”

      As if he’d just realized something, Slade’s head snapped toward me and narrowed his eyes. “Wait. What is this about your uncle and Tartarus?”

      “My uncle is Mathias Shade.”

      “Your uncle is Mathias? How? Is he here now?”

      “No. Hades called him away. He said it was urgent. After I talked to you, we knew we couldn’t wait. The rest I can explain later.”

      Footsteps sounded down the hall. My guardians surrounded me, blocking me from whoever was approaching. I felt the crack of energy as they called to their elements.

      “It’s just us,” Nicholai called out.

      I pressed between Roark and Slade, breathing a sigh of relief when I saw Nicholai with what must be the prisoners. Some were covered in cuts and bruises. Too weak to stand, they were held up by the stronger ones. Their clothes weren’t as disheveled as the others, so they must have been recently taken. I wondered which of the girls was Rose and Natasha.

      “Were there any problems?” Roark asked.

      Nicholai rubbed his chin, then rested his hands on his hips. “We didn’t see any guards, which has me worried. Why would they leave all of these prisoners unattended?”

      I clutched my stomach as our bonds vibrated with uncertainty. My guardians drew the same conclusion as me. This was too easy. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. What if this was a trap?

      As I continued to search the group, I realized Samara wasn’t there.

      “Where’s Samara?”

      “She went looking for Natasha and Rose,” Draven growled as he paced back and forth.

      “They weren’t with the other prisoners.” Nicholai was doing a better job at controlling his anger than Draven was. “Samara didn’t want to wait while I brought them to you, so she went off on her own.”

      “Thomas?” Jax’s question drew all of our attention. He was staring at the group of prisoners. I had no idea who he was looking at. I thought Thomas was Samara’s human boyfriend. What could he possibly be doing here?

      A young man in the back stepped forward. His clothes were torn and dirty. His red hair hung limp across his forehead. “How do you know who I am?”

      My guardians all began to talk at once. I couldn’t make out what they were saying as one spoke over the other. I had an idea what had them so riled up. Why would they bring a human here, and why Samara’s boyfriend?

      As I tried to make out what they were saying, Samara reappeared. “I found Rose and…”

      Her mouth hung open when she saw Thomas.

      “Samara?” he asked, looking as shocked as she did. This was going to be even harder to explain than the supernatural prison. How did we tell him that his girlfriend was a ghost?

      “Thomas, why are you here?”

      Samara asked the question at the same time Thomas asked, “Are you a ghost?”

      Samara waved her hand at him. “I don’t have time to explain all of this now. I need to know how you ended up here.”

      Thomas stared at her for a long moment before he gave himself a quick shake and focused on her question. “Umm. After you left that night, I followed you. You were acting strange, and I was worried. I remember hearing a noise and then I woke up in a cell.”

      “Did they hurt you?” she asked, her eyes scanning his body for injuries.

      “Not really. They kept trying to inject me with different things, but then would get angry that whatever it was didn’t work.”

      Samara laughed. “That’s because I put a protection spell on you a while back. You’re mortal and I always worried about you. I used old magic for the spell, but I wasn’t sure if it would work. Thank goddess it did.”

      I wondered if I could use that spell on my guardians. I would do anything to keep them safe now that we were all back together. I’d have to ask Samara later.

      “I found Rose and Natasha,” Samara said as she twisted her hands in front of her. “They’re on the other side of the basement in some kind of torture chamber. We need to hurry.”

      “Nicholai,” Quinn said. “Can you open a portal for Slade and the prisoners?”

      “Hold the fuck up,” Slade growled. I could feel his body shifting into his gargoyle form. He must be getting stronger, which meant he should be able to heal faster.

      “Slade, I’m not going to argue with you.” Quinn bellowed. “Go with the prisoners. You aren’t strong enough to help us.”

      “Like hell I’m not,” Slade roared.

      I bumped into Jax as Slade’s wings snapped out. One knocked Roark in the head. I smothered a giggle as Roark rubbed the sore spot and glared at Slade.

      Quinn lifted his hands and took a step back. “Okay. I was wrong. Your bond with Katarina must be stronger now that we’re all together.”

      Slade’s skin shimmered and returned to its normal golden color as his wings folded behind him. Quinn scrubbed his hand over his face. I could see the soldier in him trying to come up with a new plan.

      Glancing at Draven, Quinn said, “I know you aren’t going to like this, Draven, but you’ll have to go instead. Someone needs to tell the council what’s happened and to look after the prisoners once they’re through the portal.”

      I thought Draven would argue with Quinn, that anyone else should go but him. I knew he didn’t want to let Samara out of his sight. He surprised me when he turned to Nicholai. “Guard her soul with your life.”

      Nicholai’s jaw tightened before he gave a curt nod. Draven took his place beside him, his fingers twitching at his sides as the portal appeared. He couldn’t even hug Samara goodbye.

      Samara pressed her palm over her heart, just as the portal opened and the prisoners stepped through. Draven was less than a foot from the opening, when he gave Samara a half smile, his eyes filled with sadness. And then he was gone. The portal snapped shut behind him, then vanished.

      My heart ached for Draven. He had to shove his feelings for Samara aside so that the prisoners would be safe. Now that I was surrounded by my guardians, I couldn’t imagine having to leave one of them in danger.

      As if sensing my anguish, my guardians pressed close to me. I rested my head on Slade’s arm, letting the security of my men soothe my fears.

      Samara’s voice shook as she broke the silence. “Let’s get the girls and go home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~Slade~

      

      

      The brick wall crumbled under my grasp as I stared into the room my captors used to torture all the supernaturals they held hostage, including me. It was similar to one of the laboratories at the academy, only twice as sophisticated, excluding the large wooden wheel at the center. Straps were attached to the bottom and top, which held their subjects in place as they tortured them.

      I’d spent my fair share of time on the wheel, taking physical beatings from fists, weapons, and even magic. Since Katarina had started coming to me, I’d been able to handle them far better than Rose or Natasha. My soul might be shattered, but the abuse hadn’t broken me. Thanks to Katarina.

      Staring at the wheel, and seeing Rose strapped to it, filled me with rage. I might not have been able to help her before, but I sure as hell could now. A demon stood beside her with a half empty vial of lavender matter. I knew where it was coming from, and the knowledge fueled my rage even more.

      The straps on Rose’s wrists kept her in place. If not for the restraints, her unconscious body would have fallen to the floor. Her chin touched her chest, and her breathing appeared shallow. Time was running out.

      I shifted my gaze to the body lying on a table, not far from the wheel. It took a moment to realize it was Natasha. Every breath she took sounded ragged and forced. Her body was covered in bruises, and from what I could see, her face was swollen and bloody.

      I wanted to rush into the room and rescue them both, but Katarina’s hand gripped my arm as she shook her head. Reining in my emotions, I cursed myself for my recklessness. I could have gotten us all killed. There were too many demons inside and I had let my emotions cloud my judgment. We needed to have a plan in place before we rushed into a battle. For all we knew, other demons were lurking in the shadows. It always felt like I had an audience watching my torture sessions.

      “How do we proceed?” Jax whispered as he walked up behind me.

      “I can’t see the whole room,” I answered. “So I have no idea how many demons are inside. I’m afraid if I push the door any wider, it will draw their attention. I also don’t see the mage that’s in charge.”

      Samara gasped as she saw her best friend and the lavender ethereal energy getting sucked from her body. “She didn’t look this bad when I found the room earlier. What are they doing to her?”

      “They’re draining her powers,” I said, hating the thought of how many other supernaturals they’d killed this way. “We need to think fast if we’re going to save them.”

      Samara covered her mouth when she spotted her other friend’s limp body. Tears formed in her eyes. Within seconds, Nicholai had his arm around her. Something appeared to be going on with her and the Shade. I’d have to ask her about it later.

      “Pull yourself together, Samara,” Roark urged. “Get angry at those who are responsible, then do something about it.”

      Nodding, Samara wiped the tears from her face. She squeezed Nicholai’s hand and smiled at Roark. “I’m good. Let’s do this. How can I help?”

      Everyone turned their attention to me, looking for leadership. Before my capture. I would have given them answers without a second thought. Now, I second guessed every decision.

      “I have an idea,” Quinn chimed in. “The four of us can take on the demons while Nicholai helps Katarina with Rose and Natasha. Once the girls are safe, Nicholai and Katarina can assist us with the demons.”

      I nodded my head. It was the only logical thing we could do. I just prayed I had the strength I needed to take on one demon, much less two or more.

      As if Roark had read my mind, he looked at me with a devious grin. “I brought something for you.” He reached underneath one of his wings and pulled something from his back.

      When I recognized my battle ax, I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Thanks, brother. I’ll definitely need that.”

      As I took the ax from him, the power within it fused with my own energy, filling me with a surge of strength. I felt more like myself every second I was with my brothers.

      “Call forth your element,” Jax told me just as the ground rumbled. He had his earth element locked and loaded. Judging by the heat coming from Quinn and the cool, damp energy from Roark, I knew both had their elements ready to unleash.

      Focusing on the air I drew into my lungs, I called my element to me. The small draft near the floor built into a stronger breeze. I didn’t want a gale-sized wind yet. It would alert the demons to our presence, but I had to admit to myself that rekindling my affinity to my element increased my strength another fold.

      “You good?” Jax asked me as his lips crooked in a smile.

      “I’m great. Let’s do this. Follow my lead.”

      When the demon next to Rose turned to retrieve a new vial, I motioned to my brothers and pointed at each demon I wanted them to attack.

      Nothing else was said as we put our plan into motion. While my brothers split off from me, I rushed toward the demon closest to Rose. He was the one I recognized from my torture sessions, and he got his share of licks in when the mage was away from the wheel. It was time to exact my revenge.

      I heard the clank of Roark’s sword as he went to battle with one of the other demons. By the time my target heard the noise, it was too late. His black eyes locked on me and widened seconds before I struck him with my ax. The satisfaction that vibrated through me as my ax sliced through flesh gave me another burst of power.

      Grinning at his pain, I said, “Say hi to Hades, asshole.”

      Screeching pierced the air when he fell to the ground. A dark mist spilled from his body and he began withering away. A few seconds later, he evaporated into nothing.

      Once he disappeared, I focused on my next target. I crossed paths with Nicholai, Samara, and Katarina on their way to free Rose and check on Natasha. I gave them a quick nod and darted behind them.

      My brothers were in a battle with a group of demons just when three others spotted me. They charged me a second later, but I was ready.

      When the first demon was a foot away, I lunged at him, slicing through his body with my ax. I sent a gale wind into the second, spinning him away from me while I decapitated the third. By the time the second one came back for another round, I hurled my ax at him. It lodged in his face just as I gripped the handle and yanked down, splitting him in two.

      Jax joined me, his back pressed to mine as a group of five demons launched themselves our way.

      Between the fractures Jax formed in the foundation and the mini tornados I launched at our attackers, we were holding our own. I sliced through another demon just as I noticed Roark and Quinn. Roark left a trail of demons in his wake with Quinn’s help. Quinn busted his mace through skulls, faces, and even chests, ripping apart anything that got in his way.

      By the time they’d finished, the room stood empty of everyone but our group and the young witches we’d come to save. The plan we’d set in motion had been successful. Almost too successful. I worried more demons would arrive, or the mage would return. I still wasn’t convinced this was a trap. We had to get everyone out of here.

      “Is everyone okay?” I asked as I approached the wheel. Roark joined me while Quinn and Jax rushed over to check on Natasha.

      I hadn’t realized how quickly the battle was over until I saw the progress that Katarina and Nicholai had made. They’d only had a chance to loosen Rose’s ankle straps and were working on the last strap around her wrist. As soon as Rose was free, she fell toward the ground.

      Roark scooped her in his arms, catching her before she hit the floor. I heard someone gasp as I looked toward the door we’d entered. Another prisoner stood in the doorway, one we had somehow missed during our search.

      When he approached the wheel, he knelt in front of Roark. “I am Drothan, son of Droth, and the witch you’re holding is my ward.”

      Roark eyed the guardian from head to toe, and from what I could sense, he was scrutinizing the young warrior.

      “Were you with this witch when she was captured?”

      Drothan lowered his head farther. “No, I was not. I had just received my assignment to guard her when I was ambushed by a horde of demons. Please, hand her to me. I am responsible for life.”

      “Are you capable of carrying her out of here?” I inquired as he turned his eyes on me. “You’ve suffered your own share of trauma.”

      The young guardian stood and partially shifted so that his wings expanded. Holy shit. He was an obsidian dragon. His inky scales glistened in the light. They would make a great shield should we face another attack.

      Although he had bruising on his face and arms, he seemed strong enough to take on the task. Besides, he was Rose’s guardian. We had no right to keep them apart. If anything, they could help each other heal once they were united.

      I nodded at Roark, who looked to me for an answer on what to do. He placed Rose in Drothan’s arms and stepped back.

      “Slade, come quick.” Jax’s voice was thick with fear. I rushed over to him just as he lifted Natasha into his arms. “She’s fading, brother. We need to get her to a healer.”

      “I can help,” Nicholai announced as he left his spot near the torture wheel and joined us. He said nothing about how he could help. Instead, he rubbed his hands together as hard and fast as he could. A white light formed between his palms. When it enveloped his hands, he parted them and placed both on Natasha’s temples. The light filtered into her skin before he moved down her neck, chest, waist, and legs. When he finished, Jax felt her pulse again. The wheezing I’d heard a moment ago faded, and I feared it was because she’d taken her last breath.

      Jax glanced at me and breathed a sigh of relief. “Her pulse is better. I think she’ll be okay until we can get out of here.”

      “Then let's go. I want out of here as much as anyone.” I pointed to Nicholai. I had no idea how he came to be on our team, but he’d proven to be a valuable asset. “Can you open a portal for us?”

      “Yes,” Nicholai responded. He waited for everyone to join us.

      He was about to open the portal when the hinges squeaked and the door across the room opened. A broad-shouldered man in a cloak walked inside, but part of the hood covered his eyes. His energy seeped darkness as a gray mist shadowed his every move.

      He waved his hand and Nicholai’s portal sparked then disappeared. Shit.

      When he reached for his hood, my stomach rolled. I didn’t have to see his face to know who he was. The intricate pattern tattooed on his hands was all too familiar.

      This was my torturer—the dark mage responsible for everything. The one who had stabbed Samara and taken me captive.

      “My, my, what do we have here?” His deep voice stoked my anger to life. “Escaping so soon?”

      “Son of a bitch.” The scornful tone in Jax’s voice had everyone looking his way.

      “You shouldn’t talk about your mother like that,” the mage smirked.

      “Fuck you,” Jax spewed the words through clenched teeth. “You have no right to talk about her. What the hell are you doing here?”

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” the mage taunted. “I always told you I’d find a way to be the most powerful mage that ever existed, and I’m well on my way to achieving it.”

      The more I listened to their conversation, the more confused I grew. This was the same man we had run into the night Samara snuck into the human realm to meet Rose and Thomas. Jax had nearly torn off the man’s arm that night, but he never gave any indication that he knew the mage.

      “Brother, do you know him?” I waited for Jax to answer, but his only response was to nod. “Why did you not mention it the night at the club, when he bumped into Samara?”

      “I didn’t realize who he was. Had I looked harder I would have known. What you don’t see is those tattoos on his arm glowing, a dead clue that he’s glamoured his true identity.” Jax pointed to the mage’s hands, but I saw nothing other than their black ink. “Only dark mages can see the glow, which is how they find each other but hide their dirty secret from the rest of the supernatural world. I see it because of the dark magic in my blood.”

      “He’s correct.” The mage laughed. “How come you didn’t notice my glamour the night at the club?”

      Jax stepped closer as Katarina grabbed his arm. The mage’s gaze fell on her and the anger inside me intensified.

      Halting his steps, Jax blocked Katarina with his wing and glared at the other mage. “Many things have changed for me since the last time we spoke. It’s all for the better. You have no clue what type of powers I harness now.”

      When the mage attempted to steal another glance at Katarina, I was grateful that Jax blocked his view. I would kill him before he got one inch closer to her. Every fiber in my soul wanted to cut the mage down with my ax, starting with his big, cocky head.

      “You’re wrong, you know,” the mage replied. His cold glare switched back to Jax. “I know exactly what kind of power you harness. The tether of darkness in your blood is linked to every dark mage. When it activates, we feel it.”

      “You may sense it, but it doesn’t mean you control me. I’ve learned to balance it,” Jax said as he crossed his arms over his chest.

      Maniacal laughter echoed through the room. The sound pierced my skull. “If you think that puny human you’re hiding behind your wing is going to save you from something as powerful and seductive as dark magic, you’re wrong. She is nothing but a distraction.”

      “You know nothing about her or what she’s capable of doing,” Jax said. “My best advice to you is to move out of our way before I end you.”

      The ground beneath our feet trembled with each word Jax spoke. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I prayed he was keeping his dark magic under control.

      “That’s one thing you’ll never accomplish so long as you fight for the wrong side,” the mage said. “Not embracing your dark magic makes you weak. If you harness your dark magic, you can take your rightful place. You’re meant to be by my side, son.”

      I’d struggled to process the mage’s words when his face morphed into something different. He looked nothing like the man I’d battled in the woods the night Samara died, the same man who’d tortured me countless times since.

      The face before me wasn’t identical to Jax, but I saw the similarities. Based on the gasp from Katarina and the swearing behind me, the rest of the group must have realized the same thing. This was Jax’s father. The man he’d spent his entire life hating and was responsible for Samara’s death.

      It was time for justice to be served.
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      Natasha’s violent coughs warned me that we were wasting time arguing with my father. I still couldn’t believe he was the one behind this mess. It worried me on a more personal level, too. What type of evil did I have flowing through my veins?

      My brothers all faced my father, weapons drawn, as their wings twitched behind them. They were prepared to attack. Like me, Quinn and Roark wanted retribution for what my father had done to Slade, and Slade wanted his own revenge.

      Still, I wasn’t convinced we’d be able to take down my father. He’d always been powerful, but whatever he was doing to supernaturals in this basement had somehow increased his abilities. I could sense it in the dark energy swirling around him. Was it possible he was stealing their powers to make himself stronger?

      I had to do something, and being that he was my flesh and blood behind the wrongful doings, I felt obligated to clean up the mess. But first, I needed to get Natasha and Rose out of here, or Natasha might not make it. Nicholai had healed her enough to make the trip to safety, but she wasn’t out of danger. It would take an expert healer to mend her wounds and save her life.

      Roark still held Natasha in his arms. He would have to pass her off to someone else if my father decided to fight us. I clenched my fists in frustration. The more I thought about it, the more I realized what had to be done.

      “I don’t want to fight you,” I told my father as I stepped toward him. “If you let my friends leave, I’ll give you what you want.”

      “You think you know what I want?”

      I nodded. “You want me. Isn’t that what you said a moment ago?”

      Kat grabbed my shoulder and tugged it. “Don’t you dare go through with this, Jax.”

      Quinn and Slade advanced toward us, clutching their weapons. When my father formed a black orb in his hand, they stopped. Their eyes shifted to me and they both shook their heads.

      “Don’t do this, brother,” Roark pleaded. He laid Natasha by Drothan’s feet and whispered something to the dragon shifter. A second later, Drothan’s wings expanded. He slammed them against the floor and closed them, cocooning Rose and Natasha inside.

      As Roark stepped up next to me, he drew his sword from his back and glared at my father. “Your son had it right the first time. Get out of our way before we end you.”

      My father’s laughter sounded as deranged as the demons we’d heard earlier. “You gargoyles may be tough to break, but you’re not indestructible.” He pulled a gray sliver of glass from inside his cloak and pinched it between his fingers. “I was able to shatter your brother’s soul and take a piece of it. As long as it’s in my possession, he’ll never be whole.”

      My dark magic began to churn inside me, slithering its way through my veins. My own father was responsible for torturing my brother and killing numerous supernaturals. My anger began to flare when I realized my father was using Slade to get to me.

      Fuck that.

      The bastard could have killed Slade. Missing part of his soul should have killed him. How he was still standing defied all logic. There was one thing that I did know, he would never heal without the missing piece, and that meant he’d never complete his bond with Kat. Losing Slade would destroy her. It would destroy all of us.

      I stared at the sliver of my brother’s soul and swallowed the lump in my throat. This changed everything. We couldn’t leave this realm until we had the missing piece. I would never allow my father to have it. If that meant giving myself up, then I had to do it.

      “Release my brother’s soul and I will go with you. I give you my word.”

      The gleam in his eyes said he was considering my offer. The shouting from my brothers and Kat echoed through the room. They refused to let me go. I refused to watch them die.

      I took another step toward my father, but this time, Kat wrapped her arms around my waist.

      “Don’t do this,” she begged. “We’ll find another way.”

      I cupped her face with my hands as I looked at her. “There is no other way. Slade has been through hell. He deserves to have his soul intact. I’m the one who has evil blood flowing through my veins.”

      She shook her head with fervor. “That doesn’t matter. We’ve already proven I can balance you.”

      Placing my finger to her lips, I prayed my father hadn’t heard that pertinent piece of information. “You have other things to focus on. Let me do this for Slade, the prisoners, even you.”

      Tears welled in her eyes. “This isn’t for me.”

      I leaned close enough to whisper, “He won’t hurt me, but he’ll torture and kill you. Please, Kat. Don’t fight me on this.”

      Damn, she was making this hard. I didn’t want to go with my father, but it was the only way to get everyone back to safety, or at least I hoped. My father still hadn’t agreed to that part.

      I glared in his direction when I realized he was studying Kat. The way his eyes moved over her body had me on edge. If he even thought about touching her, I’d kill him. “So what’s it going to be, Dad? Do we have a deal or not?”

      My father’s dark eyes scanned all the faces in the room, but a sinister smile returned to his face when he came back to Kat. “Maybe you were right, son. I didn’t realize this human’s capabilities. I sense something special about her.”

      He was goading me, but he had no idea that Kat wasn’t human anymore. Either way I had to protect her. A reaper with the powers of a witch inside might be just what he needed to amp up his powers even more. All I knew was the harder he stared at my ward, the more I felt the darkness inside me coming to life. If this was what it took to end him, I’d accept my evil side and tear him limb from limb.

      “Don’t. Fucking. Look. At. Her.” I growled each word as my fangs slipped past my bared teeth. “Answer my question. Do we have a deal?”

      My father pressed his lips in a thin line, then finally nodded. I touched Kat’s cheek one last time before approaching my father. Quinn and Roark managed to grab Kat’s arms when she tried to follow.

      When I was midway between them and the door where my father stood, I reached my hand toward him, palm side up. “Give me the piece of Slade’s soul.”

      “Only when you put this on.” He snapped his fingers as a chain appeared. It had cuffs that were meant for my wrists, ankles, and neck. My father planned to take me from here like a prisoner.

      So much for taking my place at his side.

      “Are those necessary?” I asked as I frowned at him.

      “Only until we leave. Once we’re gone, I’ll remove them...unless you give me any problems, son.”

      I shook my head. Kat’s sobbing behind me nearly buckled my knees. Ignoring the sound, as well as the tug on our bond, was near impossible. While I battled not to look her way, my father placed the chains on me, locking them in place. This was my sacrifice to ensure that Kat and my brothers would be released.

      Maybe in time, they’d find a way to save me just like we’d saved Slade. Then again, by that time, it may be too late. If I ever gave in to the darkness inside me, I didn’t expect to return to the right path.

      When my father snapped the last lock, he stepped back and pointed toward my family. “You can return the sliver to your brother now. Be quick. I want to leave this place. The sooner we’re gone, the quicker I can begin your training.”

      Drawing in a deep breath, I wasted no time walking back toward Kat and my brothers. Pain radiated on their faces, but I had to ignore it. Once I was in front of Kat, I offered her the piece of Slade’s soul. She stared at it a moment, not saying anything. The instant she gazed up, I saw her tear-stained cheeks.

      “Please,” she cried. “Don’t.”

      I placed the sliver in her palm and curled her fingers around it. Then I kissed the back of her hand and turned away. It was up to Kat now to find a way to make Slade’s soul whole again.

      “Why are you doing this?” Kat shouted. I wasn’t sure if her words were meant for me, my father, or both of us. In the end, it was my father who answered her.

      “My child, some things aren’t meant to be revealed. You may know my identity, but what fun would it be to tell you my purpose behind this? I can’t give you that type of leverage over me.” He smirked at her. “But I promise you this. In time, you’ll know all about my plan. Until then, drive yourself crazy trying to figure it out. I’ll be busy training my son to slaughter each of you the next time we meet.”

      My body froze at his words. I would never hurt my brothers and I sure as hell would never harm Kat. Still, I worried what I was capable of when under the influence of dark magic. It had me second guessing my decision.

      Something zapped my neck, drawing a groan from chest. The pain bolting through me sent me to my knees. I heard shouting around me but couldn’t focus enough to see who was yelling.

      When the jolts of pain finally stopped, I drew in a deep breath and leaned on my palms. Something caressed my back. Ignoring the stabs of pain in my neck, I lifted my head and found Kat. She knelt beside me with her hand under my wings, pushing her healing energy through me.

      “You’re not taking him.” She clenched her teeth and wrapped her arms around me, helping me to my feet. I tried to push her back, but she clung to me, refusing to move. “He is under the protection of my uncle.”

      “And that’s supposed to matter to me?” My father laughed. “I do not fear humans, you foolish girl.”

      “Who said my uncle is human?” Kat lifted her brow as if she were taunting my father. “Do you think I was pulled into this supernatural realm for no reason?”

      “End the suspense then.” My father’s voice boomed. He was taking the bait. “Who is this uncle I should fear?”

      Before Kat could answer my father, a dark mist drifted into the room. For a moment, I thought it was smoke. When it spun and morphed, I grew as confused as everyone staring at it. Kat was the only one wearing a smug smile.

      Haunted cries pierced my ears just as the mist shifted into a familiar face. Mathias Shade. An army of reapers and shades stood behind him, and all eyes glared at my father.

      “Alastor Thornwell. I should have known you were behind this.”

      “Mathias,” my father seethed. “What are you doing here?”

      “You’ve broken supernatural laws. You’ve tortured, maimed, and killed supernatural beings, not to mention you pissed in my backyard when you trapped innocent souls. I have many reasons to be here, including protecting my niece.”

      “How convenient,” my father scoffed. His eyes shifted to me just as a surge of electricity shot through my body. He’d activated the chains again. Not only did they shock me, they shocked Kat, too. Whatever spell was on it yanked us toward my father.

      Kat refused to let go. With her arms still wrapped around my waist, I heard her grunt as she braced her feet on the floor, attempting to hold me back.

      “Let go, Kat,” I said. “You can’t go with me.”

      Her brows folded, and our bond shook with her fear and anger. “I told you before, you’re not going.”

      Shifting her focus, she glared at my father and raised one of her hands in front of her face. She closed her eyes, released a deep breath, and reopened them. A second later, a blue and silver orb formed inside her hand. Then she hurled it toward my father.

      Half-expecting him to deflect it, I watched in complete awe as the orb collided with my father. The impact was so powerful that he slammed into the wall behind him. I didn’t understand how Kat had formed the orb, much less made it powerful enough to hurt my father. Had Samara helped her?

      I searched for my former ward and found her floating by Nicholai, just out of my father’s view. Her hand covered her mouth, and judging by the way her eyes bulged, I assumed she had nothing to do with the magic Kat had just projected.

      Had the ancestors broken through to her?

      “Enough,” Mathias’s commanding voice echoed through the room. “Reapers, go collect your souls.” He pointed toward my father as he shouted, “Guards, seize Alastor Thornwell. You are under arrest for your crimes against the supernatural realms and the order of gods who protect them.”

      As the reapers vanished before my eyes, I saw the shades charge my father. His eerie laughter sent a chill up my spine. When I looked his way, he released my chains and narrowed his eyes on me. “I will return for you, son. Be sure of it.”

      Within a flash, my father disappeared, along with the chains that bound me. As soon as my hands were free, I wrapped them around Kat and held her. She’d saved my life, again.

      “Are you two okay?” Slade asked as he, Quinn, and Roark ran toward us.

      “We’re fine,” Kat answered. I wanted to nod in agreement, but something felt off. Even when I stood, everything around me slowed, then began to fade. The dark magic inside me had been activated. Its spindly fingers wrapped around my soul, dragging it into a black pit.

      A moment later, I felt the ground beneath me tremble. My earth element battled with my darkness, fighting to keep me from falling into its cold grasp. The harder they fought, the more tremors rumbled the ground.

      Warm fingers curled around my arm as I heard the distant sound of Kat’s voice. I didn’t know why she sounded so far away. She’d been right beside me a moment ago. When I searched for her, a demon lunged at me.

      Backing away, I drew back my fist, ready to punch the demon. Another demon grabbed it before I could knock the first one out. The rage inside me grew and I drew upon my element, making everything around me quake even more.

      “Jax, stop!” Katarina’s voice seeped through the war unfolding around me. “Fight the darkness.”

      Confused by her words, I didn’t understand why she was more concerned about the darkness than the demons attacking me. Why was no one helping?

      When I tried to fling both demons off, a third came up behind me and grabbed my wings. I fought to expand them and use them as weapons, but it felt like there was a vise squeezing them shut. Despite how much I kicked and flailed, I couldn’t shake off my attackers as they forced me to my knees.

      Then warm hands cupped my cheeks. “Jax. It’s me.” Kat’s voice broke through my fear. “Close your eyes. Focus on our bond, and find your way back to me. Please, fight for us.”

      The soothing sound lightened my heart. All the fear ripping me in two, disappeared. I did as she asked and closed my eyes, concentrating on the throb of our bond and the way it hooked me by the waist and tugged me forward. The demons holding me back combusted into smoke and disappeared. Once they were gone, I stared into a pair of tear-filled brown eyes.

      “He’s back.” Kat wiped the tears from her eyes and sniffled. It wasn’t until her words sank in that I realized none of what I’d just seen was real. I hadn’t battled any demons, just dark magic.

      Roark and Quinn helped me stand while Slade lifted Kat. He held her close to his chest and curled one of his wings around her, as if he were protecting her from me. Did he think I would hurt the one person I cared for the most? I’d give up my life before I’d ever cause her pain.

      “It’s all right, Slade. I’m fine.” I patted my chest as I spoke.

      The house began to tremble just as Slade began to speak. A piece of the ceiling broke away and fell a few feet from him and Kat. I glanced around the room and my chest tightened.

      The walls were cracked from the ceiling to the floor. Pieces of brick and wood littered the floor, which now had a giant hole in the middle. The longer I stared at the carnage, the more I realized this was my fault.

      At any moment the mansion could collapse on us. We needed to get out of here. As if reading my thoughts, Mathias opened a portal.

      “Everyone,” Mathias shouted over the sound of rocks crumbling and wood splitting, “Come this way.”

      One by one, I saw my friends and my brothers race into the portal and disappear from my sight. Kat tugged my arm, urging me to run with her. We didn’t get two steps before another crack formed in the floor, separating us from the portal.

      “Hurry!” Mathias shouted, waving us toward him.

      My wings snapped out as I grabbed Kat in my arms and flew toward the portal. More of the ceiling fell away as I tried to dodge it. Kat buried her face in my chest to avoid the debris falling around us. My heart thundered in my chest, adrenaline spiking with each flap of my wings.

      I grunted as pain flared in my wing. Shit. I couldn’t move it. As the ground quickly approached us, I tightened my hold on Kat and twisted in the air, curling my body around her. My shoulder hit first as we bounced and skidded across the floor.

      I didn’t have time to see if Kat was okay—we needed to get the hell out of there. I could hear Mathias yelling for us to hurry. I jumped to my feet, yanking Kat up with me. Just as we turned to run the final few yards, a large section of plaster fell from the ceiling. I shoved Kat toward the portal and dodged out of the way.

      As I went to follow her to safety, another rumble shook the ground under my feet, sending more debris raining down on me. My gaze locked with Kat. Her eyes were wide with fear as she extended her arm toward me. Then the rest of the building collapsed.
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        ~Katarina~

      

      

      Voices buzzed around me as I stood at the window of Uncle Mathias’s home in the mountains. The snow-capped peaks glistened under the moonlight, distracting me from the conversation taking place in the room.

      I pulled the blanket tighter over my shoulders. Even with the heat of the fireplace next to me, I still couldn’t thaw the ice in my veins. The look of hopelessness in Jax’s eyes as I’d reached for him still haunted me. I couldn’t erase that image from my mind, no matter how hard I tried. I’d reached for Jax and grasped nothing but air as the house completely caved in.

      Strong arms wrapped around me from behind. I leaned back and closed my eyes.

      “You need to stop torturing yourself.”

      “I don’t know how. It keeps replaying over and over in my head.” I turned in his arms and tipped my chin up until I met his emerald eyes.

      “I’m right here, Kat,” Jax soothed as he ran his thumb over my bottom lip. “I can think of other ways to remind you of that.”

      I wriggled, trying to free my arms that were trapped between us. I needed to touch him to remind myself that he was really here, that I hadn’t lost him. My palms pressed against the cotton t-shirt stretched tight across his chest. The steady thump of his heart eased the tension in my body.

      Still, I couldn’t shake the memory of Slade yanking me back just as Nicholai had closed the portal. I’d screamed and pounded on Slade’s chest until I had nothing left in me. The only thing racing through my mind was how we’d left Jax behind. I’d been angry at Slade for pulling me away instead of letting me save his brother.

      It wasn’t until I was transferred to another set of arms that reality had sunk in. The smell of earth and amber filled my senses, then I’d realized Jax was there. He was alive.

      My uncle had transported Jax out without a second to spare. There was no way that I could repay him for all that he had done for us, but I would spend the rest of my life trying. If I had lost Jax, Slade wouldn’t have been the only one with a piece of their soul missing.

      Thankfully, this was a win for us. All of the prisoners were here and being administered to by my uncle’s healers. It was surprising to know that the prince of the underworld had some of the world’s best healers on staff. It seemed ironic since his job was basically death. Then he reminded me that while reapers and shades were immortal, they weren’t invincible. I knew that firsthand. Gargoyles were the same way—immortal, but not invincible, and I’d almost lost two of my mates in the span of a heartbeat.

      I threaded my fingers through Jax’s hair and tugged his lips to mine. While I would have loved to drag him to the bedroom and take him up on his offer of a distraction, I knew that we still had a lot to do.

      Reluctantly, I broke our kiss. Seeing the absence of black in his eyes had me pushing up on my toes to press my lips to each lid. Resting my forehead against his, I said, “You have no idea how good it is to see your beautiful green eyes. How are you feeling?”

      Jax gave me a half smile as he slid his hands down my arms and clasped my fingers. “Better. The healers wanted to check my wing, but I didn’t want them to waste their energy on me when there were others who needed them more. Our bond is already working. I should be fully healed by morning.”

      I felt like he was avoiding my real question, but I didn’t want to press him right now. I knew he was still trying to process the fact that his father had murdered Samara. I would give him some time, but he couldn’t keep this to himself forever. Not when it could draw the darkness back to the surface.

      “How is Natasha?” I asked.

      “She still hasn’t opened her eyes, but her pulse is stronger,” Jax responded. “The healers said it could be a few more days before she’s conscious again. Rose’s new guardian hasn’t left her side since he carried her back here. I believe that even though the bonding ceremony hasn’t been completed, the strength of his dragon is speeding her healing.”

      We had no way of knowing how many had died at the hands of Alastor. At least six souls had been collected and brought to the underworld. But we had no way to account for others he may have held prisoner somewhere else. At least we were able to get the rest out in time.

      I glanced across the room to Samara, who was sandwiched between Draven and Zander near the sofa. Nicholai was positioned behind her. Since they’d met, he’d never been far from where she was. I’d have to ask her about that later.

      Draven had found Zander and brought him here. Zander discovered that the missing shifters were part of the same pack that were living on the outskirts of the realm. When Zander checked on the prisoners we rescued, he found two of the five in the pack alive. Remembering his howl of anger when he’d found out the other three had been killed by Alastor still sent a chill down my spine. The shades had retrieved the fallen shifter’s bodies and brought them back to Zander’s council so that they could have a proper burial.

      “Has my uncle come back yet?” I searched the room for him until Jax shook his head.

      “No. I’d imagine Hades is gathering all of the demons. If there are more that betrayed him, then Tartarus is about to get some new residents.”

      My uncle had been hesitant to leave us again, so he’d left some of his shades behind to guard us. In all honesty, I hoped my uncle found Alastor before we did. While I wanted to kick his ass for the horrors that he’d wrought, I knew we were no match for him. At least not right now.

      “I need to talk to Roark and Quinn.” Jax looked toward the dining room.

      I followed his gaze and found them standing together, talking.

      Jax continued, “We need to plan our next step. I still don’t believe that my father acted alone, but then, dark mages never do. I’m sure someone from his order helped.”

      “What makes you think so?”

      Jax shrugged. “Just a feeling, I guess. My dad is very persuasive when it comes to getting what he wants. He’ll make empty promises he has no intention of keeping.”

      Forcing my lungs to cooperate, my fingers tightened around Jax’s. I didn’t want to let him out of my sight for fear his father would succeed in taking him from me. If what Alastor had said was true and Jax’s dark magic was connected to all of the dark mages, what would stop them from manipulating his magic?

      “Kat, I’ll only be in the next room.” He pulled me back into his arms and kissed the top of my head. “Alastor is not going to do anything today and definitely not in your uncle’s house. My father may be a maniac, but he isn’t a fool. He knows he’s no match for Mathias.”

      I held onto Jax for a minute longer before I finally released him. He was right. My uncle was a god. Shit. His whole family were gods. As long as we were here, we were safe. I wondered if my uncle would mind if we never left. This place was definitely big enough for all of us.

      The living room alone was the size of my apartment. The second floor had seven bedrooms, with just as many bathrooms. Rumor had it that there was a theater on the other side of the house and an indoor as well as an outdoor pool. There were definitely plenty of reasons for us to stay.

      “You’ll have to get used to me being a little clingy.” The need to touch him again had me gripping his waist. “I almost lost you.”

      Jax devoured me with his eyes and the desire that pulsed in our bond made my breath quicken. His fingertips swept across my skin until they settled at the nape of my neck. He leaned in, his lips nearly touching mine. As I went to close the distance, he turned his head. His warm breath tickled my ear, sending heat to my core when he said, “You can cling to me all you want later, when we’re in my bed.”

      Then he walked away, leaving me with an ache between my thighs and some very wet panties. I had the female equivalent of blue balls. Now I would be counting down the hours until bedtime. Maybe I would have to excuse myself and turn in early.

      As I crossed the room, I glanced at Samara again. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. We hadn’t had a chance to talk since we got back. She’d stayed with Rose and Natasha until she knew they were okay. This was also the first time that I didn’t see Thomas with her. She was of the same mindset as me. She didn’t want to let him out of her sight.

      Postponing my early retreat to my bedroom, I approached Samara. “Can we talk for a minute?”

      She glanced from Draven to Zander, then gave me a quick nod. I led the way to the adjoining kitchen so I could make a cup of tea. The only time I really drank it was when my grandmother wanted to read my tea leaves, but right now I needed something to calm my nerves. I just hoped my uncle had some in his pantry.

      Stepping into the massive kitchen, I took a second to admire the view. It’s said that the kitchen is the heart of the home, and my uncle spared no expense to make his feel that way. The island in the center of the room had espresso cabinets that contrasted with the white cabinets around the perimeter.

      “Wow,” Samara whispered. “Your uncle has amazing taste. Every room seems to get better than the other. Do you think he would mind a ghost as a permanent house guest?”

      I laughed as I traced my finger over the white granite countertop. “I was thinking the same thing.”

      You would think being the prince of the underworld that he would have a darker color scheme, but he seemed to prefer everything crisp and bright. He even had yellow flowers in vases scattered around the room.

      I was about to search the cabinets for tea, when I found a bottle of wine on the counter. I recognized the label as one of my favorites. I wondered which of the guys had made sure this was here for me.

      As I searched the drawers for an opener, I said, “I noticed Thomas wasn’t with you. Is everything okay?”

      Samara nodded. “I’m worried about him. He said he needed time alone to think. I should have told him the truth from the start. How can he accept me when my kind imprisoned him? Not only did they inject him with goddess only knows what, but he heard the cries of those who were being tortured around him. What would make him want to have any part in my world when his first introduction was at the hands of a sadistic mage?”

      I wished that I had Nicholai’s ability and could hug her. Seeing the despair in her eyes broke my heart. “You know, I do have some experience with this, since I used to be a human too. In case you forgot, a dying witch gave me some crazy ass powers along with some sexy gargoyle guardians. Then I discovered my uncle is a god, who turned me into a reaper. Somehow I managed to deal with it.”

      “Even if he does accept it, look at me, I’m a damn ghost. What do I have to offer any of them, now?”

      “You,” I replied. “Don’t you think that they are just grateful to have you here? When Draven and Zander thought they lost you, they were shattered. They’ve been with you since you came back to them. They could have abandoned you, but they haven’t. I see their love for you every time they look at you.”

      “It’s not fair to them. They can’t even touch me.”

      I leaned across the island and whispered, “There are other ways to be intimate without using your hands.”

      Samara laughed and shook her head. “You’re crazy, you know that?”

      “Maybe just a little, but going from human to immortal practically overnight will do that to you.”

      The smile on Samara’s face faded. “I still don’t know if that spell was one hundred percent effective. What if whatever they injected him with is dormant in his body and one day he grows horns or something while he’s at work? How can he go back to his old life when there is a chance of that happening?”

      “Then we’ll have to hope that he can accept our world.”

      Samara chewed on the inside of her cheek as she studied me. She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Are you really happy? I see you with the guys and it’s kind of hard not to miss the chemistry between all of you. But like Thomas, you weren’t given a choice. I didn’t give you a choice. If you could go back and change things, would you?”

      I didn’t even hesitate with my answer. “Do I miss my old life? Some of it. I’m hoping to find a way to see my friends again. That’s one sacrifice that I hope I don’t need to make. As for my job? I realized that I was using my career to fill a void in my heart. That void wasn’t filled until I inherited four guardians. I don’t blame you, if that’s what you’re worried about. This was the path that was already laid out for me.”

      “Do you think Thomas will forgive me for lying to him? If it wasn’t for me, he would never have been taken prisoner in the first place. Maybe the council is right. Maybe it’s best if humans don’t know about us.”

      I grabbed a glass from the cabinet and poured myself some wine. I hated drinking alone, but unless Samara could conjure some ghost wine, I had no choice. Taking a sip, I said, “I don’t think that holding a press conference and announcing to the world that fairies and mermaids are real is a good idea, but why can’t it be shared with the right people?”

      Samara’s brow creased as she twisted the ring on her finger. “I don’t know. I just can’t help thinking that things would be different if I had been honest from the start.”

      I rolled Samara’s words over in my mind. She was dealing with the exact same situation that I had. “Look at me and Slade. I worried that my dishonesty would make him hate me. We didn’t even have a relationship like you and Thomas, yet he forgave me.”

      “You’re right. I knew that this moment would eventually come along.” She waved her hand.  “Well not exactly this way, but I always knew there was a chance that he would reject me. It wasn’t fair of me to let him think that we could have a normal relationship when nothing about my life is normal. I don’t know how much longer I have here, but before I can find peace, I need to know that he’s going to be okay.”

      I reached out to place my hand over hers and it passed through, slapping the counter. Samara smirked and rolled her eyes at me. This whole not touching thing was driving me crazy.

      “You know that I will look out for him,” I reassured. “Whether he chooses to stay here or not, I will find a way to make sure that no damage was done to him. Luckily, Draven had the sense to keep Thomas’s kidnapping from his mother. The less people that know about him, the better.”

      I didn’t want to voice my fears aloud, but I was worried that Thomas would be traded from one form of torture to another if the high council found out about him. What if they decided to run their own experiments on him to see what Jax’s father had injected him with? Their concern for protecting their own kind would be their top priority, no matter the cost to Thomas.

      Lifting my glass, I drained it in one swallow, then picked up the bottle and refilled it. Today sucked and this bottle of wine was doing exactly what I needed it to do. Relieving the tension in my body.

      “I’m glad that you were the one that the ancestors chose,” Samara said. “I don’t like many people, but you’re starting to grow on me.”

      “Gee, thanks. I’m glad that I made the cut.” I hopped up on a stool and propped my chin in my hand. “So tell me about Nicholai.”

      Samara flinched and if she wasn’t a ghost, I would have thought she was actually blushing. “What about him?”

      “You two seem pretty tight. He’s like your shadow, no pun intended. He seems awfully protective of you, and don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you look at him when he touches you.”

      “He’s just being nice to me.”

      “Okay. You can deny it all you want, but there is definitely something there. He’s also part of the underworld and the only one who can touch you.”

      Samara shifted her gaze to the vase of flowers on the island. I could see the gears turning in her mind. Had she not really given any thought to the fact that she could have a relationship with Nicholai? Maybe now she would open her heart up to him. If she hadn’t already.

      I clutched my chest as fear spiked through my bond. Pain twisted my stomach, causing me to double over.

      “What’s wrong?” Samara asked, appearing at my side.

      “It’s Slade.”
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        ~Slade~

      

      

      I fisted the sheets on the edge of the bed and squeezed my eyes shut. Voices echoed in my head as memories came to life. The screams and sobbing haunted me. So did the putrid scent of blood, vomit, and death. Knowing innocent lives had died on my watch gutted me. I should have been strong enough to save all the supernaturals stuck inside the dark mage’s house, but I failed them just like I’d failed Samara. Now they were dead, and it was my fault.

      Alastor Thornwell’s face plagued my thoughts. Playing in a loop, over and over in my mind. I was still locked in that torture room as he siphoned a sliver of my soul. The ache in my chest, a constant reminder of what I’d lost. The sadistic smile he wore was ingrained in my mind, and to this moment, I could still feel the orbs he casted at me. My abs tightened and I grunted through each hit.

      Had he cast some sort of spell on me, forcing me to relive every agonizing moment? Or was this an effect of losing part of my soul? Hopefully it would stop if we found a way to return the missing piece.

      I should have died along with the people I’d failed.

      Every day I questioned why I’d survived when other supernaturals were dying. Granted, as a gargoyle I was harder to kill, but that would only be true if my soul was intact.

      Raising my arm, I traced the outline of my guardian tattoo. It pulsed with heat as I thought about the young woman who entered my life. Fate controlled our destinies, and it was Fate that had brought her into my life. I had a new ward—a new purpose.

      Was it possible my bond with Katarina was keeping me alive? There was no other explanation. But how long would this last? What if it was only a bandage, delaying the inevitable?

      The connection we shared boggled me. Guardians neither protected more than one ward at a time nor served consecutive terms. And since Samara had left this plane of existence and was only here in spirit, I knew my oath to protect her had ended.

      What I wanted to know was why had it switched to Katarina? Not only wasn’t she a witch, but our assignment should have terminated when Samara died. I still had so many unanswered questions, but when we’d arrived at Mathias’s, all I had the strength to do was shower. I didn’t remember much after that until the nightmares woke me.

      The one thing I did know was that I would guard her with my life, even if the ancestors hadn’t chosen me for her. There was something more between us than guardian and ward. I’d sensed it the moment we met and I couldn’t deny the effect she had on me.

      As hard as I tried to focus on our bond to make sense of what I felt, Alastor slammed back into my thoughts. I again felt the agony of each cut, tear and burn. I forced myself to breathe through the pain. Each inhale and exhale cut like razor blades in my chest.

      The only thing that would make this better was if I had killed the fucker. Even knowing Mathias had his men working around the clock to find Alastor, wasn’t enough to pacify me. He could be at another location right now performing his deranged experiments. As long as he was free, no one was safe.

      A knock on the door scattered my torturous thoughts. I jumped at the sound and cursed under my breath. I needed to get my shit together. I couldn’t do my duty if I was always on edge.

      One of my brothers must have sensed my anxiety over the memories and was coming to check on me. I needed to be more conscious of blocking them. Otherwise, they would feel the need to babysit me. Hopefully they wouldn’t stay long.

      “Come in.” I hated that my voice shook. That Alastor could still have a hold over me.

      The door opened, revealing Katarina as my visitor. Her hand was pressed against her belly.

      “Slade, are you okay?” The soft sound of her voice was like a balm to my frayed nerves. The tension in my body eased and I unclenched my fists.

      “I’m fine, angel. Just sitting here, taking a moment.”

      Her smile was hesitant as she approached me. “You forget we share a connection. I sensed something distressed you.”

      Dazed by her words, I stared at the ground. The tether that bound us pulsed in the same rhythm as my heart. I felt her concern along with fear and curiosity.

      Releasing a deep breath, I scrubbed my hands over my face. “After what I went through, I’m plagued with memories. You cannot fathom the horrors I witnessed. The smells, sounds, energy…” My voice faded as my throat grew thick with emotion. “It kills me to know supernaturals died right under my nose. I knew something was happening, but there wasn’t a damn thing I could do. I was weak.”

      “No, you weren’t.” Katarina reached for my hand, but I inched away. The instant I saw her face, regret spiraled through me. Did she think I was rejecting her?

      “It’s a lot to process, Katarina. I don’t want to unload all the details on you. As it stands, you have plenty of things to worry about.”

      “Oh. I uh…I guess I shouldn’t expect you to want to talk to me.” Her voice cracked. When I looked at her, she hugged herself and turned her back to me. “I’m sorry, Slade.”

      My heart sank at the sadness in her voice. “What do you have to be sorry for, angel? This isn’t you. It’s me.”

      When she didn’t speak, I stood from the bed and approached her. I slid my hands across her shoulders and massaged them, hoping to alleviate her stress. She spun a second later and dove into my arms.

      “I lied to you,” she sniffled. “I let you believe Samara wasn’t dead and that I was one of the ancestors.”

      I squeezed her tighter and placed my cheek against the top of her head. She’d been carrying this guilt inside her all this time. I thought I’d been clear at the prison that I didn’t blame her. But now that I thought back on it, I never said the words. I only showed her through our bond.

      “I’m the one who assumed she was alive,” I said. “Yeah, you avoided the question, but you’ve also set the record straight.”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that I kept something from you. At the time, I believed that if I’d been honest, you wouldn’t have fought as hard to stay alive.” She leaned back to look in my eyes. “I saw how much your brothers suffered when they lost Samara. Quinn was distant, Roark hated everything, and Jax gave in to his darkness. I didn’t want you to go through that too. You had to fight.”

      “Relax.” I caressed her cheek. “I understand why you hid the truth. When I saw Samara and realized she was a spirit, it was worse than anything Alastor Thornwell had done to me. You did the right thing, Katarina.”

      Her gaze fell to my chest when her eyes teared up. “Do you believe me when I say I’ll never lie to you again?”

      Lifting her chin, I waited until she met my eyes before I answered, “Yes. I believe you. I sense your honesty.” I dropped my hand and glanced at my guardian tattoo. “I knew the bond I shared with my brothers and Samara still existed, but it didn’t feel the same anymore.”

      “How so?” she asked.

      I cupped her cheek and thumbed over her lips, wanting to kiss her. Whenever she was near, I felt alive. The pain I suffered seemed like a distant memory, even if my body still bore the cuts and bruises.

      Had our bond not activated when it did, I would be dead. I may be her guardian, but she was the angel sent to watch over me. She was my savior.

      “I knew something was different just by the rhythm of your energy.” I leaned my head to hers and drew in the sweet scent of her skin. “Even though I felt something was off, it didn’t matter. I had hope again. You came to me when I thought I had nothing left to live for. I should have been broken, catatonic, but you…” I closed my eyes. “You saved me.”

      “I’d do it a million times over too. Even before I understood our bond, I couldn’t rest until we found you. After I learned you were my fourth guardian, nothing could stop me.”

      Opening my eyes, I eased back and glanced at the tattoo again. I traced the witches knot, feeling the way it pulsed with the bond I shared with Katarina and my brothers. She was tethered to each of us, and we were connected through her. There were many emotions spiraling through the bond. Our link had strengthened every day, but the connection she shared with Jax and Roark vibrated harder.

      None of it made sense.

      “No matter how hard I try, I don’t understand how any of this was possible.” I glanced at her tattoo. It appeared in the same spot Samara’s had. “Guardians are chosen by the ancestors. I’ve read the history of each realm and I know for a fact that at no point in time was a guardian linked to a human. There was no reason for it.”

      I hadn’t intended for my voice to sound so gruff. None of my anger was directed at her. It was self-loathing. I hated the fact that for once in my life I didn’t have an answer to something that puzzled me.

      When I saw her lower lip tremble, I knew my tone had upset her. My gut twisted and I cursed myself for allowing my frustrations to spill over.

      “That sounded harsh. I’m sorry. None of the anger I feel is directed toward you. I get frustrated when I don’t understand something. All of this is new to me. I haven’t had time to process everything, like the rest of you.”

      “Some people believe the ancestors chose me to receive Samara’s powers. The reason behind it differs depending on who you speak to, but my Nona—that’s what I call my grandmother—believes I’m fated to be with you and your brothers.”

      “Fated? You mean, because you hold Samara’s power and we have to protect it?”

      She shook her head and bit her lip as her gaze lowered. “It’s complicated.”

      “Then uncomplicate it.”

      I wrapped my arms around her waist as I studied her face, wanting desperately to understand why the thought of losing her made me feel as though I were suffocating.

      “Is it that bad?” I asked. What could possibly make her so afraid to explain?

      “You’re partially right. Fate connects us because of the power Samara transferred to me, and you guys are my guardians for that reason, but there’s more.”

      I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and cradled her cheek. “It’s okay, angel. There’s nothing you can’t tell me.”

      “My Nona believes you guys are my soulmates.”

      Soulmates? That word held a lot of power. If it were true, it meant that we…

      Scanning every inch of her body, I couldn’t deny that I wanted to make love to her, but my head and heart weren’t on board. Not today. I was drained. The fact that I was still on my feet said a lot. I couldn't recall the last time I’d had a decent night’s sleep. I needed time to heal.

      “Do you believe your grandmother?” I asked.

      She nodded. “So do your brothers. Believe me, it’s been a battle to get them all on board. Roark resisted the idea because he felt like I would be too much of a distraction. In the end, he realized that resisting our bond was hurting both of us.”

      “So, it just took Roark time to get used to the change?”

      Katarina chuckled. “That and something my uncle and Nona said to him.”

      That piqued my curiosity. “What did they say?”

      “Well, my uncle threatened to end our bond if your brothers didn’t stop resisting our connection.”

      What the hell. He had no right to do something like that. Just the thought of losing her angered me. We’d just found each other. I wasn’t going to let her go now. Even if it meant fighting the prince of the underworld.

      “When Nona first met your brothers,” Katarina said, “She told us that we’re fated mates. She even explained how we balance each other.”

      “Did she say anything about me?”

      Katarina blinked then shook her head. “No.”

      The words cut me deep. I moved past her and went to my bedroom window. “I see.”

      “It’s only because you weren’t there. If you had been, I know she would have explained our connection.”

      I hid my jealousy. Katarina had been my light in the darkest moment of my life. I didn’t think I’d get to meet her after thinking she was an ancestor. Once I saw her in the flesh, I never imagined I’d have to share her with my brothers.

      It wasn’t that I envied her connection to them. I was jealous of the fact that they’d had more time with her than I had. They already knew about their bond and they’d had time to adjust. I couldn’t say the same.

      When her fingers curled around my upper arm, I focused on the moon, hoping to settle my nerves.

      “What do you think your grandmother would have said about us?” I asked.

      Katarina pressed against me and I held my breath. The warmth of her body calmed the storm inside me.

      “I can’t say for sure, but I think she would have sensed your whirlwind of emotions.” She gripped my arm tighter, then released it, letting her fingers tease my skin. “She would have said that you had the ability to breathe life back into me, and that I could tame your gale winds into gentle breezes.”

      “Were your grandmother’s words as poetic when she explained your connection with my brothers?”

      “Yes.” She nudged my shoulder until I turned around. The intensity of her devotion to me burned in her eyes.

      I cupped her face and leaned my head to hers again. Touching her felt right. It eased the anxiety causing havoc on my soul.

      “What about you, Slade?” she whispered. “Do you believe we’re soulmates?”

      “Everything I’ve sensed through our bond makes me think we are. I’ve been around you for a few hours, and I already feel this overwhelming possessiveness. I want to protect you from everything.”

      “There’s no rush. We have plenty of time to get to know each other. Right now, we have other things to focus on. How are you feeling, like physically and emotionally?”

      “I’m tired.”

      “That’s understandable.” She ran her fingers through my damp hair, reminding me of how long it had grown. “I see you managed to shower. Did the healer tend to your wounds after?”

      “Yes,” I lifted my shirt so she could see the fading cuts and bruises on my ribcage.

      She studied my wounds for a moment before her eyes roamed from my abs to my chest. When they trailed back to my face, she ran her fingers through my beard. “Did you decide to keep this?”

      I’d been too exhausted to worry about shaving. I wondered if she didn’t like the look. The longer she played with my facial hair, the more self-conscious I grew.

      “It looks bad, doesn’t it?”

      “No.” She leaned closer. “I like it. It’s sexy.”

      It felt as though I’d caught fire when she smiled at me. Her words did a number on my heart too. “You do?”

      “Yes.” She pressed her hand to my chest and went on her tiptoes, as if she were going to kiss me. My breath stalled in my chest. I’d wanted to kiss her since the first moment I saw her. There was just one problem. The longer I stood here, the more I felt like I’d collapse.

      Instead of closing her eyes and pressing her lips to mine, her gaze lowered to my chest and she pressed her heels back to the floor. Her hand remained between my pecs, but the worry I saw in her eyes caused my anxiety to increase.

      “What’s wrong, angel?”

      “There’s a reason you’re so tired, Slade, and it’s more than the obvious reasons. Your soul is fading. It won’t be long before the light inside you extinguishes.”

      “How do you know that? Can you sense it through our bond?” If so, this was something new. I knew of no others who had this ability through their bond.

      “I’m a reaper.”

      All I could do was stare at her, completely at a loss for words. Then our conversation in the prison came back to me. She’d said her uncle was Mathias. I had a lot of catching up to do, but it would have to wait until later. If there even was a later for me.

      “Am I dying?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.” She rubbed my shoulder with one hand while pulling something out of her pocket with the other. When I glanced down, the piece of my soul rested in her palm. “I think it’s time we put you back together.”
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        ~Katarina~

      

      

      Asking someone to trust me with their life wasn’t an easy request. Yet there I was, expecting Slade to go along with it. I had no clue how to fuse the broken piece of his soul back with the rest. I couldn’t explain how I knew it was possible, but everything within me screamed it was. Now it was time to find out how to make it happen.

      If anyone could help me on this mission, it would be Uncle Mathias. He knew how important Slade was to me. This wasn’t just because Slade was my guardian. It was because he was my mate. He had to survive. I needed the four of them in my life.

      Slade and I passed several of the shades my uncle had left to guard us as we came down the stairs. I almost missed one hiding around the corner. If it weren’t for my reaper abilities, I never would have seen him.

      My fingers laced with Slade’s as he followed me toward the living room. I hoped like hell Uncle Mathias had returned from his meeting with his father. Maybe he’d gotten a lead on Alastor while he was there. The dark mage had the whole underworld out searching for him. I would hate to be on the bad side of Hades. I’d only met him for a moment and he scared the shit out of me.

      Stopping just shy of the door, I peeked into the room to see who occupied it. Not much had changed since I’d left earlier to check on Slade. Quinn, Roark, and Jax stood in the dining area, talking. Samara had returned to her spot between Draven and Zander, but Nicholai was now standing in front of her. The four were discussing something that had Samara wincing.

      When I glanced around the rest of the room, disappointment filled me when I didn’t see my uncle. Without his help, I wasn’t sure I could repair Slade’s soul, and we didn’t have time to wait. It was possible that Nicholai could help me, but still, I’d rather have my uncle.

      Slade’s energy whirled around me as his anxiety increased. I squeezed his hand then turned to look at him. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so.”

      “Everything’s going to be fine,” I said.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “I’m just afraid of what’s happening to me.”

      I tugged his hand and motioned to the room. “Let’s go inside.”

      Nodding, he shadowed my steps, holding my hand like it was his life support. I had to get his soul back in his body before his energy faded. I felt bits of him slipping away every few minutes. I didn’t know how much longer he had.

      All conversation stopped the moment we entered the room. Roark, Quinn, and Jax approached us with concerned expressions. When they reached Slade, they each clasped his arm in turn as they greeted him.

      Samara and Nicholai joined me while Slade talked with his brothers.

      “Hey,” Samara said in a soft voice. “How is he?”

      “Not good.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Has anyone heard from my uncle?”

      Samara shook her head. “What’s going on?”

      “Slade’s getting weaker.” I motioned for her to follow me as I guided Slade to the oversized chair near the fireplace. The coolness of his skin worried me. I grabbed a blanket from the basket on the floor and draped it over his legs.

      “What’s happening with Slade?” Roark inquired when he, Quinn, and Jax gathered around the back of the chair. Their concern pulsed through our bond, causing my stomach to churn.

      Having the four of them together made our connection easier to sense. We were stronger together, and what I was about to attempt would require their help. I just hoped it was enough to save Slade.

      “Your brother’s soul is fading,” I finally answered. “If it’s not made whole again...”

      I couldn’t say the words. Saying them out loud would make it real and I couldn’t allow that to happen. The ancestors wouldn’t have given him to me, only to take him away.

      Blowing out a breath, I continued, “Anyway, I need to put his soul back together. I just don’t know how.”

      Silence blanketed the room as all eyes settled on me. I was afraid my mates would think that I was crazy for suggesting this. Instead of finding doubt in their gazes, each one reflected the same emotion—hope.

      “It might work, Katarina,” Nicholai encouraged me. “You’re a reaper with the powers of a witch. Your guardians are also a source of power. I’ve never heard of it being done before, but there’s also never been a reaper like you before.”

      I tugged my lip between my teeth as I twisted my hands together. I wasn’t going to lie. I was terrified. If something went wrong, it would be my fault. But we had no other choice. I had to trust my gut and it was telling me that I was Slade’s only option.

      “Where do I start?”

      “By trusting your instincts.” A deep voice said behind me.

      Gasping, I turned in time to see Uncle Mathias transforming from smoke into his physical form. He smiled at me just before I dove into his arms.

      “Thank the gods you’ve returned. Can you help me?” I squeezed him tighter as my voice shook. “Slade’s soul is fading and I’m worried I’ll screw this up.”

      As I spoke, Uncle Mathias rubbed my back, consoling me. When I released a deep breath, he eased me away. “This isn’t as complicated as you think. Like I said before, trust your instincts.”

      “But what if–”

      “Katarina.” He motioned for me to stop speaking. “You’ve got this. Tap into your energy and the bond you share with Slade. Your reaper abilities will kick in, and the rest will come to you. Trust me.”

      How ironic it was that he used the same words I’d told Slade just before we came downstairs. I wanted my guardian to trust me—to have faith in me—but how could I expect it of him when I was constantly doubting myself? That had to change, starting now.

      Kneeling in front of Slade, I wedged myself between his legs and leaned into him. His violet eyes stared into mine. I didn’t need our bond to know what he was thinking. His gaze said it all. It was filled with his trust, devotion, and compassion.

      I shoved a shaky hand inside my sweater pocket and removed the sliver of Slade’s soul. Lifting his shirt, I placed it on his bare chest, then I closed my eyes.

      The tether between us trembled. What was left of Slade’s soul faded with every passing second. I willed the piece under my hands to rejoin the rest and make him whole again.

      Nothing happened.

      Despite how much I willed his soul to merge, he was getting worse. I had no idea what to do. I was failing at this.

      “Angel,” Slade whispered.

      I forced my eyes open, afraid to look at him. He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to. Looking into the windows of his soul, I felt a sense of peace. I was doing this wrong. Instead of forcing my powers to heal him, I had to use our bond. He was my mate and our souls were connected. My powers weren’t controlled by my mind alone. They came from my soul.

      As soon as the realization sank in, the connection between Slade and me jolted to life. His eyes widened just as a white light leaked between my fingers. Gray liquid pooled around my hands before his skin absorbed it. Then his body spasmed.

      He grunted as the light in my hands spread over him, covering him in a warm glow. The pain and fear I sensed in our bond disappeared, and as I stared into his eyes, I felt his soul fuse together.

      A silver light blinded me. Closing my eyes, I waited for the light to dim before I glanced at Slade. The serene expression on his face worried me. If it wasn’t for the smile creeping over his lips, I would have sworn I’d killed him.

      “Slade? Are you okay?” I asked.

      His smile grew wider and he pulled me up to his chest. He wrapped his strong arms wrapped around me as he covered my lips with his.

      His body was no longer cold. The warmth I longed to feel had returned. I lost myself in the serenity of knowing he was alive. His soul was whole again and that was all that mattered.

      When Slade broke the kiss, he held my face between his hands and studied me. My heart fluttered when his sexy smile returned.

      “Thank you, Katarina,” he said. “I knew you could do it.”

      I cradled his face and laughed when his beard tickled my palm. “You helped. I didn’t know what to do until I looked into your eyes. Then it all made sense.”

      “To be honest, I said your name because I wanted you to be the last thing I saw if I died.”

      “There’s an old saying amongst humans that the eyes are the windows to the soul. It’s true.” I brushed a thumb over his cheek, thankful he was safe and healing. My life felt complete now that I had all of my mates together.

      “That old adage is true, Katarina,” Uncle Mathias assured me, joining us by the chair. “When you reap a soul or heal one, you must always look in the eyes.”

      “I understand now,” I answered.

      Roark, Quinn, and Jax hovered over us, eager to get to Slade. I eased myself off Slade’s chest and backed away. They took turns hugging their brother and telling him he needed to get back to his duties and he’d slacked off long enough. It was nice to see them smiling and teasing each other.

      I smothered a yawn behind my hand while I watched my mates. Healing Slade had tapped my energy reserves, and I was swaying on my feet.

      I was about to excuse myself to lie down when I felt someone staring at me. I glanced toward the sofa where Draven and Zander still sat. Zander was laughing at my guardians, but Draven was staring in my direction. When he realized I’d caught him, his cheeks flushed. Then he stood and walked toward me.

      Offering him a warm smile, I couldn’t help but sense the nervous vibes he emitted. The instant he stopped beside me, he crossed his arms over his chest and glanced at Slade.

      “Katarina, what you just did was amazing.”

      “Thanks. I only wish I could have helped the other supernaturals who died because of Alastor Thornwell.”

      His gaze shifted back to me. “That includes Samara too, right?”

      “Of course it does.” I found Draven’s remark odd. Granted, I hadn’t had any reaper abilities when I’d found Samara dying outside the bar, but I had tried to get help. Samara was the one who wouldn’t let me.

      “I’m sorry if it sounded like I was questioning your integrity. It’s not how I meant it. I just…”

      His face twisted as he seemed to struggle for words. I knew he hadn’t come to terms with Samara’s death and that she haunted him every day. Literally. Okay, so technically she wasn’t haunting him, but she was a ghost.

      “It’s okay, Draven. You don’t have to explain.”

      “Damn, I’m screwing this up.” He scrubbed his face with his hand and groaned.

      “I’m confused. What are you screwing up?”

      His chest rose and fell with deep breaths while he stared at the floor. Whatever weighed on him was colossal. I sensed it.

      “I need to ask you something, Katarina.”

      “I’m listening.”

      Scratching the back of his neck, he gazed around the room as if he was searching for something. Then he looked back at me.

      “Do you think you could do for Samara what you just did for Slade?”

      “What do you mean?” He wasn’t making any sense, and I was so drained that I couldn’t decipher what he was trying to say.

      “You just put Slade’s soul back inside his body and healed him. Could you do the same for Samara?”

      “It’s not exactly the same situation, Draven. Slade was still alive. Alastor removed a piece of his soul, unlike Samara, whose soul left her body. Her corpse is six feet in the ground.”

      I hated disappointing him, but I couldn’t help Samara the same way I’d helped Slade. She was gone. He had to accept that fact at some point. The way he pursed his lips said he was far from accepting anything.

      “So, if you had her body, it would be possible to put her soul back inside it?”

      “Draven…we both know this isn’t possible.”

      “What if it was?” Draven’s eyes sparked with anticipation while he waited for me to reply.

      “What are you asking?” I worried that his grief had pushed him over the edge. My concern for Draven spiraled through me and caused a rift in my connection with my guardians. I sensed them reacting to the tug of our bond. When I looked at them, all four were staring at me.

      “Katarina, are you all right?” Roark asked.

      I waved off his question. “I’m fine. It’s nothing. Draven and I were just talking.”

      The way my mates’ lips pressed in a thin line said they weren’t buying my lie. I didn’t want to embarrass Draven or put him on the spot for what he was asking. Hell, I still didn’t know what he wanted.

      The instant I glanced at Draven, he shook his head and sighed. “I asked if she could help Samara the way she helped Slade.”

      Samara appeared at Draven’s side as everyone began talking at once. I rubbed my temples as a headache began to form. I really needed to lie down before I fell down.

      I glanced at my uncle. His arms were crossed over his chest while he watched Draven. He’d remained silent through all of this. I worried about what he was thinking. Reanimating the dead had to go against the laws of the underworld. Would that apply to me, even though I was a reaper now?

      Zander left the sofa and walked to the spot near the fireplace where Draven and I stood. “Is it possible?” Zander asked me. “Could you return Samara's soul to her body?”

      I was about to respond when Samara positioned herself in front of Draven. “I know what losing me did to you and that you would do anything to get me back. But this is a form of necromancy. There’s no guarantee I’d come back the same.”

      “Will you at least consider it?” Draven asked.

      “Over my dead body. What if I come back as a zombie?” she replied.

      Her response didn’t faze Draven. His brow quirked and he laughed half-heartedly.

      “What is it?” Samara asked, her voice sharp.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this.” Draven looked even more uncomfortable than he had when he’d been asking me about putting Samara’s soul back.

      By now, everyone in the room was focused on Draven. Every movement of his hands as he nervously rubbed his neck or fiddled with the edge of his shirt seemed magnified.

      “Well, try to tell me whatever it is,” she said.

      He took a deep breath. “What if your body wasn’t technically dead?”
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