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    A Dedication to YOU . . .  
 
    This book is for all those who are different, all those struggling to be ‘normal.’ 
 
    Be you because there’s so much beauty in it. Be strong because you are iron, you are steel, you are fire. Fight for what’s yours. Fight for your place in this world. Embrace the hard times because you’re worth it. No matter what they say, what they think, or how they act: You. Are. Worthy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything in this book is fictional. It is not based on true events, persons, or creatures that go bump in the night, no matter how much we wish it were… 
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    “Ever since the day I died, it’s been one battle after another. A battle for love. A battle for my soul. A battle for life. A battle just to breathe without crumbling under the weight of the realms and those who rule them. And here I am again, fighting for the one I love while facing more danger, more tragedy, both mental and physical. I’m constantly running or continually fighting to survive. And even though Fate has some sort of majestic plan to save us from being wiped from the realms, from complete decimation, it doesn’t make me feel safe. Not in the slightest. 
 
    Because nowhere is safe, and none are protected.” 
 
      
 
    -       ELIZA PLAATS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    TEMBER 
 
    DIVINE REALM 
 
      
 
    I sharply inhale, and the unfamiliar smells of another realm stroke my taste buds. They’re pleasant, an utter delight to my hypersensitive senses, and my eyelids flutter with the deliciousness of it all. Almost floral with each subtly warm breeze, then a musky taste lingering in the pockets of my cheeks between each inhale.  
 
    Frowning, eyes closed, I try to place the aroma with the many stored in my memory but fail to recall. Lilac? No, not quite. The sickle tips - the buds which never bloom on the sacred fields of the Kaju tribe? No. No, it’s not that either.  
 
    Nevertheless, I drink it in and it eases my frayed nerves, knits my broken heart, and lulls me into a sedated state. All feels right across the realms like I didn’t just watch the woman I love die. As though my throat doesn’t burn from my screams when I wailed her name with the agony of a thousand lifetimes. When her soul fled to a place unknown, a place I couldn’t follow. Did she travel to the void? Is there a special place for the fee when their ruling ends? 
 
    Slowly, I open my eyes and survey my surroundings, attempting to rid myself of the ache by distraction alone. The forest I’m standing in is dark, absent of the flowers I seek. Dim shadows cast by thick tree trunks blacken the atmosphere, but not so much that I can’t see. Some shadows are exiled, lit by bright radiant bugs clinging to the profound beige bark. The palm-sized bugs’ iridescent wings beat furiously even as their legs clutch the tree. When the wings rub together, it sounds like a soft humming pull of violin strings. 
 
    I reach out to touch one of the alluring bugs closest to me, hovering my hand in the air. But then I think better of it. The tiny insect didn’t instinctually fly away like I had anticipated. In not doing so, an internal warning bell grates at my nerves. No matter the species, those who don’t seek shelter in the presence of a seemingly bigger threat are usually the threat themselves. A single touch isn’t worth discovering their nature, nor devising if they’re as silky as they appear. 
 
    The trees’ canopy of branches adorning dark purple leaves block the light from the sky. Water pockets itself in the clear veins, swelling the center. No vegetation blossoms below my feet, further aiding the dancing shadows that call me to frolic like a wood nymph with their silent song. Instead, black dirt blankets the forest floor. The dirt is deeply cracked, every ounce of water drained by the roots it shelters.  
 
    I turn. The end of the forest is up ahead, and shimmering gold grass rolls down a gentle hill. Across the large pasture is the base of a mountain, rigid and full of rocky chunks fallen from age and wear.  
 
    A cave entrance opens above the base, the hole dark and dank. I stride toward the pasture, leaving the bugs behind. Its brightly lit grass is more appealing than this shadowed, hollow forest. While doing so, I survey my surroundings for any sign of humanoid life. I’d even settle for the one who forced me here, for the one who ripped me from my lover’s side. 
 
    “Fate?” I call, rustling my wings as I walk. 
 
    No one answers, and I frown. Why would he bring me here if he wasn’t here himself? I was lifted into the air after Erma’s death. I felt his power behind it and could do nothing to stop it. By the will of the Divine - Fate, more specifically - I was given her power. I don’t feel that power here. I only feel like . . . me: an ordinary angel with black wings gifted from a dragon’s tear. It makes me question why I’m here and what purpose this Divine, god-like species has for me. What would be the purpose otherwise if not but for a private conversation? Or does he plan to keep me here . . . forever? 
 
    The dry dirt crumbles below my firm feet until I reach the edge of the forest and tentatively step onto the gold grass. It’s short and kept nicely, trimmed on a regular basis. Or perhaps it just doesn’t grow at all. 
 
    When I’m sure I won’t break the gold slivers, I plant both feet and crouch. My fingers reach for the grass, intent on feeling if it’s as soft and smooth as it suggests. As soon as my skin touches the blades, it slices my index finger and slurps the blood before the droplet can plop to the soil. 
 
    Hissing, I yank my hand back. It doesn’t hurt because I still can’t feel pain, but grass that drinks only blood? Nature that takes only sacrifice? This isn’t a realm I should be on. Nope. I should not be here.  
 
    I’m a guardian. Guardians don’t believe in sacrifice of the innocent.  
 
    But I’m not a guardian anymore, am I? I’m  . . . more. 
 
    And maybe, I’m not so innocent as I believe myself to be. 
 
    I tilt my head to the sky, rapidly blinking at the change of light. The sun is large, so large that I can’t peer at it for long without seeing green stars flecking my vision. Twisting, I quickly shield my eyes from it, and a movement catches my attention back inside the forest. Automatically, I hold out my hand and call upon Ire, but the weapon doesn’t materialize. I frown, glancing at my palm where it should rest and then back to the trunks.  
 
    A shadowed figure, black and sparkling like it holds the stars the sky is meant to, darts from tree to tree. I fully stand, unsure if this is an attack by the creatures roaming this realm. It’s a quick human-shaped being, female in gender, and her hair wisps from her back with her darting speed. It’s difficult to make out the rest of her features, no matter how hard I squint. However, after a few moments of watching, I relax and roll the strain from my shoulders.  
 
    For a brief moment, she pauses in her dance of shadows. Her hand snatches forward, catching a bug, and I almost miss her popping the insect into a small container before she darts to the next pocket of darkness. This shadowed sparkling woman has edgy eyes - two tiny bright orbs. Translucent white hair drapes down to her back in beautiful untangled strands, and it flows as though underwater. As though gravity does not have the same effect on her as it does the rest of us.  
 
    “Breathtaking, isn’t she?” a voice says behind me. 
 
    I swivel my head over my shoulder, and black and gold specks hover there, obscuring my view of the dank cave off in the distance. Fate’s dots churn like a traveling swarm of bees.  
 
    “Can she see me?”  
 
    “No,” he answers. “You are only here in spirit. Your body is still on the Guardian Realm.” 
 
    I look to the grass below my elf-gifted shoes. “Then how did I cut myself on the grass?” 
 
    “I said she can’t see you,” he says with a slow draw of patience. “I didn’t say you couldn’t succumb to my realm’s afflictions.” 
 
    “Comforting,” I mumble sarcastically. 
 
    “It wasn’t meant to be.” 
 
    The rapid eye movement as my gaze flicks from dot to dot makes my head throb, and I peer to the trees instead. We’re silent, watching her continue to give chase, gracefully snatching each bug. It’s entirely quiet here, but not in an eerie way. It’s peaceful, and I could easily believe war has never broken out across the land and blood isn’t splattered across grass on a regular basis. 
 
    “What is she?” 
 
    Although I know he doesn’t need the oxygen, he deeply inhales and then slowly releases his exhale. The gesture was more for my own comfort than for his. After all, he doesn’t have any lungs. He doesn’t even have a body. Not a true one, anyway. 
 
    “Her kind are known as the Shadow People,” he continues in a voice of an ancient spirit. “She lives in the Shadled Forest with her people.” 
 
    “Her people?” I cock my head to the side. 
 
    “Yes. Amala is the princess of her clan and the designation ismuch more than just the title.” 
 
    I suppose if you live on the Divine Realm, hierarchies will still be established to keep the peace and to govern its people effectively. It still leaves me with many questions, but I push them away. I sweep my arm out, instead. “This is the Shadled Forest, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    My teeth snap shut. “And there are more of them?” I look around, taking in the scenery once more. Expecting to find a group of starry people identical to her, I sigh in disappointment. One of them is breathtaking, but a clan of them would be something to behold. 
 
    He chuckles, and the dots shake, the sound seemingly coming from deep within his non-existent chest. “Very good.” 
 
    The princess darts behind a thick trunk and I watch on, waiting, anxious, but she never reemerges. 
 
    “Where’d she go?” I ask. 
 
    “Shadow People often travel by shadow, Tember,” he responds with a lifetime of gentleness. “It is why they do not cross from the Shadled to the blades of gold. They may, and often do, take on humanoid forms, but there are many evils here – recent evils that plague their people. Alas, they are strongest in their true form and will hold that form when they venture from their village. Many wish to see them dead. Do not be fooled by the peace you presently feel. It is false. This realm is unsafe.” 
 
    “Dead?” I echo and take in the trees as predators instead of considering their exquisite beauty. The shadow woman seemed benign and harmless. Who would wish such a creature dead? 
 
    I blink, remembering my earlier hypothesis about the bugs. Often, the most beautiful are the most deadly. Perhaps some wish them dead because they’re a strong people, formidable, even. By the swiftness of her actions, the grace of her movements, I can easily see her as something lethal.  
 
    A gathering wind howls over the top of the trees’ juicy purple leaves. Within the gust are a thousand livid whispers which grow in volume as it nears. It gathers speed as it dips from the canopies to the golden grass, and my fingers twitch for a weapon at the frightening sight before me.  
 
    A wraith. It’s a wraith.  
 
    Humanoid in shape, it is neither male nor female, not from where I stand. Its upper half is bare, skeletal almost, with a thin layer of skin spread across the ribs, the long arms, the perfectly rounded head. As it dips farther, gathering even more speed, the scent of heavy iron tangs the breeze. I take a step back as its mouth widens with the many voices, the many screams it roars. Rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth form an ‘O’ in the absence of lips, and where there should be eyes are only three slits for nostrils, the two on the outside higher than the one in the middle. When it passes through me, a deep maroon wispy skirt traveling in its wake, I gasp at the slick, oily feeling it leaves behind inside my spirit. 
 
    “How?” I huff, my breath taken away. If I were a living thing . . . if I were truly here, every fiber of my being knows I’d be dead right now. Is that why the princess left? Did she know this wraith was coming? Was the creature looking for her? 
 
    “Wraiths,” he grunts. It’s the first time I’ve truly heard anger flaw his perfect voice, and for a moment, it throws me off kilter. I cross my arms to mask my startle, but my wings have no such pride and rustle as though shaking off droplets of chilly water.  
 
    “They are a weapon.” His tone is curt, rude almost, and to avoid his edgy rage, I don’t press for answers. This seemingly calm realm is anything but. Dare I think it almost unstable? 
 
    “I see,” I murmur, angling my body and watching it travel away, flying above the blades of blood-drinking grass. The gale whips the skirt of the wraith to and fro and, blissfully, takes the heavy scent with it. 
 
    “Do you?” he asks, noticing my attention solely on the disappearing voices. 
 
    I scoff at his accurate implication of my ignorance. “Of course not.” 
 
    My vision is perfectly fine, but the intensity of this place is too much to take in all at once. I had imagined this realm was large and homed many great spirit-like creatures such as himself, but nothing like this. Nothing tangible. Nothing violent. Just the thought alone of the anomalies which roam this land further encourages the headache between my brows. Perhaps this is why he chose this area to meet me where I’d see less and have a chance to absorb most of it. 
 
    “Why am I here?” I demand.  
 
    “All new creatures of power travel here during transformation,” he replies. “It is our way.” 
 
    I scowl. “Did Eliza? After all, she’s part fee now.”  
 
    Having married one, Kheelan’s powers were passed to her, an equal share. Fee marrying humans or their subjects has rarely been done in the past. In fact, I’ve never seen it happen; if it has, it hasn’t been in my lifetime. So naturally, I’m not sure how it works. As a creature with an abundance of curiosity, I can’t help but ask. 
 
    “No,” he answers. “She has no true authority. Yet.” 
 
    I caught it, the extended word, the implication - but I keep my face blank and carefully neutral. Fate has plans. Many great plans that I doubt he’ll share with me. 
 
    The silence stretches once again, and I inhale deeply, taking in the scents and trying to categorize them in a pocket of my mind. Nothing compares to what I smell, nothing matches the aromas. The colors are exquisitely vibrant. They draw me in and beckon me to stay, an addiction - gentle reassurances to my present pain. They soothe my aches, my emotional agony. My loss. A sea of darkness is what I wade in, and an emotional storm and its tidal waves of drowning sorrows threaten to overcome me at any moment. It is by sheer will power that I manage to stay above it.  
 
    I could live here, stay even, where war doesn’t break the people who battle for it, and love doesn’t die in the arms of their lover, because that’s what the scents lull me into thinking even when my conscience screams for me to leave. 
 
    “You have many great things to accomplish, young one,” he begins cautiously. 
 
    “And if I don’t want to?” I ask a bit too harshly. “If I want to stay?” 
 
    “You cannot,” he warns. “Only Divine and our creatures may live on this realm, for it is not capable of holding a yin that doesn’t have a yang.” 
 
    “A counterpart?” I ask flicking my gaze over my shoulder and staring at the circling specks of Fate. The buttery yellows and ominous blacks match well to the backdrop of the cave’s entrance and the grass crawling to it.  
 
    What would be my counterpart? My kryptonite? Love, perhaps? After all, love is not a thing, not a being, but an intention – a rare possession. A promise. Something magical all in itself. A gift wrapped in the jagged edges of a curse, at least for me. 
 
    “Yes,” he hisses. “If I’m forced to give an example, the willow-e-wisps can quiet the chatter of The Voice if they are so inclined to do so.” 
 
    “I see.” Anguish and shame crumple my stony face. I don’t belong here is what he’s saying. At this moment, I don’t feel like I belong on my own realm either. Not without her there. 
 
    “Do you?” he asks a heartbeat later. 
 
    I lick my bottom lip and think it over. As easily as I could attempt it, I can’t hide from my pain, no matter which realm I seek comfort in. Erma wouldn’t want that for me. She’d want me to avenge her, to see my old charge to safety, to see Corbin’s life come to an end. I will do that . . . for her. 
 
    “Yes,” I admit. And I do, as impossible as it seems. I understand this realm and its limitations. I accept its laws of nature, of tradition. I suppose the laws of nature wouldn’t work properly if each being couldn’t be destroyed by another. It’s survival of the fittest – the strong against the weak. But if I can’t stay here, then… 
 
    I tip my head to the side, and my ringlets drop, the ends curving below my breast. “Why am I here?” 
 
    “Every -” he begins, but I cut him off with a raised hand.  
 
    “You already said that. That’s not what I’m asking.” 
 
    I fully turn toward him and nervously tug at the ends of my fingers, preparing for answers. 
 
    He sniffs, another human gesture meant to soothe me. “You’re quick-witted, Tember. Smart. Powerful. Born of vengeance, but not without compassion. I must admit, I did not expect this gentleness from you.” He pauses then trudges on, answering my question. “It is important that you understand your role. There are rules to being a ruler, and I won’t make the same mistake again.” 
 
    I chuckle, and my head slowly shakes. “I am no ruler. I wasn’t born for this.” 
 
    “You are, and you were,” he growls, seemingly offended. “In your corporeal body, you hold the power of the fee, and you weren’t born by Choice but by Fate. You were always meant to rule when the time came. It only took a bit longer for you to get there than I would have liked.” 
 
    “Erma,” I say, matching his offense. “Her name was Erma.” 
 
    “Erma,” he drawls more quietly, a passion to his tone. “I know her name, young one. She was my child, and at the beginning, I loved her dearly. I loved them all dearly. They soon lost their way, and nothing I did could bring them back. Measures had to be taken before they destroyed everything we Divine created. But, it matters not now. A new era is rising. The realms have risen, and their full unjust glory is on display. The fee created this disaster, and it is my job as a parent to the realms to correct it. Do not see me as the enemy. I’m interfering to save the creatures they created for selfish reasons. No one should be a slave, not even if they were built for it.” 
 
    “You expect me to rule over my people? Over my realm? I don’t even know what I’m going to do in this next minute, let alone lifetimes of others under my care. I can barely breathe as it is.” 
 
    His answering silence is my only response. I close my eyes tightly, squeezing the lids as hard as I can and fisting my fingers until I feel the nails dig into the soft flesh of my palms. I swallow thickly, pushing down the lump forming in my throat, shoving Erma from my mind, and place my broken heart on the back burner. Someone has to rise. I know that. I just wish it wasn’t me. 
 
    “They won’t take kindly to that,” I whisper. 
 
    “Won’t they?” he asks. “Have they not gathered under your command and followed your orders already?” 
 
    “That was different. And the elves -” I begin. 
 
    “Will fall in line,” he finishes sternly, taking the choice from me. “Mitus is dead, Tember. Jaemes will take his place. Do you believe Jaemes to form a coup over your seat in power?” 
 
    I take a step back as though I’ve just taken a blow to my chest, and my arms fall limp at my sides. Another death, another great life lost, all in favor of territory, claims, and power. At what point will this end? “Mitus is dead? What happened?” 
 
    Seeing the misery pulling me under, he takes shape to a human, though absent features, and reaches toward me as if to pull me into a comforting embrace. But no one can ease this . . . feeling.  
 
    “You will find out soon enough,” he says. “I want you to answer my question.” 
 
    “No, I do not believe Jaemes will form an army to overthrow me,” I blurt, flexing my fingers. “But I do believe his new position as leader to the four tribes will be most unwelcome.”  
 
    Jaemes is a warrior. He was fashioned for it, iron forged over a smoldering fire, shaped specifically for defense and honor. He will have no wish to lead nor care for the hundreds now under his command.  
 
    “I must go to him,” I add, twirling and looking for a way out. Of course, there is none. There’s no door waiting for me to exit, no portal of swirling yellow lights. 
 
    “The rules?” he inquires. 
 
    I grunt and pin him with a glare. I want to leave. I need to leave. People need me. “What are the rules?” I grind out as panic floods my veins. 
 
    “Only one,” he answers simply, holding up a finger. “To protect those under your care until your dying breath, to surround them with your halo of justice. Do you agree to put your desires behind the creatures of your realm for the greater good of all of the people?” 
 
    I wait three blinks as I let his questions soak in, making my muscles turn to jelly. The answer is simple. I’ve been doing it my whole life, but the weight of my response hangs in the air nonetheless. If I utter that word, it’s a vow I can’t break. “Yes.” 
 
    “Very good,” he coos, and I can almost hear the smile tucked beautifully inside his words.  
 
    “And what am I tied to?” I ask, remembering that Erma was tied to her people. She was weakened by the many deaths, which ultimately led to her demise. She wasn’t able to protect herself. And I wasn’t able to put my selfish needs aside to force her to safety. I need to know my weakness or my fate will be the same as hers. As much as I miss her, I don’t wish to join her. Not yet.  
 
    “That choice is yours, deemed necessary by Choice himself.” He pauses, seemingly waiting for Choice to arrive, but the Divine never does. “What do you wish to be tied to, Queen of Guardians, born of vengeance, protector of mercy?” 
 
    Pulling my top lip between my teeth, I scan the golden blade-like grass as my thoughts and choices churn. There’s only one I trust with my life.  
 
    “Katriane DuPont.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    ELIZA PLAATS 
 
    GUARDIAN REALM 
 
      
 
    “She’s dead,” Erline proclaims to a gathering group of mother elves and children and those left after attempting to help the wounded beyond repair. My chest aches just thinking about it – about what my hands weren’t capable of doing. Even with years of knowledge, I still couldn’t save a single one I was charged with. My medical oath is worth nothing here. I’m worth nothing to these people.  
 
    Barely noticing the movement at the edge of the forest, I catch the gaze of Dyson before he ducks into it, going to his mate, and wish I could do the same. As soon as the shadows swallow him, he takes off at a run. 
 
    The elves lost many today, and the evidence is on their faces. Streaks of wet tears slide down their tattooed cheeks and join the mess of puddled black blood, smeared red ash, and packed crystalized snow. And now, another loss is added to their breaking hearts, and the last bit of sparking hope they had – hope for the survival of the remaining warriors and their creator – is gone, fleeing from their eyes like dandelion seeds in a gale of wind. 
 
    We had all felt the shift in the realm, and the creatures who live here knew exactly what it was. The atmosphere changed, growing thicker for a split-second before popping to a new shape. They immediately rushed to the only fee with answers, peppering her with questions in their native tongue.  
 
    “Erma has fallen,” she repeats as though the elves didn’t understand her to begin with. Her voice is different this time, cracking with the heavy weight of burdens and emotions. She lost a sister today, and her shoulders sag with her sorrow. The second declaration was for her and the reality of a shattered sisterhood. 
 
    I stand slowly from my seated position on the log. If Erma is dead, what does this mean for the Guardian Realm? Is it no longer safe for me to stay? It’s a selfish thought while surrounded by sobs and elves brought to their knees, but it’s a thought I can’t control.  
 
    The elves roar in a rage, in sorrow for another beloved loss, and my heart thumps hard for them and shames my direction of thought. She was a kind fee, unlike my unwanted husband.  
 
    Kheelan is dark and cruel. Whenever I’m near him, an oily slick sensation curls around my skin, making me desperate for a shower just to wash his presence off. But these people cared for the tiny woman as much as she did for them. It makes me wonder if she knew this was her last day and if she willingly went to save those she left behind. 
 
    “Another has taken her place,” Erline announces, and this time, her tone is clear. A hush falls over the village, replaced by hiccups and children unable to control their grief. 
 
    “Who?” a dwarf asks, graciously issuing his question in English. The few dwarves who had travelled here to seek solace stand behind the circle of elves, lifted to their tippy-toes to glimpse at the fee who proclaims the death of the Guardian Realm’s creator. A thirst for knowledge sparks in their expressions, but I don’t blame them for the lack of empathy. This isn’t their grief to share – they didn’t know Erma. 
 
    Erline shakes her head slowly, her only answer as she dips her chin, and her white hair forms a curtain to hide her internal pain. “Tember,” she finally answers.  
 
    “Shit,” I whisper, my hand flying to my mouth. In my head, I curse more vibrant words as my thoughts flit from one to another. She loved Erma. It was obvious by the stolen glances and gentle touches. To be seated in position directly after her lover’s death isn’t something I can fathom. What she must be feeling, at this very moment, breaks my heart. Tears well in my eyes and spill over my cheeks like a trickling faucet. If it were me and Aiden . . . I don’t know what I’d do. 
 
    “Eliza,” a warm but urgent voice calls behind me. A voice I recognize. A voice my heart beats for. Sings for. Dances for. 
 
    Wiping my tears with the heel of my hand, I whip around, the packed, slick snow making the action effortless, and look upon the owner of the voice I know so well. 
 
    “Aiden,” I whisper, his name a hush of surprise as I smear my wet wrist against the warm fur hanging on my shoulders. My next words are lashed from my thoughts at what I see before me.  
 
    It’s Aiden, but he no longer looks like Aiden. Not really. He’s taller, his frame bulkier, stacked with layers of muscle beneath black skin peppered with sparking embers. Eyes, which once transitioned between beautiful irises and molten pupils, drip with lava-like tears. They drop to the snow, melting the crystals. The dark hair which adorned his scalp is no longer there, and the clothes he wore when he left are ripped at the seams, barely covering his body.  
 
    “Aiden?” I question, taking a step back.  
 
    “It’s me,” he answers. His long, pointed fingers twitch at his sides, eager to seek my comfort. Eager to touch. To show affection, begging not to be denied. 
 
    “What happened?” I whisper, regarding him once more, almost expecting to see something different the second time around. I always knew there was a beast inside him. I just didn’t think I’d ever see it. 
 
    He swallows, a nervous gesture that once belonged to a human but now appears threatening in this new skin – in this new body. “Can we talk somewhere more private?” 
 
    I glance around to see if anyone has spotted him yet. No one has, each consumed with their own thoughts and shouts of protest to Tember’s rise to power, and a small part of me relaxes. I nod, treading to the nearest teepee and open the door flap, my eyes darting toward the villagers. Aiden puckers his dark lips as he takes in my expression. He crosses the short distance and stiffly ducks inside. I don’t imagine the elves would welcome such a creature, even if they knew what Aiden was to begin with, even if they had accepted him when he seemed more human. He reeks of the terror he’s consumed . . . and I’m afraid, trembling where I stand. 
 
    “What happened?” I repeat with more heat when I follow him inside. I distinctly remember Fate warned me he’d be different. I just didn’t think it would amount to something on this sort of level. I’d barely recognize him if it wasn’t for the way he called my name. “What are you?” 
 
    Lifting a hand, he rubs the edge of his jaw, and it sounds like rocks grating against rocks. “This is who I truly am,” he finally answers, gesturing to himself calmly with the hand he was just using to scratch. 
 
    I gulp twice, then cross my arms over my middle. I squeeze them around my ribs, smothering my anxiety and begging my fear to stay curled around my stomach. I don’t want him to know I fear him, that he makes me tremble. Everything his physical appearance represents is death itself. “How, Aiden? How did this happen?” 
 
    He speculates on how to answer my question as the skin around his lips tightens with discomfort. I can practically see him pondering what I should know while deciding how to word the full truth. Does he think I wouldn’t understand? That this wouldn’t sooth my fear, perhaps change my opinion altogether? 
 
    “It’s difficult to fear what you fully understand, is it not?” I ask, not expecting an answer. “Help me understand.” 
 
    Shoulders sagging as my words plague his hope, he closes his eyes, trying to hide himself from me. But he can’t hide from me. Not truly.  
 
    “I was tortured.” 
 
    My arms drop with an audible slap. “Tortured? By who?” 
 
    “The Children of the Night.” He lifts his hand and rubs his bald, sparkling scalp. “They’re dead now.” 
 
    “Aiden,” I breathe. My fear swipes away completely, replaced by a winding dread. They tortured him, broke him to the point where he had to become something else entirely. He sneers at my pity, but quietly still clings to the hope that I’ll accept him. Perhaps he’s only hopeful because he’s near me. Perhaps I anchor him as much as he anchors me. But they tortured him instead of accepting him as one of their own, which can only mean they know why he was there and that he no longer is. They’ve been watching him. Maybe all of us. 
 
    “How did you get away?” I ask. “They wouldn’t have just let you leave.” 
 
    He shakes his head, and a humorless smile creeps up his lips while he stares at the fur covering the bare ground. Nothing about this is funny, but I let it slide. The nerves in my legs prick, urging me to go to him, to touch him. Instead, I stay where I am and wait for the answers I seek.  
 
    If I go to him, if I comfort him, he will be less likely to share what I desire, what I need to know, because some part of him will see it as acceptance. I can’t accept what I don’t understand. And I . . . I would let him pocket his secrets because I’ll be busy wrapped in his warmth, safe in his arms, and the truth wouldn’t matter at that point. 
 
    “They wanted me to get away,” he supplies. 
 
    “What?” I take a step toward him, my feet seemingly moving on their own, but he backs away, suddenly angry. 
 
    “Don’t,” he warns, clenching his fingers into fists. He sucks in a large breath and exhales loudly. “They wanted me to witness their army, to know what we’re fighting against. To know we can’t win.” To make us tremble in fear, he doesn’t say. 
 
    My lips part as I soak in his words. “How many?” 
 
    He peeks at me from behind impossibly long eyelashes, the only thing left resembling my Aiden. “Thousands.” 
 
    I curse and pace, shuffling my feet against the fur, using the soft brush of the strands to soothe myself. He’s right. We can’t win against thousands. I can’t even use my magic, the powers gifted to me by mating a fee, to even the odds. Not without Kheelan knowing where I am or drawing from my energy.  
 
    Turning toward him, I bite the inside of my cheek. I can’t do anything about the future. And at this moment, reunited with the keeper of my heart, the anchor to my soul, I can’t think of anything but him. Despite his appearance, my Aiden is still in there. Still mine. I can feel it. I can see it. I know it in my bones. He’s a demon, a full-on frightening sight to behold, but he’s still mine. He still cares, feels emotions. He still loves me, or he wouldn’t be here. 
 
    I take a step in his direction, a white flag to my resolve, but he retreats the same length.  
 
    “Don’t,” he warns again. “I’m not safe, Eliza. The things I’ve done, what I’ve witnessed –” He swallows thickly, then the rest comes tumbling from his mouth, his face scrunched in pain and vivid memory. “They made me watch you die, over and over again. I watched you crumble to the floor in your own blood a dozen times. I was frozen. There was nothing I could do but call your name, hold your gaze, and tell you how much I loved you while I watched the light fade from your eyes. They touched my soul, tried yanking it from my body. Tried taking me from you. The agony . . .” 
 
    The agony forced him to become what he truly was, to embrace it to survive. . . to save the illusion of me. My skin runs cold, utterly frigid, as some sort of sick and twisted part of my brain conjures intense details of my own death and him begging for my life. Of his molten tears hitting the floor. 
 
    “I hear voices, Eliza,” he whispers. “So many voices.” 
 
    I don’t know what that means, but the anguish of it is clear, so I decide not to press on that matter until he’s ready to elaborate. I manage to croak my next words despite the hoarseness of my throat. “You are safe. It wasn’t real, Aiden. I’m alive. You are mine. In your arms, I couldn’t be safer.” 
 
    He looks away, disgusted with himself.  
 
    I try again. “Aiden.” I step closer. My heart sings when he doesn’t retreat. “You won’t harm me.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” he mumbles. “I don’t know that.” 
 
    I take another step and stand in front of his vibrating frame. My fingers tremble to touch his skin, to feel if it’s as rock solid as it looks and sounds. Giving in to the urge while watching his face, I reach. Between the tattered remnants of his shirt, my index finger touches his arm first. Then my middle finger, my ring finger, until my palm gently rests against his bicep. It truly is dense, smooth yet rough, and startlingly warm. He’s not too hot to touch but enough to give me pause. Running my hand up to his shoulder, I draw small circles on my way back down to his elbow.  
 
    Slowly, his face turns to mine, his eyes pinched closed. The lava has stopped flowing from the depths of them, but the orange trails remain, glistening at the hills of his cheeks.  
 
    “Do you still love me?” he asks, and my heart thumps painfully.  
 
    “I will always love you,” I whisper.  
 
    His eyes snap open, and his face hardens. I study the orbs of hell unflinchingly, knowing this is just a mask – a cloak for what truly lies underneath. “How? How do you not fear what I am?” 
 
    A small smile graces my lips. “I don’t think I could ever truly fear you even if I tried. I fear your appearance, but not the man himself. I think -” I stop, my eyebrows pulling together. “I think, even if you drained my body of fear, I would still trust you with my life.” 
 
    I reach to swipe away his lava tears but instead trail my thumb along the path of them. “You are my other half, Aiden Vander. I never understood what that meant until I met you. I never thought this kind of love and devotion was real, yet here I am, clutched in its grasp to a creature never meant to feel it. You were a ghost, then a spirit trapped in a void, then born a third time as a demon. I find it . . . funny . . . that I – a believer of science – fell in love with such an anomaly, such a fairytale, and chose to believe in everything it represents instead of running from it or attempting to prove how it couldn’t be possible. With you, nothing is impossible.” 
 
    “Don’t joke about this, Eliza.” 
 
    “I’m not.” I move my hand to cup his cheek. “What I say is real, Aiden. What I feel is real.” 
 
    He exhales slowly, and several emotions flicker across his face as he searches for truth. I lick my bottom lip and Aiden’s gaze flicks to the action, his internal torment visibly weakens.  
 
    Standing on my tip toes, I trace my other hand back up his arm and wrap it around the nape of his neck. I gently tug, pulling his body closer to mine. His warmth seeps through my clothes as my breasts press against his chest. Under that smell of consuming fear, of a struck match, is the scent of Aiden. My Aiden. 
 
    “Aiden,” I whisper. “Nothing you say, nothing you do, no matter your appearance, will change how I feel about you. Nobody can take that from me, nor from you.” 
 
    My words reach him on a deeper level, and his resistance to my pull shatters. His muscles slack under my hands. Quickly, he dips his head and captures my waiting lips as though I’m the oxygen he desires most – pure and crisp relief to his building anxiety of possible denial.  
 
    The kiss is frantic yet gentle like he thinks I’ll break under the weight of it. It’s salty, bitter, and different with this new texture of skin. But the movements are practiced and familiar, and tears swell under my closed eyelids, leaking down my cheeks. The dampness mingles between our skins, our touch. Our non-verbal claim to each other’s heart. He can’t deny himself what I offer any more than I can resist him.  
 
    I respond in kind, and our tongues dive into each other’s mouth, tangling in a dance I know so well. It feels like a thousand years since we last had a moment as this and my heart wallops rapidly against my ribs, a ballad of feelings mounting through my veins and alighting every nerve until my entire body tingles with an undercurrent of fervor. 
 
    Wrapping his arms around my waist, he lifts and curls my legs around his hips, tucking the backs of my knees tightly around him. I mold to his body, every part of me made to fit to him perfectly. I deepen the kiss at this higher angle, using it to deliver a message of my true desires, of all of the things I feel that the English language can’t accurately describe. He lowers himself to his knees. 
 
    Aiden is the percussionist of my heart beating against my ribs like it’s trying to break free of its prison to sing only for him. He will always be the man I long for, even at such intimate proximity. I’ll never have enough of him, not in this lifetime nor the next.  
 
    Dragging his palm to feel each stroke of rocky flesh against soft skin, one of his hands leaves my waist as he steadies himself to lower my back to the fur. He pulls back, tilting his head as he studies and memorizes each curve and dip of my face. My hair is sprawled and tangles with the strands of fur. He tucks a few locks behind my ear, gently, sweetly, and affectionately. “I don’t deserve you,” he reminds me. 
 
    And I spend the next hour reminding him how much I need him, how much I couldn’t live without him. Through joined bodies and gentle strokes and thrusts, we feed one another the comfort we can’t truly exist without. 
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    It was a shock to hear of Erma’s death. I still tremble from it. I was terrified the shift in the atmosphere was Kat’s death, but since I’m linked to her, that notion quickly fled. If she’d died, I would have, too, along with the sandman. He spent this time distracting a gaggle of tiny toddler elves on the other end of the field so they don’t have to witness their mothers crush under the weight of today’s events. 
 
    The announcement of Erma’s death distracted those who had refused to let me go to the battle, and despite my grief for the lost life, I was grateful for it. I only desire to fight by Kat’s and my friends’ side. I’m only one wolf, but even one strong-willed, determined person can change the outcome of any war. That battle may not be over yet, and I’ll be damned if I have to stay behind, ignorant to what’s happening to my mate. 
 
    Once I was fully submerged by the snowcapped trees, I had turned and barreled toward where my heart tugged, where it feverously fought in my chest to go. I had been able to hear the cries of battle far off in the distance. But now, as I leap over each fallen log, duck under every nuisance of a branch in my haste, it’s dropped to eerie silence as if the animals mourn the many deaths they witnessed today. Do they feel the death of their creator and the rise of another? 
 
    Tugging the fur blanket tighter around my shoulders, feeling the ends whipping at my calves, I weave between a close bunch of trees and jump over a snowy boulder. My wolf reverently urges to take the lead. He wants to allow the shift, but I’m not walking in there on all fours until I know the situation. If only Katriane and I were mated, I could have the mating bond to rely on for comfort – for both him and myself. Without it, my movements are hurried and clumsy, and I stumble several times.  
 
    A typical shifter’s mating bond is strong. We’d be able to feel when the other was in danger or in pain, and we’d be able to communicate telepathically. Unfortunately, Kat and I are far from a full bond. Since I’ve woken, though, I’ve felt her acceptance that perhaps I truly am the one for her. It felt like a cool cloth to my chest, a tingle to my scalp. It’s the first stage of the bond, the last ending with true trust of giving one to the other - a bond consummated by forces of nature and the action of sex. I wonder how she would feel about that, being tugged into yet another commitment. She knows our ways or at least somewhat does. But perhaps, due to our difference in species, it’ll work differently between her and me. That thought gives me comfort for the coming days that maybe, just maybe, she’ll accept me fully in the end. 
 
    I’m able to tell when I get closer to the edge of the forest. The stench of burning bodies wafts in a breeze which ducks through the trees and caresses my heated cheeks. Several trails of footprints have yet to be covered by a fresh layer of snow like they had been closer to the village. The snow doesn’t fall as quickly as it had there, and I can smell the greener scents of a warmer climate like the melting of winter in coming spring. 
 
    Panting from exertion, I push harder toward the scent of death. Though my wolf coils from it, and skids to a halt when snow meets green blades of grass. The blackest of smoke rises to the gray sky, mixing with jagged clouds, and burnt patches of scorched valley stretch before me. An island is nestled in the middle. By the way it sits upon the land, I gather that it doesn’t belong. It’s as though a giant came along and placed it there haphazardly, a gift to the people at his feet. But there are no giants here. Magic, and a heavy amount of it had to be involved. 
 
    Dead bodies, more angels than elves, lay messily across the field. Feathers carried in a humid breeze float gently back into the trees. The battle is over, dousing the fight I was mentally prepared for.  
 
    The surviving warriors are gathering the fallen and situating them into a new pile of bodies, placing them upon it with gentle respect. Kat’s dragon isn’t far, her large head tilted toward the island, seeking the peace and calm to the fire within.  
 
    Seeing her alive and well, I breathe a sigh of relief. The strain of my muscles finally relaxes. 
 
    Flint, Bre, Kenna, and Evo have already spotted me from the opposite end of the field. My scent must have carried to them, a different smell than burnt flesh. Together, their wolves – fur matted in blood – limp to my side as I slide from under the trees’ shadows. My skin is still chilled despite the fact that the weather immediately switches to a warmer climate once on the field. At any normal time, I would have marveled at the forest acting as a line of territory. Mere inches seem to indicate the immediate swap of weather.  
 
    Flint’s wolf nudges my hip, a firm poke with a clear question. He wants to know what I’m doing here. Lowering my free hand, I pat his head distractedly. His fur coats my skin with black goop, and I internally cringe. He nips at my fingers, and unable to hold back any longer, I stride toward Katriane. My old pack trots behind me to keep up with my quickened gait. She seems herself, very much unlike when I found her in the forest after the other angels attacked the village, lost inside the darkness which consumed her. This is a good sign.  
 
    As I approach, a limp body is being carried to a gathering pile, his middle drooping precariously before he’s laid gently on top of the other dead. The angel is missing several feathers, and every hole on his face - his eyes, ears, nose, mouth - are slick with a layer of his own blood. The black liquid still sluggishly seeps from them.  
 
    “They were infected?” I ask, stunned. I don’t know why I’m surprised. Many were affected by the red dust which sprinkled the land, and by the tears not shed, I’m guessing this one was one of the enemies. But no one deserves that kind of death. The pain of it still echoes inside me. 
 
    The nearest elf turns to me, one I don’t immediately recognize though that’s not a shock. It’s hard to tell each individual elf apart from the other with this species. Keeping track of their names is impossible, and I haven’t exactly made friends here like Sandy has. I haven’t had the time. My time has been consumed by my mate and her safety, and I don’t feel guilty about that. I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to protect what’s mine, even when it’s from herself. 
 
    “They were the ones who delivered The Red Death to our village when they attacked,” he says, flicking his long braided black hair over his shoulder with impatience as though he needed it out of the way to spit his words of venom. He appears exhausted with puffy skin above his cheekbones and strained lips. Blood covers his body, though not all of it is the enemies. As I watch, a gaping wound on his upper arm is knitting back together. 
 
    Observing Kat’s dragon for a split moment, I see she feels the same. She sniffs the dead, tears welling in her impossibly large eyes. I wish I could carry her away from all of this. I wish I could remake the past so none of this happened. But Fate has a plan, and I must trust in it, trust that he knows what he’s doing and that all of this has a purpose. 
 
    I don’t blame the elf for being angry, but I still bristle at the hostility. Death like this – war like this – shouldn’t be celebrated with hatred. Just as his friends, each one of the fallen had been loved by someone. Each of us should feel that loss despite our differences and prejudices.  
 
    Looking away and to my left, I feel my jaw tick in irritation. A pack of glowing green prenumbras circle around a giant creature wrapped in thick white fur matted by black goop, pulling the aura from it with each limited breath it draws. The creature looks part ox, but even from here, I can tell it stood on two legs, and the fur adorning its coat is identical to the blanket covering my shoulders. Disgusted and feeling an odd affinity toward the creature, I take it from my shoulders and drape it over an arm. There’s been enough death today for me to not feel okay with being warmed by the creature’s kin. 
 
    “How many are dead?” I ask to the waiting elf who watches me with curiosity.  
 
    I swivel back to him, ripping my attention from one creature to the next, and catch the incline of his head. The sorrow is momentarily etched across his face, tormented almost before he masks it by hardening his muscles. Under all of the malice, all of the rage he feels for the events of today, he grieves.  
 
    Turning back to Kat, he says something softly in his language. Kat’s large orange eyes meet his, and even though she doesn’t speak his language, she appears to know what he wants.  
 
    Arching her neck, chest puffing and glowing with a building fire inside, she exhales, and billowing flames exit her mouth and cover the bodies. Rimming tears spill over, trickling down the scales of her jaw. The bodies immediately catch, the heat too great to disobey, and the grudging elf, my wolf friends, and I step back several feet as it grows.  
 
    “The infected cannot have a proper burial,” the elf mumbles helpfully, standing beside me as we watch the tips of the flames rise higher, puffing black smoke to the gray clouds. “The chance the disease . . . it might spread quickly. It is not something we can afford to guess at.” 
 
    I chew the inside of my cheek, tasting blood. “Would you have?” He looks to me, and I elaborate with a sweep of my arm to the crackling flesh before us which smells of burnt marshmallows. “Would you have given your enemy a proper final rest?” 
 
    For a moment, we look knowingly at one another while he weighs his grief against traditional prejudice. “Yes,” he answers simply.  
 
    I nod, satisfied that underneath his rough bravado and tough exterior, there truly is someone with compassion. It takes courage and heart to care for those who don’t deserve it even after death.  
 
    Another elf approaches, lowering his bow over his shoulders, and mumbles words I don’t understand. I sniff and rub the edge of my nose, irritated that they aren’t speaking in a tongue all can understand. Brenna’s wolf pads forward and provides the comfort I need by placing her head against the side of my hip. I scratch her ear in reward. 
 
    Kat’s dragon, still across the pyre, and the elf next to me meet each other’s gazes once more, and he nods his head. She grunts in response, smoke puffing from her nostrils, and then she bows.  
 
    Slowly, she makes her way over to me as her bones begin to pop and crack, matching the sounds of the fire before her. As one, her body and each limb shorten. The scales slide back into her flesh, and her large snout pulls itself back to a normal nose. The wings along her back curl against her spine and absorb into her ribs until all that stands before us is the real Katriane DuPont, pink-skinned, short disheveled black hair, tattooed, and naked.  
 
    Gulping, I avert my vision from her bare flesh, the parts I have yet to see by her own free will. I take the fur blanket from my arms and snap the folds free.  
 
    With shaky fingers and a grateful, tear-streaked expression, she grasps the fur from my offered hand and drapes it over her shoulders. Once done, she lifts her eyes back to mine. They’re the last of the essences of her dragon to retreat, and slowly, the original color returns, swallowing the orange like a sink would drain water. Guilt hides there, and my heart thumps to the stitch of it. 
 
    A reassuring smile pulls at my lips, a break to my serious face. I’m happy she’s physically fine, but sad she isn’t emotionally. I lift a hand and use the back of my index finger to trace the edge of her jaw. Her eyelids flutter, and a small grin is rewarded for my efforts – a wordless reassurance that this feeling will soon pass for her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I mumble, my voice deeper than I meant.  
 
    She nods, and I cup the side of her cheek. The small smile shrivels, and instead, she sucks in her bottom lip and bites, my comfort shattering the emotional wall she built. A single glistening tear escapes her doe eyes and quickly flees to my fingers. When will she learn that she can’t hide from me? 
 
    I bend and brush my lips against hers, tasting salt, soot, and blood. The world fades around me, the sounds and aromas with it until my only focus is the tiny, powerful woman before me. To my delight, she returns the slow, sensual kiss and sags into my hands, accepting what I wordlessly promise I can provide. She doesn’t have to do this alone. This crushing sadness isn’t something I’ll let her do alone.  
 
    A yip sounds behind me, pulling me from deepening the kiss like I desire. Still bent toward Kat, I look over my shoulder and back to the wolves pulling for my attention. All four are standing there, impatiently pawing or stomping at the charred grass.  
 
    “Another time?” she asks in my ear, a tinge of false humor to the promise in her tone.  
 
    I look back to her, slightly groaning, and lean my head against hers. “I’m tired of sharing you with others.” And it’s true.  
 
    There always seems to be a more pressing matter than our mating bond, and the way my wolf urges me to claim what’s mine is becoming difficult to resist. But I won’t push this. I want her to come on her own terms, to accept me on her own. I won’t force this on her. Just because she’s receptive to it now, in the heat of the moment, in the passion of the surrounding death, doesn’t mean she will be later. Grief can cause us to do odd things when clutched in its grips. 
 
    She sighs and slides away from me. I drop my hand from her cheek, and sorrow replaces the momentary relief I had provided. Straightening her spine against the weight of her responsibilities, she turns to the waiting elf.  
 
    “Are you sure this is all of them?” she asks.  
 
    He tucks his chin, almost a bow, and his pointed ears twitch as he does so. I frown. When did Kat gain such respect from the creatures that were hostile to her from the beginning? 
 
    “Good,” she answers, thick with authority, and then looks back to the castle nestled haphazardly in the grass, surrounded by chunks of freshly uprooted dirt. “Let’s go find Tember’s team then.” 
 
    Minutes later, without a word uttered within the group, we’re inside the structure. Dead bodies are littered everywhere, and where a corpse doesn’t lie, scorch marks, arrows, and puddles of blood mar the black marble surfaces. It’s a gravesite, a battlefield that’ll go down in history. Pillars are uprooted, crumbled to the ground in chunks. We stand, taking in the massacre seemingly far worse in here than out there. In here, the stench of death is thick whereas on the field, a breeze could carry it away.  
 
    Silently, we survey the dead and account for any recognition among the angels strewn across the marble.  
 
    “Find Tember,” Kat quietly barks, smoke curling from her nostrils while she bends to an angel at her feet. She grips the right wrist, checking the pulse after we had waded through half the bodies. I hear the quiver in her voice, knowing it to grieve for the fallen despite the fact they were trying to kill her minutes before. 
 
    Even amongst the dead, her compassion continues to amaze me. Her personality echoes my own, complements it. Strengthens it. Inside me, my wolf grumbles in agreement, and it vibrates my ribcage. Hearing the pounding of my heart, Kat lifts her eyes to mine as she gently places the wrist across the stomach of the angel. Above the orange glow of her dragon’s regard, a single eyebrow raises on her forehead, a voiceless question to my contented grumble. 
 
    The other elves take off and disappear, dividing themselves among the hallways. Evo, Kenna, Bre, and Flint’s wolves begin scenting the bodies in the large room, sneezing, recoiling, or gagging as they go. Some bodies smoke like they were cooked from the inside out, and others have arrows poking from their bodies and wrists, a visible testament to their deaths.  
 
    “I never wanted this,” Katriane admits, standing on shaky knees. “Any of this.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask her gently.  
 
    “These,” she begins, sweeping her arm across the room, “are all angels who have fallen from grace. Grace, Dyson. They were once good: they were once protectors. Who will protect their charges now?” Hanging her head, she mumbles her next words. “The choices I’ve made could be their end or ours. I started all of this.” 
 
    I don’t think she meant for me to hear the last part, but with my shifter hearing, it was hard to miss. She swallows thickly, consumed in her own sort of fire. Instead of addressing her last statement, meant for the privacy of her own thoughts, I address the first issue. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answer, scratching the back of my neck. “I suppose I can ask Evo if he and all the shifters of the Earth Realm will temporarily take their place until Tember can make new ones.” 
 
    “Tember?” she asks, whipping her head toward mine. 
 
    I nod. “She’s the one with all the guardian power now. Erma . . . She’s dead, Kat.” 
 
    The breath leaves her lungs in a rush like she’s been punched in the gut, and her eyes shut tightly, wrinkling the skin around the lids and the bridge of her nose. She wraps her arms around her middle. “Erline knows?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whisper. “She’s already informed the village.” 
 
    Rocking slightly, a soothing comfort, she’s quiet while tightly hugging herself. I let her have the moment to fully absorb the loss before snaking my arm around her waist and pulling her close. With her heat against mine, I greedily drink in her scent at the top of her head.  
 
    “I’ve fallen from grace, too,” she mumbles, her voice vibrating my sternum. “I could have easily been struck down for the wrong I’ve done.” 
 
    I chuckle in hopes of easing her tension. “I doubt that.” 
 
    “I’ve killed, Dyson,” she says with more heat in her voice. “I’m a murderer.” 
 
    She pulls away, and I search her face. My jaw ticks, and my wolf growls. I won’t have her taking all of this blame and placing it on her own shoulders. “You’ve killed to survive, Kat. There’s a difference.” 
 
    A single brow quirks again, and I trace it with the pad of my thumb, softening my expression.  
 
    “Is there?” she asks quietly, fluttering her lashes at my touch. 
 
    I open my mouth to answer, to tell her that if she didn’t step in, I’d be dead – that if she didn’t begin this, didn’t make the choice to be in the middle of this, more might be dead. This war was inevitable, interferences and their consequences be damned. But, before I can voice it, someone’s call from inside the castle carries down one of the many halls connecting to the chamber of death, echoing and pulling us from our conversation.  
 
    Expression brightening, she pulls from my arms and takes off at a run, hopping over bodies in her haste like they’re nothing except the logs I jumped over in the winter forest to get to her. Dutifully, I follow, the pack quick on my heels. She must have recognized the male voice, known it would be connected to the woman we search for. 
 
    Barefooted and in the rush for finding Tember, she slips, bending into a hallway - following the voice like a lifeline - and we skid in after her. From there, we barrel through the long stretching corridor arched with beautiful designs.  
 
    Ahead, battered, bruised, and broken angels exit a room, guided by an elf. Tears streak the angels’ faces, and the elf watches on, murmuring gentle words to soothe them. We slow ourselves as we approach. The clogging atmosphere of dread wafts in waves. 
 
    “Tember?” Kat asks desperately. Wildly searching, she takes in the group of angels, and disappointment droops her shoulders. Tember isn’t among them.  
 
    The elf flicks his head to the doorway, and stiffly, assuming the worst, we maneuver our way inside. But then we stop in the wide doorframe, and a curse crosses my lips before my hand flies to cover it. 
 
    On the floor, Erma’s body lays completely lifeless as Jaemes hovers over her. But despite this heart-shattering scene I was somehow mentally prepared for, that’s not what has my attention. Jaemes’ head is tilted up to where the wall meets open air, not in grief but in observation, wildly searching.  
 
    I follow his line of sight and suck in a quick breath at the view, staggering back a step. 
 
    Glowing, Tember hovers in the air, arms outstretched toward the ceilingless sky. Dark gray clouds rumble and roll, Tember the sun. Her black wings are dropped, and every muscle in her body is slack while the tips of her fingers sizzle with electricity. Everything she was made of, everything she could do with the bolts of arrows, is seeping from them, overtaken by the glowing magic consuming her. The air tastes . . . sweet. Impossibly fresh, and even with my shifter-heightened senses, I can’t place the smell that lingers past the iron, metallic scent of death.  
 
    Divided between her friend and Erline’s sister fee, shallowly breathing, Katriane chooses the fee lying lifeless in Jaemes’ arms to tend to first. There’s nothing she can do about Tember’s situation, whatever that is. Whatever has her up in the air like that, changing her very essence, is more powerful than we can comprehend. 
 
    “What happened?” Kat asks, her hands hovering over Erma, unsure of where to start fixing this. There is no fixing this. Death can’t be reversed, not to this magnitude. 
 
    In my peripheral vision, I’m snagged by color starkly different than the black marble. Piled atop one another are discarded wings, and as my brain works to catch up with my vision, a gag rolls in my stomach. Someone cut the wings off those angels. Who would do such a thing? Not far from it is an angel, dead and slumped against the wall. By the dried blood seeping from his eyes, mouth, and nostrils, I gather he was the person to blame for all of this, and I clench my hands at my sides. Hatred fills my heart despite my earlier thoughts on the matter. 
 
    “This was all planned,” Jaemes says. His voice is uncharacteristically emotional, as though he’s holding back tears, and they’re choking him with his restraint. “It was a trap. The entire battle was for this moment alone.” 
 
    Kat sweeps her attention to Jaemes and stares at him in disbelief. “To kill a fee?” 
 
    “Yes,” he hisses, his back muscles visibly stiffening. Carefully, he reaches forward and tenderly brushes the red hair away from his friend’s slack face.  
 
    “And Tember?” Kat asks. “Is she dead?” 
 
    I glance back to Tember, still floating in the air. Her fingers aren’t crackling anymore, and she looks unconscious, sleeping perhaps, and without pain. She’s the new creator of this realm, Erline said, so I know she’s still alive. What’s happening to her, however, I don’t fully understand.  
 
    “No,” Jaemes utters, hushed. “She’s receiving the power from The Divine.” 
 
    Slowly, as if on cue, her body lowers until she’s laid lightly against the floor, her wings flattened under her back. Stumbling to her feet, Kat rushes to her, leaving Jaemes with Erma. I follow but a bit more reluctant. The entire situation is surreal, the emotions so thick in the air it makes my limbs sluggish and my breaths heavy.  
 
    Tilting his head back, Jaemes screams to the clouds, vibrating the atmosphere. His tone is full of sorrow, heated but grave. I wince at the sound, but I know what it feels like to lose another. To watch them die and be unprepared for the crashing wave of emotions that follow after the shock of it all. I fear this won’t be the last friend he grieves, either. So many died today, and many will die in the future.  
 
    The only way to ease the ache is by letting it out. I leave him to it, knowing no amount of consolation will comfort him at this very moment – the moment his heart cries its goodbye. I watch, nonetheless. Sobs wrack his body when he’s finished, and he bends over Erma once more as though he believes if he covers her with his grief, her soul will be contained. But she’s no longer here, and eventually, his brain will register that.  
 
    On her knees next to Tember, Kat taps her rosy cheek. “Tember,” she calls quietly, hardening her taps to light slaps. White paint is dried along her skin, marred with black, but as Kat thumps against her skin, little chips of it crumble to the marble. “Tember!” 
 
    Lethargically, Tember’s eyes flutter open, heavy with exhaustion. I turn my back to the grieving elf and stride to hover over the two women. An urge to protect them amongst today’s events powers me forward.  
 
    Inspecting Tember, I feel my nostrils flare when I take in her new change. Her eyes are pitch black, identical to each of the other fee, and her scent has changed, quite similar to the scent of Fate. Power radiates from her, and her skin, painted in crusted white, seemingly glows against the black marble.  
 
    Kat’s shoulders visibly relax. “Thank The Divine,” Kat mumbles, her voice cracking with relief. “For a moment, I thought –” But she doesn’t finish the sentence and, instead, swallows it down and blinks back tears. My heart aches, watching her knit back together her own fears.  
 
    “They’ll pay for this, Tember,” Kat promises, her face muscles hardening as her thin black eyebrows dip and bunch together. And I believe her. The conviction and strength in her voice is true. 
 
    Tember tries to sit up, confused and dazed.  
 
    “No,” I begin, bending to her and placing my hand on her shoulder, gently keeping her from standing. “Take a moment to adjust. Do you know where you are?” 
 
    Her expression is pinched as her memories crash together, one after another. Once her face softens, she slowly swivels her head to peer, eyes glazed, at Jaemes’s back. “I do,” she says, void of emotion.  
 
    Kat looks to me, concerned, but directs her question to Tember. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Tember turns back to Kat, staring, perhaps seeing her differently than she did before. “If you are okay,” she declares, lifting a hand to Kat’s arm and gripping the fur draped there, “then I am okay.” 
 
    I visibly relax, a whoosh of breath leaving my lungs. Some of Tember’s original personality is behind her words despite her obvious confusion. Fee are cruel even when they love. I was worried Tember would be this way too, but as her posture softens toward her once charge, it eases my worry.  
 
    Tember will make a great leader to this realm. Even in the events of all this decimation, she has an abundance of courage, bravery, empathy, and now . . . power. I just hope she uses it wisely. 
 
    “Do you think you can stand?” Kat asks, dipping her voice so only we can hear.  
 
    Tember nods, her hair falling in front of her face in a curtain of brown curls. With little effort, she gathers herself to her feet. She isn’t shaky like I thought she’d be. Her muscles are strong, and an extra grace is added to her center of gravity.  
 
    “Jaemes,” she calls mildly once she’s fully upright, straightening her clothes.  
 
    Jaemes’ shoulders stiffen, but he looks over his shoulder anyway. His expression is hard, wild, full of a pain I can’t imagine, and the muscles ripple along his spine. 
 
    “Would you carry Erma back with us?” she asks.  
 
    With a thick swallow, he nods so slightly I almost don’t catch it. 
 
    Dread fills the pit of my stomach. Jaemes will be grieving all over again once we get back to his village. I debate speaking with him about his father’s death on the trek back, chewing on the inside of my lip as I do so, but the choice is taken from me.  
 
    Tember erects a portal identical to the one Erma could make. Soon after, we’re filed in, popping to the village Jaemes now governs. 
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    Eliza and I exit the teepee when murmurs hush the wave of sobs. We stand between the wall of flapping skin and the outside fire pit nestled amidst snow that’s packed with footprints. We survey the village and spot the beginnings of a yellow glow down the way. It hovers above the snow along a well-beaten path, egg-shaped and large enough for several someones to fit through.  
 
    The voices whisper in my head, calm yet buzzing, and I blink hard to push them aside. I know what they are – the many voices of the void. I remember it well from when I was there. 
 
    Elves back away from what clearly is a portal while the three dwarves and the Sandman rush to it, pushing through the crowd. The others haven’t seen me yet, their attention solely on today’s events. My unease is palpable, however, and Eliza snakes a hand around my waist in a show of support, tucking her head against my chest. 
 
    Tember marches through first. Her face, smeared in dry and cracking white paint, masks her pain well. It’s still grim though. Hard. Like she’s seen too much, done too much. I feel her agony, the thickest emotion a demon can drink. I taste it as the wind brings fumes my direction, sweet and delicious.  
 
    A pack of wolves in a mix of furry earth-tone colors follows, then the green glow of the prenumbras join the wolves as distant kin. Once the wolves dip into their appointed teepee, the prenumbras yip and bark then trot off to the forest, disappearing as they weave in and out of tree trunks, their hues flickering until the shadows and darkness swallow them. 
 
    Dyson, Kat, Jaemes, and other elves quickly follow. Blood stains their torn clothes, and their expressions match Tember’s. Jaemes holds Erma in his arms, her head lulled back and her body completely limp. Dead. She’s dead. An unexpected wave of dread overcomes me, slamming in my chest and effectively halting my feed of Tember’s misery. She’s pained because the woman she loved is gone. Only the cruel would feed from someone afflicted like that, and I instantly feel guilty for doing so. 
 
    Eliza squeezes me knowingly. 
 
    Kat wears only a white fur blanket. It’s wrapped tightly around her shoulders, exposing her bare thighs. Dyson guides her away from the portal, and, together with the elves, they turn back to the portal and straighten their spines in a sign of respect. One by one, battered and beaten angels stagger through, their limbs wobbling as their feet meet firm, cold ground. Each one is absent their wings. Eliza’s arm drops from my waist at the sight of them. She shuffles forward, one tentative step at a time, then rushes to the wounded guardians. The cold envelops me in her absence. 
 
    A female angel collapses, and an elf grabs her under the arms before her body meets the snow. He quickly hoists her up and nestles her head against his chest. The elf says nothing as he, Jaemes, and a few other elves walk down the path. Jaemes never looks down at Erma as he enters the largest teepee, quickly followed by his warrior elf companions ushering broken angels.  
 
    Eliza dives in with him, rushing to aid. I expect nothing less from her. She was born to love, this trait complemented by her hands and knowledge. It makes my heart swell with pride that she can set aside her problems to relieve another’s.  
 
    The village watches instead of speaking. And then, their stupor snaps. Tears spill down their faces as women turn to the chests of men and new widows seek comfort from their children. 
 
    Erline’s head is hung as she stands in the sea of villagers. Her white hair hides her expression, but her shoulders twitch as she sobs on her own.  
 
    The discomfort becomes too much for me to handle, too much for me not to feed from, and I lumber to the wounded’s teepee in hopes of some sort of relief from it. Murmurs follow in my wake, hushed shock as they see me for what I truly am now, but I ignore them.  
 
    Just before I reach it, my name is called.  
 
    “Aiden?” Dyson asks, his tone wary with disbelief.  
 
    I stop and feel my shoulders stiffen. Leave it to the wolf to recognize my underlying scent even if my appearance has drastically changed.  
 
    Before he approaches, he murmurs to Katriane about finding warm clothes. Shortly after, he trots up to me, his elf-made shoes squeaking against the snow. When I don’t turn to face him, he steps in front of me. His eyebrows are raised as he sweeps my current appearance like I’m a new car on display in a showroom.  
 
    “What happened?” he asks.  
 
    “A spy is never without scars,” I rumble, my voice tinged with anger. A part of me blames him for this and it shocks me.  
 
    He clears his throat and rubs the back of his arm. “They did this to you?” 
 
    I breathe a chuckle through my nose. “Nobody did this to me, Dyson. I only had . . . help getting there. This is my true form.” He says nothing in response but instead holds my gaze fearlessly, at a loss for words. I mistake the silence for something else. “Am I truly an ally now? In this form? Now that you know what I really am?” 
 
    “Of course, you are,” he whispers, offended. “But can you change back?” 
 
    I slowly shake my head. “I’ve tried.” 
 
    With a huff, he rakes his hand through his thick dark hair. “Did you learn anything while you were there?” 
 
    “Yes.” My answer is simple, yet the word feels drawn out just like the current events. I may have only just left here to spy, but it seems a lifetime ago. So much has happened between then and now. My brain is running on autopilot, absorbing the knowledge but barely retaining it. 
 
    “Aiden. . .” he begins and then moves his hand to my shoulder. Hesitantly, as though I may burn him, he touches my shoulder and grips firmly. “You’re home. I don’t know what happened to you there, but you’re home.” 
 
    This isn’t my home. Nowhere is. But I understand the meaning behind it. I’m in the company of friends who would die to protect me and mine. I inhale deeply, wishing his words were true in the surface meaning – that I had four walls to call my own, a bed I could hold Eliza in, a normal human meal to consume instead of a wad of emotions. But I don’t, and I never will.  
 
    Besides, despite his implications, he can’t tell me the murmurs at my back are not filled with fear. It’s easier to resist consuming in this form than it had been when I appeared human, easier to ignore. But I can still feel it, and it taunts me just the same. 
 
    “I don’t belong anywhere, Dyson,” I say, leering at him. My words sting him, and he drops his hand. “Someone like me isn’t meant to exist. I’m a danger to everyone. You can’t tell me that’s not so, and you can’t honestly say, in good conscience, that you’d protect me from them when they need protecting from me.” 
 
    “They’re just shocked, Aiden,” he mumbles, but his eyes betray him as he surveys the onlookers. “Give them time.” 
 
    I scoff. “You and I both know we can’t stay here. We can’t stay somewhere we’re blamed for the deaths of many. Before we arrived, before all of this-” I gesture with my hands, “-they were fine. Content. Happy. Now, look at it.” That expression on the widows’ faces, on the friends of those who died, is etched on every face here. We’re blamed for bringing chaos to their doors and rightfully so. “We’re lucky they haven’t turned on us yet.” 
 
    “I know. We’ll come up with a plan after we hear what you have to say,” he declares. He and I both know now is not the time. These people need a moment to grieve, a moment to settle with this warped reality. They can’t do that with us here. “Do not leave until we do.” 
 
    Clenching and unclenching his fist, he frowns at the hand that was just touching my bare chest. Then he studies my shoulder. “You’re different,” he whispers in awe, stumbling for words. “Your skin . . . it’s familiar.” 
 
    Licking my bottom lip, I shift my weight. I don’t know how much to tell him about myself, but if I can trust anyone, it’s Dyson. “I have many abilities from each realm.” 
 
    Dyson curses under his breath, and Kat, fully clothed, approaches the two of us from behind. She looks at me warily, and I jerk my eyes back to Dyson with an I-told-you-so expression. In response, he kisses the side of her head, narrowing a glare at me. 
 
    “Katriane,” I greet, and the sound of my deeper timber stiffens her spine. It’s subtle, but I see it there. However, no fear wafts from her pores. It amazes me that she doesn’t fear me. But I don’t think anything will scare this woman – not after all she’s been through and seen. I had watched her struggle with her darkness before, and it’s a miracle she came back from it instead of giving herself to it. The darkness is addicting and much easier to allow control. If she could get through that, then she can get through anything. I look at her and see hope for myself. 
 
    “Aiden,” she breathes, her lips etched with sympathy.  
 
    I nod back to her and, skirting around them, duck into the teepee. I’m not good with sympathy, and I won’t accept it. Though I don’t like what I am, what I am will provide the strength I need to finish this in the coming days. Without this new thing that I am, I wouldn’t be capable.  
 
    Seconds later, they slip inside with little sound and linger behind me. 
 
    The teepee feels larger on the inside, but grief loiters. It tightens around my body like a vice. Katriane breathes a heavy sigh at the picture before us. Many of the dead still lay on slabs, taken by The Red Death after the battle. Blood is dried after leaking from every opening along their tattooed faces, evidential trails stuck to their cheeks like chalky tears. Erma is laid on a table next to Mitus’, and the wingless angels stand across from them, leaving a muddy path for someone to quickly tend to the most wounded. The elves who escorted them here linger around the angels, watchful, protective. 
 
    “Mitus,” Kat hisses and snaps her attention to the leader of this elf tribe.  
 
    Unlike the others, he’s clean. Soiled rags are at the base of his table, wadded and piled. Someone had cleaned him so his people could say their goodbyes without the evidence of his death. From here, he appears to only be peacefully sleeping.  
 
    His son, Jaemes, is standing by his head, facing me. Spine straight, he fixes on his father’s face then sweeps the husk with a slow movement of his chin. He doesn’t shed a single tear, but his jaw works at a frantic pace, keeping his sorrow at bay. 
 
    Under the watchful attention of Tember, Eliza tends to the wounded angels who came through the portal, only glancing up to me when she feels me staring. There’s not much Eliza can do for them except murmur reassurances as she cleans the blood from their skin. Even as I watch, their self-healing is knitting them back together.  
 
    Shushes silence the quiet chatter, the order for silence barked by Erline when she and the sandman dip inside. The flap of the teepee door feathers against Sandy’s calves before he moves away from it and settles next to Dyson, as quiet and as dark as a shadow.  
 
    The fee’s hands are tightly clasped in front of her, her eyes only on Erma’s dead body next to Mitus’, glistening despite their black color. Slowly, she walks to her friend – her sister - and she runs a hand through the tight red curls. A few of the strands catch on her neat and clean nails that appear as if she hasn’t lifted a single finger to help this village but hasn’t had the opportunity to file them smooth. With a deep inhale, she bends sluggishly and presses her lips to Erma’s still damp forehead.  
 
    “May your spirit soar with the Divine, sister,” she murmurs. Lifting her gaze to Jaemes but only meeting his back, she adds, “I am sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Without turning to her, Jaemes inclines his head, the words acting as a single blow themselves and cracking the exterior of his capped grief. Tentatively, he grasps his father’s fingers and folds them in his own. I watch a tear slip from his eye and splat against their joined hands.  
 
    The elf warriors shuffle from the angels to Mitus, slicking through the mudded path. When they reach him, each touches a part of his exposed body, murmuring “father” with cracking voices. It hits me then, almost like a physical blow: these elves are Jaemes’s brothers.  
 
    “What happens now,” Jaemes asks, stepping back to allow his brothers room. He turns to Erline and angrily swipes at his wet cheeks. The callouses of his hands scrape against the soft flesh, and the black tattoos have dried salt trails as though these aren’t the first rivers spilled from his eyes today. The bow strapped to his shoulder and the quiver next to it sway at his sudden movements, clinking to the quiet shaking sobs of his kin, to the unfairness of it all, to the heartbreak that sings a bitter melody to each and every soul from beyond the teepee. I can feel it. Taste it. The voices in my head echo it, carrying the tune. 
 
    “Now?” Erline questions. Slow and measured, she sighs deeply and strokes Erma’s hair one more time. “Now, we put the dead to rest and raise a new elf as tribe leader.” 
 
    Jaemes scratches his jaw. “Who’s the new leader?” he asks, looking at his brothers over his shoulder. His tight braid, painted in white, sticks to the feathers of his arrows as he does so.  
 
    “You,” Erline mulishly says.  
 
    He whips back to her. “Me?” Slowly, his brother’s look to the back of his head. There’s no hatred there, no jealousy. It’s as though they expected it all along or perhaps knew it. “No.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tember answers, striding through the muddy path between beds to get to him. A certain power radiates from her along with a lingering otherworldly scent. I blink toward it, having not expected such a change. “I’ve been told it is so.” 
 
    Body still and void of breathing, he watches her. He doesn’t even blink as the words of truth seem to bounce against a stubborn wall in is head. Breaking his silence, he slams a fist next to Erma’s legs, rocking the table. Eliza startles at the action and flicks an annoyed glance in his direction, then continues inspecting the area of severed wings of a white-faced angel.  
 
    “I am not the leader! He did not leave this position to me.”  
 
    The teepee grows utterly silent at his shouting. Beyond me, Kat mutters something to Dyson quietly enough that I can’t hear it. Not that I’d pay attention, not when Jaemes’s fear, the first fear I’ve truly felt from him, batters against my body. I clench my teeth, fighting the urge to drink it in. I won’t take advantage of a man who just lost his father and his creator.  
 
    Dark charcoal eyes trail to the ground as he searches within for answers. They skim over the small puddles while he dives through many memories. Is he trying to remember a time when Mitus decided his fate if he were to die?  
 
    He grips his bowstring tight, white-knuckled, and mumbles his next words in disbelief. “He wouldn’t have.” 
 
    Closing the short distance, Tember trembles before Jaemes, a barely contained surge of power brought on by his crippling grief. She grips both of his shoulders, nails digging into skin. “You are, Jaemes. You are the leader of your tribe.” 
 
    “Your people need you,” Erline adds, effectively ending the discussion with the blatant and hard order. She tips her gaze to me like she’s just now noticing me. “Aiden,” she calls. “Tell me you have information to avenge the deaths you see before you.” 
 
    All attention moves to me, even Eliza’s, and I bristle under the weight of it. Their stares are like needles down my spine as mixtures of emotions pummel my stomach. 
 
    “I -” I begin, hesitating. I scratch the edge of my jaw. “I’m not sure this information should be heard by many.” 
 
    “No,” she says, curtly. “No more secrets. We tell everyone, or more will die. We can’t keep hiding the knowledge we have.” 
 
    “That’s a change,” Kat mumbles spitefully.  
 
    With a swing of my arm, I drop my hand back to my side. I don’t think it’s a good idea for everyone to know, but far be it from me to ignore the wishes of the only original fee left on our side of this mess. “Kheelan is weak. He lost many lives tied to him, and he’s running on pure reserves. It is possible Eliza is the only thing keeping him alive.” I look to her while she continues the practiced act of wrapping a deep wound to protect it from mud. Instead of a traditional, pristinely white hospital gauze, the material is more like moss.  
 
    “That’s how they knew where we were,” Tember begins. “Which village we sought refuge in . . . They followed the scent of his mate. Any magic she would have displayed would have told him right away where she was.” 
 
    I nod, thinking back to our surprise prenumbra attack before we were taken hostage. “Staying here is not an option. Not if we want this village to be safe.” 
 
    “The Angels Ground was a trap,” Erline murmurs, and Jaemes’s jaw squares to it. 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “And I don’t find it surprising.” They should have anticipated this. Corbin planned her death, and we were too blind with our own selfish desires to see the attack before it came. They toyed with our weaknesses, every single one of us. 
 
    Jaemes lifts his head and pins me with a glare. “You knew?” he asks. “You knew they’d kill Erma while you were frolicking with your kin? And you did nothing?” 
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    “I couldn’t leave.” 
 
    He huffs. “Because your allegiances are on both sides?” 
 
    “No,” I growl, curling my fingers into fists at my sides. “Because I was held captive and tortured for information. But don’t worry,” I spit. “I refused to give any.” 
 
    A feral rumble claws its way up his throat, and every muscle in his bare arms quivers. I’ve never seen the elf so enraged, so full of emotions beyond the jokes and immaturity. As if noticing my change for the first time, he studies every inch of my body, sweeping me from head to toe. 
 
    Embers sparkle along my skin, and the voices in my head go silent. “Don’t you ever question my allegiances again. My only job is to keep her alive.” I point to Eliza. “Whichever line she falls under, I will protect her until my very last breath. My alliances are with her and her alone.” 
 
    “What about Corbin?” Kat asks when the room’s hostility becomes uncomfortable. “Did you see him?” 
 
    “Yes.” I turn my body to include her, Dyson, and the Sandman into the fold.  
 
    “And Sureen?” the Sandman asks.  
 
    “And Sureen,” I confirm, curtly nodding my head. I clasp my hands behind my back, my biceps rippling to the stretch. Carefully, I quench the embers. “They can dive into the minds of all of us.” 
 
    “Oleum?” Erline spits in disbelief. “That’s a myth. It’s only to feed the demons and nothing more.” 
 
    “Says who?” I challenge her with a raised eyebrow, flicking the expression across my shoulder. She shuffles under my scrutiny, unsure of herself.  
 
    “Oleum?” Dyson asks, trying the word on his own tongue. “How does this Oleum work?” 
 
    “It is said that with a simple touch and one desire, a creature of fee blood can listen to the thoughts of others using a pool of black substance, similar to oil,” Erline says, frowning. “But that substance was only meant for the demons’ consumption. It could never be pooled without being absorbed into something.” 
 
    “Well, he must have managed it somehow because Kheelan has some, too,” Eliza murmurs, ignoring the attention shifting to her. 
 
    I frown at the woman I love but continue the conversation. “Have you ever daydreamed but couldn’t remember what you were thinking about when you’re pulled back to reality?” 
 
    Erline looks away and firms her lips. “So, this is true then. Corbin can do the impossible.” 
 
    “Yes,” I grumble. “He can do many things that should be impossible. And he’s been using it. Mostly on Katriane.” 
 
    She scoffs with her displeasure then snarls. An air of light magic clogs the atmosphere.  
 
    “Kheelan used it to hear other’s thoughts,” Eliza confesses, walking to the next angel and preparing the moss. “He drank it. How do we stop it? What can we use to counteract it?” 
 
    “We can’t,” I state. “There’s no way to stop it. None that I know of. The only thing we can do is destroy it, and I don’t see any one of us doing that any time soon. If we step foot onto that realm, we’re dead before we can blink.” A thought pings into my head, but instead of voicing it, I pocket the idea for a later time. “The only thing we can do is stick together and hope we outsmart them in the end.” 
 
    “The element of surprise is taken from us,” Tember says, ruffling her feathers. “How are we supposed to plan for the next battle if they can pluck it from our minds?” 
 
    “It’s crucial to make the next move,” Jaemes adds, his words still tinged with rage. “Before they do.” 
 
    I shift uncomfortably. “That brings me to my next point.” 
 
    “There’s more?” Dyson asks, incredulous.  
 
    “Corbin has been pulling souls from the void.” 
 
    All heads snap to me, and complete silence fills the room. Even the wounded turned shocked expressions toward me. It’s no surprise that he can – I was pulled from it. But I don’t think the group thought he’d be able to pull it off again.  
 
    We all know what this means.  
 
    A great growl comes from the small woman behind me. “I knew it!” Kat yells. Her shout breaks the silence, and at once, everyone begins speaking rapidly, chucking questions and shouting accusations faster than I can understand them. I stiffen under the weight of it all. 
 
    “Myla,” Erline says, her eyes wide. 
 
    Slowly, I shift my body fully to hers, preparing myself as I relive the memory of my last moments in the Demon Realm. “With the seed of three, they resurrected the firstborn.” 
 
    A void fills the now slack-faced company, noiseless, stunned, and soured. 
 
    “No…” Kat whispers, and I flinch to the pain lashing inside that one word. 
 
    “They,” Jaemes begins, blinking rapidly. “They resurrected the firstborn?”  
 
    I don’t nod to him. By the swipe of his lips as the facts settle somewhere in the empty pit of his grief, I know I don’t need to. 
 
    Dyson sighs, drawing the attention back to him. “Three fee wouldn’t gather unless there was something in it for each of them. Sureen wanted to test her new creatures’ capabilities; that much is obvious. Kheelan did it for the simple fact that he could. But Corbin, according to Fate, had different ideas in mind. Some sort of twisting to his already laid out strategies.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “He had told his allies this was all in the name of war, for the ability to create life, for the devastation, and finally, a promise to rule. But what the other two don’t realize is how much he’s weakening them by what he’s asking them to bring to the table.” I cross my arms. “It makes sense. But who is Fate?” 
 
    Tember, Kat, and Dyson share a single look, one I can’t read. Eliza, scrunching the moss in her hand, stares blankly, if not guiltily, at the skin wall. Awareness hums along my skin.  
 
    “Everyone stays except for the five,” Erline blurts before any can utter a word. Each and every warrior bristle, but Mother Nature herself strides from the teepee, pointedly looking at me to follow as she passes. Kat, Dyson, Tember, and Eliza shuffle after. We duck into the neighboring teepee, Erline holding the flap open until Tember, the last to enter, ducks inside. 
 
    The five echoes with the voices in my head. I had blinked to it, tried to place it, to find the meaning behind it. “The Five? Is that what we’re being called now?” I ask each of those standing in the circle where Erline is now at the center. 
 
    Huffing, Erline gracefully bends and picks up a charred stick from the barren fire pit. She begins drawing along the fur, parting the strands to perfect lines. I echo her huff, impatient.  
 
    “One born to love,” she names the line she draws to Eliza. “Born of strategy,” she continues to diagonally pull the stick until it stops just in front of Dyson. The voices silence, waiting, almost . . . watching. She continues the line to me, not missing a heartbeat. “Of mercy, of compassion,” she deems my and Kat’s lines in a purring sort of way.  
 
    “And lastly.” The beautiful, powerful woman peers up to Tember as her line completes to the new fee. “Of vengeance.”  
 
    Working swiftly, the fee completes the rest of her drawing, then leaves the middle of the manmade circle, careful to avoid each fur line. Each of us peers at what she created, following along each perfectly straight and visible line to see the picture as a whole. 
 
    Kat gasps. “A pentagram.”  
 
    Indeed, it is a pentagram, a five-pointed star, each point belonging to one of us. My veins hum to it, my heart hammering. Mercy, that voice had echoed to me when I killed the woman when I sucked the fear from her and left her at death’s door. Mercy . . . That one word had me picking up the ringing phone to make the doctor on the other end aware that the woman was no longer amongst the living. Born of mercy . . . For the first time since my third birth, my stomach rolls. I didn’t want to be involved in this sort of way. I only wanted to protect the woman I love . . . the woman born of love. I lift my gaze to her, watch her blink slowly at me, watch as the shock settles into her bones. She didn’t want this either. She didn’t want to be so heavily in the bigger picture. 
 
    Mercy. That was Fate’s voice. I know it. 
 
    “An eternity of stability, of truth and clarity,” Erline whispers, her tone like ice along my neck. “Of strength.” 
 
    “My god,” Tember mumbles, eyes wide. She lifts them to Kat, and a silent communication passes between them, questioning whether they should have figured this out long ago. “Fate assembled a pentagram meant for destruction.” 
 
    “No,” Dyson says bluntly, shaking his head like he knows otherwise. I frown. 
 
    “Not destruction,” Erline further clarifies, striding back to the middle. Her blue dress cascades down her hips, flowing like water. “To right the wrongs that have become.” She turns to me. “Fate is one of the Divine, Aiden.” 
 
    “He’s been dipping his sparkling toes into this . . . matter since before the battle,” Tember grumbles. “He means no harm except to his children. No offense, Erline.” 
 
    “Offense taken,” she grumbles, and Tember shrugs. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Kat barks, holding up a hand. “Are you saying Fate has visited each of you?”  
 
    Everyone nods except me. She quirks a brow at me when I say nothing when I refuse to move. I don’t feel like I can move, the shock settled too far into my bones, my joints.  
 
    “Aiden?” she presses, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Once,” I admit, clearing my throat. “Once. He spoke to me once.” 
 
    For a brief moment, I see the dragon creeping under her skin, the scales shifting underneath, but Kat loses a breath, and it’s gone. Dyson watches his mate with concern as she begins to pace a few stomps at a time, the only room allotted in this smaller teepee.  
 
    Tember continues, changing the subject with a stretch of her wings. “Corbin knew Kat would come to the colosseum, and the guardians soon after, because of her tie to Erline and Erma’s love for her fee sister. He barged into Erma’s office with such news of Kat’s arrival to that realm, and I’d bet all my feathers he had expected Erma to show with an army of warriors.” 
 
    Erline gently places the stick back on the ground. “Erma told me as much.” 
 
    “So he could weaken her,” she adds more gravely, ignoring Erline. “By ordering all his demons to slaughter her guardians.” 
 
    “When she didn’t arrive,” Kat mutters, stopping in her tracks, “he fled and began another plan: the battle on the Guardian Realm.” She looks to Tember, blinking rapidly. “We really have been playing into his hands all along.” 
 
    Dyson licks his bottom lip. “Fate told me Kheelan killed several lives his own life is tied to, effectively weakening himself according to Corbin’s master plan. Sureen’s is tied to her dome, which is run by her own creatures. Her slaves.” He spits the last sentence, and without voicing it, he promises vengeance for them. I know revenge when I see it. I’ve dealt with the restraints of it all my life, in some form or another. 
 
    I sniff and stretch my neck, relieving the tension settled there. “What’s the plan, Dyson?” I’m not oblivious to the role he’s taken. Somehow, someway, this man, this shifter has gained authority above the others. Born of strategy.  
 
    He puckers his lips and sucks on his cheeks. “To plan an attack, and soon, if we want to catch the fee at their weakest. But you’re right, Aiden. We can’t stay here and continue to endanger this village. We need to go home.” Squaring his shoulders and widening his stance, he adds, “Tell me everything you learned.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    KATRIANE DUPONT 
 
    GUARDIAN REALM 
 
      
 
    I pace the outside of the woundeds’ teepee, packing in the snow as my shoes squeak against the wetness. The wind blows, rustling against my coat, but at least the snow is holding off. For now. I’m wholly sick of all of the bland whiteness, and the thought of going home is the only thing keeping me upright at the moment. 
 
    Elves linger close by, watching me with concern but not saying a word. They sluggishly go about their tasks – chopping wood, roasting meat over a fire, and tending to their children who are none the wiser about the events today and what they mean for their future. The smell of the meat lingers in the wind and my stomach growls, begging for it more than my body aches for sleep. I haven’t received much of either lately, and the effects are starting to show as weariness creeps into my bones, my joints, my thoughts. 
 
    Everyone is still inside discussing battle plans, and every now and then, I catch a few of their hushed words. I had needed escape, a moment of peace to digest everything. Everything I thought to be true is false, and any speculation I had had in the past, spoofed at the intel Aiden has revealed. But still, even with all the deceit and manipulation, I can’t get past the fact that Myla is alive. Again.  
 
    Aiden said she’s a dragon unlike any he’s ever imagined. Every part of her once gentle soul is now gone. She’s a demon. A demon wrapped in scales and fire. A dragon beyond my own size. My mind can’t adjust to that fact. It can’t see her as anything besides what she was – a gentle voice inside my head, a teacher to the magic I now have thrumming through my veins, a mother to all the witches roaming the Earth Realm. How have we fallen so far that we resurrect souls not meant for a third life? 
 
    “There is no way to save her,” a sweet, musical voice says behind me.  
 
    I whip around mid-pace, startled, and find Erline standing calmly a few feet from me.  
 
    “We have to try,” I say, heat in my voice while tugging on the roots of my hair. 
 
    She shakes her head slowly. “There is no way. She’s a demon, Katriane DuPont. You cannot alter a demon’s form. You cannot save someone who doesn’t have a sliver of themselves left.” 
 
    I fling my hand out, gesturing to the inside of a teepee. “And what of that demon? He looks pretty damn saved to me!” 
 
    She glides closer to me, hands outstretched. When I don’t go to her, when I make no move to seek comfort in her arms, she drops them back to her sides. “He is the son of Corbin and made only by Corbin’s seed. It took three fee seeds to resurrect Myla. Whatever these things are, he made them to not be like Aiden. No feelings, no emotions, no soul. That is what you’ll find when we march to war.” 
 
    I briefly close my eyes, knowing she’s right but wanting to deny everything she says. Aiden relayed this information, all the information he learned on the Demon Realm, most of it stirring the teepee’s occupants into a panic. It isn’t lost to me that he’s my kin. I connected those dots on my own. A distant relative, but still. The same blood courses through my veins as it does his. He’s powerful, more so than he’s showing.  
 
    Erline presses on, cutting off my thoughts. “She was made by three seeds, Kat. Three seeds of other realms, three dark fee, three malicious intents. She is my daughter. My only daughter. And yet, I know there is nothing left to save.” 
 
    Pinching the bridge of my nose, I concentrate on breathing through my mouth to keep down the bile threatening to rise in my throat. All I want to do is vomit. All I want to do is fall to the ground in a crumpled heap and grieve for all I’ve lost.  
 
    “You need to come to terms with this.” She invades my space further and rasps, “There will come a day when you have to battle her. To choose between your life and her cursed one. You need a clear conscience, and you need a plan, but I beg you, Kat. I beg you. Don’t let her suffer like this. When the time comes, end it as swiftly as you can.” 
 
    I chuckle darkly and drop my hand, tingling with tiny flames. “A clear conscience? That’s what you want? When I take down the only person who ever accepted me for what, who, and how I am? The only one who hasn’t deceived me, who hasn’t manipulated me, right? Strike her down as though she meant nothing to me, and call it a mercy?” 
 
    Her lips firm and we stare at one another. “Much is coming in the future. Many will fall by your hand, and many will fall at your feet. We’ve already seen this. Aside from the five as a whole, you are what the realms need. I’m asking you to show compassion.” 
 
    “Compassion,” I spit. I have half a mind to show her what my compassion truly means, but I refrain from burning her to a crisp, from allowing that rearing darkness inside me to grab the reigns, because I know, deep down, that I’d regret it. “I never wanted this.” 
 
    “But you have it nonetheless,” she answers in quick succession. “Own it, or die like the rest.”  
 
    And with those last words, she leaves. I watch her retreating form, her dress billowing out behind her in her haste until she turns and enters the teepee once more. 
 
    The rest of the day slowly dribbles by, almost agonizingly sluggish. Each elf tends to what they can, do what they can, while grief thieves them from the hasty, lively atmosphere they once had. And when it comes time for the dead’s ceremony, we gather by the edge of the lake where I once stood and discussed my future with Fate, the very divine being who plotted this before I was even born. 
 
      
 
      
 
    TEMBER 
 
    GUARDIAN REALM 
 
      
 
    The frozen crystal lake seems less mystical than the last time I saw it, flying above a lifetime ago. A lifetime ago when territorial and prejudiced wars were all this realm sought to fight for, back when that was all that mattered to its people. That day was just as dark and dim as this one, but that day had also splattered the black blood of every elf warrior and wife of those who dared lay to rest their people in the midst of war. I regret that day, having pioneered that attack, knowing they’d be weeping over corpses, leaving the living vulnerable. I knew an air strike would decimate their numbers. And now, now it’s me who feels decimated. Everything in me feels scooped out, hollowed, empty. The dimness of the once blood-splattered frozen lake greets me with a bitter cold breeze, remembering me as the disappointment I am.  
 
    To some, this place may be that of great beauty. But to me, there’s no shimmering loveliness, no sparkle of hope to admire. This isn’t a place to lay a loved one to rest for me. This is a place once scored with many deaths and many rotting underneath the thick layer of ice. And now I pay the price – the price for the past, the price for the present, and the price for my future.  
 
    The breeze drifts away from me, a living thing, and churns around the tribe behind. Like them, it’s grieving for the losses on its own, for the two mighty corpses amongst their fallen people. Animals gather at the other side, seemingly aware of the ceremony about to take place – the air thick with sorrow – while slow tumbling snowflakes dance from a dense, cloudy sky, silent to honor the dead. 
 
    Everyone is here, sporadically situated behind Erline, Jaemes, and me, while Mitus and Erma are on slats made of logs. Each log was stripped of bark and chiseled in detailed swirls of the language characters of the elves. For a moment, I marvel at them, using the artistic splendor of it all to distract myself from Erma’s lifeless body, from the memory of the sneak attack I carefully planned so long ago. I don’t remember these logs being so beautiful, so carefully carved, such thought put behind the designs. The rest of the dead are on smaller, less intricate slats, already set strategically on the frozen lake, waiting for their creator and leader to join them in a slide across the ice. 
 
    A slow beat to a drum begins somewhere in the silent crowd. Their drums are fashioned of animal skin stretched over hollowed-out tree trunks, small enough to easily carry with one arm. It’s why they never heard that attack so long ago, too consumed with the sounds of their instruments. The beat is to the pounding of a heart, my wrist throbbing against the sharp pumps of the stubborn organ, the organ that keeps me living when all I want to do is curl up next to Erma and go with her to whatever afterlife awaits her.  
 
    Delicately, a female elf hums a tune. It’s hauntingly beautiful, full of life and memories and pain. Before long, many have joined her dips and sways of sorrow with their own voices, a chorus of the grieving. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Jaemes asks me, his voice thick.  
 
    I incline my head, my body too numb to speak properly, to care that it is the phrase I usually fling at him. But he didn’t fling the words, and he doesn’t seem to remember that those words are often spoken before we do something grave. Those three words I often ask him are usually a distraction to my own fear of the future, of what awaits. Perhaps he too asks them with the same intention.  
 
    He had spoken softly, so softly, a rhythmic question to the song at our backs. Erline’s gaze bores into my cheek when she doesn’t hear me speak nor catch my nod, seemingly attempting to burn a hole into the skin. I ignore her and the trapping probe her eyes betray. She worries for me. She fears for me. She seems to know that I’d rather not live in any realm where Erma doesn’t exist. She need not. I’ve been through death, I’ve been through loss. And though this has hit me harder than the others, I will get through it. I think. If not for my people scattered and scared across this realm and the Earth Realm, then for Katriane DuPont who has set aside her own fears to save people she doesn’t know. If she can do it, then so can I, and this gives me a kernel of comfort for a future so uncertain. 
 
    Slowly, as one, Jaemes and I part from the head of the crowd and take carefully measured steps to the ice. As we reach the two dead leaders, we bend together and place our hands on the edges of their slats. My fingers roam the etchings, my thumb dragging across the smooth marks, memorizing them, so I’ll never forget this day. In hopes, I never forget her and what we shared, even in secret, I commit them to recall when the grief cripples me from moving on. I want to be everything Erma couldn’t. I want to make her proud. I want her memory to remind me of all the things others could lose if no one fights for them. 
 
    “Today,” Erline starts, speaking over the crowd. “Two spirits will soar with their people. Today, we allow grief. At this moment, it consumes us. But tomorrow or the next day, we will avenge what we’ve lost to honor them and what they sacrificed for you. For us. For the realms. And in doing so, we will remember their lives, knowing they’ll be there in spirit, guiding us to true form.” 
 
    It is then that my reluctance gives way and I peek at Erma’s face. It only looks as though she’s sleeping, like I could call her name, and she’d blink up at me. But her face, that silent, solid beauty . . . that stone-set face is enough to cripple my senses and drown the rest of Erline’s speech. Several emotions take my body hostage, stiffening my muscles. An abundance of love shredding in my heart, in my soul. A betrayal that it no longer exists for me because the woman my veins thrum to is gone forever. Grief wrapped in rage. Memories encased in numbness.  
 
    Her red hair is perfectly arranged to frame her face, and a light wintry breeze ruffles a few strands, caressing her cheeks. It’s almost eerie that she doesn’t lift a hand to remove the offending curls. I almost expect her to. Instead, her fingers are weaved together, resting just below her breasts.  
 
    Someone had clothed her in a different gown than the one she had worn when she . . . died. That dress had been splattered with blood, torn in places, too, if my memory serves. I silently thank whoever was careful enough to do so, to take away the reminder of the planned betrayal of her fee siblings, of the betrayal of me. I had pushed too hard, asked too much of her, and perhaps if I hadn’t, she’d still be alive. 
 
    To hold back the threatening tears, I blink to the sky. The clouds churn with the threat of more snow yet to be truly unleashed. It waits for us to put our loved ones to rest before it grieves on its own. I take in each detail, each shifting puff, and silently plead to Fate to take these souls and make sure they find a place among the dead. To encourage Hope to grant me some. To ask Despair to banish itself from the hearts who cry. To beg Choice to be returned to the living in faith that they make the right ones.  
 
    A subtle movement brings me back to the present. Jaemes, murmuring in his native tongue, quivers as he pushes Mitus’s slat across the ice, biceps rippling. With one last look at the red-framed face I’ve adored for my whole long life, I follow his movements. And then I stand. It soars across the frozen lake as quiet as the retreating wind, seemingly being sucked back across the ice, and my whispered goodbye is taken along with it.  
 
    A roar bellows from over the trees, and soon after, the whoosh of a large-scaled body creates its own gale through the iced clearing. Snow gathers from the surface, swirling upward like a shaken snow globe as she glides across the sky.  
 
    The two slats are almost to the first row of dead warriors waiting in the middle. Upon an effortless tilt in the air, the dragon’s chest lights with a brilliant pumpkin orange, and a stream of fire exhausts from her mouth. It engulfs Mitus and Erma, and then each fallen warrior, woman, and child who was killed by ham-fisted might of battle is lit as their leaders pass, the flames touching the dead’s last bed. 
 
    Children. Innocent young elves . . . dead. I peek at Sandy, just for a moment, and observe his stony face, his rigid frame, his unseeing eyes as his young friends burn in a great pyre. 
 
    Most often, leaders would be lit before they are pushed along the lake, but Kat offered to do the honor. Slowly, each of the slats are engulfed, and we watch as embers lift above the barren trees, taking charred pieces of those we love and will always remember.  
 
    From here, and over the beat of drum and tribal hum, I hear the crackling of flames. And inside those flames, I can almost hear Erma’s voice speaking straight to me. I will always love you, Tember. But it’s only a memory. It’s not really her speaking those lovely words. She’s dead. But, it’s a memory I will hold to my chest forever, even if it was said before she walked away from me. 
 
    A sob wracks my body, hunches my shoulders. Jaemes pulls me to his side and wraps a strong arm around my waist, granting the comfort we both need. 
 
    Bright orange and yellow fingers reach for the clouds, black smoke whisked in a gentle breeze. The lake begins to melt around flaming slats, and soon after, a crack vibrates the ground under our feet. As Mitus and Erma’s slats come to a sluggish rest, the frozen lake opens up, swallowing their bodies. The rest quickly follow, and as the last disappear from sight, the water that was once underneath the ice closes back over, taking them away. Forever. 
 
    “Beautis Misso,” Jaemes mumbles in his native tongue. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I ask, my words cracking.  
 
    His hand squeezes my side comfortingly. “It means River of the Dead.” 
 
    I lean into him as Kat circles back and disappears above the trees once more, a roaring whine her only departing sound. It brings me comfort that Erma won’t be alone, that she’s surrounded by the creatures she’s made and who have fallen for her honor. 
 
    “Yes,” he whispers, answering some question of his own. “They will keep their bodies comforted while their spirits soar. They aren’t truly gone, Tember, Ruler of the Guardian Realm.”  
 
    I look to him, hearing the title easily flowing from his lips. A declaration. A truth. An acceptance.  
 
    He presses on, pecking the top of my head. “They’re with us. Even now, in memory and love. And that’ll have to be enough until we see them again.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    ELIZA PLAATS 
 
    GUARDIAN REALM 
 
      
 
    The beautiful and seemingly magical ceremony had ended a short time ago when everyone moved back to the village. It wasn’t a long return trek, but it had felt that way amongst the sniffles and sobs. A feast had been prepared, the entire tribe gathered to honor the dead with food and celebration, and the smell and sounds of it all had guided us back. 
 
    The music is much more lively than I would have anticipated. They may grieve, but they also rejoice. I don’t know if I could do such a thing if someone I loved died. I wasn’t able to do it when I heard of my mother’s second death, and even now, knowing Corbin has probably pulled her from the void for his gruesome army, there’s no way I could celebrate it. Death is scary. Death is sure. Death is a constant. Why celebrate it when it only rips you from the ones you love?  
 
    Jaemes, Tember, Aiden, Katriane, Dyson, Erline, and I are gathered at the edge of the forest. It’s chilly here, the breeze whistling through the paths of teepees, and a storm has begun to unleash a blistering blizzard. But still, the rejoicing presses on. As the elves dance and sway, the flakes swirl around them, joining them in celebration. 
 
    “When do we leave?” I ask, inspecting the outside of the teepee where the wounded and broken angels had returned after the ceremony.  
 
    Our stances are casual, and most of us watch the festivity. The children who were lucky enough to survive play with the Sandman, giggle and pester. He picks them up in turn, twirling them in the air. Some of those children I had patched up, and some were saved from the poisonous Red Death, but I can barely tell that anything had happened to them, not with the glee spread across their faces. Not with the food they gobble down while giggling incessantly. Not with the tears they shed despite their fun. And not far from them, the wolf shifters eat the prepared food while joking to one another, their laughter often drifting our direction. 
 
    “Soon,” Tember says, her voice hollow. “But I won’t be going with you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Kat questions, tightening her arms around her middle. I watch her, remembering the dream where her mother visited, begging me to watch over her daughter. They look so much alike. Only subtle differences are there, especially in the way they hold themselves, in the way their identical lips rest or sneer or grieve. But from where I stand, I don’t need to protect her. Her thoughts and actions may seem flawed by human nature, but she’s a formidable weapon and strong to the core. I envy her.  
 
    “No,” she answers. “I must stay here. Jaemes and I have much to prepare for the coming days. The Angel’s Ground must be rebuilt, and we need to seek help from the other tribes. We can’t ask Jaemes’s tribe to continue to donate warriors. They have nothing left to give.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Jaemes adds, pushing off from a tree trunk he was leaning against and coming to stand beside his friend, a dual force. “It won’t be easy. Word has already been spread about Mitus and Erma when the warriors of those tribes returned to their village, and they may not be accepting of our new roles.” 
 
    Tember nods shortly, robotic almost.  
 
    “And the dwarves?” Dyson asks. Our eyes swivel to the small stout men who are learning to play the drums per elf instruction, seated on logs surrounding a raging fire coiling with the falling flakes.  
 
    “Leave them here,” Aiden announces, his tone quiet. He hasn’t spoken much since the ceremony, and his deep voice rumbles against my back as he holds me to him. “The elves seem to love them, and if these elves love them, so will the rest. Take them with you, Tember. They’ll help you win over the hearts of the others.” 
 
    “We should rescue more of them,” Kat thinks aloud and then interlaces her fingers into Dyson’s.  
 
    “You and I can do that,” Dyson volunteers, looking down at his mate with pure adoration. Emotions flash across his face when she returns the gaze, and anyone can tell he’s thankful he didn’t bury her today along with the rest. “When the time is right, we will.” 
 
    Kat’s lips pucker, contemplating. “I need to see my mom first, and we have to get your pack back to the Earth Realm. It might be wise if they recruit shifters to help with the war.” 
 
    “I agree.” Erline straightens her posture and runs a pale hand over her dress. “We’re outnumbered. Especially if Corbin, Kheelan, and Sureen are hatching more monsters as we speak. More covens should be in the loop as well.” 
 
    “Then we will bring Sandy with us,” Dyson declares. 
 
    “No,” Tember barks. And then she quiets her voice at our raised eyebrows, peering at the Sandman. “They adore him, and he adores them. Leave him here where he feels like he belongs.” 
 
    “Eliza and I will come with you,” Aiden states to Dyson after a moment of silence.  
 
    All faces turn to us, varying in expressions.  
 
    “Eliza needs safety,” he adds when no one speaks. “What better way to keep her away from Kheelan than to surround her with powerful people with distinct defensive skills. And it wouldn’t hurt for her to learn to control her power. Katriane and her coven can teach her that.” 
 
    The once-witch in question sighs and rakes her free hand through her short hair. Her hair is so matted and dirty that it stays upright after the brief tug, and it makes me wonder what sort of disarray I appear to be in as well. I tug the fur around my shoulders tighter, self-consciousness creeping into my gut.  
 
    “They don’t like outsiders.” Kat grimaces. “They may not even let me step a foot onto their lands, let alone help teach Eliza what she needs to know. Besides, Eliza’s power may work differently than a witch’s. It may work more like mine than theirs.” 
 
    Aiden clears his throat. “In order to be free of Kheelan, Eliza must kill him herself. To do that, she needs to control the magic. You would be the most adept teacher.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll teach her, but won’t that set off some kind of magical ward? Won’t Kheelan know where we are?” 
 
    Aiden inclines his head, and his chin touches the top of my scalp. “Yes, he will. But he won’t attack the Earth Realm, not with all the protection she’ll have there. He’ll most likely send his vampires to do it. He’s too weak to attack, and they won’t bring their creatures to such a realm. He wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    I scowl in his arms. I suppose that’s true. The humans are ignorant, but if they were to discover the magic all around them and across the realms – to know they weren’t alone . . . well, that’s an army Kheelan isn’t equipped to deal with. 
 
    Kat points at him. “You mean you hope he won’t.” 
 
    “Do we have any choice?” I ask, attempting to soothe over the blusteringly confident personalities. “They’re going to know what we’re doing despite trying to be discrete about it. What’s the point in hiding?” 
 
    Thinking this over, she eventually shrugs. “You’re right.” 
 
    “And what about you, Thrice-Born?” Erline asks. “How will you blend in on a realm where demons are myths?” 
 
    His chest puffs against my shoulder blades as he deeply inhales. “Keep out of sight,” he dictates, but I read between the lines. He believes me to be best suited in my home realm. And though he will most certainly keep out of sight, he feels it is his only job to keep me safe. Insufferable man. But I can’t really blame him, can I? He watched me die over and over again, staying alive just to return to make sure I would never truly meet my end. 
 
    “I have a chore of my own, anyway,” he adds. 
 
    “Oh?” Katriane questions. “What business does a demon have on the Earth Realm?” She says it without any malice, but I feel it a question which challenges his honor and intentions.  
 
    I look up to his head hovering above mine and watch his dark lips move as he speaks. “I have a pyren to talk to. I promised her I’d get in touch when plans began to form.” 
 
    “What the hell is a pyren?” Kat mumbles to Dyson who shrugs. 
 
    Jaemes laughs. “There are no plans, Oh Sparkly One. As of this moment, the only plan we have is to recruit and stay alive.” 
 
    Aiden holds up a finger, silencing him, and Dyson hides a grin, pretending to scratch his nose. “We need someone on the inside. A pyren is the only one who can do that and not have her intentions questioned.” 
 
    An expression shutters Jaemes’s face. “A pyren can’t be trusted,” he grits grudgingly. “They carry nothing but gossip and tales.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Aiden snakes his arms tighter around me. “No, they can’t. But right now, they are our only option. If anyone desires freedom, they do amongst the most. Corbin asks much of them, and they want more. I’d bet they’d do anything to ensure it.” 
 
    My brain tries to conjure up a pyren, searching for common myths and legends and coming up short. No details of any sort are provided to even paint a picture in my head. By the looks on some of our faces, I am not the only one struggling. 
 
    “What are pyrens?” I finally ask, breaking the stare down between Aiden and the elf. 
 
    Reluctantly, Jaemes looks to me. “They are creatures of the Demon Realm, equivalent to mermaids, a mix of your siren legends, but more terrible than you can imagine.” 
 
    “Oh,” I whisper and blink rapidly. And this is who he wants to recruit? “What’s their purpose?” Though I remain ignorant of the creatures spread across the realms and their scientific impossibility, I’ve come to learn one thing: Each has a purpose to fulfill. 
 
    “They drag bodies to the Demon Realm where Corbin makes them into demons,” Aiden says as though it’s no big deal at all. As though it’s simple, beautiful instead of horrific. 
 
    “When they’re on the brink of death.” Jaemes spits, disgusted. 
 
    I tense in Aiden’s arms and then shudder. Innocent people roaming the sea, lured to their death, only to be sentenced to cause fear on the rest of the blameless.  
 
    “What about Reaper’s Breath?” Dyson asks, thoughtfully twisting his lips.  
 
    Aiden shakes his head. “Dead. Gone. Whatever. It was the seed Kheelan used to resurrect the firstborn.” 
 
    Dyson stares at Aiden and Kat rubs his back in slow, soothing motions. That creature had a thing for Dyson, and I think on some level, Dyson adored it. It had helped him on many occasions, and he’d probably be long gone without its help.  
 
    “And the rest of the shades?” I ask. “The ones left behind? Even the new ones?”  
 
    “If they’re not all dead already . . .” Kat trails off, letting it linger before she finishes. “It may be best to leave them where they are. Shades cannot fight, and Kheelan is too weak to tie himself to those who remain, new shades or old ones.” She clears her throat then looks thoughtful. “I agree with Aiden on this. You need to be trained to take out your fee mate before he can find a way to do it himself or Corbin does it.” 
 
    I peer back at the festivities, allowing the two harmonizing songs to replace the still-existing shudder. A female and male elf dance together, stomping their feet in the most fascinating way, and their children run circles around them, screaming with delight. 
 
    I want him dead just as much as the rest of this group, if not more. But the thought of killing another when I’ve pledged to save lives twists my stomach in several knots. I despise the man, the thing that rules over the dead, and I will see the end of his life. I just don’t know how I’ll accomplish it in good conscience. After seeing his power, and often being the victim of it, I tremble slightly at the thought.  
 
    “Do not fear,” Aiden whispers in my ear. “I can feel it. I won’t have you quaking at the death of someone who deserves it.” 
 
    Inhaling deeply, I exhale through loose lips and then nod against his rocky chest.  
 
    “Let the dragon train you if she can,” he adds. 
 
    “All right,” I whisper, dread filling me.  
 
    Silence falls over our group as we continue soaking in the atmosphere to banish the grim thoughts of our future. Though this place has only ever held broken bodies for me, I find myself already missing it. The sereneness of it, the crisp white snow, the fresh air . . . 
 
    “Gather your things,” Erline begins in a hushed whisper. “Say your goodbyes. We will leave shortly.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    KATRIANE DUPONT 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    Tember and I had such a brief goodbye, and even as we hugged, I felt her soul cry. This has to be so difficult for her, the loss, the pain, the swap in roles. I had patted her back gently, awkward in my reassurances, and then was quickly whisked away by the group of shifters. The last thing I saw in the Guardian Realm was a tentative smile on Tember’s lips, reassuring me that all would be well. That she would be well. I don’t know if I believe her. 
 
    I have no doubt she’ll make a great ruler and creator, and many will follow her once they get to know her. All she has to do is win over their hearts while setting hers, broken, aside. 
 
    Just as always, Erline’s portal feels like I’m being squeezed of all oxygen. As soon as we land, both female shifters drop to their knees, hacking onto the grass. The acidic aroma of their vomit lingers in the breezeless air, and I discreetly wrinkle my nose. 
 
    My eyelids flutter as I move away and take in the fresher scent of air. It smells like newly cut grass along with the husky tang of pine, and water trickles in a stream in the near distance, tucked inside the first layer of normal, Earth Realm trees. It feels like I haven’t been here in forever, and a small smile lifts my cheeks as a chorus of crickets drowns the sound of Kenna and Bre’s retching. 
 
    Dyson’s arm snakes around my waist, and he pulls me to him. “I think we should stay here tonight,” he proposes, turning me away from the woods to a familiar structure I remember so well.  
 
    I frown up at him. Did he think I’d return home? So soon? 
 
    Before us, the Cloven Pack home gleams in the light provided by a half-moon. It’s a giant white house on the outside and sectioned quarters for each mated pair or individual wolf on the inside. From here, standing on the large front lawn, it looks like a mansion. I suppose it is.  
 
    Just in front of the canopy porch is the swoop of a gravel driveway, the same gravel I used to produce a spell over Dyson’s dead body. The spell had constructed the face of his killer. The memory is still so fresh that when a balmy gale brushes against the tiny rocks, the tinkling of them makes me feel like it’s happening all over again. 
 
    I look to Dyson whose hooded eyes are sweeping the trees, full of his own troubles swirling in the colors of his irises. He rocks slightly on his feet, a gentle comforting sway. My gaze travels to his neck where the bruises from being hung by the enemy of the past were on his corpse. Now, though, I see only faint lines resembling any such trauma. What that must have been like – to hang for your crimes, and to do so willingly. In my short life, two people I care for have done such a thing – a brutal sacrifice, not of honor, not of glory, but because of love. I suppose there’s a blessing in Kheelan’s cruelty of resurrecting the dead. Without it, I wouldn’t have him by my side.  
 
    Does this make Dyson a zombie? I stifle a giggle at the thought. I guess, in a way, it does. At least he has a beating heart to keep him from the hunger of fresh flesh. My stifled giggle quickly turns to a sour expression at the thought. 
 
    “This is it?” Aiden asks when the shifters start walking toward the house, chatting away like it isn’t the middle of the night. By the skip in their light jog, they’re happy to be home. 
 
    A wolf howls in the distance and Eliza whirls to the sound. She’s never been to a shifter’s territory before. To a human, a wolf’s call means danger. She needn’t worry here, but I suspect she will find that out on her own.  
 
    “It is,” Erline says. 
 
    A gray wolf barrels from the shadows of the trees, quick with each long gait and leaving a trail of rising dirt and flying blades of grass in its wake. The huge ball of fur circles around the shifters and Evo bends to a knee. His fingers find the head of the excited creature, and he speaks to it in a low voice. It’s a pack member welcoming home the alpha, making the sight heartwarming. I breathe a pent-up breath. At least some good has come out of today. 
 
    Evo lifts his head, finds Dyson, and calls to him. “Welcome home, Dyson,” he says, his voice booming. Dyson shuffles, slightly uncomfortable.  
 
    At the large baritone, each light flips on in the house mere seconds later. The front door is wrenched open, slamming against the inside wall, and the pack swarms from the house with beaming smiles. 
 
    “Go,” I whisper, nudging Dyson with my elbow. His body is vibrating with the need to meet and greet everyone he thought he’d never see again. This is his second chance, and I’ll be damned if my presence stands in the way of it. 
 
    Quickly, he pecks the top of my head, unfurls his arm from around my waist, and jogs to the pack gathered around the Alpha pair. Hugs and laughter are exchanged, tears well in the eyes of those who missed him, and pats on the shoulder jostle his frame. 
 
    As an outsider, a loner – a disowned witch – my chest pangs at the sight of so many embraces. I’ll never have this kind of welcoming home even if I, too, sacrificed myself and my future for someone else’s. I sealed that fate when I made a deal to save them. I knew the rules and I disobeyed them. I’d do it again in a heartbeat. When I find myself back at my coven’s home, begging them to fight for the realms, will my mother, Janine DuPont, shed tears for me the way his friends do? Will Astrid, my coven’s leader, shove me out the door as quickly as I enter? What kind of shame will I have to endure before my quest is completed? 
 
    “You are correct, daughter of my daughter,” Erline whispers like velvet.  
 
    Aware of my inner turmoil, of the discussion Mother Earth and I are soon to have, Aiden and Eliza, hand in hand, step away from the portal closing at our backs and join the shifters in greeting. I suspect Aiden is dragging Eliza along, so she can get over her human fear of these known predators. If only she knew they’re as cuddly as teddy bears . . . if you’re a friend. Eliza seems to always be jumpy, and I wonder if most of his irritation is because he constantly has to push himself not to feed from it. 
 
    Erline tucks my short hair behind an ear. “There is a hard road in front of you and pain paved behind.” 
 
    “When hasn’t there been. And, like the masochist I am, I still blindly stumble along it.” 
 
    Slowly, she leans in and kisses the top of my head. My sarcastic sneer slopes in a frown. She’s never showed such affection before. It’s always been hate and spite between us, festering wounds blistered so deep I would have never considered such kindness from her. Not directed toward me, anyway.  
 
    Despite my best efforts, my heart softens for the woman I once deemed malicious. Everything we’ve been through, everything we’ve endured, and yet, here I am, melting into the peck, in need of comfort from the only motherly figure around. The only motherly figure willing, I suppose. 
 
    “Your life, your fate, has been unfair to you. The world is cruel, little dragon. Harsh, dark, and full of so much hate, it can strip you bare if you let it. The goal isn’t to simply survive it. The goal is to find peace even when you’re so broken, so naked, that your soul is the only flame left to shine light where the darkness devours.” 
 
    “Peace is only a word until you experience it.” Just like love.  
 
    Love. Will I ever find such a thing? Will I know the deeper meaning behind just the word that doesn’t do it justice? I stare at Dyson and wonder if I can find room for him in the heart he’s pieced back together. Is it possible for me to feel for him the way I know he does for me? And perhaps I do. Perhaps the heat brushing across my cheeks, the hope gushing in my veins . . . I grip my stomach against the flutter squatting there. Maybe it’s exactly that: Love.  
 
    “Yes,” she says. 
 
    I’m quiet for a moment, watching as the shifters get their first real glimpse of a true demon. Most are rigid under Aiden’s inspection. Some back away, but Kenna, the stubborn woman that she is, has no such aversion for the infamous Thrice-Born. What kind of name is that anyway? In fact, I think she’s fascinated by him. What he can do is the opposite of what she can do. She can read others’ emotions, but he feeds from them.  
 
    The brunette Alpha female props her arm on Aiden’s shoulder, a large feat considering he’s exponentially taller than her. And as I watch, as I ponder, Eliza’s stiff shoulders visibly relax under the light pressure of shifter questions. 
 
    “Sometimes I’m not sure if the fight for peace is worth it,” I mumble. “There may be sprinkles of it here and there,” I admit, nodding to the circle of men and women on the lawn, “but only glimpses, slivers, if even that.” 
 
    Erline releases a rough sigh. “Life is always worth it. And now,” she points to Dyson. “Now you have something to fight for. Allow him to be the sturdy ground you walk on. Let him in. Find peace with your mate.” 
 
    I internally bristle at the term, the words oddly close to what Fate had given. Witches never marry. Witches never find love, none that last anyway, because men are never born a witch. Witches may find love in humans, but humans are either greedy and want the power for themselves, or they fear it once they learn the truth. I have no idea who my father is, and neither does most of the Demi-Lune coven. If there was such a thing as male witches, perhaps the species may find peace. 
 
    But I’m not just a witch. I’m more. The rules never seem to apply to me, either by sheer willpower on my part or fate on a divine level. 
 
    Could I really take this man and claim him as my own? This shifter, who is meant to be with another shifter but whom fate made a mistake and brought to me instead? Somehow, that doesn’t feel fair to him. He’s meant to have little shifter pups and mate the proper way. The way that all of his ancestors have done time and time again. He’ll never have a son from me. He’ll never have pure blood running in his children’s veins. How can I subject his future to such limitations? 
 
    Privy to my inner thoughts, Erline strokes the nape of my neck. “Don’t guess at the true feelings of his heart. Your feelings and reluctance are your own. You have no idea what he feels for you. Perhaps you should discover instead of assume.” 
 
    I mull over her words as the group heads into the house, their stomps echoing up the steps of the porch before they disappear in the bathing glow of the living room’s light. Over his shoulder and the last to enter, Dyson looks to me, a grin so brightly wide he appears ten years younger, carefree. Content. 
 
    “Are you staying?” I ask Erline. 
 
    “No. The realm I created isn’t meant to have me waltzing around in it. I’ll be listening, though. If you need me-” 
 
    “Just call?” I finish for her, smirking.  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Turning, I fling my arms around her. She stiffens in surprise, but after a second of initial shock, she returns the firm embrace. It’s loving and full of hope for the future. “No matter how this battle ends, I want you to find true happiness,” she whispers in my ear. 
 
    I nod against her shoulder, feeling her cold skin against my still heated cheeks. The hug ends too soon, and she releases me, leaving goosebumps puckering along my arms. With an encouraging smile, she inclines her head toward the house. 
 
    “Go,” she says.  
 
    And I do. I turn my back from my past and step toward the future. When I’m halfway to the house, I look back and find Erline already gone. Licking my bottom lip and raking my teeth against it, I jog to the front door. The warmth of the living room seeps out before I enter, soothing my chilling skin. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Dyson asks, bending to brush his lips against mine. He nudges the door shut with his foot, and it softly clicks, banishing the cold, damp air from seeping further into the house. 
 
    “I will be,” I respond, consumed with the gentle, loving action. Foreheads pressed together, eyes tightly shut, we take a moment for only each other. Of breathing the same air and ignoring the chatter vibrating between the light blue walls. Of letting our worries, troubles, and insecurity seep from the swollen pockets of anxiety until the only thing that’s left is raw, overpowering emotion. My truth is revealed by the sag of my shoulders and the firm, sure touch of skin against skin as I weave my fingers between his. His scent mingles with all the others, but I can still distinctly detect it, greedily inhale it. It fills me like its water pouring into a cup, replacing what’s been drained. I feel something for this man, something I’ve never felt, and it brims, touching the coldness of my heart. I truly can’t discount it, this attraction - the force of this powerful magnet. No matter how hard I try, this feeling I've denied can’t be ignored. And I don't know if I want to continue to pretend it isn't there anymore.  
 
    “Come on,” he says, hushed, and squeezes my fingers.  
 
    Leading me away from the door, we stride firmly into the living room. The pack members who weren’t on the Guardian Realm are dressed in their sleepwear, having been pulled from their beds, and everyone is dotted throughout the home. I hear laughter from the kitchen, see smiles in the living room, and feel joy caress my skin, inviting me to join in on the contagious laughter. 
 
    A whoosh leaves my lungs when I’m barreled into from the side, knocking Dyson’s hand from mine. Arms wrap around me, squeezing.  
 
    “Kat,” a familiar voice whispers with such longing, her chin digging into my collar bone.  
 
    After a mock grunt, a smile teases my lips. “Irene,” I say, relieved. My arms wrap around her middle so fast I fear I’ll break her. But she chuckles, and together, we rock back and forth in a tango of long-lost friendship.  
 
    Irene, a beautiful light-chocolate-skinned female wolf, is Flint’s mate. I knew her before I really knew this pack before Flint even knew she existed. We stumbled across one another at a very different point in our lives and managed to stay in touch, getting together for girls and gossip time. When I was exiled from my coven, she was always there for me, attempting to replace what I no longer had. She hid it well though, claiming to stop by the shop for herbs she may or may not have needed. And I had shut her out because of it. I shouldn’t have. I know that now. Secrets kept for the safety of others are sometimes what hurts them more than the secret itself. 
 
    I look to Dyson over her shoulder, vowing never to do that to him. 
 
    Flint stands in the background, his shoulder leaning into the railing of the grand master staircase which leads to the second floor. A smile rests on his face, smug almost, watching the love of his life adore his best friend’s destined mate. Deep down, he seemed to know this day would come. The utter faith he has in everything – in the way the world works – overwhelms me. I can see why Dyson idolizes him. Fate himself couldn’t have chosen a better friend for Dyson. Or maybe Fate did choose him. After all, his fingers seem to have dug deep into the thick of things lately. The thought makes my head throb, and I discretely rub my thumb over my eyebrow to sooth it. 
 
    Kenna’s feet thump as she descends the stairs, one at a time, Evo hot on her heels. In her hands is a sleepy, tousle-haired toddler, blinking tiredly. His parents must have woken him from his sleep. It’s what I would do if I were returning home from the disaster we went through, after the decimation of a single realm. That kind of stuff makes you hold the ones you love a little closer. 
 
    “Where’s my mom?” Kenna asks, peering among the crowd snug in the living space. 
 
    A redheaded shifter sits up straight, looks Flint directly in the eye, and blows a bubble. 
 
    “Victoria,” Flint warns. “Don’t you do it.” His tone is half blistering and half weak, and together, a few of us peer back and forth between the two. The bubble grows and grows, and when it pops, she grins toothily to Flint’s cringing.  
 
    She turns to Kenna, smacking her gum loudly. “The cruise, remember? Then, she’s off to God-knows-where next.” 
 
    “You’re going to regret waking Coleman,” Bre says, pointing to her from the spot she and her mate, Ben, occupy on the couch. Ben’s back is straight, allowing Bre to rest against his shoulder while a possessive arm is draped over hers. His fingers stroke small circles against her shirt.  
 
    Ben isn’t particularly handsome, not like Flint is. Where Flint is taller and leaner with a mischievous glint in his eyes, each of Ben’s bones are roped with impossible muscle, and his jaw is set in a serious sort of way. He plays the part of a strong beta to the pack well. Even in the low glow of the living room light, his head of short, cropped hair glistens the shade of a starless midnight sky. He seems more awake than the rest, but the evidence of his stress is there if the dark circles under his eyes are anything to go by. I wonder how much sleep he’s had since his Alphas and mate left. Without Bre by his side, he had to have constantly worried. To them, it must seem like we’ve been gone for months. I suppose we have on this realm. When I went to the Death Realm, it was at the end of fall. We skipped winter entirely here.  
 
    My head thumps again at the insanity of it all, at the different way time moves on each realm. At least we don’t have to endure winter twice. 
 
    “Romaine has taken over the patrol,” Ben says to Evo, who had raised a questioning brow to him.  
 
    Romaine is an unfamiliar name, and a few here are, indeed, new additions to the pack. I double blink. It’s going to take me a bit to remember them. So many new people, creatures, and names lately. At this point, I’m surprised I haven’t dubbed anyone nicknames.  
 
    Kelsey, a redheaded spitfire of a woman, rounds the corner. Kelsey’s mate Jeremy holds a baby in his arms, a fresh little one whose head is adorned by the most adorable shade of orange fluffy strands. He introduces her as Sarah and the pack beams their pride.  
 
    Sarah is wrapped in a pink blanket, swaddling her arms and legs tightly to her torso, and blinks sleepily at the light. A disgruntled little frown scrunches her face, and I grin over it. I know the feeling, little one.  
 
    Carrying a plate of towering cookies, Kelsey sets it on the coffee table in the middle of the living room. The pack immediately digs in, and Irene finally releases me from her grip, only to slip into her mate’s arms. She leans into Flint and winks at me.  
 
    I watch as he gratefully holds her to his chest and dips his head to inhale her scent. His eyes close as though she’s the finest smell he’s ever had the pleasure of whiffing. And when his lashes flutter, he catches my stare and grants me a small smile, a reassurance. A wordless declaration of some kind of tolerance for me. It’s better than nothing. 
 
    Flint has never liked witches. Despising everything they represent, his aversion to me hasn’t gone unnoticed, though I doubt Dyson has picked up on it. But with this small smile, with this expression of kindness, I know this isn’t true anymore. At least, not with me. I’ve earned his respect. 
 
    Subtly, I incline my head to him, a slight bow of mutual respect. 
 
    The room feels smothering shortly after our truce, almost too much joy radiating in the growing-tight space. I never thought the presence of so many happy people would unnerve me. In fact, I had craved for it all those months on my own, exiled. It’s a far cry from the village of sorrow, and the emotional tug-o’-war between that and this is fraying against every resolve I have to stand there and endure it. 
 
    Booming laughter unfolds in the cramped space, and I flinch into Dyson’s chest. He tightens his hold even when his own body jostles with hilarity. Light footsteps refocus my attention and my posture bristles against the loud noises as I watch as Aiden and Eliza sneak from the room. Surprisingly, it’s not him towing her along but her tugging him.  
 
    The chatter drifts into stories of adventure as beers are passed around and cookies are snatched. I can’t take it. It’s too much. With a simple touch to Dyson’s arm, I say, “Water,” as an explanation for slipping out of his grasp. I stride from the room as quickly as I can, weaving between the warm bodies. 
 
    I enter the dining room first, and my feet, still wrapped in elf made shoes squeak against the hardwood. A large wood table with beautifully designed high-back chairs take up the space, and past the head chair is a massive sliding door overlooking the back yard and the trees beyond. The back-porch light is off, making it possible to take in the night’s details by moonbeams alone.  
 
    I stop and stare at the trees, and a brief memory of Irene telling me about a tornado whipping through the land surfaces. That was the day she started questioning what I was keeping from her. 
 
    New trees have been planted, and with their short structure, a greater distance into the forest can be seen. 
 
    Tearing my gaze from the window, I turn toward the kitchen. A huge granite island, black with freckles of whites and golds, takes up the space in the middle, surrounded by many wooden cabinets. I study each grain on the wood-planked floor, remembering when I was here last. I had fought a vampire right here. I swear I can still smell him, still see those eyes promising death. The longer I stand here, the more the potent rotting aroma lingers, pushing forth from the pockets of my memory where I had buried it.  
 
    My power – Myla’s power – had erected vines through the boards, splintering them beyond easy repair. It’s been replaced since like nothing had ever happened. Back then, I was still relying on my witch’s magic coupled with Myla’s, which made it possible for me not to chant a single word during the entire ordeal. But lately, I feel like I’ve abandoned all witch magic in favor of flames and scales. It’s more convenient, quicker . . . deadlier, sometimes, too. 
 
    I fist my hands against the memory. 
 
    Aiden and Eliza sit at the island, and Aiden’s sparkling black skin matches the granite’s top in an artistic sort of way. The two lovers are facing each other, Aiden’s elbow propped on the edge of the counter while he watches me from under his hooded lashes, trying to be inconspicuous about it. Was the shifter welcoming too much for them too? 
 
    “Hey,” I call, heading straight for a cabinet in favor of a glass.  
 
    I turn and fill my newly-acquired glass at the sink’s faucet, and cold water splashes against my hand in my haste. The brief contact of clean water feels wonderful, and I sigh at it. Once done, I turn and rest my rump against the counter. I raise the rim halfway to my lips, my mouth already salivating before I stop and truly observe the two. Though this is the least otherworldly place you can get, they’re completely uneasy. Their bodies are rigid, their mouths hushed of any words. It’s odd, seeing them here, knowing they’re welcome, wanted even, but knowing they can’t possibly belong. Two people stuck in the in-between. Just like me. There’s no place that fits what we are. It makes a spot in my chest, just behind my sternum, sting. 
 
    Throwing my glass back, I gulp the entire contents in a matter of seconds. I grimace as I wipe my wet hand across my mouth and feel beads of water dribbling down my wrist. The water here tastes like chemicals compared to the Guardian Realm’s. It has a tang of bleach and a hint of iron. I voice it aloud, holding my empty glass up to the lights when they don’t respond to peer through it for a simple distraction. The details of the glass cast hues across my shirt, across the walls and cabinets: bright lights of reflection from something so ordinary. 
 
    “We’ll never belong,” I tell them and then lower the glass, clutching it to my middle. My declaration grabs their attention, and they look at me with blank expressions. “No matter which realm we go to, no matter who follows us or who we save, there will never be a place we truly belong as normal people.” 
 
    Aiden clears his throat. “We aren’t normal people, dragon.” 
 
    Placing the glass in the sink behind me, I square my shoulders. “No, we are not. I’m practically your sister - Myla was your sister. And you,” I point at Eliza, “you are basically Myla’s mother by marital law, which makes both of you my relatives.” 
 
    Oh, what a tangled web already weaved. What does that make Eliza and Aiden then? The throb answers in turn, forcing me to abandon my thoughts. The constant intertwining of our lives, our fates . . . the madness will never end. There’s no point in trying to decipher it. What would it help anyway? The revelation gives me pause, though. Could I ever see these two as family? 
 
    “We can’t be what you want us to be,” Aiden begins, a look of sympathy on his face which sparkles just as the glass did moments before. His skin is beautiful, but I doubt he sees the beauty in it. “We can only be what we are. Nothing more. We cannot replace the family who left you.” 
 
    The way he speaks tells me he’s aware of my inner turmoil, of my yearning to have a family to call my own. But he’s also right. They can’t replace my mother, nor my coven, and I shouldn’t try. It’s not fair to them, to any of them. My heart sinks nonetheless. 
 
    “But we can be friends,” I admit with a shrug, oddly desperate to cling to someone who is more like me. “If nothing else.” 
 
    Eliza smiles warmly. “We already are, Katriane.” Her grin falls. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 
 
    “You seem,” Aiden begins, tilting his head and looking at me from the corner of his eyes, lava threatening to spill over the edges. “Out of sorts.” 
 
    Scrubbing my hands over my face, I answer as honestly as I can. “I’m just tired.” Seeing my mother soon has all sorts of emotions I’ve buried coming to the surface, and sleep, a decent meal, and a hot shower have been hard to come by of late. 
 
    “Ah.” Aiden sighs. “I can relate. But now is not the time to be wary. You need sleep, dragon.” 
 
    “Kat,” I correct, but he only blinks at me. 
 
    With a deep sigh, I change the subject and glance around. “We should find a place to sleep. We have a lot to complete in the coming days, and we don’t know when they’ll strike, or where. When do you leave?” 
 
    “My task won’t take long. I can go when the time is right,” Aiden answers simply. 
 
    I make my way to leave the kitchen and find the alpha pair to inquire about sleeping arrangements. Tapping my hand on the edge of the island, I pause as Eliza calls my name. Her voice is soft, agonized almost. Whatever she’s going to say, she isn’t sure she wants my response to it. 
 
    Cocking an ear in her direction, I watch her hesitate before saying, “Did you know my mother well.” 
 
    I swallow. “No. I had just met her before . . .” I trail off.  
 
    Eliza clears her throat. “Did she . . . Did she say anything before she died?” 
 
    My shoulders stiffen, and my feet seem glued to the floor. I can’t turn. My knees won’t let me; my heart won’t let me. Not if it means shattering at the sight of her sweet face, at the innocence I’ll find there. “She said. . .” I lick my bottom lip. “She said to tell you to be strong, and that she loves you. She said she chose her fate because a realm without you in it is too dim for even the darkest of souls.” 
 
    And as her sob overpowers the quiet hum of the kitchen electronics, I leave, my heart breaking with hers. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    TEMBER 
 
    GUARDIAN REALM 
 
      
 
    The Igna Tribe has been hospitable throughout the entire stay so far, but even I can feel it waning. On some level, they blame the strangers for what has happened here, and it was a wise move sending those involved back to the Earth Realm before their emotions could escalate into full-blown fault. Except for Katriane. They adore her. Worship her, almost. It still baffles me. Not long ago, huddled in the teepee with the tribe leaders, I remember them wanting to kill her, to be rid of the biggest threat they had thought existed. And now . . . I was told they bowed to her before she soared into the sky to save what was surely a losing battle at the Angel’s Ground. 
 
    We didn’t linger long in the village after they left. We had cleaned up, packed dry meat in an animal-skin bag fashioned by the dwarves, and then set about our mission, which the dwarves believed to be an adventure. An adventure. I still chuff over it. They have no idea what we are about to walk into. I suppose I don’t either. 
 
    The Sandman, dwarves, Jaemes, and I are situated outside of the resting Angel’s Ground. On the way here, I learned that, aside from Nally, the other two are called Cod and Blu. Their personalities match as if they were cut from the same cloth, and they stare at the structure like it’s the temple of gods they were born to serve. 
 
    The Grounds are exactly as we left them, crookedly placed with chunks of dirt surrounding the base. Though void of the dead bodies, the clearing feels like a graveyard – eerie in atmosphere and too quiet for comfort. The dwarves fidget beside me, restless as I watch on and soaking in the extent of my responsibilities. My hair floats in the cold breeze of the wintry forest behind me, occupying the memories standing still in my mind. This was the home of the woman I loved, the woman who’s gone forever. She is the fee I’m unworthy of replacing. 
 
    We cannot fix what causes us grief, I had said to Erma once, but this brings me no comfort. It was, and is, a foolish piece of advice. And though we couldn’t fully love each other in life, I will fully love her in death. I will honor her. I will bring her justice.  
 
    “Are we going to stand and stare all day?” Jaemes asks as his Matua stomps, accenting his words. Quickly bored of the short hike to the Grounds, he had conjured up the creature midway under the canopy of barren trees, leaving the rest of us to walk. I could have easily flown, but it’s now my job to protect those in my care, not leave them behind. Jaemes has no such restraints. 
 
    I smack my lips, his question like a sour taste coating my tongue.  
 
    “I can’t simply put it back where it belongs,” I say, flinging a hand to the castle. 
 
    He chuckles. “I’ve said that once or twice myself.” 
 
    With a slow turn, I pin a glare at the creature. Now is not the time for sexual jokes, but the next words pop out of my mouth despite the seriousness. “Been denied a bed one too many times? That’s a shame.” 
 
    He grins wider and pokes my shoulder with the pointed tip of his bow.  
 
    I return the grin, and the stretch of skin feels odd on my face. Somehow, Jaemes is managing to tease and comfort me at the same time. I don’t know how he’s faring better than me. After all, he lost a father and a creator in one day, not to mention many of his people. And yet, I continue to underestimate him. 
 
    “Don’t erect it then,” Nally answers, shrugging his boulder shoulders.  
 
    Jaemes smirks. “Now there’s something that’s never been asked of me.” I fling out a wing and smack his leg. One of the heads on the matua nips at my feathers, but I pull them back before it has a chance to chomp its teeth. 
 
    The three dwarves have been helpful so far and have already devised plans and ideas for machinery. They’re determined to aid us in winning a war in which we’re outnumbered if Aiden’s word is the truth.  
 
    I frown to the dwarf. “You mean-” 
 
    “Yes,” he says, cutting me off. 
 
    I study the Grounds with a tilt of my head. “The Angel’s shouldn’t be separate from the rest of the guardians.” 
 
    Adjusting his quiver, Jaemes mumbles, “Embedding it in the soil would send a clear message.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “As one,” the sandman echoes in understanding. 
 
    “As one,” I repeat quietly, steeling myself for what I’m about to do. “The people of the guardian realm shouldn’t be separated by sky.” 
 
    Lifting both hands out in front of me, I summon the power that often lays dormant inside me. It takes mere seconds to call on my newly gifted magic. It resembles Erma’s, a soft glow of light that pulses with all the goodness in the realms. My hands glow while my chest hums with warmth, and by putting a little determination behind the effort, I force the rocks and chunks of dirt below the castle to dig into the soft soil. The ground moans under the pressure of added weight and the castle shakes while settling at an equal angle. The wind relaxes around us as though it, too, watches the new structure being tethered to the main body of this realm, a tattoo of future promises.  
 
    I keep the structure exactly as it has always been – a castle made of black marble – and from here, I set the inside back to order. Pillars are resurrected, tables and chairs are mended, but instead of keeping the portal inside, I move it outside. Everyone on this realm should be given access to guard and protect those who can’t for themselves.  
 
    The dwarves jump when the air pulses around us, vibrating from the portal’s center. This one . . . this one is meant for everyone. It shifts and swirls yet is almost clear, easily accessible for those looking for it and eerie enough for those who aren’t to avoid it. The last thing I need is to be chasing down a whipplemonk in the Earth Realm’s jungle.  
 
    On second thought, I throw up a protective ward to keep the animals from stumbling through and the humans from wandering in. With a simple thought, I move the other portal on the Earth Realm to a forest of rare travel and cast the same protective ward. 
 
    When my hands’ glow fades, I study the surface of my palms and notice my pinkies twitching. I can feel the power radiating under the surface, feel it pulse with the heart in my wrist, practically flowing with the black blood in my veins. It’s addictive, and even now, this hum of magic begs me to call upon it once again. It is easier to understand how the fee crumbled under the corruption of it all.  
 
    Dropping my hands, I tuck my wings tighter to my back. I won’t allow myself to become that. To become them.  
 
    Jaemes sighs heavily, and I frown up to him. “Erma would be proud,” he mumbles to me without a lick of humor or mockery. 
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t want her to be proud. I want her to be alive.” 
 
    His matua fidgets, uninterested yet antsy. He clenches his legs tighter around his two-headed beast, a warning. “I know,” he whispers to me.  
 
    With punctuated hoof stomps to fill the silence, we stare as our memories of past, present, with thoughts to the future war collides. I know it by the way we all stand: Rigid. Tired. Wary.  
 
    The wind returns in a humid gust, and I close my eyes with the warm breeze circling the Angel’s Ground. It runs its tendrils across my cheek, a sweet caress. A comfort. I inhale deeply, and several smells tickle my taste buds as they travel to my lungs. I smell fresh air, undiluted by age. I scent Fate and Erma, both aromas that bring me such ease. And lastly, change. Change is in the wind. 
 
    “We should go,” Jaemes suggests. And he’s right. We have much to do. Visiting three other tribes and convincing them to not only accept Jaemes’s position but to join the coming battle, is a tall order. “The others will be along and return the angels to their home.” 
 
    We had left the wingless angels back in his tribe’s capable hands. They were cautious about it at first, the people and the customs and all of the terrible history behind us all. I could see the curiosity within their wariness though, watching their enemies both grieve and celebrate the deaths of those they loved. Perhaps asking the angels and the elves to get along will be easier than I had anticipated. Perhaps this one time, we can find common ground, united to decimate one common enemy. 
 
    I nod and then turn to him. “Are you ready?” I ask. It’s a question that sends goosebumps over my skin. I’ve used the same words many times over, and each time, it’s for a different hurdle to jump, each situation seemingly more impossible than the last. And each condition he’s met head-on with no fear standing in his way. 
 
    He smiles down at me, a smug little grin further darkening the tattoos across his face. “To win over my people? I’m always ready.” I believe him. Trust him. Have faith in him. Mitus was the head of all four tribes. When they would gather, he governed all. He had the final say in any large matter of concern, and they all obeyed without question. In order for Jaemes to obtain this vacant position, albeit appointed, he must fight for it.  
 
    The dwarves bend as one and sweep out a hand, gesturing to the forest with beaming smiles. They’re ready for the promised adventure, and, chuckling slightly, Jaemes takes the lead, nudging his matua forward. We won’t be traveling by portal. The dwarves wished to map the land by hand, discover what this realm offers for tools in the way of nature, and the only way they can do such a thing is by physical travel and observation. I hadn’t argued with their request, but maybe I should have. 
 
      
 
      
 
    AIDEN VANDER 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    Soft snores are at my back, the breath whistling between nostrils upon exhale and tickling the rocky skin between my shoulder blades. Eliza is asleep beneath a thick, dark blue comforter, and though she stirs often, she’s at least asleep. The shifters had given us extra living quarters in the house, a tiny apartment that can be reached only from the back lawn, making sure we were comfortable on their land.  
 
    Kat and Dyson had taken a spare bedroom inside the Alpha’s quarters. Instead of repossessing his old living quarters, Dyson had chosen to stay away from it. I think he was reluctant to visit his past life. I can understand that. They had a funeral for him – I saw the grave while walking here. I’m not even sure if I had a funeral of my own. Who would have come except my boxing trainer?  
 
    These dark thoughts don’t bring me comfort as I slither from the bed and stand, staring out the big bay window. I feel utterly alone in a realm full of people, Kat’s earlier words echoing in my thoughts. We’re alone. 
 
    The forest is the backdrop, and the large moon gleams against the dewy blades of grass. It’s spring here, a time of new beginnings and rebirth. I don’t find any comfort in that, either. Though an end is inevitable for all living things, a rebirth can make flourish what was once brown and brittle. This phenomenon will never resemble me. Though I didn’t ask for this life, this creature I’ve become, there’s no changing it, and there are no do-overs. 
 
    Some of the pack members didn’t go to sleep. In fact, those who had returned from the Guardian Realm are celebrating the victorious battle in their own territory while they dive between trees and chase critters of the night. Evo, stands guard in the backyard, the wolf sitting in the grass with a chest puffed in pride.  
 
    I respect him. It can’t be easy watching over this many. A leader has to balance the pack’s desires against what they truly need.  
 
    Before we had dismissed ourselves to sleep, I had observed the alpha couple for a short time when the pack had wandered into the kitchen, discarding their empty bottles of beer. The tiny child had teetered around, using the wall to lean and walk, and everyone cooed in adoration, urging him on. Even I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. They adore him, and it has pinged envy in my chest.  
 
    I’ll never be able to give Eliza a child. I’ll never be able to give her a family. I’m not even sure if it’s physically possible if it would be safe for our magical blood to mix in such a way. What would become of our offspring? What kind of future could they possibly hold that’s any different than the one I’m facing now? It’s not fair, more so for her than for me. 
 
    Behind me, Eliza rustles. Turning from the window, I look to her over my shoulder. Her brows are pinched, and she pulls the covers tighter before turning over to the spot where I once lay. 
 
    With a deep sigh, I turn back to the trees. She’s willing to sleep next to a starving demon as though I’m not a threat to her safety. This is the time of night I’m supposed to be hunting people like Eliza, asleep in their beds, frightening them awake just to feed. I grind my teeth, disgusted. Someone like me shouldn’t exist.  
 
    I feel this lure to anything innocent, to the fear that wafts and beckons. It’s similar to the sensation of when I used to be in desperate need of a glass of water, parched beyond all relief. The urge is strong, and the tap is right there, but I tighten my jaw, resisting it. I refuse to feed on her or anyone in this pack who provides her with a protected territory. 
 
    The pack tumbles from the trees as one, only to wrestle and chase one another back in. Quietly, I walk to the door and turn the knob softly in my too-large grip. I take a moment and slip outside, soundlessly shutting it behind me after one last glance at Eliza.  
 
    The atmosphere is damp, and the smell of mossy moisture fills my lungs, a tinge of ocean salt from miles away. I breathe it in, closing my eyes to the sweet aroma, and sag against the siding of the mansion while stuffing my hands in my pockets. It smells like freedom like there’s a chance for change, and I allow it to clear my thoughts and immediate hunger. 
 
    “Such sorrow in a heart made for only terror, demon born of mercy,” a male voice begins. 
 
    I frown, trying to place the voice. The last time I heard it, it had echoed in my head, but this time . . . I open my eyes sluggishly. “Fate,” I say, not as a greeting but grudgingly. 
 
    In front of me, a dimly lit hovering circle of black and gold dots swirls in the air. I tilt my head, observing this anomaly and wondering if I’m only seeing things. The pentagram comes to mind and all that it means for my future – for our future – and I glare, ready to blame and shame.  
 
    When the male voice speaks again, I bristle. “You are born of mercy, Aiden, Thrice-Born, Descendant of Corbin. You’ve always had mercy when faced with choice, have you not?” 
 
    I shift my jaw. “I suppose,” I begin, and then ask a question I already know the answer to. “Who are you?”  
 
    The voice chuckles and the dots shake to it before forming into the shape of a man. “I am Fate, child. But you know that just as you know I mean you no harm.” 
 
    Like hell you do.  
 
    Pursing my lips, I reach forward and swipe my hand through the dots. They’re like bubbles and dance away; I can neither grasp nor touch a single one. The movement stirs the air, and his scent – of lemons and sage and something I can’t place – replaces nature’s. 
 
    “I wouldn’t try to touch me,” he warns. “It’s nearly impossible to do so, and it wouldn’t be pleasant if you could.” 
 
    “What do you want with a simple demon?” 
 
    “Hmm,” he starts, drawing out the sound. “You are no simple demon. You are a creature never meant to walk the realms. No one should escape from the void, and yet . . .” 
 
    “Here I stand,” I finish for him. 
 
    “Indeed.” An owl’s hoots fill the quiet night. “I have a great many things fated for you, demon.” 
 
    “No one makes my choices for me,” I grunt. “I make my own. I’m not too fond of the road you’ve paved so far.” 
 
    The featureless face bobs in acknowledgement. “I know, but it was done out of necessity. You can take comfort in knowing the other Divine will not take too kindly to what I’ve done.” 
 
    I chuff. “Of course, there are others like him. If he’s on this campaign of saving the realms and appointing people and creatures to a greater purpose without the others of his kind knowing, I wonder what will happen to him in the end.” I ask this aloud, rubbing my cheek and lowering my voice in case there’s others listening in besides the persistent owl. 
 
    He sighs and remains silent. I almost believe him to be stubborn enough not to answer until he finally speaks. “I imagine there will be great consequences when the others learn of my manipulation. I’m willing to take the punishment if it’ll right the wrongs. However, I’ve always been difficult to handle, just like you. I’m afraid it’s to be expected that I’d take the lead where they were comfortable to not intervene at all. Rest assured, I have other means of ensuring my survival, for if any divine fall, so will all the realms. I won’t allow that to happen either.” I snort, but he continues as though I didn’t. “You, however, have been most difficult to convince to stay the course. Your personal thoughts sway your actions. You mustn’t listen to them. You must follow the path of mercy.” 
 
    “So Erline has told me.” Us, really. The others have their fates, but apparently, mine is to show forgiveness and pity and empathy, all things I wasn’t built to have. 
 
    “Yes,” he chuckles. “Trying days are coming, and since I can’t guide you to do as I wish, I will ask it of you instead.” 
 
    I shift my weight. “Do your worst.” 
 
    “You have an unwavering faith in your . . . capabilities, whether you know it or not.” 
 
    “You mean killing a woman to feed myself?” I snarl and step toward him. “Is that what you call mercy? Or the many voices I have screaming inside my skull?” 
 
    He ignores me and my burst of aggression and continues with a gentler voice. “In the coming days, I will ask you to use that to your advantage. Have mercy where others cannot. Do not try to lead, but instead, guide them to stay in the light. Listen to the voices. It’s all too easy to get lost in the dark as I’m sure you’re aware. Soon, very soon, everyone around you will need a dose of mercy and empathy and, of course, the wisdom of those who speak only to you.” He taps his modeled skull. 
 
    Inclining my head, I sigh in disbelief. “You want me to be the voice of reason? To aid instead of control?” 
 
    “In a way, yes.” His scent becomes overbearing as a breeze gusts my way, scattering the sparkling dots until he pulls them back together. “When it is time, you’ll know what to do with the voices. They’re on my realm too, set to roam free yet chained to someone with great power. The people of my realm call them wraiths. It is what resulted when Corbin pulled the souls from the void. Splitting spirits from the living creatures he’s created was a dangerous strategy, and I must admit I hadn’t anticipated such a move.” He cups his chin, and I fidget under what can only be scrutiny. “The power you wielded on the Demon Realm was mighty. You are capable of sucking the souls from their hosts – you feed from the soul’s energy. Does it not make sense that when you wielded such power, you were a magnet for the lost souls ripped apart, one part lingering and the other placed inside a host?” 
 
    “The Gula,” I correct. It’s what makes them so obedient as half a soul, unlike me. 
 
    “I do not believe Corbin anticipated this. It could be used to your advantage, but as I said, only when the time is right.” 
 
    I chew on the inside of my lip, glowering as I stare at his feet hovering inches from the grass. Of course, there’d be consequences of Corbin’s actions. “And in return?” I ask because my only job is Eliza’s safety. Because my worry shouldn’t be his realm or my sanity. Because there are things more important than deciphering the meaning behind his words. If he wants more from me, if he wants my help, he’s going to have to give me something great enough to sway my resolve. 
 
    A mocking laugh causes my gaze to snap to his head. “Of course. In return, I will answer one question.” 
 
    I study the dots, none bigger than a quarter size each. Their edges sparkle; even the black dots have a shimmer to them. Despite the sort of beauty to it, it stirs unease in the pit of my stomach. “What will become of Eliza?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” he says in a fatherly tone. “Eliza is meant for many great things, and she will overcome each obstacle she endures, but only if you get out of her way.” 
 
    In disbelief, I ask, “That’s it? That’s all I get?” 
 
    His voice deepens, dark and dangerous. “Do not test my patience, Thrice-Born. I may be giving and gentle, but I will not be coerced. This is what I say, and this is all you’ll get.” 
 
    “But she’ll live?” I press. 
 
    “Yes. As long as you practice and preach mercy. As long as you believe in her and the vital part she will play in this war.” He falls silent, and his head swivels to the depths of the trees’ endless shadows. “I’m afraid our conversation has come to an end. Succeed in mercy, or you will be considered a threat. There will be nothing I can do to help you if so.”  
 
    His dots shake and dance, circling in on each other until the silhouette of a man is once again a swirling sphere. I squint to the trees, into the darkness, in hopes of discovering what he saw there. But I find nothing. Nothing but the shadows of nature. 
 
    “Can I get rid of them?” I ask. “The voices, I mean. The wraiths in my head.” 
 
    “Yes. You can. When the time is right, you can. And you’ll know when, too. I’m afraid my realm won’t be as lucky to be rid of the plaguing lost souls. Not until . . .” He trails off, going utterly silent, completely still.  
 
    “Fate?” 
 
    “I must leave you,” he says hastily, his voice fading as fast as he does. “But I will not be far. Mercy, Thrice-Born. Mercy will make you their biggest threat. Some people believe mercy to be the greatest weakness, and for them, it is true. But you are not ‘some people.’ Mercy takes courage to wield. Mercy is the key to finding yourself once more. It’ll be what saves you, and saves her, in the end. Not glory. Not revenge. Mercy.” 
 
    And with that, he’s gone. But the silence doesn’t stretch on, doesn’t replace our hushed conversation as to be expected. The melody of the evening’s bugs may have vanished, and the owls have stopped hooting, but this oddity is not what tugs my immediate focus. It is not what sharpens the alarm bells sounding inside my entire body. It is not what makes the voices scream in my head. 
 
    The howl slicing through the stillness does.  
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    I wake with a drowsy blink, pulled from deep sleep with each new howl. Rubbing an eye, it takes me several moments to remember where I am. My other hand searches the chilly sheets for Aiden’s new rock-solid frame. My fingers fumble across the wrinkles, discovering nothing, and I sit up in the bed. Three more howls vibrate the window and the fog of sleep clears from my mind. A panic creeps into my bones, cold and unsettling, and I grip the fitted sheet by my hips. My gaze darts from shadow to shadow, desperate to find Aiden, but he’s nowhere. 
 
    When the next howl rocks through the night, closer than the others, I startle. It’s a warning of some sort, I’m certain by the urgency, by the many. My heart patters in fear, thumping against my ribs and painfully spiking adrenaline through my veins. It lights my nerves like a sparkler, settling at the tips of my fingers with a sudden, aching pressure. 
 
    A boom rattles the outer wall and I screech. My ears flood with the sound of pumping blood, waiting for something to happen, for something to burst into my quarters or fly through the window, but nothing does. 
 
    Oh god, oh god! Swallowing my fear, I close my eyes and concentrate on breathing, on slowing the inhales and exhales to gain some control over myself and the thoughts of the worst that are churning through my head. 
 
    Snapping the comforter from my tangled legs, I scramble out of the bed and dash to the window. Aiden and Kat dart into the green grass, glistening under a large, round moon. My attention swivels to what they run toward, darting ahead of them toward the trees. The breath hitches in my chest and my lungs tremor with the effort to hold it. 
 
    “They found us,” I whisper to the window, barely a breath. Vampires have invaded our safe haven. 
 
    In the center of the backyard, the blurring wall of running bodies comes into focus as they clash into Aiden. His feet are wide, maintaining his balance despite their speed, and his arms swing, punching a vampire. The vampire stumbles backward and Aiden rips another from his back and throws it to the ground. Aiden roars as one bites his arm and another slashes his middle. I grip the windowsill, struck solid with absolute fear. 
 
    The only time I can make out their details is when they fall to the ground or pause to attack Aiden. Their speed is incredible, almost streaks of white as the moon’s light barely catches their skin. I had almost forgotten how fast they were. Somehow, Aiden sees each move before they make it. 
 
    My subconscious pulls me from the scene, reminding me of the boom that had rattled my wall. Slowly, I look down. A crumbled body is gradually rising from the grass, black-veined and red-eyed. I duck out of view, but too late. We had locked eyes. 
 
    I breathe, once, twice, and the knob on my door turns. A scream bubbles in my throat, just as my fingers cackle with electricity. I don’t know what to do. When I wielded the magic on the Guardian Realm, it was pure instinct and I feared for Aiden, not myself. I hadn’t been crippled with the possibility of my own death. 
 
    The door sluggishly swings open and I raise my eyes to the grinning vampire, right before his eyes widen with shock and a hand punches through his back. The vampire looks at his chest and then crumbles to nothing but ash. 
 
    I shriek and my hand flies to my hammering heart. Electricity crackles under my fingernails, flitting across my t-shirt. Dyson, gaze flicking over my bed, to the floor, to the shadows of my room, whispers my name and I sigh with relief.  
 
    Dressed in only a pair of dark wash denim jeans, he swiftly enters and slams the door behind him. He pins me with an angry gaze. His iris’s glow a hue of green which illuminates the dark and shadowed room. “Don’t even think about it,” he growls at me. “You are not leaving this room!”  
 
    “Someone has to help him, Dyson. He can’t fight them by himself! What if more come?” 
 
    “More are coming,” he admits. “They’re coming for you. You’ll have to strike me down to step outside this house.” 
 
    “Dyson!” I yell at him, this time furious at the denial to help the man I love. I stand to my feet. “He can’t fight them by himself! I’m not some fragile thing! I can help.” 
 
    With two long strides, he reaches me and grips my elbow. He steers me to face the window and points. I wince as his fingernails dig into my skin. “He’s not by himself.” 
 
    I gasp past the pain, to the shock of what’s before me. Billows of orange brighten the backyard. Kat’s hands are living flames. She hurls the fire, aiming for the vampires emerging through the trees. She’s quick with each sling, stalking forward with every stream of fire that engulfs the blood-thirsty creatures. Smoke curls from her nostrils and her jaw is set, hard and determined. I’ve never seen her fight against anything besides her dragon form. 
 
    As though they had herded a hoard here, the wolves jump through the last row of trees, leaping onto the grass and skidding across the blades. They stop where they are, and one wolf sneezes from the ash flying in the carrying breeze. Seemingly unsure of their next move, they pace and wait for a chance to join the fight. The flames are too hot; every time they get close, they bounce away from the heat. 
 
    A cloud passes over the moon, darkening the backyard and turning Aiden into nothing but a shadow. Screeches and roars rise. Kat’s flame allows light enough to see him for only slivers of seconds. It’s not enough. I can’t tell what’s going on with his battle against them, with his fight to survive, with his determination to protect me. 
 
    “Dyson!” I point to the wolves and he stiffens beside me. 
 
    A new wave of vampires blur into the backyard like ghosts in the night. Bypassing Kat’s flames, they clash into the pack of anxious and eager wolves, completely trained on Kat’s magic. The vampires crash directly into them. Yelps and growls quickly follow as vampires and wolves tumble. Fur flies, snarls vibrate my window, and high-pitched screeches raise the hair on the back of my neck.  
 
    It’s beast versus corpse, a sickening sight.  
 
    Flames and wind rise with tuffs of ash, making it impossible to know where to look. 
 
    “Jeremy,” Dyson whispers, fogging the glass. I look to where he does, to a wolf limping and bloodied.  
 
    “Oh my god,” I mutter. “Someone has to help him.” I shove Dyson. “Go! Go help!” 
 
    “I can’t,” he grinds out. “Someone has to protect you. They’re here for you, Eliza. You, Kat, and revenge.” He rocks forward, bumping his head against the window. 
 
    “I can protect myself. He needs the help!” 
 
    “You can’t protect yourself. We brought you here to learn from the witches. Do you see any witches besides Kat?” 
 
    A vampire speeds toward Jeremy’s wolf, colliding and straddling the injured creature. He rears his head back, prepared to lash forward and embed his fangs when another wolf comes seemingly out of nowhere and tackles the vampire next to Jeremy. 
 
    The only answer of victory, of relief from Dyson, is the grind of his teeth.  
 
    Aiden roars and the house shakes. My heart thuds with a consuming, almost painful spike of fear. The tip of the moon shines once more, illuminating Aiden holding a vampire a foot from the ground, fingers wrapped around a black-veined neck. The vampire visibly blanches in the face of Aiden’s anger. The vampire’s body quivers. I watch as his muscles, veins, and skin shrink until all that’s left is a thin layer wrapping his bones.  
 
    “Holy hell,” Dyson mumbles. Hell indeed. 
 
    As his flesh shrivels, resembling a mummy’s, fear leaves the vampire’s pores and soaks into Aiden’s skin which sparkles brightly in answer to the sustenance. When I think the vampire can’t possibly have any more fear to give, any more of his body to give, he begins to ash starting at his feet. It quickly spreads, leaving the head for last until Aiden only grips the air.  
 
    Fogging the window with my heavy breaths, I blink once, twice, willing Aiden to turn to me. But his body is rigid, his normal posture is gone, and just those subtle hints is all I need to know that Aiden isn’t Aiden anymore. He’s something else entirely. The very something that Corbin made him to be. A weapon. 
 
    In my peripheral vision, the last flame shoots and Dyson inhales sharply. Kat’s powerful clouds of fire brightening the night in an eerie glow of orange, hurtled at the last of them. There isn’t enough time for the creatures to scream before they’re carried into the wind as nothing but ember and specks. 
 
    The night falls quiet once more and Dyson and I watch on, dumbstruck. He had watched the entire thing with me, stood still and solid, squeezing my arm as his panic raised my own. His words echo back at me, riddling me with shame. You can’t protect yourself. 
 
    Aiden hunches further. His heavy inhales and exhales lift and drop his shoulders precariously. From here, he looks like an animal who’s fought for his life, wild and untamed and taking only a moment to catch his breath. He doesn’t move, doesn’t look for me. He doesn’t shift his stance one inch. 
 
    “Dyson,” I whisper. His long fingers loosen from my arm when I gently touch them. 
 
    After an audible swallow, he says, “Go to him.”  
 
    Needing no further dismissal, I dash to the door, wrench it open, and quickly exit the house without another word. He follows, his footfalls louder than mine.  
 
    In bare feet and nothing but a large t-shirt, I feel the damp wind cling to my legs. I jog to Aiden and ignore the feel of the piles of ash surrounding him. My soles grit against the tiny particles, as though it’s nothing but dry sand on the beach slowing my pace.  
 
    Upon approach, Kat makes a move to join me and Aiden. As soon as she does, Aiden turns on his heel and lumbers toward her, robotic, automatic, and threatening. His skin sparkles, prepared to attack. 
 
    “Shit,” Dyson mumbles behind me, almost thumping into my back when I come to a full stop. 
 
    “Aiden?” I call, my voice high-pitched. 
 
    Blinking twice, Kat thinks quickly and shoots fire from her palms in a dumbfounded sort of way. I yelp as the flames blast into Aiden’s chest, and he staggers back from the force, seemingly unharmed. He roars, filling the night with the rage and the declaration of revenge. 
 
    Poised and ready, Kat leans forward, hands flaming at the command of her fingers, and the sparkling embers brighten on his skin. “Aiden!” she barks, desperate to grab his attention before he does something he’ll regret.  
 
    When Dyson starts to approach Aiden from behind, she snaps her head to him, momentarily taking her eyes off the crazed demon. “Don’t! Don’t intervene. He’s not in his right mind.” 
 
    My hand cups my mouth, fear crippling me, but a blossoming hope attempts to dash it away. If anyone can understand the consuming darkness, the takeover of our instinct to survive at any cost, it’s Katriane DuPont. She can help him. I would only make it worse. 
 
    Wolves howl behind Kat, pacing the grass, unsure of how to help or even if they should.  
 
    He doesn’t respond. He doesn’t say anything at all. The only thing he does is allow a gathering growl to build in his chest. 
 
    “Kat,” Dyson draws out in warning, his fingers curling into fists. Hair sprouts along his arms, just for a moment, until he pushes the wolf back down inside him. 
 
    She ignores him, meeting Aiden’s stare and shaking her head. “Aiden, don’t do this. This isn’t you.” 
 
    The sparkles along his flesh flare brighter, and Kat, face pinched in regret, flings her flames once more, smoke curling from her nostrils. He staggers again, the glow dissipating as he’s thrown from concentration.  
 
    Anxiety wafts from me, from Dyson, and seeps quickly into Aiden’s spine. He drinks it in, uses it to fuel himself without a thought of who it comes from. He pulls more and more of it to him, like he’s reeling in a fish, and we’re helpless to fight against it. The feeling of it aches my joints, and together, Dyson and I fall to one knee. 
 
    “Dyson,” Kat grinds out. “Leave!” It’s monster against monster, and there’s no telling who will win.  
 
    The tug on our emotions seeping from our skin becomes too great, like a fiery itch. I gasp to it. I gasp at the pain, at the shock of it, and the idea that Aiden is doing this to me – the very person he works so hard to protect.  
 
    You can’t protect yourself, Dyson’s taunting reminder echoes again. 
 
    Pulling on the blades of grass to anchor himself, Dyson growls, “No.” The word took too much effort to say, almost too much effort for me to hear with the hollowed-out sound echoing in my ears. I fall to my other knee, barely feeling the stab of the stick it lands on. 
 
    This is it. This is my end, and the last thing I’ll see is the back of the man I love. I take in the grooves of his shoulders and spine, the muscles rippling like dark water swayed by a breeze. It’s not his fault. He was made to destroy, to become this weapon to use against Corbin’s enemies, and right now, still gripped by the need to protect . . . this isn’t Aiden. This isn’t the man I love. Something else replaced it, some pocket of his mind roaring to the surface to survive.  
 
    Darkness creeps into the edges of my vision. You can’t protect yourself. 
 
    Spinning, Kat uses the momentum to hurl quicker flames, then again, and again, giving Aiden no chance to release the embers which will surely be a death sentence for any they attach to. In doing so, it released Aiden’s hold on us. I groan as my head spins upon this release. Every muscle, every joint, barks in pain as I struggle back to my feet.  
 
    He staggers, narrowly dodging her flames. Thinking quickly, or not thinking at all, I take off at a stumbling dash and put myself between Aiden and Katriane, palms outstretched. If they keep this up, they’ll destroy each other. This halts him, and he looks to me, curiously, as though he recognizes me but can’t place who I am. 
 
    “Aiden,” I whisper quietly enough so only he can hear the words. “My heart, who is your reason for living?” 
 
    “Eliza,” Dyson warns, his voice hoarse but angry. I resist the urge to sneer at him, at his past words that tempt me to believe him. 
 
    The deep furrow, Aiden’s predatorial expression, softens a little at my voice. My heart thuds once in victory. I flick my gaze to Dyson still kneeling, just enough to get my point across. I am not weak. I can protect myself. This isn’t Aiden, but he is in there, and together, we’re stronger. I need him, and he needs me. Our lives are so intertwined that everything we do, everything we say, every move we make, is to protect and save the other.  
 
    I. Am. Not. Weak.  
 
    And neither is Aiden.  
 
    Even now I can feel the electricity waiting under my skin, ready to use at my command. If I have to, I’ll use it against Aiden and the danger he’s become, but deep down, my instincts tell me I won’t need to. Aiden is in there. He’s in there. I know it. 
 
    I try again. “Who is the keeper of your soul?” 
 
    He tilts his head to the side, blinks once, and for a moment, just one precious moment, his normal human-like eyes suck the molten lava back inside. I inhale a sharp breath, barely noticeable. He hasn’t done that since the Guardian Realm. Not since he and I first spoke there.  
 
    “Eliza,” he says, but he’s not calling my name. Instead, he’s plucking the name from a buried conscience held prisoner by his need to protect.  
 
    “That’s right,” I whisper to Aiden, and then bravely take a step forward. My electricity crackles along my skin, and he watches it interestedly. I am not a weak fool, nor a damsel in distress.  
 
    I bring my hand to my face and touch my cheek to redirect his attention. The skinny blue bolts tickle my skin delightfully, fully shutting Dyson’s mouth which is open and ready to warn me again.  
 
    “Do you see me, Aiden?” 
 
    Several seconds tick by, the lava in his eyes swirling as he meets my gaze. I take a chance and move closer. Kat cautions me, but I wave a hand behind my back, hushing her. 
 
    “Who am I?” I ask.  
 
    His face scrunches as he searches deeper in his memory. Something flickers across his face – a recognition – and he visibly relaxes. “Eliza,” he whispers, drawing out my name with a slithering breath. 
 
    I cross the rest of the distance slowly and grant him a small, reassuring smile as the sparkles dissipate from glowing embers. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Eliza,” Kat cautions again, unsure if I’m being wise. 
 
    “He’s fine,” I grunt without facing her. I reach and grasp his hand, curling my fingers around his. Brows furrowed, he looks to our joined skin. Shock crosses his face, and he staggers and stiffens, dumbfounded as his previous actions hit him as effectively as Kat’s flames had.  
 
    Before I can reassure him that I’m fine – that it’s not me he almost hurt - his arms circle around my waist, and he scoops me up. He cradles my head to his chest, tangling his fingers in my hair. 
 
    I sag against him, the breath whooshing from my lungs.  
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    I keep my scrutiny trained on Aiden, my jaw muscles marking the seconds. My nostrils flare. Cracking my knuckles, I watch his every move. He’s still so close to the edge of primal instinct. I understand the instinct to protect, but in his haze to do so, he almost killed my mate. Or tried to anyway. Kat was prepared to do what she must, to ensure her survival and all those around us, and for that, it brings me some comfort. But the attempt still pisses me off. 
 
    Together, he and Eliza sit on the couch in the living room while the shifters talk furiously over one another. The topic of discussion dances around Aiden and Kat’s spat, but by the flicks of curious expressions, it’s still on everyone’s mind.  
 
    “This is what happens when you harbor the Queen of Death,” Victoria snarls, directing a shooting glance at Eliza. Eliza only returns the gaze, smooth and sure of herself. Her display of independence is still a sore subject in my mind. She could have just as easily died coaxing Aiden back from whatever hell he buried himself under. 
 
    “Watch yourself,” Kenna mutters. 
 
    “I absolutely will not,” Victoria spits and points to Eliza. “She’s the main reason for this. Those minions are Kheelan’s. He sent them here for what? Hmm? For tea? To destroy this group of pathetic warriors? No, I doubt so. He sent them here for his beloved wife.” 
 
    I lean against a wall, Kat’s back pressed to my chest while I keep my arms around her waist in a comforting, possessive sort of way. I know she isn’t fond of my instincts to keep her close, but I also know she’s allowing it to ease my shook nerves. 
 
    Feeling eyes on me, I look to Flint. His expression is dark but thoughtful, and I watch as he inhales deeply. Irene is between his legs, propping her head on her elbow rested against Flint’s knee. I nod to him, letting him know I’m under control of my instincts and have no plans of retaliation. He blinks his confirmation and reaches forward, absentmindedly stroking Irene’s hair. 
 
    Aiden’s large hand is in Eliza’s, and she rubs her fingers against his while they both watch the movement. It’s almost a silent communication, one which doesn’t need words to portray what they can’t say. 
 
    Frustrated at the noise and the growing headache as a result, I take a deep breath and yell for the pack to be quiet. All this chatter has my nerves on end, and I can barely focus anymore, especially when the same question is continuously asked. 
 
    “They’re here because of Eliza,” I say once their attention is on me. “We all know it. There’s no reason to shout about it. There’s no point in placing blame.” 
 
    Eliza turns her head over her shoulder and peeks at me. Several seconds tick by as we assess one another.  
 
    “She’s Kheelan’s wife,” I continue, justifying my reasoning. “It’s the only explanation. He sent them to find and retrieve her. If they were coming for the pack, they would have attacked in the woods. Instead, they allowed you to usher them in.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Aiden rumbles, eyes still downcast while his expression shifts to that of shame. “Before I left the Demon Realm, Kheelan was weak. He’d seek her out for his own protection.” 
 
    “They’ve been everywhere,” Jeremy answers, rubbing his wounded leg. “In the city, in the woods, in plain sight. It’s a miracle they haven’t been on the evening news yet.” 
 
    Victoria snarls. “We could just hand her over and be done with it.” 
 
    Eliza slowly looks to her. “We could just hand you over as a snack.” 
 
    Starting forward, Victoria’s eyes glow with promised physical retaliation, but Kenna barks an order to her. “Enough! Eliza is under my protection – our protection - and you will not harm her!” 
 
    “They’ve been draining the humans,” Kelsey adds, defusing the tension. Her eyes on the newborn baby propped in her arms. Sarah squirms a bit, peeping open one eye to glare at her mother and the bothersome chatter, before falling fast back asleep. 
 
    Fling and I share a knowing, wordless conversation of our own. “Flint told me about it. The hospitals are beginning to notice, but so far, they think it’s a strain of the flu.” 
 
    “The strain of flu . . .” Eliza repeats, then tilts her head back to look at me. “I remember them talking about it before I died.” She frowns. “I don’t think they were looking for me then though. I think they were looking for …” she pauses and then flicks her gaze to Kat. 
 
    “And then you came along and Kheelan no longer needed me,” Kat whispers. 
 
    Evo shifts his weight and the floor groans in protest. He’s not an obese man, but he’s weighted by ropes of muscle fit for an Alpha. “It won’t be long until they all come for our band of misfits, no matter which way you look at it. Dyson, I think it’s time we catch the rest of the group up on the situation at hand. Don’t leave anything out.” 
 
    For the next twenty minutes, all the shifters, including the new wolves I haven’t formally met, listen carefully. Like true shifters, they give nothing away to their inner concerns, and when I’m finished, the only sound inside the living room is the hum of air coming through the vent.  
 
    “In other words,” a new shifter, Romaine I’ve learned, shifts as he turns to Eliza, “She’s our weakness.” His shock of dark brown hair and caramel-colored skin is telling to his ancestry. He looks like he came directly from Egypt, as though he were an Egyptian prince from another lifetime. 
 
    “I believe so, Romaine,” I conclude. “But she’s one of us, and I’ll protect her as though she were one of you.” 
 
    Eliza leans into the back of the couch and exhales a soft sigh equal to the air rushing from the vent. “If I would have known Kheelan’s vampires would be looking for me, I would have never come here. I didn’t mean to trouble you all.” 
 
    With grace, Brenna leaves the back of Ben’s chair she had stood behind, travels the short distance to Eliza, and bends to the floor. She places a hand on her knee. “If I would have known he was sending them for you, to find you, I would have demanded you come here anyway. Dyson’s right. You are one of us.” Eliza lifts blue eyes to Bre. “You’re not going anywhere. The pack will help protect you. We were built for this.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Kenna asks sharply, bouncing her toddler against her hip.  
 
    Brenna whips her head to her Alpha female and glares. “Honestly, Kenna. Mother Nature was in conversation distance the entire time we were on the Guardian Realm and you didn’t think to ask her a single question?” Pursed lips are the only answer she receives. “Unlike you, I did.” 
 
    “She practically stalked her,” Flint whispers to Irene, but with our sharp senses, we all hear it. 
 
    “If Kheelan knew she was on the Guardian Realm because of her magic, how did he know to send them here?” Aiden asks, breaking his silence between the bickering shifters.  
 
    “I don’t think he knew,” Kat suggests. She presses against me when the unwanted focus turns to her. I’m getting the feeling she doesn’t like being the center of attention. “At the beginning, I don’t think he knew where we fled to. Even before that, he had many stationed here to find me. From the sounds of it, he doubled the population of vampires after the colosseum, and redirected their purpose.” She looks to Aiden and crosses her arms overtop mine. “You did say he was weak, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aiden draws. His fingers visibly tighten around Eliza’s hand, and I briefly wonder why he seeks her comfort before he adds to his sentence, answering my unasked question. “He wants her to help boost his weakened state. If he doesn’t, I believe on some level, he knows Corbin will destroy him.” 
 
    Corbin will most likely destroy him anyway, I think to myself. I know I don’t need to voice it aloud. Between the shared glances, everyone is already thinking the same thing too.  
 
    “Corbin thinks himself a king.” Kat grimaces. “What better move to make than to destroy your equals.” 
 
    “You know him well, I see,” Aiden comments dryly.  
 
    Kat says nothing in return, and I frown, desiring the answer. I know she went to the past, traveled into Myla’s life. Did she meet Corbin then? I shudder at the thought. If only we knew what a pain he’d be in the end. She would have destroyed him then. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Ben asks, raising his brows to his Alpha. I bristle. He should be seeking out Kat for the answers, or even Aiden who has direct intel from the two fee. I know its habit for them to refer to their leader, but their answers do not lie with Evo. Their answers lie with the leaders of the war, with the five.  
 
    I run a hand through my hair and close my eyes for a moment. I don’t like any of this. 
 
    Knowing he’s outranked, Evo gazes at me, then at Kat, and then at Aiden and Eliza. He returns it to me, and nods, giving me the floor. 
 
    I lick my bottom lip. “We have to protect the humans, or he’ll bring the fight here. If war breaks out on this realm, we’re screwed. If the humans learn of everything else that exists, we’re screwed. We have no choice. We’ll be fighting to survive from two fronts.” 
 
    Irene clears her throat. “You want to send out teams to do so? Sweep the city?” 
 
    My eyebrows raise, stretching the skin around my cheeks. “Yes,” I answer simply.  
 
    “We can’t shift,” Jeremy says, pointing out my flaw. “Not in the middle of town. A normal sized wolf may go unnoticed but . . .” He takes Sarah from Kelsey’s arms and cradles the baby to his chest, as though to protect her from the world crawling with evil.  
 
    “No,” I admit, drawing out the word. “We can’t. Not close to town, anyway, which will hinder success and further endanger the pack.” I sigh and raise a hand from Kat’s middle to scrub my face. “We’ll have to think of something else then.” 
 
    Kat shifts against my chest and peers up at me. Her scent swirls around me and I greedily drink it in. “We can ask the Coven to help.” 
 
    “Work with witches?” Kelsey shrieks, and then her shocked face relaxes. “No offense, Kat.” 
 
    Kat chuckles. “None taken. I’m not a giant fan of the witches, either. But we can ask them. They worship Erline. They’ll do anything she requests, including working with shifters.”  
 
    I shrug. “Then I suppose we have some persuading to do.” 
 
    “In the meantime,” Evo adds. “We can start sweeping the outer city at night in our wolf form. We won’t be detected that way. Not if we stick to the shadows.” 
 
    Nodding her agreement, Brenna says, “People will think a pack has wandered in from the nearby woods. A big pack perhaps, but if we’re careful, they won’t be able to detect how large or abnormal.”  
 
    The city is surrounded by forests on three sides, the other side the ocean. This could work, and I vibrate with possibility, stifling the urge to bounce from foot to foot. Inside me, my wolf perks at the idea, bored of the discussion and desiring the action instead. 
 
    First, we diminish the army Kheelan has here, then we go after the one he and his friends have built. 
 
    “The first move to war,” I mumble, and all eyes swivel to me.  
 
    “It may be the first move to war, but it’s a good possibility we can’t control the fire already spreading,” Flint says. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    KATRIANE DUPONT 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day goes by with orders barked and teams assembled by the Alpha pair. At no time is anyone allowed to stray from groups of at least three when attacking the vampires. Much to my dismay, we share each meal together, but by the time we have supper, I’m beginning to enjoy the banter between the shifters. Eliza, Aiden, and I watch on with interest while we eat. Except Aiden who doesn’t eat normal food. When the shifters notice his lack of appetite, they pepper him with questions, Kenna the most, about life as a demon. I think she is most curious because she can’t feel any emotion coming from him, which she reluctantly admits. She doesn’t feel it rude to probe though the rest of us wait on the edge of our seats to see how he’ll respond. He is gentle and understanding with his answers, and together, she and he carry on the conversation in depth while the rest of us switch subjects to something more pleasant than eating emotions. 
 
    “I can only feel something from you when you look to Eliza,” Kenna additionally admits when he brings his untouched plate to the sink. “It’s . . .” She frowns. “It’s like the burst of warmth when the sun comes over the horizon.” 
 
    “Love works in mysterious ways,” Kelsey quips, hovering over the sink’s bubbles while feverishly scrubbing pans. She shoots Kenna an annoyed look. “If love can’t prevail, then we’re all hopeless.” 
 
    Aiden doesn’t have to respond with Kelsey coming to the rescue and, instead, thanks the women for their hospitality and quickly exits the room. Like any man, he hadn’t enjoyed a woman picking apart his feelings and motives. 
 
    After, I help Irene and Dyson load the dishwasher and clean up the leftover splatters of Kelsey’s famous lasagna from every surface in the kitchen. Dyson had wondered aloud if she flung it everywhere in spite for getting no help in preparing it. Without voicing it, I wonder the same thing.  
 
    Once done, the three of us gather on the stools with cups of wine in hand. Except for Dyson who has a beer dripping with precipitation. It pools along the island in a perfect circle. 
 
    He takes a swig from the glass bottle and sighs contently. Lifting the bottle, he holds it up to the dangling light above the kitchen island, observing the foaming liquid inside. “I never thought I’d miss the taste of a cold beer.” 
 
    I swirl the wine in my glass, and the aroma wafts to my nose. There’s a sweet smell to this white wine, and bubbles pepper the walls inside the wine cup. Gripping the stem, I bring my nose to the rim and inhale like I would with a morning cup of coffee, wordlessly agreeing with him.  
 
    I’ve never been a wine drinker, but the current situations we find ourselves in calls for it. I just hope one glass can take the edge off.  
 
    Laughter booms from the downstairs theatre room, and I smile over the contagious sound as my top lip touches the cool glass.  
 
    “Flint,” Irene says with a grin. “I think he missed being home.” 
 
    I take a sip and let the caramelly taste slide over my tongue. The bubbles pleasantly tickle my taste buds, and I shiver. “He really knows how to handle himself. You should have seen him,” I say, referring to the battle in front of the Angel’s Ground. For a moment, the memory surfaces in my mind. I drink again, hoping the contents inside will take that edge off as well. 
 
    “He really can.” A dreamy sparkle glints in her brown eyes. “Evo makes us train frequently, and since Ben has given him Krav Maga lessons, his skills have only improved.” 
 
    Setting my wine down with a slight clank of my cup to the marble surface, I turn to her and change the subject that’s dabbling dangerously close to war – a topic I have no desire to dance with. “The shop?” 
 
    She holds up a free hand and swallows a large gulp of wine. “Your shop is in sound condition. I promise all four walls are still standing. There’s been a large number of traffic lately, but everything is running smoothly.” She grimaces. “Except for the dust bunnies. I don’t know how you kept those under control.” 
 
    I smirk knowingly. “I’d often spell the shop.” At their shocked look, I add, “It was only me for a while there, and even when Tember showed up to work, she had refused to dust. I had to do something.” I shrug, but it feels more like a guilty action than anything else. Twitching my lips to the side, I toy with a bead of precipitation perfectly settled in a tiny puddle on the surface. I pull the moisture this way and that, creating a pentacle before I even realize what I’m doing. I scrutinize the work with a deep frown – five points. Five points, five realms, five fee, five saviors. If I ever see a pentagram again after this is over, I’ll burn it to cinders. 
 
    I’m not oblivious to the fact that five powerful creatures have found themselves in the traps of the fee; Eliza, Aiden, Dyson, Tember, and myself. And now Tember is fee. Dyson may not be as powerful as the rest of us, and I’ll admit that it does cause me worry for his own safety, but his brain makes up for it in intellect. Down to the marrow of my bones, I know he was made to lead, not by muscle and strength, like a typical alpha, but by mindset. He cares, and his heart is full of so much love it practically bursts every chance he gets the opportunity to help someone, to care for someone. And he cares for me. . . But how much so? How strong is it? Because I’m notorious for ruining everything, for being shoved out the door because I can’t seem to follow the most important rules. 
 
    I look at him as my thoughts drift to the man he is, burning a hole into the side of his face while he stares straight ahead. Without any additional magic like the rest of us, he could just as easily die trying to protect his own people. And he would, too, willingly so, if his life could save a single person.  
 
    Irene takes my expression as something other than it is. She sets her cup down and folds my hand in hers. Our wet fingers slick against each other’s, pulling my gaze to our joined skin. 
 
    “I know you have a lot going on,” she soothes. “And I know you won’t have time to continue to run your business, but I don’t want you to think this is a burden to me. It’s been giving me something to do when I’m not midwifing. Plus, Kelsey has been helping, and I think she enjoys the change in pace.” 
 
    Dyson swigs his beer, and the quick movement causes droplets to dribble down his chin. “Cooking for this large of a pack isn’t easy.” He wipes at his face. “Not for one person.” Then, he looks at me, and I blush over the subtle knowing expression. He recognizes where my thoughts drifted to. He knows I was staring at him, watching, pondering, thinking of the future. His eyes smolder for a moment, tucked under his dark hooded lashes.  
 
    Under the heat of his stare, something blossoms inside me. Heat coils in my stomach before it washes to the rest of my organs. With my free hand, I grip the seat of the stool and squeeze the cushion. The wall I’ve built to protect my heart seemingly withers and waves in the flood of heat. My heart flutters from the exposure to his knowing, probing consideration, and in response, his lips twitch on the verge of saying something but stopping short when he remembers we’re not alone. We may be stolen touches and embraces and even kisses, but we have yet to dwell on what it all means. 
 
    Irene laughs. “Kelsey preps at least a week’s worth of sandwich meat at a time and quite often makes us fend for ourselves. I’m sick of turkey.” She pauses, curling her top lip with a faraway look of recollection. “And ham.” 
 
    He lifts one shoulder in a dismissive shrug and turns back forward. “Sounds like Kelsey.” Emptying his glass, he scoots back and stands, grabbing the neck of the bottle. The stool scrapes against the floor, and the squeal of metal against wood vibrates my ears. “I’m going to head downstairs and see what all the laughter is about.” 
 
    Irene smiles at Dyson as he glides around the island, places his empty beer bottle in the sink, and walks out of the kitchen. His eyes linger on me as he passes, and then he bends around the curve of the large dining room, disappearing from my sight. The warmth slithering through my bones at his close proximity leaves when he does, and my grip loosens on the stool. A short time later, we hear his muffled footfalls descending the stairs to join the others. 
 
    “How well do you know him?” Irene asks, pulling my attention from where my gaze still lingers to the dining room. I turn in my chair, almost too fast, caught off guard by her quiet, knowing words.  
 
    Clearing my throat, I return my elbow to the counter and toy with the rim of my wine glass. “Not well,” I begin. “Not at all, actually. I know nothing about him besides what’s been happening when we’re together.” 
 
    Bobbing her head in a nod, she pushes her black hair behind her ear. “He’s a good man from what I’m told. I’d met him before I joined the pack when the Riva and Cloven Pack gathered occasionally. He’s always been generous and thoughtful.” She frowns. “It’s like he isn’t from this time and, instead, from an era when chivalry wasn’t dead nor frowned upon.” 
 
    She’s certainly right about that.  
 
    “But?” I probe when she stops. 
 
    “But, he’s sensitive, Katriane. Either you love him or you don’t, but don’t toy with him. He won’t be able to take it.” 
 
    I double blink. It’s never been him I’ve worried about when it comes to the possibility of a relationship. I’ve only worried about myself and how I would fare if he decided he didn’t want me. Her words frighten me and make me question my own intentions. Have I been so wrapped up in myself that I haven’t stopped to think of how he’d feel if I were the one to deny him? 
 
    Dyson is wonderful, a gentleman, and he’s learned the hard way to never give up. But in the midst of being honorable, there’s also a rough edge to him. It’s secrets that lie below the surface, twined and twisted overtop one another. Perhaps this is what scares me most about having feelings for him – that I’ll be left in the dark throughout the entire relationship, only to have my heart broken in the end. But just as he is, I’m prone to have my own secrets as well. 
 
    “I don’t want to toy with him,” I say out loud, more for me than for her. And it’s true. Despite my efforts to remain independent, my stolen glances conjure images of a future I didn’t think possible for me, for a witch.  
 
    I tip my head to the side and jut my jaw. “But convincing my mother…” 
 
    She frowns and takes a lady-like sip. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Witches don’t marry,” I mumble. Her precariously high eyebrow presses me to continue despite my reluctance. My shoulders hunch forward as I fold in on myself. “It’s a superstition. More like paranoia. We each are allowed one child with the humans, and then we get rid of the father for fear of his search for power. Even when we boot them out the door, pregnant, they never know we’re witches.” 
 
    She smacks her lips. “So you have sex, and then you dump them?” 
 
    I swallow at the crass question as the hair on my arms prickles. “Yeah.” 
 
    “That poor man,” she sighs. “Why only one child?” 
 
    “To ensure we only have girls. There’s never been a male witch in all our history. It’s a superstition to not chance fate by having more than one. Witches fear having a male witch for the same reason we don’t take a male as a spouse.” 
 
    “Power?” she asks, and I nod. She scoffs. “Well, your mother’s opinion doesn’t matter. The witches exiled you, remember? Cast you out and left you to rot.” She points a finger at me. “After you saved their lives.” 
 
    “It’s not how they’ll see it,” I mumble, reaching for the wine bottle and pouring myself more. The white juices slosh inside the wide goblet, and bubbles softly crackle to the surface. With my other hand, I catch the droplet that spills over the rim and bring it to my lips, sucking my fingertip. “To them, I’ll have further abandoned their ways. It’s not like I can keep it from them. We need them for the coming war, and they’re bound to discover my further betrayal. We need every magical being we can find who is willing to fight. Are you asking me to risk all that for an attraction?” 
 
    “Kat,” she whispers, drawing my attention back to her. “I don’t think you can classify yourself as a witch anymore. I think you’re beyond your past life. Their rules shouldn’t apply to you.” 
 
    “You might be right,” I say grudgingly, knowing I’m continuing to make excuses to keep me from seeking what my heart desires. I’m afraid of it.  
 
    As much as I miss the simplicity of a coven life, I’m also grateful I’m no longer held back by their chains. I can make a difference. I am making a difference. I just don’t know if that difference is doing more harm than good.  
 
    Our conversation quickly dwindles to less important matters, such as shop talk and tourist drama. On some level, whether she knew she was doing it or not, her change in topics helped ease my anxiety. Once the wine hits, I excuse myself for some fresh air before I fully retire to my appointed room in the second level of the Alpha’s quarters.  
 
    I shut the heavy front door behind me and lean against it. Sucking in a deep breath, I allow the cool night to ease my troubles further. I softly pad across the planked porch and let the wind ruffle my hair with invisible caressing fingers. A swinging couch dangles to my right, but I ignore it. When I reach the steps, I sit and soak in the moon’s glow that brightens my skin.  
 
    My thoughts quickly quiet as I watch the dark trees sway in the high breeze and listen to owls hoot to the crickets from their branches. I’m so lost in thought that I jump when Dyson sits himself next to me.  
 
    I place my hand over my heart, slamming my eyelids shut. “You scared me.” 
 
    He grins to the sky. “Sorry.” Silence stretches while he watches the moon, capturing its light in the sheen of his irises. “Do you –” He clears his throat. “Do you miss it?” 
 
    “Miss what?” 
 
    “Being normal. Or, at least, what you considered normal before everything changed.” 
 
    I suck on a tooth, running my tongue over it. “Sometimes. I miss the idea of belonging, but when I think back to my life as nothing but a simple witch, I can’t help but think I never fit in there, either.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asks, cracking his knuckles one by one. 
 
    “I was different.” I shrug. “More outgoing, more careless with our secrets, and my morals were much different than the others. I didn’t see species, not in the way they do. Instead, I saw more people I could relate to and didn’t deem it necessary to have any prejudices. Why limit ourselves to a single coven when wolves and witches could co-exist.” 
 
    “I wonder when the prejudices all started,” he says, more of a statement than an actual question for me to answer. 
 
    “What about you?” I ask, breathy as the depth of the conversation settles. He hasn’t looked at me yet, not even a side glance, and every part of me hums for him to do so, to lock eyes with mine, if but for a moment. 
 
    He laughs, throaty and without any amusement. “Being a shade?” 
 
    “No.” I grin. “Before that.” 
 
    His tongue slides across his bottom lip before his teeth bite down as he contemplates my question. “No. No, I don’t miss it at all.” 
 
    “Oh?” I quirk a brow. My body betrays my interest, and I find myself leaning closer. 
 
    “I wasn’t really anybody back then. Even if I had my place in this pack, this family, there was never anything special about me. I was the buddy, the pal, the one everyone thought they could rely on. I was weak and cowardly and only found courage minutes before my death. Would I change the past if given the chance? No. I wouldn’t change it for fear I’d lose everything I have at this very moment even if everything seems to be crumbling around us.” 
 
    The breeze picks up a notch and tousles his hair. I shamelessly take in his features, and without warning and of their own accord, I lift my hand and run my fingertips along the curve of his jaw, feeling the stubble scraping against my soft flesh and making a Velcro sound. He closes his eyes at my touch, and goosebumps rise on his skin, but again, he does nothing. There’s no indifference across his expression. It’s more of a basking in the moment of tender, wordless affection as though he fears if he moves, I may change the immediate future we both desire. 
 
    When he turns his face, my fingers move to his lips and trace the outline. Eyes still closed, he parts his lips. His scent washes over me as he breathes through his mouth. The pad of my index finger runs across the smooth bottom, trailed by my thumb, and catches at the corner, slightly tugging to expose his bottom teeth. With a soft exhale, he opens his eyes, and the glow of his wolf shortly follows.  
 
    “What you do to me . . .” he swallows thickly. “I have feelings for you, Katriane DuPont.” 
 
    “I know,” I whisper, completely sure of it now. His expression, soft and vigilant, holds so much truth it shatters my heart before knitting it carefully back together. “I do too.” 
 
    He swallows again, and I watch his throat’s movements. “Then what holds you back from me?” 
 
    The corner of my mouth tilts in a half smile, and I lower my hand, grasping his. I intertwine his fingers in mine, using the action to distract my attention from his probing stare. “It scares me.” My answer is just as honest as his declaration, surprising me as the admission pops from my mouth. 
 
    He huffs, his breath fanning the top of my scalp. “I’m nothing more than a man,” he admits, misinterpreting my confession. 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s not you, I fear. It’s me.” 
 
    “Says every woman at least once in their life,” he murmurs. 
 
    “No, Dyson,” I say, circling my thumb over the back of his hand. “You don’t understand. I don’t know what I am. Whatever I am scares me when it comes to a relationship. The fate of the realms scares me. The responsibilities on my shoulders scares me.” The shock of my own truth startles me, and I pause, allowing it to sink in. This is the truth of my real reason for denying what he offers me, for constantly finding reasons to ignore it. “How can I willingly add one more thing I can lose to that list? Look at Tember. She’s lost the one thing she loved most while trying to save her realm.” 
 
    He’s quiet for a very long time, allowing the crickets to rule the silence. Gripping my chin with his free hand, he angles my face so my eyes squarely meet his, searching their depths. “I see you, Katriane DuPont. I see you for what you are, for your fears, for your compassionate heart, for the mercy you give to others even if you can’t give it to yourself. I’m not asking you to choose me over the realms. I’m asking you to find room for me in your heart. I’m asking for you to allow yourself to be loved. For what is love if not fear?” 
 
    He shifts in his seated position, angling his body more toward mine. Our knees touch and a shiver runs through my thighs, over my rump, and up my spine. “Without love, all would decimate.” 
 
    “Decimating is what we’re supposed to be doing to the enemy,” I whisper, weak for words. 
 
    “And we shall,” he answers in kind. “When the time is right. But, for this very moment, my affection for you is the only thing that matters. I can’t save the realms today; you can’t save the realms today. But I can, and I will . . .” he trails off, leaning forward with his eyes on my lips, “kiss you.” 
 
    I open my mouth to protest, to say there’s no time for such behavior, but he hushes me with a thumb over my lips. “Let me fall for you, Kat.” 
 
    And with that, he leans forward and feathers his lips against mine. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
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    GUARDIAN REALM 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to arrive at the first village – it was the closest of the three. As an entourage of fee, elf, dwarves, and Sandman, we stand on the grassy hill just before the Yoki tribe’s black tree forest. A warm dry breeze whips our clothes at our backs, urging us forward, but instead of heeding to the request, we only stare.  
 
    The long grass is damp with past rain, soaking into our clothes, but none of the group seems bothered by it. The trees before us sway in the gale, and the droplets on their leaves create a mist as they’re carried away, causing the air to look as though sparkles drop from the sky. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I whisper. I’ve been here before but only for battle. When fighting for my life, I don’t take the time to soak in the lands, to drink in the atmosphere and observe what beauty lies before me. My only job was to kill on these lands when the wars broke among the Guardian Realm’s people. 
 
    “Yes,” Nally murmurs at my left in awe. His too big head bobbing in agreement, and then he looks to me, glee puffing his cheeks over this great adventure of new discoveries. 
 
    “Don’t even ask it, Tember,” Jaemes mumbles as he steps up to my right, having chosen to walk instead of riding his matua the entire trek. The dwarves poke their heads around my body to gaze at Jaemes with curious, expectant twists to their bushy eyebrows.  
 
    “Ask what?” I ask.  
 
    “Don’t you dare ask if I’m ‘ready.’” 
 
    I smirk. “You stole the words right out of my mouth.” I had, indeed, been about to ask him that question. I think I ask it more for myself than to see if he’s mentally prepared for what’s to come. It’s a reassurance to know I’m not alone, to have the words repeated back to me as a pledge.  
 
    “Are we in danger?” Nally inquires with a hint of anticipation at the possible aspect as he grips his self-drawn map tighter in his hand.  
 
    “I shouldn’t believe so,” I say. 
 
    The Sandman lifts a hand and scratches his jaw, complete disinterest in his white eyes. I observe him with mild concern. The further and further we get from the Igna Tribe’s village, the more sour and silent he becomes. I believe depression is the root. After all, he’s lost a great deal - his home, his friends, his second home. And then, he’s had to fight for his life on numerous occasions. It makes me wonder if he would have handled this easier in the company of better acquaintances, such as Dyson and Kat, who seem to understand him on a mutual level. He trusts them and has every reason to do so. But me? Perhaps I am nothing to him. I understand the feeling of being left behind, and I don’t blame him for the emotions crippling his mood. 
 
    “Little faith,” Jaemes grumbles to the group, readjusting his bow across his chest. 
 
    “When it comes to you, always.” 
 
    As I take the first step forward, I search for something to change the subject before Jaemes can respond with witty sarcasm. If we walk into the village seemingly bickering, it could give the wrong message. “Nally, did you know Jaemes’s bow was fashioned in this village?” 
 
    “Oh?” he asks, his thick arms swaying with each pleased tread. I grin and shake my head as he vibrates with the possible discoveries the Yoki people will provide for his insatiable appetite for knowledge. With everything these dwarves have soaked in, a normal person would be rubbing their temples right now and begging to be returned home for a long night’s rest to adjust. They’re like sponges with a constant thirst and seemingly no end for it.  
 
    Jaemes grumbles under his breath when the three dwarves pick up a feverous chat, quiet voices that are hurriedly mumbled overtop of the other. 
 
    “Now look what you did,” Jaemes quips. “Before days end, this entire village will run for the hills because of the questions they’ll have for them.” 
 
    I shrug. “Then you won’t have to fight for your position.” 
 
    He scoffs and leers at me. “What if I want to fight for it?” 
 
    “Do you?” I ask, stepping over a stray rock. 
 
    He faces forward again and thinks. “Yes. It’s my right to do so. It’s tradition and honor. I want that. I desire to earn my place, not be appointed to it.” 
 
    I nod, understanding where he’s coming from. To the elves, honor, and honesty are held with the utmost respect. My shoulder bumps into his as my footfall lands unevenly on a lump of dirt hidden in the tall grass. “Except you don’t want to be the leader of every village on the realm.” 
 
    “No,” he confirms. “I want to fight alongside them. Not lead them to their deaths.” 
 
    I frown and tuck my wings tighter to me. “Is that what you think will happen?” 
 
    He flicks me a dark, pinched look with firm lips as his braid sways down the middle of his back, too heavy to be whisked in the breeze. “Yes. We’ll be asking them to fight an enemy they know nothing about, on a realm we know nothing of, for creatures they’ve refused to protect in the past. How well do you think this is going to go over?” 
 
    Grabbing the curls whipping my cheek, I twist them and tuck the locks in the crook of my neck. “Not well,” I admit. “But we have to try. If you win the competition, they’ll have no choice. We need them, Jaemes.” 
 
    He nods, and his face softens. “I wish my father had the same ambition.” 
 
    I place a hand on his shoulder, and it jostles with each stride we take. “Your father was in an impossible position. He did what he could at the time.” 
 
    I know my words to be true, and at his nod, so does he. Mitus couldn’t have helped the situation. He couldn’t have forced the tribes to work one on one with the angels and protect the races who can’t protect themselves. But in the end, he had tried. He used Jaemes and me as an experiment to see if it could be done, forcing us to work together. I believe he did so because he knew this day would come. He laid the first bricks of a paved road to redemption for his youngest, showed the tribes it is possible for us to work hand in hand for the greater good of the realms.  
 
    We silently march into the black trunked trees where several Yoki elves dangle from the branches like whipplemonks, not bothering to hide the fact that they’re there. We step lightly, careful but rigid. 
 
    “Should we say something?” I mumble to Jaemes, itching to call upon my fee magic. 
 
    Nally takes the situation into his own hands. “Greetings!” he waves, giddy as a child absent fear. “We have come to save the realms!” 
 
    Jaemes curses under his breath. “Gag him. Gag him now.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should have left the kids at home.” 
 
    Stone-faced, they say nothing to us and, instead, silently drop from the branches as soon as we pass them on our way to the village. I bristle as they land at our backs, my wings rustling in agitation while I grind my teeth.  
 
    Unlike Jaemes’s Igna tribe’s black tattoos, theirs are green, matching the color of the leaves. They’re almost impossible to detect among the vast vegetation if they so choose to keep themselves hidden. I know this all too well from past battles, and my unease settles in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    Whipplemonks chirp from the vacated trees, their green, six-legged bodies a stark contrast to the black bark they cling to. Other smaller animals skitter along the path as we make our way to the village tucked in the forest not far ahead. I can see the shelters among the branches, homes built off the ground.  
 
    The Yoki Tribe prefers to travel by the very trees they harvest, and they’re skilled at doing so, hurling their bodies from one branch to the next, all the while, not making a single sound. It can be an eerie thing when you’re at war, but now, I find it irritating and rude, especially now that I hold the honor of being the fee of this realm. To treat me in such a way . . . 
 
    “You know,” Jaemes mumbles, feeling my irritation. Or perhaps he can hear the grind of my teeth. “I’m not the only one who has to win them over.” 
 
    I frown at him before glancing behind us. Our followers have begun whispering to one another, speaking only in their native tongue. They glare as each meet my hard, disapproving stare, further backing up Jaemes’s declaration. They know I’m the fee in charge now; I can tell, and I try to mentally place myself in their shoes, imagining how I would feel if the situation were reversed. Would I treat an elf with such disrespect if he or she were in charge of the realm? I’d like to think I wouldn’t, but even stating that to myself would be a lie, and I know it.  
 
    Self-conscious of my shortcomings, I tuck my wings, square my shoulders, and look forward.  
 
    Under the awning of thick leaves, the forest is dark, but each home is lit inside, the light glowing from uncovered windows. They’re built of logs, sticks, dried mud, and brittle grass. The colors – black, purple, green, and gold - are breathtaking when slabbed together in such a way. The many homes are circular in shape as they wrap around the trunks several feet in the air, held up by sturdy, supportive branches. A few tilt haphazardly, depending on the angle of the branches, and roots from the trees are erected from the soil, their middle reaching up to provide a makeshift bridge from one structure to the next before their tips dip back into the soil. How did they get the trees to do that? 
 
    “No one said this would be easy,” Jaemes mumbles while observing the village in the same awestruck fashion as the dwarves and myself. 
 
    As we enter the village, a hush whispers over those who roam the ground and the root bridges. An elf drops from a bridge. There’s no railing to hold them in, not that they’d need it. Like cats, elves are graceful. Even when they fall by accident, more often than not, they land on their feet as though the act was on purpose. 
 
    “Jaemes,” the new elf greets on a swift approach, axe swinging in his grip. “Isu-ate tire?”  
 
    “What do you think I’m doing here, Wisa?” Jaemes grips the string of his bow and lifts the weapon over his head. He passes it to Sandy, who takes it without question.  
 
    He purses his shrewd, thin lips in disapproval though I suspect he had been waiting for Jaemes arrival. After all, we did stand on that hill for some time, and no doubt, the elves in the trees carried back word faster than we took our first step.  
 
    Slowly swiveling, he pins me with a glare, swapping to a language I can understand so the insult can take the desired effect. “And the traitor?” 
 
    A rumble begins in Jaemes’s chest, his body vibrating with authority. “She is no traitor, Wisa. She saved many great people in the past days. It would do you right to show a little respect.” 
 
    “Respect must be earned,” he responds, his tone unchanging. “If this is the new creator, then I refuse to follow her lead. I will not be under the authority of such a species known to torment our people, of causing battle and war and bloodshed. They crave it, Jaemes. They desire blood to drip from their hands.” He dips his voice to a growl. “They’re all monsters, no matter their titles.”  
 
    I return his glare and lift a hand. I knew how this would go, and I knew I’d have to shoulder the threats and prejudices directed my way. He does have a valid point; war seems to flow through angels’ veins, but I’m not that way. I may crave the next adventure, but I don’t relish the deaths that follow. 
 
    A glow webs between each of my raised fingers and enlarges, pulsating. With a shove of my hand, Wisa is thrown backward and pinned to the tree’s trunk, a blanket of white light keeping him there. I stalk toward him until I’m inches from his face.  
 
    “Respect will be demanded,” I hiss. “Unlike Erma, none of you will tramp through my realm without submitting to my orders. Just as the angels, you’ll do as I say when I say. You’ll fall in line, or I’ll exile you to another realm. There’s no option here. Obey, or be abandoned.” 
 
    I lean closer, touching the tip of his hooked nose to mine. “And just so we’re clear, my monster only comes out to play when lives are on the line. You fought those wars, too. You reveled in the blood of my people, too. Don’t pretend innocence. Not. To. Me.” 
 
    We search each other’s eyes, waiting for the other to submit. The tops of the trees groan with a breeze, and the village is quiet, on edge about what may happen next. But then, he nods. It’s subtle and done grudgingly with a sneer on his lips, but it’s there nonetheless.  
 
    Satisfied, I step away, and the glow releases in a pulsing wave spreading over the forest floor before it dissipates entirely. “Good,” I say louder for the entire gathering village to hear. “Any more questions?” 
 
    Wisa takes a deep breath and flings his long hair over his shoulder, exposing more of his green tattoos. He looks at Jaemes while rubbing his neck. “Am I correct in assuming you’re here for the challenge as leader of the Tribe Council?” 
 
    “Yim,” he says, and I know it to mean yes. With the amount of time I’ve spent with the elves of late, I’m beginning to pick up their language. I’m going to need it in the coming days, and if we don’t all die, I’ll need it for days after. 
 
    At the nod of Wisa’s head to another above, a ladder is unrolled and dropped to the ground. The wooden steps sway precariously as the wind dips and blow along the forest floor, shifting the twined ropes.  
 
    “Come,” Wisa demands in elfish. He considers me sidelong and then switches to English. “We’ll feast and then battle for the position.” He grips the rung level with his head and begins his brisk climb effortlessly. Despite the sway from his weight, his years of practiced movements living in these trees make it look easier than it is. 
 
    As customary to elf tradition, it is the leader of the tribe who challenges for the position, no matter who the position was left to. It’s about honor and sacrifice and earning your place among the people as a whole. Often, death is the result. Though Mitus had been leader of the council for some time, in the past, I’ve heard of a few winners who have let the opposing side live, Mitus counted among them.  
 
    I wonder which Jaemes will be. I study his sturdy set jaw as he grabs at the ladder and climbs after Wisa. Will he kill his friend? Or will he let him live?  
 
    Time will tell. 
 
    For hours, I stand observing the nature of this tribe and their manners from the window of the tribe leader’s hut while positioned behind a seated Jaemes and Wisa. It’s subtly different than Jaemes’s tribe, and I suspect it is because of how they live. They converse less and use actions more as though words would break the serene calm and silence of the forest.  
 
    In Jaemes’s tribe, fire pits are often lit to chase away the chill. But here, in the warmth of the climate, no such fire is needed, and the trees seemingly give off their own heated temperature. Instead, lantern-like objects hang from the hut’s dried mud and grass ceiling, the single flame too bright to make out the material holding it. I don’t dare go observe it for fear I’ll offend, but I do question what would happen if someone came along and simply . . . bumped it from where it dangles. The hut would go up like a tiki torch. 
 
    In the middle of the hut, the tree’s trunk takes up the entire space, forcing the occupant to travel in a circle to reach the other side. Spider’s webs spread across each window, and I’ve thought many times about swiping them away for a better view but have refrained from doing so with my hands crossed tightly across my chest. Even now, as I stand before it, a bug is caught. I wait for the spider to show up and have its meal, but none ever do. The bug has been tugging and pulling, beating its wings as hard as it can to try and extract itself. Eventually, it gives up and sits still, stuck to the glossy strings.  
 
    I frown when I realize I’m drawing a parallel to the spider’s next meal, and with a deep sigh, I refocus my vision, past the defeated bug, and push it from my mind. 
 
    The trees’ tops sway in the breeze, and the huts built atop them do as well. At times, when the gale is strong, it causes my stomach to lurch, and I brace myself against the home’s wall. But the structure stands solid, and my nausea always settles when it’s over. 
 
    Standing outside the hut, the Sandman and the dwarves try to chat quietly, but their deep voices and many questions carry inside through the window, causing several smiles to grace my face. They love it here, and sometimes, that glee can be contagious. 
 
    Jaemes and Wisa are settled on piles of oxtra fur, conversing in their own language about the events that had transpired on his end of the realm. The conversation often moves to memories or past battles while Wisa’s attention flicks my direction from time to time. I’ve been silent, and I think this causes him concern. After all, an angel on his land, here on good terms, is highly unusual. Does he believe me to be plotting an attack on his village, or is he simply viewing one of the creatures that he’s fought against in the past? Perhaps his thoughts drift to my black wings instead and how I received such an abnormal gift. Over my dead body will I betray Kat by telling him that tale. 
 
    When the midday meal comes, consisting of berries and nuts known only to this region, I take my wooden bowl with a nod of thanks to the female elf who withers in my presence, and snack on the food while observing Wisa. He’s formidable though thin and lean as a string bean which makes his nose seem longer and more pointed. He’s graceful, each movement swift and sharp but precise just the same. Even more so than Jaemes. Strength matters not when you’re as stealthy and keen as a cat. His sharp eyes display that he, too, is discretely sizing up the visitors to his village. And even though his hospitality is grand and courteous, it’s always best to know the weaknesses of your friends. 
 
    I tune in to the conversation, popping a berry in my mouth and savoring the flavor as it slicks across my tongue. The berry’s outer layer is shelled with a cinnamon flavored coating which must be dissolved to receive the berry’s juices. And when the layer is gone, a burst of flavor explodes in my mouth, accented by the spice. 
 
    “The warriors who returned told me tales of the alliance between the remaining loyal angels and our kind. Tell me, Jaemes. Is it all true?” 
 
    I bristle. He had let go of their native tongue in favor of me hearing the conversation.  
 
    “It is,” Jaemes says, setting down his bowl next to his hip. He unfurls his legs out from a cross-legged position and leans back, propping his torso up with his arms behind him. 
 
    Wisa purses his lips and considers his response, flexing and unflexing his toes. Did he believe this truth to be false? Perhaps he hoped it was. 
 
    Before the battle on the Angel’s Ground, the angels and the elves who had joined and fought together did not get along. At first, Erma had tried to get them to see reason, but eventually, Jaemes had to step in. He united the two enemy races in a way any general on the Earth Realm would be proud of. They listened to him, and I wonder if Wisa envies this born skill to lead.  
 
    My heart pangs at the thought of Erma, and a knot forms in my throat, but I swallow hard against it, turning to grab my makeshift cup of water from the window’s ledge. Extracting it from a string of web, I take a sip, and the cold water banishes the warm liquid threatening to spill over. 
 
    “Many would not have been lost if you would have sent more warriors, Wisa,” Jaemes charges, and pride swells with a sly grin on my cheeks. I tuck it away by popping another berry in my mouth accompanied by a nut. 
 
    “It wasn’t our fight to win, Jaemes,” Wisa retorts nonchalantly. 
 
    “Did you not believe there’d be consequences if fallen angels, and those who led them, would have taken over this realm?” 
 
    “Those who led them?” Wisa repeats, spitting the words. “Speak clearly, young one.” 
 
    I bite fiercely into the berry before the outer layer had time to melt in my mouth. The layer splinters in my mouth and the taste of my blood accompanies the juices. Jaemes doesn’t like to be reminded of his age, and with his back to me, I envision his stony glare to the response. In my head, I silently chant for him to remain professional, to not whip his sarcasm around the hut like he would with me.  
 
    “Did you know my village is calling it The Battle of Disgrace?” Jaemes draws in a deep voice, pausing for dramatic effect as though the title of disgrace belongs to Wisa as well. “Those disgraces were led by Kheelan, Sureen, but mainly, Corbin. How do you think that would have ended, wise one?” 
 
    Hostility fills the air at Jaemes’s disrespectful tone. Keeping my face under control, I subtly lean against the window’s ledge and carefully observe the two.  
 
    “I see you have your father’s arrogance,” Wisa finally speaks.  
 
    “And so, so much more,” Jaemes drawls slowly, plucking a spot of fuzz that had settled on his shoulder. 
 
    “I see,” Wisa mumbles. He leans back, matching Jaemes’s position, and twists his lips to the thoughts churning in his head. “While I acknowledge your late father’s decree, I do not agree with it. Someone so young and arrogant cannot be the council leader of all tribes. You’re inexperienced and impulsive because of it. I will not allow this to come to pass.” 
 
    Jaemes leans forward. “I suppose this means we’ll be fighting to the death today?” 
 
    “I suppose it does.” 
 
    Wisa barks, the sound like that of a wild boar, at the remaining elves outside the hut, and they shuffle in, taking our bowls from our outstretched hands. No further discussion is to be had, and we’re filed from the room, around the outside ledge acting as a porch, and across the high protruding roots. We cross the porch of another hut, then another, until Wisa turns and faces the dwarves, Sandy, and me. He holds up a hand and blinks.  
 
    “This is where you stay.” His tone is a warning. Whether to not interfere or to make it clear I’m not in charge here, I don’t know, but I do as he says while ensuring he sees my glare of disapproval. 
 
    “You just had to be an arrogant ass, didn’t you,” I whisper grudgingly to him. 
 
    We’re at the very center of the village now, and Sandy and I exchange a look of worry when Wisa turns his back to me. Prepared to obey him, I feel my wings twitching nervously, I pull at my fingers, pinching the nailbeds. 
 
    Jaemes and Wisa descend a nearby ladder swaying precariously. The village conversation hushes, and many gather around the huts’ porches, watching below with interest.  
 
    Once on the ground, Jaemes and Wisa walk a few strides to the center of the smallest of clearings. I hadn’t even noticed it when we came in. It can’t be more than ten feet in diameter. In this area, the ground had been cleared of nature and debris, leaving the thick black tree trunks to act as a barrier and the packed dirt as a platform. 
 
    “They’re going to challenge each other right here?” Sandy asks with an emotionless voice, watching as Jaemes and Wisa are handed sharpened, gleaming axes with designs carved along the handles. These are their weapons of war as well as harvest, except they have much more worn and well-used axes to cut down the trees than the intimidating ones clutched in their grips. These ones, with the glimmering gold marks etched under their grips, are meant specifically for war. 
 
    Lifting his bow and quiver over his shoulder, Jaemes passes it to a lingering nearby elf leaning against one of the trees. He pauses in the center of the clearing, and after a moment of hesitation, he looks up to me. Swallowing, I nod and tightly smile. He can do this. I know he can. Compared to Wisa, he has youth on his side. And if he fails . . . well, I can’t think about that. 
 
    My nod is enough of a response for him, and he returns the gesture before raising his weapon and touching the sharp blade with the pad of his index finger. He taps his pointer finger and thumb together, smearing away the beading black blood from the fresh slice into his flesh. 
 
    “It would appear so,” I mumble with an unease settling in my stomach. This feels so wrong. All of this does. For as long as this tradition has been alive, our mental capacity and morals should be beyond bloodshed. 
 
    Jaemes and Wisa step toward one another, and my heart lurches. Instead of swinging as I had expected, they embrace, touching their foreheads to one another and murmuring words I can’t hear from here. Jaemes nods back to whatever is being said or advised while twisting the axe in his palm dangling at his side.  
 
    “Here we go,” Nally whispers to Cod and Blu. “This is truly an adventure.” With a detached distaste, I observe the back of his head. He and his dwarf kin are watching on their hands and knees, getting the full bird’s eye view. I don’t bother to tell them the way they’re dangling over the edge could very well be their end if a strong gale comes along. They’re wise creatures. I’m sure they’ve already weighed the cost of a better view versus an accidental fall.  
 
    Jaemes and Wisa back up from one another and begin circling the outer edges, observing how the other moves, how their minds work, and the subtle changes in shifts of weight.  
 
    The two adjust whenever the other does, a dance of sorts. Wisa moves his axe to the other hand, and Jaemes responds in kind. One slides to left, and the other creeps to the right. With a sneer further tipping his hooked nose, the tribe leader rushes forward with a prolonged shout meant to intimidate, axe raised. The blade glints twice upon descent, but Jaemes blocks the blow with his own. No sound comes from Jaemes though Wisa grunts and groans. Through the axes joined wooden handles, his muscles quiver, strained with the force of Wisa’s weight continuing to press against him. 
 
    Swiftly lifting his leg, Jaemes kicks forward. His foot connects with Wisa’s torso, and the Yoki leader stumbles back, turns, and tries to strike again. Braid swinging, Jaemes gracefully hops out of the way, and Wisa’s axe thuds into the dirt. He twirls to Wisa’s back, slicing along the scrawny leader’s calf. Wisa grunts and whirls to face him, blood spraying from the fresh but shallow wound.  
 
    I tuck my arms tighter around my middle and listen to Sandy’s shallow breathing, using it to focus my own, to remember to actually inhale and exhale. 
 
    “This will only end in death,” Sandy cautions. 
 
    “It is their way,” I respond. 
 
    Cloudy eyes squint in disapproval. “Must everything end in blood?” 
 
    I purse my lips, taking my attention off of the brawl to fully meet his gaze. “Yes, but it is my hope that someday, we can change that. Jaemes wants to make a difference, but he’s held back by the traditional ways of his people. Only time will tell how he rules.” 
 
    Sandy turns back to the fight. “If he rules,” he whispers. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I straighten my spine, refusing to believe this will be Jaemes’s end when his grunt sends a shock through my body. I take a shuffle forward, mindful of the ledge, and watch as Jaemes grips his upper torso. Black blood seeps from the injury, and a shuddered breath escapes my lips as though it were possible for me to feel the pain myself. Removing his hand, he tucks his chin to examine the wound. It’s not deep, but it’s enough to cause several trails of blood down his taut abdomen.  
 
    “If,” the sandman mumbles. 
 
    Jaemes’s head tips back and his gaze returns to Wisa. A look crosses his face, dark and dangerous, his jaw flexed to a square, causing his lips to firmly pucker. 
 
    “Look!” Nally points, directing his thick index finger to Wisa. I follow his demand, and upon observation, view Wisa’s already healed wound. A faint pink line is all that is left. I breathe, sighing in relief. Stretching my neck and rolling my shoulders, I focus on centering the thud in my heart pounding at the bones in my wrist. I massage it with my other hand, willing it so. Jaemes can’t die. He won’t die. I need him. 
 
    Jaemes’s wound will heal too, I remind myself. 
 
    Furious, Jaemes rushes forward, and Wisa responds in kind. He throws the axe, and it soars through the air, blade over handle. At the last split-second, Wisa ducks. The weapon sticks to our tree’s bark, thudding and cracking the wood with a loud boom. The hut shudders behind me, shaking loose strands of dead grass and raining chunks of dirt. 
 
    Wisa swings. Jaemes ducks. He swings again, and this time, Jaemes catches Wisa’s arm and twists. The scrawny leader cries out in shock, and the axe drops to the packed soil. Both weaponless, my friend takes advantage. Thrusting his arm back, he throws all of his weight into a punch, connecting with a hooked nose. Wisa doesn’t cry out this time. He doesn’t have time to.  
 
    Bloody knuckled, Jaemes punches again. The crack of bone against bone reaches my ears. Together, Sandy and I cringe, our shoulders bunching to our ears.  
 
    Staggering, Wisa clutches his face and then cracks his nose back into place. The dwarves’ awe at the lack of pain, and I sneer toward their backs. This isn’t fun and games. This isn’t adventure. This is life or death.  
 
    Jaemes rushes, and upon doing so, jumps in the air, twirls with an extended leg, and connects to Wisa’s jaw with the heel of his foot. Wisa staggers to the side, ducks, and then spins, avoiding Jaemes’s punch to the thigh.  
 
    “I was hoping this would be quick,” Sandy mutters. “It’s getting difficult to watch.” 
 
    I ignore him and his constant mutterings, wincing as Wisa’s elbow connects with Jaemes’s healing gash. The blow reopens the wound, exposing his flesh once more, and Jaemes buckles over. With the easy access, Jaemes provides in his position, Wisa’s knee crunches into Jaemes’s face.  
 
    Jaemes flies backward, landing on his back in the dirt. The crowd of elves begin a fevered whisper that crawls over my skin and raises goosebumps to every fine hair. 
 
    “Get up!” I yell, and the watchers’ eyes focus on me for a moment. “Up!” 
 
    Dazed, Jaemes swipes at his eyes, possibly to clear the speckled stars dancing in his vision. The sneering hooked-nosed elf takes no chances. He doesn’t allow his opponent a moment of recovery. Grabbing his dropped axe, he rushes forward, weapon raised. 
 
    “No!” I shout, my world slowing as the scene unfolds. 
 
    The axe lowers, and at the last second, Jaemes focuses on the attack, shoving his head to the side and narrowly missing the blade. The axe buries in the dirt above his shoulder. He rolls, then spins along the soil. Lashing out, he kicks Wisa’s feet out from under him and jumps to his feet quickly after. Wisa’s head hits the dirt with a crack, and Sandy visibly flinches, whirling away with his eyes tightly shut. 
 
    Jaemes grabs the axe, raises it, and swings down. I stop breathing. I painfully squeeze my wrist. I prepare for the final blow. Impossibly, he stops the swing at Wisa’s neck, the sharp point only slightly buried in the skin.  
 
    “Indeed, an adventure,” Nally mumbles, glancing at the two elves on either side of him. It takes an immense amount of strength and skill to stop a swinging axe the way Jaemes did. 
 
    After controlling heaving breaths while hovering above his beaten opponent, Jaemes shouts to the wide-eyed Wisa. “Yield!” 
 
    Wisa only blinks, and Jaemes repeats the word. Wiggling instinctively, the frightened leader freezes once more as Jaemes presses the axe further in, a threat. A few female elves cry out, their hands flying to cover their mouths. 
 
    “Do you yield?” he growls to the beaten elf. 
 
    We wait. We watch. When Wisa does or says nothing, Jaemes lowers his torso and whispers something to him. Whatever he says causes Wisa to peer at the crowd above him. My wings flutter agitated that I can’t hear whatever Jaemes is telling him. Is he begging? Threatening? A part of me desperately wants to know while the other part doesn’t want to get involved in any way.  
 
    When the anticipation almost becomes too great, Wisa nods. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    AIDEN VANDER 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    I’m afraid to lay with her. I’m afraid to touch her, to even breathe next to her. Instead, I find myself watching her, seated at the edge of the bed. With a hand tucked under the pillow, she snores softly. Her features, which are often firm with stress, are relaxed, and with her red hair haloing her head, she looks like a peaceful angel. Lately, my days are a blur, and the most she does is sleep. Perhaps sleep is her way of coping. I wish I had that kind of escape. 
 
    The Cloven Pack has been nothing but welcoming until my little spat of losing control. Oddly, a few are more upset with Eliza than with me. I think they understand my inner nature, the consuming darkness that can get out of hand from time to time even after what I’d done to Katriane. We’re ruled by an internal beast when presented with danger or survival, especially for those we try to protect. It can overcome us.  
 
    After the last vampire was dead, I hadn’t recognized Kat, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t frighten even myself. I hadn’t recognized Dyson and Eliza’s presence either, both bright lights in the sea of dark. All I remember is a consuming rage, a cold bitter darkness that gripped my every intention and desire to see the end of all of the threats that had surrounded me. It was so overpowering, and my actions weren’t my own. I blacked out, and something else had taken control. How can I protect Eliza when I can’t even control what I am? Is this the sort of mercy Fate discussed? I can’t imagine he didn’t want me to protect her at all, to be too scared of myself to do so. That’s not mercy. That’s weakness. 
 
    I reach forward, wanting to stroke the strands of Eliza’s hair, and then yank my arm back. I’m the beast. The monster. The very thing she needs protection from. Katriane could have just as easily been Eliza – it could have been Eliza I hurt, and she would have let me. Because she loves me. She isn’t safe with me, no matter how hard I try to keep her that way. No matter how many times I tell myself she is. This is the greatest mercy I could give. 
 
    Standing swift and silently, I pace the floor. My steps are fluid as a ghost in a room, waiting, watching, pondering my past life and how I could have done things differently. I tug on my ears, the voices in my head too much, some screaming, some whispering, some crying. They echo in my skull, a reminder of where I’ve been and what I’ve done to survive, just for another look at this woman. They’re from the void, and each day, more are added to the mix. I can’t take it. I can’t. How am I supposed to live like this? 
 
    Heat floods my face. Pain swirls in my gut. And with one last moment of longing for my sweet Eliza, I leave the quarters and sneak into the damp atmosphere. As soon as I’m outside, a torrential rain soaks my clothes, and my heating skin cools, steaming into the air. For several minutes, I breathe deep, holding my arms out to my sides and soaking in what it has to offer my raging weakness. 
 
    Calmer than I was before, I turn, intent on heading back in to watch over Eliza while I consider what to do next when a light catches my gaze, beaming from a window on the first level of the back of the house. It’s still the wee hours of the morning and the sun won’t rise for another few.  Frowning, I stalk toward it, my bare feet sloshing in the wet grass.  
 
    As I get nearer, I slow my pace and consider whether my investigation would be seen as an intrusion, but I can’t imagine why anyone would be up this early. My thoughts wander to the worst, perhaps an intruder, with the vampire’s attack still fresh in my mind.  
 
    My fingers curl around the cold, dripping knob, and with an inhale, I open the door. 
 
    Music greets me, the room entirely soundproof until I broke the sound’s bouncing habits from one wall to the next. The beat slams against my chest, thudding against my heartbeat and spills into the rainy, quiet night. I flinch at the sudden change and blink rapidly to adjust my vision. 
 
    Gleaming weight machines, beefy treadmills, and slim bike machines are the first thing I see sprawled over the clean and blue mat floor. Their steel metals glint the many can lights from the ceiling, causing the machines to sparkle like diamonds. Mirrors make up the walls, and everything reflects back, making the room seem larger than it is. They seemingly vibrate to the bass of the song.  
 
    On the other end, after the last row of treadmills, are a few dangling boxing bags and then an open space large enough for several partners to spar or practice some other form of exercise. Speakers hug tightly to each corner, and under one of them is the controls for the music, a smartphone connected to the device with a playlist glinting on the screen.  
 
    I recognize the song immediately, having heard it in my gym back when training and lifting was my daily routine. The smell is familiar, but the hint of tangy lemon cleanses the smell of body order a normal gym has. It brings me back to easier times, and my palms thrum with the urge to run them over the rough surface of the boxing bags. 
 
    A thwack draws my attention to the body in the room. One of the bags swings to each punch Flint delivers. His reflection shows his face in the nearest mirror, hard and determined as he times each punch correctly with every swing. He’s shirtless with silky shorts loose around his hips, the color of blue and yellow, and a white towel drapes over his shoulders. His skin is sweaty, slick with the time spent in this humid oasis.  
 
    Stepping inside, I softly shut the door behind me. For a moment, I bask in the glory of familiarity of the song because it drowns the sounds of the voices and the anxiety pressing against my chest. I close my eyes to it, allow it to tingle across my body and settle into my fingertips. 
 
    Shucking my borrowed shirt from Evo – the only guy big enough to supply me with one – I drape it over a nearby bike, hooking it on the handle. With wet feet, I slosh my way to the cabinet where the tape teeters on the edge of a shelf along with chemicals to clean the machines and towels to dry sweat.  
 
    Flint, still gripped in a dark mood and the effort of concentration on punching his bag, either hasn’t noticed me or hasn’t broken his concentration on whatever thoughts darken his mood. There’s definitely something darker below his charming, cheerful attitude. That much is clear by how quickly he jabs and how focused his eyes are set. 
 
    I snag the spool of tape and start wrapping my knuckles. I don’t need to; the black rock-like substance that makes my skin won’t break. Not by a punch bag anyway. I’m more worried about what damage it’d cause to the bag I keep eyeballing on Flint’s left. I wrap my knuckles because I like the familiarity of my reality, and I stare at the bag like an old sparring partner. 
 
    Flexing my fingers against the strain of the tape, I make my way to the bag. It is then Flint finally notices me, but he doesn’t pause in his punches for a proper greeting. Instead, he nods as I stand before the swinging sand sack. Rolling my shoulders, I grunt my greeting, but the music drowns the sound.  
 
    I place my hand on the bag and let my fingers trail over the rough cloth, remembering punches to opponents and strategies barked in my ear. 
 
    The song changes. For just a moment, echoed by the slap of Flint’s fist, a hush washes over the gym before another boom of bass rattles the mirrors. It’s faster paced like the movies have during the action scenes. My adrenaline spikes with the quick climax of the song, trembling my muscles with anticipation.  
 
    Centering my stance, I tighten closed fists in front of my middle, duck my head slightly, and punch. I connect a bit too hard, and the chains that hold the bag creak as the heavy weight almost hits the ceiling in a swing.  
 
    Flint pauses in his punching, and I hear the small clearing of his throat while he worries over his cherished equipment.  
 
    The bag swings back, and I hit again but with less force. Again and again, I punch. And with each punch, the pressure feels lifted from my chest. With each hit, the voices quiet to a dull ache. It isn’t long before I’m drowning in my thoughts, in everything I’ve endured, using the actions and blows to transfer the emotional pain from my body to the sand. Soon, my awareness of my surroundings drops. My punches become more forceful again, especially when my thoughts drift to Corbin’s smirk and his plans to kill Eliza by murdering Kheelan. I’m not against Kheelan’s death. Not by a long shot. The world would be a better place without him, but in doing so, Eliza will die. She must kill him. But how do we get close enough for her to do so? How can I possibly ask that of her? Especially when I’m so desperate to keep her safe. When leaving her might be the only way to do that. 
 
    Mercy. An elbow jab. Mercy is a weakness for some people. A side jab. You aren’t some people. Punch, punch, jab. It’ll be what saves you, and saves her, in the end. 
 
    The bag swings heavy again, and as it comes back at me, I turn swiftly and kick.  
 
    The chain snaps as though it were nothing but a thin thread. The bag flies to the mirrored wall and crashes into it. The heavy weight cracks it, raining sharp shards over the blue mat while dropping to the floor with the bag.  
 
    “Jesus,” Flint curses over the music. He strides to the smartphone and turns it off before returning to his spot.  
 
    My shoulders heave with my troubles, subconsciously aware of the bag’s movements. I lift them to the cracked mirror, to the shards still held in place against the wall. Staring at it, at my reflection, I’m reminded of the woman I killed and the mirror I broke before I murdered her. My eyes become molten, and one lava tear drops to the blue pads, sizzling. The smell of burning plastic greets my nose before Flint rushes over and uses his shoe to grind out the beginnings of a fire.  
 
    He grips my shoulders right after and forces me to meet his gaze. “Center yourself,” he barks, his face darker than I’m used to. For just one single moment, his eyes glow a bright shade of lime green, dilating to wolf’s irises before the normal colors return.  
 
    But I can’t center myself. I can’t at all, no matter how hard I try to turn my thoughts into something more pleasant than past murders and the deaths yet to come. My life will be an endless cycle of them, either by my hand or by someone else’s. I’ll forever be surrounded by death. I’ll forever consume the terror of it. I’ll forever be a danger to anyone and everyone. 
 
    My skin begins to radiate speckled spots, the sparkles turning to embers, and Flint snaps back his hands as they sizzle his skin. He curses again. “Aiden! Eliza is safe. She’s safe! Do you hear me?” 
 
    At the mention of Eliza’s name, my attention snaps from myself in the broken mirror to Flint. His hard expression softens after a moment of study, and he crosses his arms over his chest and widens his stance.  
 
    “You need to control yourself,” he says in a normal tone. 
 
    “You mean like you do?” I ask, stanching the flow of lava from my eyes.  
 
    He sneers, and his top lip twitches. “Yes.” 
 
    I wipe the drying lava from my cheeks, and Flint hands me the damp towel around his neck. Using the cloth, I transfer the cooling substance from my hands to the white, forever charring the fabric. 
 
    “You want to talk about it?” he asks as I chuck the towel at the door, intent on trashing it after I’m done here. 
 
    “No,” I say and turn swiftly in favor of a machine.  
 
    With my sparkling embers now gone, he wraps his fingers around my bicep, stopping my advance. My shoulders bunch at the restraint, and I fight the urge to shove him off. 
 
    “Let’s try this again,” he says, calmly. “Tell me what’s going on, Aiden. Even as a demon, you can’t keep this to yourself. You’re not a normal demon.”  
 
    I say nothing. I do nothing. I simply stand there with my back to him, coiled muscles and all. 
 
    He ponders aloud. “It’s about Eliza, isn’t it? You’re worried you’ll hurt her.” 
 
    “Am I that obvious?” I ask, tipping my head over my shoulder to glance at him. 
 
    Quickly, he releases my bicep, stalks forward, and seats himself on a bench. “Well, yeah.” He widens his legs apart and perches is elbows on his knees.  
 
    Hesitating and eyeing his unwavering, probing gaze with wariness, I eventually lumber forward and sit on the bench nearest him. I lay back and seize the bar from the holder already heavy with weights. “I’ll be sure to keep my emotions tucked away then.” 
 
    “That’s my point, Aiden. You don’t have to do that here.” 
 
    I lift the weight three times, but the effort is useless. I’m too strong for the heaviest weight, and it feels like I’m lifting nothing but a feather. The familiar motion, however, is what I find comforting.  
 
    “She doesn’t blame you, you know. None of us do. We know it wasn’t really you who –” he pauses. 
 
    “Who attacked Katriane DuPont, the favored and loved?” I say, grunting the words. “Who would have attacked her if she had gotten to me first?” 
 
    He says nothing, and I steal a glance. He’s rigid but unflinching, unthreatened even. Brave man. “You need to stop blaming yourself. I’ve been watching you, Aiden. You’re more animal than human. Your instincts are to protect, to fight, to love with your whole heart. You’re territorial. You feed like a starving, rabid beast who doesn’t know when he’ll get his next meal. And my guess is,” he says as he points, “you don’t know how to handle it. You have no idea how to control yourself.” 
 
    My eyebrows flick into my forehead. He’s an obtusely observant shifter to be able to pick up the slightest details like that. “You should be a detective,” I say. 
 
    “I am actually.” He shrugs. “Well, sort of. Before the Guardian Realm, Kenna used to have a P.I. business, and when she had baby Coleman, I took it over. Nothing official. Just a hired investigator off the books.” 
 
    “Good for you,” I mumble, hoping this subject will drop the previous. 
 
    “Look, man.” He leans back and scratches his jaw. “Eliza doesn’t strike me as the foolish type. If she was scared of you, she would have run the moment you tried to eat Kat. She didn’t. She forgave you. She knew you were crazed. She knew you were in your element, trying to protect her. It’s not your fault. She knows it. You know it. We all know it. You need to forgive yourself.” 
 
    “No,” I say, drawing out the word. “I should leave before I hurt anyone.” 
 
    Flint chuckles, but there’s absolutely no humor behind it. It’s mocking, and I bristle at the sound. “For a man who is known as Thrice-Born, you’re impossibly ignorant.” 
 
    Sitting up abruptly, I halter the weights on my way up and swing my legs over the side, meeting his posture squarely. “You know nothing of the struggles I endure, wolf. You know nothing about me. Don’t pretend you do. I could kill you in one breath, yet you act like I’m one of the pack in need of saving. You can’t save me. You can’t comfort me. I know what I am. I know what I’m capable of. I know what I’m made for.” 
 
    “What? Death?” He points at me, unafraid. “You’re not the only one who’s been tortured, who had to fight for their own humanity, and who’s had to battle inner demons and outer enemies to keep the ones they love safe. If you leave, you’ll do more damage than good.” 
 
    It’s my turn to snicker humorlessly. “Is this where we hold hands and spill our inner, most dark thoughts and troubles?” 
 
    “I made peace with myself a long time ago.” He bends forward and whispers his next words. “And I didn’t do that alone. That’s not a weakness. That’s a strength most won’t endure for sense of pride.” 
 
    “Oh?” I challenge. “Is that why you’re out here pummeling a bag while the rest of your pack sleeps?” 
 
    He inhales deeply and leans back as if I slapped him across the cheek. “I’m out here before everyone else, so I don’t have to share my space with another. Yes, I still struggle, but I’ve learned to not let it rule me, and so will you.” 
 
    “How?” I ask, tilting my jaw and eyeing him cautiously. 
 
    Placing his elbows back on his knees, he leans forward again. “By having someone to help remind you of who you are. By finding as much humanity in your life as you can. By practicing human ways and limiting the time the beast has control. And lastly, by controlling your emotions and channeling them somewhere else.” 
 
    “And what exactly,” I murmur, “do you expect me to channel it to?” He pokes his thumb to his chest, and I rub my jaw.  
 
    “You want to spar,” I say. “Sparring with me might not be a good idea.” 
 
    “It’s as good as any,” he says, shrugging. “The shifters spar all the time with each other, and I haven’t had a good partner in a while. Usually, it’s Ben who spars with me, but he’s been wrapped up with the end of the world situation we have going on. The challenge will be welcoming.” 
 
    I flex my jaw. He has no idea what he’s asking.  
 
    “I might kill you,” I caution.  
 
    He grins brightly and bobs his shoulders with delight. “You could sure try.”  
 
    I speculate over this. Sparring with another has always eased my troubles in the past. And in doing so, I’d not only sharpen my skill for whatever is to come, but it’d also provide the familiarity I need to keep myself in check. Perhaps Flint has a point. Perhaps, in order to keep Eliza safe, I need to learn restraint. I’m still unfamiliar with this new life, with these temptations. Perhaps… Perhaps it’s not me that’s unsafe but, instead, my unchecked discipline. If I learn to control myself, she’ll be safer around me. If it doesn’t work, then I’ll leave, no matter how much it kills me to. 
 
    “All right,” I agree with a nod. To further seal the deal, I hold out my hand to shake his. Flint reaches forward to grasp my hand, and when he does so, he yanks us both to our feet with a strength he keeps well-hidden.  
 
    “Good. We start now.” 
 
    “Now?” I ask incredulously.  
 
    “Yes.” He quirks a challenging brow at me. “The pack won’t wake for another hour. It’s best if you do this more privately, at least at the beginning. An audience won’t help you.” 
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    ELIZA PLAATS 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    This morning, I wake alone in bed. I had expected to see Aiden, to talk with him about my troubles and his fears. My dreams had echoed them restlessly, and this morning, I’m really feeling the repercussions of it. Dark circles tint the skin under my eyes, and each of my joints aches as though I spent most of the night curled too tightly.  
 
    I’m a little hurt he’s not here, but on a smaller scale, I understand. Watching someone sleep while remaining awake with only thoughts to comfort had to have been hard. I get it, but the sting is still there as I get ready alone. 
 
    Before I had fallen back asleep, I watched him struggle with himself, creating an emotional distance that wasn’t there before. I want him to know that I don’t fear him, that I accept him, and that’s exactly what I had planned to discuss this morning. But instead of finding him right away, I have to go searching for him. I head to the Alpha’s kitchen only to be handed a cup of coffee by Kelsey. The steam curled pleasantly up my nostrils as I inhale it deeply.  
 
    Hovering over the coffee pot, red mug in hand, I smile at Kenna who barely holds up any sense of authority against her tantrum toddler. Instead of eating the cereal, Coleman tosses it from the highchair, raining cheerios on the head of Kelsey’s baby, Sarah, asleep in the swing.  
 
    Pans of cinnamon rolls are cooking in the oven and the kitchen smells deliciously sweet, making it hard to not linger. When Victoria strides, slinging glares in my direction, the rising tension becomes palpable. She doesn’t like me, that much is obvious. Knowingly getting me away from Victoria’s wrath, Kelsey directs me to the gym where the pack settled to spar, saying Aiden’s been out there since before they even woke.  
 
    Thoroughly annoyed by the hostile Victoria, I thank the women for the brew by tipping my mug to them, and then head outside into the damp morning air in search of the man himself. I don’t know where the gym is, but I didn’t need to search for it. With the rains now gone, the pack, and their guests, had moved to the outdoors, sloshing about in the grass. 
 
    Many were sparring with a partner while Kat watched on from the bottom of the porch with Brenna, seated on the same stair. I walk down the short flight, balancing my cup of coffee precariously, and sit on the step just behind them. They both turn to me. 
 
    Thoroughly confused, I thank the women for the brew and head outside into the damp morning air in search of the man himself. I don’t know where the gym is, but I don’t need to search for it. With the rains now gone, the pack and their guests have moved to the outdoors, sloshing about in the grass. 
 
    Many are sparring with a partner while Kat watches on from the bottom of the porch with Brenna seated on the same stair. I walk down the short flight, balancing my cup of coffee precariously, and sit on the step just behind them. They both turn to me. 
 
    “Morning,” Bre says, eyeing my cup of coffee wistfully. She smiles sympathetically after she studies my face. “Didn’t sleep well?” 
 
    “No,” I say, a chuckle in my admission.  
 
    She shrugs. “New place and all. You’ll settle in soon.”  
 
    Below, each partner is swift in attack, often using a sequence of punches and kicks, but as they connect skin to skin, it’s nothing more than a tap or jab. The silence of the numerous people sparring is almost eerie if not beautiful. It’s a dance and a song at the same time. 
 
    Bre turns back to watch them, and all I can think is how wrong she is. At least in a way. I don’t want to get used to it. I want a life of my own. It is not my wish to live on pack territory long nor be comfortable enough to stay. Goodness knows they’d let us, too.  
 
    But, on the opposing side of my own argument, here is where we’re safe and protected for the moment. We’re hiding in plain sight, and if I think we’ll ever have something that resembles a normal life again after all of this . . .  
 
    I rub at the corner of my eye, careful not to jostle the mug of gently steaming coffee. I wish I knew Aiden’s thoughts on the matter, but he won’t talk to me about them. 
 
    This new life will always be a part of me and completely Aiden. We can’t run from it. We can’t hide. I can come to terms with that, but I’m not sure Aiden ever will. At least I look human. He couldn’t walk the streets at night without making humans scream in terror, and even then, he’d likely feed from them.  
 
    I’m careful not to look at him though I’ve felt his eyes on me a few times since coming outside. My thoughts make me feel guilty, but I can’t stop the flow of them. 
 
    Do I blame him for what he’s become? No. Do I wish it never happened? Yes. I often wonder how he feels about this new life – if it’s more of a burden than it is a blessing to be with me, to love me. If so, it would break my heart knowing he’s here only to love me and only to protect. Life should mean more than a bucket list of chores and responsibilities even if completed for those held most dear. 
 
    “What are your plans today?” Bre asks Kat, interrupting my internal dampening of my unsavory mood.  
 
    Her chest puffs and she blows out a breath. “I need to go visit my shop. I don’t remember the last time I stepped foot in it.” 
 
    “If everyone is sparring, why aren’t you two?” I ask, genuinely curious. 
 
    The two part in the middle and turn their torsos. I nervously sip, scolding my top lip, and quickly swallow. Using her pointer finger and thumb, Kat says, “Unpredictable dragon and mate to the trainer.” 
 
    Mate to the trainer? “I see,” I say with a smirk. 
 
    I look between them and across the lawn, studying Benjamin, her mate. He’s weaving in between each group, observing with a set of eyes as sharp as a blade and a focus as sturdy as the steel. The orders he barks are intimidating, quick and to the point lessons on posture and retracting, whatever that means. He takes his job seriously, and I immediately don’t envy Bre being mated to the work-a-holic. Perhaps he isn’t like that behind closed doors, or perhaps the weight of the world is crushing against him like it is all of us. I wonder how she convinced the man she doesn’t need the practice. 
 
    “The perks?” I add, widening my smile, and she chuckles. 
 
    At least, now I know why Ben wasn’t fighting on the Guardian Realm. He has a commanding air about him, almost as strong as the Alpha himself. Leaving him behind to guard the territory, to protect those left behind was a good choice even if that means separating two mates.  
 
    Sometimes . . . Sometimes love isn’t the most important matter at hand. It can muck what’s most important – living to breathe another day. It’s humbling to witness, to put some sort of perspective on my own life problems. 
 
    “What about you, Eliza? What are your plans for today?” Bre asks, eyeing my coffee again. 
 
    Sighing, I cradle my mug protectively between two hands, chilled by the morning air, and rest the bottom rim against my bent knees. “Whatever Aiden has planned, I suppose,” I say and blow out a sigh.  
 
    Without consciously doing so, I flick my gaze to the man – the demon – in question. He and Flint are sparring, neither having to teach the other anything. The entire fight is a silent jab, duck, or immediate kick. Aside from height and build, they’re a well-matched pair. Where one hits, the other blocks. Where one steps, the other counter-steps. They act like they’ve been sparring with one another for their whole lives.  
 
    I study the set of Aiden’s face. The hard edge is gone around the eyes, and the feral glint in the molten orbs has eased. He does appear significantly lighter than yesterday, and I nod to it, breathing a sigh of relief.  
 
    “And you?” I ask her, not paying attention to the answer.  
 
    The rest of the day goes by in a blur as the pack discusses strategies and who will be in which group for a vampire hunting test run. Evo wants to see if we can work as a team, to see if this little mixed group is capable of taking down the nuisances who are attempting to wipe humans from the realm. I agree with him. The blood craving invaders are drawing too much attention, and the situation has moved from serious to critical. As a once doctor, it makes my skin crawl just thinking about how many injuries or illnesses are actually due to these parasites plaguing the realm. This afternoon holds more national news of the city’s plague, and at this point, we can’t sit around and wait any longer. 
 
    By the time the sun dips over the trees and the evening meal is finished, my head is pounding from all of the chatter and swimming with detailed vampire knowledge I could seriously do without. 
 
    When Dyson asks if we will be joining the hunt, Aiden quickly answers with ‘no,’ and no further explanation accompanies it. I can tell he has something else on his mind, some other chore or destination he says. I just hope it isn’t because he’s keeping me away from helping the shifters for my own safety. If that’s the case, I get it, but it still bugs me. I’m a Kheelan magnet with no skills in combat – magical or physical. However, I’ve grown to like the shifters and their animalistic yet civilized ways. Their temperament reminds me of a moody cat: sweet and lovely one minute and swiping claws the next. It’s entertaining, and yet they are still as close as they were before one of them bit the head off the other.  
 
    I don’t want to leave the rest to them. I want to fight alongside them, to use what skills I know how to wield to do so. 
 
    Dyson shrugs to Aiden’s answer and then announces that he and Kat aren’t going either. She has some business to take care of, and each wolf there understands the need to protect a budding relationship by not leaving the other to fend for themselves in a world out to get them. With Dyson’s certainty, they’ll be fine on their own, this makes me feel better about Aiden’s decline. 
 
    Irene and Flint volunteer to go with them, which leaves the others to group accordingly while weighing each other’s strengths and weaknesses and matching them with the best pairs.  
 
    As soon as the kitchen is cleaned of dirty plates and glass cups dripping with the remnants of milk, Kenna and Evo hand their freshly kissed toddler to Kelsey and Jeremy, who will be staying behind with the two pint-sized shifter children. Jeremy will patrol the land while Kelsey puts their child and Coleman down to sleep for the night.  
 
    Jeremy says he’s worried the two of them aren’t enough to keep the territory safe, but Evo hands Aiden a cellphone. If they sniff trouble, Aiden is one call to a shimmer away. I have to admit, pride swells in my heart over that. Aiden seems to fit in well here, and the longer we stay, the more right it feels. I don’t think he’s felt like he’s somewhat belonged in a long time, and he doesn’t hesitate to accept the phone and nod to the alpha male. 
 
    The groups leave shortly after that, striding out the front door and making their way to the cars parked in the garage. Kat and Dyson leave with them, heading for whatever destination they have in mind for their evening. I don’t ask where – nobody does. Kat’s expression is enough to tell everyone she doesn’t want to discuss it. 
 
    Once the house is quiet, Aiden walks me out to the porch after I bid Kelsey goodbye with a peck on her cheek, promising we’ll be back soon. She is already fretting over us, pulling at her fingers and twirling the ends of her red hair. Though Kenna is the Alpha female of the pack, Kelsey is the mother hen. She fusses when she’s not scolding, and it’s often adorable.  
 
    I inhale deeply as soon as I close the heavy front door behind me. Crickets chirp and owls hoot from the surrounding forest, punctuating a gentle breeze. They’re always here, that tidbit of nature, a constant stream in a world ready to be ripped apart.  
 
    A howl rips through the night as Jeremy begins his patrol, reveling in the wild freedom beneath his paws. The moon is a tinge of orange tonight, casting deep shadows under the canopy of trees while light beams across the grass, a sea of aqua. I taste the freshly growing grass and the wet, dewy dirt that accompanies it upon inhale, and my stiff spine automatically relaxes. There’s something about this territory that makes me feel safe, something about the roughened liberty to be who I am. 
 
    The stars are many, and as I turn to lean against a porch post to watch them, Aiden stuffs his hands in his borrowed jeans. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask him as the cricket’s song chirps a serenade and the stars dance to the tune. 
 
    “To the ocean,” Aiden answers. 
 
    I frown and look over my shoulder at him. “The ocean? Like on a date?” 
 
    We’ve never been on a date, and the prospect of one terrifies me. We’ve only ever been through death and heartache, rising above just for a moment to breathe and then plummeting back into the chaos. What terrifies me is normalcy. Could the two of us truly enjoy a date without complications? It doesn’t seem possible, but still, I hold my breath, waiting for his answer. 
 
    The sides of his lips tilt in a smile, but it’s not a happy smile. It’s laced with guilt, a grimace almost like he should have thought of a date instead of whatever he has tucked away in his agenda. His agenda . . . Always carefully planned without a moment of relaxation. Always moving, always weighing the options of how best to keep me safe. And . . . how best to keep me from him. 
 
    “No, not a date,” he mumbles and slides to the post across from mine, leaning his shoulder against it. The angle of his body makes his biceps bunch, his new black skin rippling as he adjusts to a more comfortable position. 
 
    “Oh,” I whisper, disappointed despite the tendril of fear. “Then, what’s at the ocean?” 
 
    “A pyren,” he says nonchalantly.  
 
    The term is familiar to me from the teepee on the Guardian Realm, and I voice it aloud, trying the punching word on my own lips. His face lights for a moment at my struggle, at my awkwardness with attempting to say the name, at the scrunch of my face as I work through my brief knowledge of the supernatural to place it. Jaemes had been furious at even the mention of the creature. 
 
    “Remember? A mermaid mixed with a siren and an octopus,” he says, the same humor swaying his voice. He’s sexy when he smiles like this though probably not to every Jane Doe, and I catch myself staring at those lips longer than I should. My cheeks flush scarlet when his smile fades as he stares back. A twitch of his lips. A smolder in his eye. A thud of my heart. 
 
    I blink twice, clearing my suddenly foggy thoughts. My brain repeats the description Aiden said over and over again until I semi-grasp it. An image begins to form of this half fish, half mythical creature. Every version it conjures is a version I don’t want to greet, just as frightening and a contradiction to typical nature as the last. I shiver. 
 
    “I remember you guys talking about it. Is it safe?” 
 
    He only shrugs. “No.” 
 
    “Well that’s comforting,” I mumble as I turn my head back toward the dark lawn once more. A few small puddles had formed in the gravel driveway, and they reflect the moon. “Are you going to tell me why we’re meeting one?” 
 
    “Her name is Ferox.” He breaks his stare from the hole he was burning in my cheek. “She’s met you before, but you haven’t met her. She’s the one who helped me get you to the Guardian Realm.”  
 
    I didn’t miss the fact that he didn’t actually answer my question. Maybe I don’t need to know. Maybe I have no right to know. But at the same time, it hurts. It’s just another secret between us, a wedge that holds us back from truly trusting the other like lovers should. It hurts that he can’t trust me with the full truth and that I can’t trust him to give it to me. 
 
    “So, you know this pyren,” I state, waving my hand in the air, more to bat away the dull ache pushing against my emotions than to seem nonchalant to the statement itself. 
 
    “I do,” he confirms. “And she’s not going to be happy about the summoning.” 
 
    I look back at him again, sliding a pointed look in place. With a huff, he spends the next few minutes describing the pyren and her school of sisters. What to expect from her. How and where they can survive, which is pretty much every form of liquid. All the while, he grips the rail, waiting for me to pass a heavy judgement that could possibly buckle his knees.  
 
    Despite my best efforts, goosebumps riddle my skin, and I vow then and there that I’ll never step foot onto a boat ever again. To know these things are lurking in the water . . . How many historical and unexplainable disasters should be blamed on them? “Let me get this straight. We’re going to summon a creature whose only job is to drown the people of this realm and drag them to the next to create new demons? Her kind are pets, slaves to Corbin, and she can’t be trusted when it comes to her actions.” 
 
    He surveys the roof bridging over the porch, seemingly searching the shingles for the answers. Then he shrugs again. “Yeah. That’s one way of looking at it.”  
 
    Well, all right then. In the weight of answers or whatever Aiden seeks her help with, it sounds to me like she’s more trouble than she’s worth, but who am I to judge.  
 
    However, as I observe him actively avoiding my gaze, there’s one thing I’m certain of. If he and I are going to make this relationship work, our communication will need harnessing and honing. He keeps a lot from me, and the more I learn of his little tells, the more I realize how much he hides. Perhaps even half of who he truly is. At least he’s not keeping a distance from me like he first did when we arrived on the Earth Realm. Whatever Flint is helping him with – and that much is obvious; I’m not ignorant enough to be blind to it – seems to be working. 
 
    I breathe deep, allowing the cooling air to fill my lungs, and then grasp Aiden’s hand that’s tucked around his middle. “Let’s go meet your friend then.” 
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    The water roars below as I stand on the edge of a cliff, and the breeze sprays my face with droplets of the warm river as it licks up the rock. I look down the ledge as chatter batters my back from the inside of the Uji tribe leader’s home – a network of caves carved deep in the side of the cliff. Their voices bounce off of every jagged edge of rock and the smell of moss is still heavy in my nostrils though there isn’t any visible along the walls. 
 
    I breathe in the fresher scent carried by the gale and use it to calm the knot in my stomach. I don’t feel safe here. I didn’t at the last tribe’s either, but this is worse. The Uji tribe is unforgiving, and they’re already angered because we took their captives not too long ago. I can feel their hatred as much as I can feel the mist tickling my cheeks. 
 
    I look straight down then from side to side, gazing at the other openings along the cliff wall, and then note all of the points of entry and weaknesses in their defense. There aren’t many when a raging river separates their home from a walkable red sandy bank.  
 
    Swimming across the water would be madness. If anyone survived the tide, they’d be even more lucky to have lived through the creatures lurking inside. An enemy could come from the top, but the slickness of each rock would lead to too great of a chance of falling, and the submerged rocks would be difficult to avoid. 
 
    The breeze pushes against my feathers, and the urge to jump and spread my wings, to stretch each feather, is overwhelming. Thus far, we’ve only traveled by foot, stopping on several occasions to eat or allow the ever-curious dwarves to map the surroundings. I haven’t had the heart to tell Nally, the dwarf who’s acting as the leader of the three, that anyone who lives here already knows their way, either by sky or by landmark. We don’t need maps to travel it.  
 
    There was only one dangerous situation we had encountered, a large feat in the woods of my realm to overcome. Our silent strides were striking me bored, and I almost welcomed the danger as a predator had caught us in her trap during her hunting time. It was a clever prowl, and we didn’t notice her until fangs and claws were hurling from the tops of a tree. Jaemes quickly shot an arrow, ever the swift pursuer, and mere moments later, she had thudded to the ground at my feet, dead. She made a nice evening meal shortly after, roasted tenderly by Jaemes over the flames of a small fire we built to chase away the damp humidity curling around our exposed skin. The change of weather didn’t bother Jaemes nor me as much as it did the dwarves. They’re not used to the harsh climates of the Guardian Realm meant to push each warrior, so they may survive easily on any realm. 
 
    An elf stands at the ledge of his own cave, drawing my attention. He doesn’t notice me, but like all elves and their keen senses, I’m sure he can feel my eyes on the top of his horned head. Each of the fishing elves have their own cave along this wall, some higher up than the others, some so close to the water they could reach out and touch the tide. To get to each home, one simply has to walk the rocky ledge only fit for one traveler behind the other. With the dwarves’ short and bulky build, it was difficult to get them up here without them plummeting to the river. 
 
    Wings or not, I’d never traveled here. I’ve never had a wish to. The calimates and other creatures, who continue to consume each other, swim below, visible in the clear water, just waiting for someone to fall in. It’s a barbaric way of life, to use the deadly serpents to keep them safe though I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Out of each of the tribes, the Uji tribe is the most . . . raw in their approach to life. Cunning, too. Even in their approach with each other. I did, after all, pass several caves where many were having sex. They didn’t bother hiding it either. I had simply blinked, bristled, and kept moving. 
 
    I push my damp hair from my face, listening to Ica, the leader, mumbling aloud as he chooses his spear of choice along the cave wall of many. For all to see, he and Jaemes’s match will happen on the river, on the flat raft meant to row only a small handful of elves. It was hauled to the center and anchored down before I walked to the ledge. They weighted the slab of wood by tethering jagged and heavy rocks to ropes and dropped them in the water. The calimates have since swarmed around it, waiting for a source of food to fall in.  
 
    Down the way, a larger boat is tethered to the side of the cliff along with a few smaller ones. They bob in each wave, push in each breeze, and strain the thick ropes keeping them there. As one crashes into the side of the wall, Jaemes moves to stand beside me, leaving Sandy where he silently observes with his cloudy, milky eyes in the dimness of the cave. 
 
    “I don’t like this one bit,” I mumble to Jaemes who leans against the other end of the cave’s opening. “This is playing a bit too much with death for my liking.” That’s saying a lot coming from me. 
 
    “This is their way,” he says simply without glancing at me. His attitude is standoffish like he’s dislocated from humanity in order to prepare himself for what’s to come. The skin above his cheeks is puffy with exhaustion and climate change, but at least, each wound he received at the Yoki’s is already healed. 
 
    If Jaemes fails in his match with Ica, even gets knocked off the poor excuse of a raft, he will be eaten by the calimates, and there won’t be anything left for an elf’s funeral. The protective side of me feels he’s not grasping this, and I fight the urge to shake him with the truth. 
 
    Turning, I feel my black wing clip the edge of the cliff, and a few rocks break away, dropping to the water with a plop. A female elf, no doubt Ica’s version of a wife, hands him his battle spear as Ica observes us under his long lashes. I stare back, holding his gaze. A challenge. 
 
    Each member of the Uji tribe doesn’t have just one spear. They have many, depending on the circumstance. When I last saw Ica, he and his elves on the boat with Aiden and Eliza as hostages, each was holding a fisherman’s spear. By the looks of it then, they had been preparing to gather fish but had snagged hostages instead. I internally grimace at the memory. If we had been a moment too late, Eliza would be dead and decomposing in the belly of a calimate. Probably many bellies – the long and sharp-toothed snake-like fish would have fought over such a large meal. 
 
    The Sandman takes a seat on a boulder to my right, and the three dwarves, who were once behind him, finger the rack of spears and jibber-jabber about the possible improvements as they normally do.  
 
    Again, I fight the urge to protect, to shake the truth into the dwarves. The Uji’s don’t need improvements on their weapons. Making this tribe more dangerous than they already are would be foolish. 
 
    I stalk the short distance to Sandy, my feathers rustling in agitation for the coming conversation I plan to have with him. Sandy, however, fiddles with his fingers, eyes downcast. His attitude lately has only worsened.  
 
    Sitting on a boulder next to him, I visually sweep the cave. The walls are decorated with the skins of fish, and the rock floor has red sand scattered throughout. None bother to wipe their feet before strolling through their home. Kat would have a cow at this, the clean freak that she is, and a smile tugs at my lips with the thought. I miss her. 
 
    A bed – more so a large cot – is at the far end and shadowed by the cave’s darkness. Skinned blankets, made from the predators in the water, are stretched across and shimmer despite the lack of light. I suppose the slick skin would protect from dampness in the air, and since it never gets cold here, they don’t need anything thicker. 
 
    Ica grabs the rump of his woman, and no emotion passes along her face. It must happen all of the time, and she no longer notices. There’s no love there. Not true love. I bristle once more, turning my attention away and placing it on Sandy. 
 
    “I can send you back, Sandy. I can place you in the care of Katriane if you want. You don’t have to stay here with me.” 
 
    It breaks my heart to see him so lost even in the midst of familiar people. But the dwarves seem to be oblivious to his plight, seemingly more attentive to their childish desires for inventions and explorations. 
 
    Without another word, Sandy abruptly stands and strolls over to the ledge I just left, perching his shoulder against the wall and gazing out across the land. His observation wanders to the forest beyond the water, to the storm that brews in the south. 
 
    I sigh deeply and vow to send him back if this becomes too much for him. Sandmen are passive creatures, and though this one is formidable in his own survival, it is taking its toll on the man himself. He’s not meant to feel, and now that he does, his emotions are catching up to him. The death, the unfamiliarity, the shock of culture change . . . It’s my job to protect him, even from himself. 
 
    A few minutes later, Jaemes and Ica are heading down the cliff to the small boat that waits to usher them to the raft. The dwarves, Sandy, Ica’s woman, and I stand in Ica’s cave entrance, and we gaze down. Each tribal elf does the same, ready to watch the match unfold.  
 
    If Jaemes wins, I haven’t yet determined if Ica will yield or fight to the death. This entire tribe has me feeling uncomfortable, on edge, as if their adrenaline and wild ways of life are contagious . . . or a death sentence. There’s a reason their numbers aren’t large and their creatures are plentiful and plump. I vow to leave here as soon as possible. 
 
    As Jaemes and Ica are escorted across the gently lapping water, the tribe begins their tune. Each beat strikes the end of their battle spears against their cave’s floor, hooting and hollering a practiced melody. Goosebumps riddle my skin, and my stomach twists in knots.  
 
    Once beside the raft, Jaemes’s allows Ica to step onto it first, and Jaemes, with a straight yet relaxed posture, follows. The raft sways precariously with each scuffle onto it, dipping into the water with the burden of their weight. 
 
    Before their escort leaves, Jaemes lifts his bow over his shoulders, then his quiver full of arrows, and tosses them to the boat. A calimate jumps from the water, trying to grab the objects midair but fails and splashes back to the depths. The weapons fall to the inside of the boat, and as I gape, my heart skipping a beat, the dwarves whisper in awe. The three don’t have an ounce of fear in them. Surprising, since they came from slavery and the wrath of Sureen if they stepped a toe out of line. Nally himself was a mess when I first met him outside the dome. Slap a dwarf into a realm of guardians, and they turn into a fearless species themselves. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Sandy grunts with the same suppressed fear I feel.  
 
    “He cannot fight in such close proximity with a bow and arrows,” the woman says, crossing her arms and glaring as though everyone should be born into realms knowing such things. Her voice is gentle, though, somehow more dangerous than her submissiveness portrays, and I blink hard at the sweet sound of it. It’s the first time I’ve heard her speak, and naturally, my eyes sweep her from head to toe, assessing. Though her original posture screamed meek, I’ve learned looks can be deceiving.  
 
    Her eyelids twitch, and each swallow she takes seems to be an effort for her. She’s nervous. When someone tosses aside their only weapon in favor of their fists, it means that this someone is more self-assured than the other who clings to a weapon. Though I applaud Jaemes for the confidence in himself, I also want to pummel him into the red bank for being such a fool. It’s one thing to do something that throws your opponent off guard. It’s another thing to leave yourself with only your body as protection against the sharp tip of a spear. 
 
    The rumbling of weapons mashed against the floor comes to an abrupt halt, and I swivel back to the water. Jaemes, standing fully erect, his black hair whipping in a breeze, makes no move when Ica crouches and tips his spear in his direction. The space between them is only a tall man’s height, and the tip is mere feet from Jaemes’s abdomen. I tilt my head, considering. Perhaps Jaemes made the right move, knowing that wielding a spear in such a close proximity would be difficult to master. 
 
    “Foolish man,” Ica spits, his voice echoing up to us. “Do you plan to defeat me with your ego alone?” 
 
    Jaemes shrugs, keeping his hands loose at his sides, watching each shift in weight, each sway of the raft. “I’ve heard it’s large enough to do so.” 
 
    I smirk at this and roll my eyes. 
 
    Ica turns on his heal, sweeping his spear, and aiming at Jaemes’s calves. Jaemes leaps and lands completely centered on the raft. Ica swings again, and again, each time Jaemes ducks or jumps, avoiding the blow.  
 
    With each swing, my nerves light with a fire, my body anticipating the blow. I clench my fists, sensing the power growing inside me to stop this before it’s barely begun. But I can’t. This is Jaemes’s fight. He must prove his worth, and it won’t be the last time he must. 
 
    “More death,” Sandy mutters angrily. I ignore it. If it’s death that has him in such a mood, he’s going to have a rude awakening when we march to a war. 
 
    Ica pulls back his free hand, and as he does so, he thrusts his spear forward. The movement is so swift, so agile, that Jaemes’s barely catches the drive, and the spear imbeds in his thigh. Jaemes makes no sound, no cry of pain but, instead, grabs the spear’s shaft and twists with a grimace. The spear breaks from Ica’s grip, and using his other leg, he kicks forward. His foot connects to Ica’s abdomen. Ica stumbles backward and lands on his rump, swaying the raft. 
 
    A calimate’s tail lashes through the water, splashing the two, taunting them. 
 
    With a yank, Jaemes pulls the spear from his thigh, stares at the black blood that drips from the tip, and then tosses it to the water to be attacked by the creatures. He centers himself once more, using his weight to level the raft, and waits for Ica to gather himself to his feet.  
 
    I grit my teeth. Attack! I scream in my head, willing the message to get to Jaemes. Of course, it doesn’t, and Jaemes waits patiently for his foe to rise. 
 
    If it were me, I would have pounced while Ica was disabled, rocky raft or not. But it’s Jaemes, and he prides himself on compassion. And perhaps arrogance, too. He was right when he claimed his ego was a weapon – a weapon to be used against him. An emotional shield, too, if our brief history is anything to go by. 
 
    Against the sway, Ica climbs to his feet and holds his fists out in front of him, protecting his abdomen. Something solid slams into the bottom of the raft, and both elves wobble before finding balance. I hiss between my teeth.  
 
    Instead of waiting for Jaemes, he leaps forward, fist swinging. Jaemes blocks the blow with his forearm and uses the open space to punch Ica in the stomach where he had just kicked. Sandy winces when Ica’s grunt reaches us, the air whooshing from his lungs. Jaemes hits the same spot again. Then again. Then again. The final blow slams into Ica’s jaw. 
 
    Ica’s head whips to the side, black blood spraying to the water, and he stumbles backward. The woman beside me raises a hand to her lips, and I startle in surprise as a frenzy begins below the surface. The creatures below the tide are fighting over the droplets of blood, and soon the clear water is murky with a hazy black. 
 
    Jaemes roars to Ica, grabbing the leader’s hair and pulls his arm back once again. Ica twirls. The movement throws off Jaemes, and he releases Ica’s hair. Ica lunges again. This time, he fakes a punch to Jaemes’s face, and instead, goes for the clotting wound in Jaemes’s still injured thigh. I hear the crack from here, vibrating in the hollow space of the caves and the forest. 
 
    I blink at the sound, and my insides clench against a hollow-like sensation, Jaeme’s leg gives out underneath him. His knee doesn’t have time to hit the raft. With an uppercut to the chin, Jaemes falls backward. One of the dwarves turns away from the scene. I don’t check who, for fear if I take my gaze away from the scene, it’ll mean Jaemes death. My teeth are gritting so hard I worry they’ll crack under the pressure. 
 
    Ica’s tribe roars and the leader feeds from it, raising his hands in the air with apparent victory. Adrenaline pumps through my veins, and I fight the magic coursing through them, begging to be released, to protect one of my own. To protect my friend. 
 
    Get up, you fool! 
 
    Hands splayed across the rocky raft, Jaemes pushes his way to all fours, but Ica thrusts his foot forward, kicking him in the gut. Ica lifts his foot again and brings it down on Jaemes’s ribs. Jaemes grunts against the wood, I squeak, and Sandy turns to me. 
 
    “Do something,” Sandy says, a thick plea. 
 
    I swallow hard, meeting his gaze, but Ica’s woman interrupts, her hands still trembling in front of her lips. “She cannot. Doing so is a great dishonor. Her friend would never forgive her for interfering.” 
 
    Perhaps, but if I don’t interfere, he’ll die. 
 
    Ica’s voice carries with a roar of victory, and the breath seizes in my lungs. I whip back around, my toe pushing a few pebbles off the ledge. 
 
    “You want me to yield, runt?” Ica yells at Jaemes. “You think yourself a victorious warrior? Before the fight had barely begun?” He swivels to the adoring crowd once more, a bloody grin spreading across his face. 
 
    A cheek pressed to the raft, features facing the cliff, Jaemes’s eyes dart to mine. I breathe through my lips, slow, feeling like this is my first time taking a breath. He looks so vulnerable, so unsure of his next moments in life as if this will be his end. Ica won’t allow him to live. I just know it, and so does Jaemes. We share the eye contact for a moment, and I urge him through the silent communications of friends to keep fighting. To live. I nod, slowly, and he blinks. 
 
    Jaemes’s face hardens, a warrior’s deadly, wordless declaration – a summoning of inner strength and resolve, and with Ica’s back turned to him, he shakily lifts himself on three limbs instead of four. His injured leg dangles, and he’s careful not to press any weight onto it. Swiftly, he turns and punches the back of Ica’s knee. The crowd silences. Utter quiet. Ica loses his balance, teetering, and Jaemes stands on his one good leg. Ica tumbles forward, but Jaemes grasps Ica’s throat and slams him backward with a roar that rumbles up the cliff. 
 
    Ica falls with a thud, Jaemes’s hand still clasped around his throat. The boat’s end dips into the water, and the calimates chomp at the air. Quickly, Jaemes pushes Ica along the raft. Ica’s hair and horns inch closer to the ledge until the tips of his dark tendrils drape into the water. The sharp teeth of the calimates nibble at the strands, keeping Ica pinned with fear laced around every inch of his face. 
 
    “You’re too much of a weakling to kill me,” Ica growls. 
 
    Bending his head closer to Ica, and in a deadly calm voice, Jaemes says, “Don’t you remember? My ego is my weapon.” I almost didn’t hear it. If it weren’t for my heightened senses, I probably wouldn’t have, and with the curious glances of the dwarves, I understand they hadn’t at all. 
 
    Ica squirms underneath Jaemes, his attention drawn to the sides of the raft where the water ripples with thrashing beasts. Below them, their tails beat against the bottom, rocking the two elves precariously. When the returning lurch of the raft works in his favor, Jaemes elbows Ica’s jaw, using the momentum for a hard impact. 
 
    Blood sprays everywhere. With each whip of serpent tale, the raft creaks, and cracks. We hold our breaths, and blood roars in my ear. Jaemes punches again. And again. 
 
    Face darkening at the last hit, Ica glares coldly at his opponent. Snatching his arm up, he grips Jaemes’s wrist, nails digging into skin. Jaemes inches him closer to the ledge again and bends near Ica’s ear, whispering. Ica’s eyes flick to the woman at my side, the woman breathing heavy under her hand. A blink, a grim lining of his lips . . . 
 
    And that’s the last of his face we see. A calimate jumps from the water and, in one bite, snaps the head from the leader’s neck.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    DYSON COLEMAN 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    Along the drive, Katriane and Irene hold a stream of idle chatter in the back seat of the SUV while Flint and I keep our focus on the road, barely speaking a word. My fingers have wrapped the steering wheel tight, afraid that at any moment, a hoard of vampires will skitter into the streets or barrel into the side of the car on our way to Katriane’s shop. They never do, and still, my posture fails to relax. Even when we park in front of the two-story brick building with a dark sign that reads Lunaire above the shop door and on both display windows, I can’t shake this feeling. 
 
    “Ready?” I ask the group, gripping the car’s door handle as I turn the key. The car quiets, but the remembrance of the vibrating engine still tickles my thighs. I don’t wait for the answer and pull the handle. 
 
    The faint smell of vampires wafts my direction as soon as we step out, and the hair on the back of my neck stands on end at the reek of it. I scan the road, the tops of the surrounding buildings, the nearby alley entrances, but there’s not a single bloodsucker to be seen. Not a single set of red eyes peers back at me. Somehow, this worries me more.  
 
    I look at Flint over the car. His glowing green irises stare back at mine before his wolf tucks himself back inside.  
 
    “They’ve been here,” he says, a growl accompanying each word through clenched teeth. 
 
    I nod. The car exterior groans against my forceful grip, and I slam the door, using my anger to propel it.  
 
    Katriane and Irene exit the car as soon as Flint shuts his, more softly than I did. They were waiting for chivalry, but they’re going to have to do without manners tonight. Trouble has found its way here and could very possibly be lurking around the corner of the building, tucked away in the dark gloom of an alley like the vermin they are. 
 
    Giving me a questioning look that I ignore, Kat walks around me. Irene juggles the keys in her palm as her fingers search for the right one to slide into the shop’s glass door. She’s successful, and as soon as it’s unlatched, she pushes to door open and flips on the light. A bell jingles upon our entrance. When all four of us are through, Flint latches the door, and the closed and open sign swings, scraping against the glass and complaining about the late hour. Not that the locked latch would do much good. If vampires want in, all they have to do was break through the shop’s massive glass display windows. I rub the stress clustering above my eyebrows and sigh heavily through my nose. 
 
    Kat’s shop smells of spices, ink and old paper, and stale coffee. The combination of scents doesn’t register with what I have tucked away for Kat’s aroma, and my wolf immediately perks inside me with interest while I observe the witchy objects and trinkets on display and the books upon books on dusted shelves. It’s like peering into her mind – or the mindset and passions she once had before everything changed. 
 
    “I remember the last time we were in here together, Ira,” Kat says to Irene with a bright grin. She walks around the cashier’s counter made of glass and beautifully displayed pieces inside, perched on plush pillows and plastic holders. She flattens her hand and gingerly runs it along the spotless glass without leaving a smear of fingerprints. 
 
    Irene leans against a corner that leads into a hall of the private areas of the shop. She lifts one eyebrow to Kat and crosses her arms over her chest. “You mean when I asked you what you were, and you wouldn’t give me the answer?” 
 
    “Yep.” She still grins, bright in the pale lights.  
 
    I haven’t seen her smile like that in a while. It’s breathtaking, bright like the moon on a clear night. A light fighting against a black, endless universe. It heightens her pixie features, and I drink in the details, committing the grin to memory just in case I never see it again. In case I never see it directed at me. There’s still time yet – time to walk away from me as a mate. And I’ll let her because she deserves the kind of happiness she has right now, at this very moment.  
 
    The familiarity of the shop had the opposite effect I thought it would, and she seems genuinely comforted under this roof. I was so sure it would bring a bout of depression. I thought it would slip over her like a cape once she stepped foot inside and was reminded of a life she can no longer have. I match her beam, unable to help myself. 
 
    Flint stuffs his hands in his pockets. “I didn’t like you back then,” he says to Kat, and my smile fades as rapidly as it came. 
 
    “Flint,” I warn, scowling. 
 
    “What?” He flings out a hand. “I didn’t. She knows it, too. It’s no secret. I thought everything she said was a giant load of crap.” 
 
    Kat laughs, her head tilting back to proclaim her joy to the ceiling. “I bet you feel like a fool now, don’t ya?” 
 
    “It’s not the first time he’s been wrong, no matter what he tells you,” Irene says, smirking. 
 
    His finger jabs in her direction. “Hey! This isn’t storytime.” 
 
    I lean my hip against the counter, unable to wipe the smile from my face, and the thought of vampires possibly lurking around every corner quickly fades in the presence of good company. I never, in my wildest dreams, thought I’d be where I am right now. Alive. Breathing. Laughing. Free. 
 
    Kat lifts a tablet next to the ancient register. She waves it in the air, glancing at Irene. “You went more digital?” she asks her. 
 
    “Yeah,” Irene answers, pushing off the corner to join Kat. Together, they hover over the small screen while Irene shows her how to use it. Kat must not be the technological type, unlike me, who was into every technology advancement when I was alive before. I was the brains of the pack. Now . . . I don’t really know what I am besides Kat’s mate. I don’t know what purpose I truly have, but I do know one thing. I am meant to be where I am right now, at this very moment. 
 
    Leaving them to their own devices, Flint seeks out the small kitchenette past the short dark hall while I wonder to a book that catches my eye. Directly on the front is a golden pentagram embedded in the black, faded leather. The symbol is made of real gold, glistening under the pale light of the shop.  
 
    Further curious, I snatch the book from the shelf, run my hand over the texture, and open the small novel. The spine cracks with age, and the waft of old paper tickles my senses. 
 
    I flip the pages over, and with difficulty, I read the paragraphs that jump out at me. It’s Wiccan, every single entry, and written by hand in perfect cursive. Quickly, I turn it over and peer at the back. There’s no price tag but, instead, a bright red sticker declares, ‘not for sale.’ I frown and open to the last page where the descriptions of the contents are scrawled.  
 
    “What are you reading?” Kat asks from behind the counter. Finger in place, I wave the book in the air, showing the cover since there is no title. She’s silent for a moment, and then I hear her footsteps patter across the floor. “Oh, that.” She huffs as she reaches me. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, looking down at her. Gently, I hand her the book. “A pentagram of what? Us?” 
 
    It isn’t her handwriting inside. It is someone else’s because these days, no one writes like that. The cursive has perfect dips and long loops, and the ink is definitely not ball tipped. Licking my bottom lip, I stretch my neck, prepared to out-stubborn this small woman who has yet to answer me. Instead, she stares at it, hard, her eyes darting across the surface, searching for the answers she seeks inside. 
 
    “You remember what Erline said, right?” she asks, and I nod. She moves to the counter and places the book gently on the glass. “If the pentagram is exactly what Erline said it is. . . Gosh, that has to be it.” 
 
    Thumping her hand lightly against the glass, she startles Irene.  
 
    “What?” I huff.  
 
    “It further explains the situation we find ourselves in, Dyson.” For a moment, her emotions take control, and her fingers dance with flames. She clenches her fists, and the flames disappear as quickly as they arose. Somehow, I get the feeling she’s not talking about the book anymore. “I’ve never truly read that book, only skimmed the pages. It’s been moved across the shop so many times. If I’m being honest, I bought it because I thought it’d be cool to decorate the shop with.” She traces the gold lines.  
 
    An eternity of stability, truth, clarity, and strength, Erline had said. Much to my dismay, Kat still isn’t making sense despite my perfect recollection of the fee’s words. 
 
     “What did Erline mean by eternity?” I ask, meeting Irene’s gaze for a split-second. Her lips are parted as she hangs on Kat’s every word. 
 
    “Exactly that. Sort of. My coven’s symbol is the half-moon. It was hung in Myla and Corbin’s home. In Wiccan terms, a half-moon also means fertility, life, and death. She’s the daughter of Kheelan and Erline – of mother nature and king of death.”  
 
    “Sweet baby Jesus,” Irene mumbles, a phrase often used by Kenna.  
 
    Kat only glances at her. “The half-moon, with a strike I made through it to honor our fallen mother, became the Demi-Lune coven crescent. It’s been passed down through the generations, and we never truly knew what it meant. Not until now. Not until all this.” She waves a hand in the air. “Would it not be fitting that since the waning moon couldn’t change the tides of the realm, the star must do it for her? The moon stands for the beginning – fertility.  The strike through it is a great symbol of her death, and the star, the construction of it beginning several hundred years ago, stands for eternity. Eternity of five fates. Fates that govern and balance. Fates appointed by Fate himself. A point . . .” She motions to each tip of the pentagram and then curses at the audacity of it all. 
 
    “Kat!” Irene barks, impatient. “Spit it out!” 
 
    Kat gets this faraway look in her eye while revisiting past memories and the legends she was told. “My mother once said to me that the deal I made with Erline would reincarnate the first-born witch, and it did. She said it would confuse the realms. It did. That it could end it all. ‘All could be lost,’ she had said.” 
 
    End-inning, Gan had babbled in the cold, dark dungeon. A chill sweeps over my skin. “You think it’s some sort of prophecy? It has to be, right? Everything points to it.” 
 
    “Everything points to us either saving the realms,” she murmurs. “Or ending them.” 
 
    “Y’all are like a bad omen,” Irene mutters and steps away. 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at her. Everything around us is a tangled web of fate, often governed by Fate. Even if this is true though, it doesn’t change anything. 
 
    “The realms, once silent, rose like inflated balloons after I made that deal and Myla was reincarnated.” She throws out an arm. “Look at Tember. She’s fee now. I have magic I don’t understand. Eliza has power equal to her fee husband. Aiden . . . Jesus, Aiden.” She rubs a hand over her face.  
 
    “Who knows what all he can do,” I mutter. He’s a beast. A beast I’m glad is on our side.  
 
    “And then there’s you,” she says, blinking. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Shrugging again, she says, “Yeah. You aren’t exactly a plain rose in a garden, Dyson. Fate came to all five of us. You really think it’s a coincidence? That what we’re seeing, at this very moment, is just the beginning?” 
 
    I don’t, and I find myself thinking it doesn’t matter. Although it’s touching that she thinks so highly of me, it changes nothing if what she’s implying is correct. Our paths are set, no matter where they lead, no matter how chaotic they get from here. Either we win, or we die. Speculating won’t change a damn thing. 
 
    Flint, steaming mug of tea in his hands, shuffles from the back and into the main area of the shop. Our conversation immediately halts, and he huffs at our suspicious silence. There’s nothing more to say on the matter, and repeating it all over again would just defeat our purpose for being here. Besides, with his shifter hearing, he probably heard it all anyway. I’ll leave it to Irene to explain to him, knowing she will at first chance. Mates share everything with one another. 
 
    Satisfied with the inventory and profits, Irene places the tablet back on its charger. The tap of it against the surface breaks the awkwardness in the room, and Kat sags with relief. We’re quiet for a moment. A stillness falls over the shop except for the hum of the heater as it kicks on to battle the chilly draft sweeping around my shoulders. 
 
    “Do you, um,” Kat begins, nervously fiddling with the hem of her shirt. “Do you guys mind waiting down here while I go grab some of my things from upstairs?” 
 
    Flint and Irene nod and Kat thanks them, wandering past the counter and down the hall to a set of stairs at the back. I follow, and she spins on her heel just before the first step.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asks incredulously. 
 
    “Coming with you,” I say, challenging her by crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    She chuffs and pokes me in the sternum. “Oh no, you’re not. I can do this alone.” 
 
    I grind my teeth past Flint’s chuckle that sings down the short hall. “Vampires have been here, Kat.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” she responds, lifting an eyebrow and poking me once more. “They’re always around my shop. You honestly think they would have wandered up to my apartment, sat, starving to death while waiting for my return that may have never come? Come on, Dyson. We’re talking about vampires here – the practical definition of impatience and stupidity.” 
 
    I squeeze my arms tighter around my chest and say nothing, using my silence to rip apart her excuse. In the comfort of her domain, her stubbornness has grown tenfold. Like hell I’m letting her go up there alone. There’s no way I, nor my wolf, would be able to handle her absence, not knowing if she’s being eaten by a fanged creature while we mosey around her shop below. 
 
    Growling under her breath, she caves, turns sharply and stomps up the stairs. 
 
    “Take your time,” Irene calls, humor in her tone. 
 
    I follow her up and walk through the door Kat left ajar for me. The room is cold, and the dryness of the dust chafes my nose. Aside from that, it’s nothing close to what I had expected. Her living space is cozy even with the minimal mismatched furniture and colorful decorations. The kitchenette is small, but I hadn’t expected it to be large – Kat doesn’t cook often, at least around me.  
 
    Abruptly, I sneeze as Kat rifles through the bills left on the table.  
 
    “No voodoo dolls? Flying brooms? Tipped hats?” I ask hands on hips. 
 
    Smirking, she slices through an envelope using a sharp nail. “Sorry to disappoint.” Quickly reading through the letter, she sags in relief. “She’s been keeping up with payments.” 
 
    “Irene is handy like that,” I mumble and shuffle through the tight dining room and into the open living room. 
 
    Though cozy, I feel too large for her small living room. I have a hard time picturing such a big personality living in it. Then again, the boxing walls may have made her feel safer without a coven. There are no corners for an enemy to hide, no shadow too dark, and the hallway is short, leading to the bedroom and bathroom. I tower in a space meant for shorter people. Ordinary people. 
 
    I make my way to the small kitchenette’s stool and perch my elbow on the island next to a dusty cereal box, keeping my attention directly on Kat. There’s never been a vampire in here; that is clear. With this reassurance, I allow myself to relax in this rare moment of space from every other creature and human on the planet except the one I desire most. 
 
    Every now and then, Kat sneaks a peek at me as she checks on her home, but for the most part, she pretends I’m not here. I, however, track her every move, watch her curves as she bends and snatches discarded clothes on the floor, and observe the gentleness as her fingers stroke her short hair. When she begins testing the lights by flicking the switch off and on, I get the feeling she’s deliberately doing it to distract herself from me.  
 
    Eventually, she wanders down the hall and stops short in her bedroom entrance. When she doesn’t move for several moments, I gather myself to my feet and cautiously move to stand behind her. 
 
    The bedsheets are a mess, the comforter a heap on the floor. Dirty laundry swallows the corner next to her closet, and the blinds to her window are oddly in disarray. 
 
    “It feels like yesterday I was last here, but the dust is so thick . . .” 
 
    Without a second thought to my actions, I lift my hands and place them on her shoulders. She stiffens at my touch as if not noticing I had loomed so close.  
 
    “What is it?” I ask, pecking the top of her head. 
 
    She doesn’t answer right away and glides carefully into the room, practically tiptoeing to the end table where a leather satchel rests with its worn strap dangling to the floor. A moon with a strike through it is etched into the leather, splotched with stains. This must be the famous coven crescent. 
 
    “I got this during my Right,” she whispers, grasping the bag and holding it in front of her. She runs her thumb over the crescent. “Everything was so much simpler back then. The rules were clear, yet I challenged them at every chance. If I had just obeyed them, I wouldn’t be where I am today. I wouldn’t be the center of destruction. I wouldn’t be the reason for all this.” 
 
    I walk into the room, stand behind her once more, and wrap my arms around her waist. “And I’d be dead. Probably twice over by now. The consequences of your actions have saved a lot of people, Kat.” 
 
    “Not when weighing those I couldn’t save,” she mumbles, picking at a few stray stitches. 
 
    “When are you going to stop punishing yourself?” I ask, bravely lowering my head and kissing her exposed neck, a soft brush of lips. 
 
    Instead of tensing like I thought she would, she melts into me. Her head tilts slightly to the side, an invitation for my touch. Every time I think she’s moved past whatever plagues her thoughts, they drive back forward. 
 
    “I’ll always blame myself, Dyson. I’ve seen too much. I’ve been through too much not to.” 
 
    I peck again, and her spine melts. 
 
    “This room is a shrine to what I used to be,” she continues. “How do I move past it? What could possibly be my next stage in life that doesn’t bring more death? When will it end?” 
 
    “There will always be death,” I say against her peachy skin. “It’s a fact of life, and no one can avoid it. How it happens to each person isn’t up to you. It’s fate.” 
 
    She snakes her fingers over the top of my arm and strokes the skin soothingly. “No, but I sure seem to be giving death what it wants. You have to admit, if I didn’t make the deal with Erline, many would still be alive.” 
 
    “That’s a foolish thought,” I say, nuzzling the collar of her shirt aside and brushing my lips over the strap of her blue bra. Her scent here is more intense, and I greedily draw it in. “Many creatures across every realm would still be in terrible situations if it wasn’t for you.” My thoughts drift to Sandy and what he was forced to endure. 
 
    “But they’d be alive,” she whispers, breathy, as I move to the edge of her shoulder. 
 
    “But they wouldn’t want to be,” I add. “You give everybody hope.” 
 
    Carefully, I turn her around to face me. Taking the satchel from her hands, I place it back on the small table. Her sparkling eyes look into mine, and when she doesn’t back away, I lower my head and kiss her properly. She further melts into my arms, a sigh snaking through her nostrils and tickling the skin on my cheeks.  
 
    Lifting the hem of her shirt, I run my hand along the dip of her spine. Goosebumps prick her skin, and I skim every single one of them. With my other hand, I grasp the short hair on the nap of her neck and tug. My lips leave hers and my teeth nibble her jaw, tasting.  
 
    A moan rumbles her chest against mine and her breasts peak. She tucks her arms under mine and splays her hands along my back, pulling me closer. She inhales sharply, taking in my scent like a shifter would, and it further heightens my arousal, tingling at the base of my spine. I suppose, in a roundabout way, she is a shifter. 
 
    She runs her hands up my back and then back down, snaking her fingers over my hips and to the top button of my shirt. With sure fingers, she unclasps the first, and I stiffen under her presumptuous touch. 
 
    “Kat,” I warn. She isn’t ready for the next step in our relationship, and the last thing I want is to be an excuse. I don’t want her to distract her own thoughts with lust. I want her to deal with them properly so that we may move forward. Having sex could ruin everything. Or perhaps . . . perhaps the closeness of it could mend it all. 
 
    “You know what I think?” she asks, not waiting for me to answer as she whispers in my ear. “I think you know more than what you’re telling – about the future and about what I feel for you.” 
 
    I chuckle against her skin. The muscles in my thighs clench when her breath tickles my ear. I do know a bit more than the others, thanks to my mini meeting with Fate, but only of my fate. Earlier, when she had mentioned that this was only the beginning, she had guessed right. This is only the beginning, but it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter because I have faith that it’ll work out in the end. 
 
    She continues. “You love me, don’t you.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    I tuck her hips tighter to me as she continues to fumble with the buttons. Butterflies flutter in my stomach, and I mask my nerves with arrogance. “How have you drawn that conclusion?” 
 
    “I’m more observant than you think,” she whispers.  
 
    With all of the buttons unfastened, she pushes the sleeves from my shoulders and forces them down my arms. The cloth slips past my wrists, my fingers, and drops to the floor. The chillier air slithers over my skin, and goosebumps prick across my bare abdomen. Wanting skin on skin contact, I slip her shirt over her head, fling it to the floor, and unclasp her bra. The straps slide easily from her arms, and it puddles between our feet before I kick the cups aside. 
 
    Her skin seemingly glows in the dark room left unlit except for the beam of the moon and streetlamps snaking through the disheveled blinds. The strain in my pants feels uncomfortable, and instead of adjusting, I lean forward and brush my nose against hers.  
 
    “Yes,” I answer her. “I know some things about the future, but I also won’t share them. They are only instructions that lead to theories.” She frowns, but I hush her with my next words. “And I also know that you love me, too.” 
 
    A small twitching smile tugs at the corners of her lips and her eyes water her admission. I peck the edge of the smile and salty tears trail down her cheeks, to her jaw, to the nape of her neck, slicking and glistening the skin. 
 
    Grasping the hem of my jeans above my rump, she pushes the stiff denim, and it slides easily under her touch, pooling at my feet and freeing the ache. 
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    KATRIANE DUPONT 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    Grunting, I yank my boots back on my feet, watching as Dyson pulls his legs through his pants. A grin is forever etched on his face, and it warms my heart. Instead of the grin being smug, it’s genuine like he finally can love me without reserving his true feelings. 
 
    Zipping the boot, I lift my hand and touch the side of my neck where he bit me. My fingers skim the raised canine scars. What the hell did I just do? My chest swells with pride while fear scorches my every nerve. I don’t know what I’m doing when it comes to a relationship, and I literally sealed the deal here. 
 
    When shifters mate, their teeth extend, and they bite the other in the heat of the moment. For a normal shifter, the mark will heal over a few days. But since I’m not a shifter, not really, the tears that had still mingled on my neck had healed instantly and left faint scars as a reminder, a warning, to all other males. I don’t know how I feel about that – to be physically claimed for the world to see. It’s like a collar, a branding. But then again, it’s also this species’ nature. 
 
    The bite had hurt, but not as much as I had suspected it would, not as much as the shock of being claimed, of fully submitting to a relationship. Dyson had reassured me the mark only looked like a hickey – a big hickey – when I had fretted over it as the thrusting came to an end. It didn’t ease my worry because truly, the mark itself may irk me, but the meaning behind it frightens me more. And then there’s the oncoming of everything else – the shared mental link on such a level that we should be able to feel what the other is feeling, even communicate telepathically. 
 
    I still can’t sort out my feelings and thoughts when it comes to him. I do love him, but it feels unnatural. Love shouldn’t happen this way or this fast even though he’s shown me nothing but gentlemen-like behavior and sweet touches that drive home his truthful words. It frightens me to feel this deep down to the pit of my stomach that roots me better than gravity itself. But, at the same time, it decimates my fears of the future, for with him, I feel like I have one. At least one worthy of dreaming. And besides, this is how shifter mating works. 
 
    I internally groan. What have I gotten myself into? 
 
    With a thump to the heel, I place my boot on the floor. The sound draws Dyson’s attention back to me, and he smiles, bends his hips, and leans. Cupping my jaw, he first inhales then gently slides his lips against mine. I melt into him. 
 
    A love that isn’t my own blossoms inside me like a butterfly spreading its wings for the very first time. It echoes my own feelings, but I startle in his hands. A rubber band snaps internally, a supernatural sort of sensation, and the flood of Dyson’s emotions invade my own. I stiffen against the assault. 
 
    He grins against my mouth. “You feel that, don’t you?” 
 
    “What is it?” I mumble as he kisses my bottom lip and pulls away to grab his shirt from the floor. 
 
    Slipping it on, he clears his throat, drawing my attention away from his abs and the v-shaped dip that disappears into his jeans. “It’s the beginning of the bond. I have to admit; it’s moving rather quickly. Sometimes, it can take weeks,” he rambles. 
 
    Mentally, I work on suppressing his feelings, so I can sort out my own, but they refuse to budge. I hold up a hand and stop whatever he plans to say next. “How do I control it?” I ask, hoping I’m dead wrong in my assumption. 
 
    “The mating bond? You can’t.” He frowns and searches my face. “You’re scared.” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” I spit and glance at my hands clasped in my lap. “What if one of us dies.” It’s a morbid thought, but it popped into my head and slid out my mouth before I could stop it. 
 
    Straightening his pants legs, he swallows thickly, and I watch his Adam’s apple bob. “Then, so does the other if the mating is complete.” 
 
    It’s a sealed fate for both if one of our hearts stops beating in our chests. I suppose it doesn’t really matter. If I die, so will Dyson for the simple fact that his life is tied to mine. We’re wrapped up in each other so fully that even I can’t untangle the web to sort it all out. 
 
    “I see,” I say again and then look away. 
 
    Tucking a finger under my chin, he draws me back to him. “Fate, mating, even war, if you die, I’m not sure if I’d survive anyway. A world without you in it is the darkest of places.” 
 
    His words make my shoulders sag. It’s almost the exact thing Jane had asked me to tell Eliza before she sacrificed herself for our escape. Such a declaration can only come from the heart. 
 
    Pulling myself together, I straighten my shirt and hold out a hand to him. He grasps it with a grin and kisses the back of it. We look at each other and hold the gently probing gaze like feathers brushing against skin. There’s so much in those sparkling depths that it weakens my knees.  
 
    Standing with little effort from my tugging, he strides from my room. His scent swirls around me, calming my nerves. I follow after him, but not before I turn back and stare at everything I once was.  
 
    A witch’s satchel, a messy bed from a woman whose only job was to take care of herself, and clothes that once meant so much to her. I don’t know that woman anymore, and with Dyson by my side, perhaps I can bury her in peace with hope for the future. With my hand hovering over the light switch, I linger for one more moment, and then, I cast darkness back into the room. 
 
    “Dyson,” I begin. I tread from the hallway and find him hovering by the TV. The one station I have available is bright across the screen, and he watches it with a rigid posture. The news is being broadcast by a woman in a purple dress that shows a bit too much skin for someone in her profession.  
 
    I press on with what I had originally wanted to declare. “I need to go see my coven.” 
 
    Though the witch in me is gone, I still need to close that chapter. I need to see my mom. To say my goodbyes before this big battle we’re supposed to be preparing for. And maybe, just maybe, I can convince her and the coven to join forces with a banned witch. 
 
    He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t even look at me. Instead, he’s glued to the news. I smack my lips in agitation, tread to stand next to him, and lift a finger to poke his shoulder. I stop as the screen flashes ‘breaking news.’  
 
    Snatching the remote from the couch, he raises the volume. “They’re flushing us out,” Dyson mumbles. 
 
    “The increase in patients diagnosed with this new flu strain isn’t our only concern,” begins the woman in purple. “There’s another epidemic on our hands with those seemingly infected. A record-breaking number of patients have been admitted to the psychiatric branch of the hospital. Let’s go to Rick on the scene.” 
 
    The screen changes to a scrawny man, less pleasing to the eye, who shivers in front of a brightly lit brick building. I’ve seen the building before while driving by. The original structure is ancient but has been renovated and added to as the years have passed.  
 
    Rick lifts his mic and begins talking, thanking the woman first. “Dr. Casandra Grant is with us,” he begins. The camera zooms out to a fuller picture. A woman with cocoa-creamed skin is standing next to him. Her small afro wiggles in the breeze and her sharp eyes stare back into the camera as if this is the last place she wanted to be tonight. 
 
    “Dr. Grant,” he starts, “there are many patients trickling into your hospital’s ER, showing signs of extreme sleep deprivation with this flu virus. Though they’re put under observation and are witnessed to have slept, they continue to show signs of not sleeping at all.” He turns fully to Doctor Grant. “Can you tell us the signs of sleep deprivation and why this is concerning.” 
 
    “Sure, Rick,” she says awkwardly. “Sleep deprivation is dangerous. Our patients’ symptoms are paranoia, hallucinations, mood changes, memory loss,” she ticks off.  
 
    Rick fidgets, wanting to add a few words, but she presses on, finding the confidence she didn’t have a moment before. “All of these symptoms are minor at most, but the majority is rising to complete mental breakdowns. For the safety of the hospital and themselves, we’ve moved them to facilities like this one.” 
 
    “How dangerous are we talking here, Doctor?” Rick rattles, quickly shoving his words out of his mouth. “Is it deadly?” 
 
    “Demons,” Dyson growls. “Demons are going after those weakened from vampire attacks.” 
 
    Dr. Grant twists her lips and leers. “I don’t believe so,” she says just as quickly as he did. I mentally thank her for it. The last thing we need is to have panicked humans to contend with. “They’re sleeping, but we need to figure out why their bodies don’t think they are.” 
 
    “What would cause a mass number of patients to suffer from such an . . . issue?” Rick asks, his voice a little more shaken than it was before. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Dr. Grant admits. “But we have a team investigating it.” 
 
    “Are the flu and this sleep issue tied together? Is this a nationwide concern?” 
 
    “We don’t know, Rick.” The look on her face is snarky, and by her appearance, she hasn’t slept well either. 
 
    “And is it nationwide?” he repeats. 
 
    “No,” she says finally. “This is just in our city.” 
 
    As Rick closes his moment of fame, Dyson presses mute on the remote. We stand there for moments, listening to only the clock ticking on the wall.  
 
    “It’s a miracle the people attacked by vampire’s don’t remember it,” he whispers. “The vampires must have some way of concealing their appearance, or maybe the whole ordeal.” 
 
    I rub the ache beginning in my forehead. “And now demons.” 
 
    “We should tell the others when we get back.” 
 
    The door to my apartment creaks open behind us, and Irene’s shoes squeak across the floor, followed by Flint’s. Dust bunnies skidder like tumbleweeds across the desert and fresher air wafts in with their entrance. We don’t turn to greet them, and they don’t voice their own. With their sharp hearing, they probably heard every word. 
 
    “What is this?” Flint asks as he and Irene stand at the other side of the couch.  
 
    I lift a hand and run the tips of my fingers over my mouth. “They’re flushing us out,” I repeat Dyson’s words. 
 
    “The fee?” Irene asks. 
 
    I nod. “The flu isn’t the flu. It’s blood loss from vampire bites. The symptoms are very similar, and the sleep deprivation isn’t sleep deprivation. It’s demons. Probably lack of sandmen delivering dreams too. The entire realms are either in chaos or working like hell to draw us into some sort of trap.” 
 
    “I’d love to know what they’re hallucinating then,” Flint grumbles. 
 
    I move my hand to scratch the edge of my jaw and turn fully to face them. “Demons come in all shapes and sizes.” 
 
    “We should call Erline,” Dyson suggests, setting down the remote. “Tell her what’s going on.” 
 
    “No,” I say firmly, drawing each of their attention like a cat to a flickering light. “Like I said, this could be another trap like the one they had for Erma. As much as I loathe all the fee, we can’t involve her. I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but . . . we actually need her. She’s the only one who knows the ins and outs of all three fee. We need her.” 
 
    Dyson harrumphs and crosses his arms heavily across his chest, begging to differ. He’s protective, my mate. My cheeks flush at that thought and reactively, I touch the edge of my jaw and trace the faint scar. Flint and Irene’s gazes travel with it, and I close my eyes to the knowing grins gracing their faces. 
 
    Before they can utter a word, I blurt, “I need to see my coven.” 
 
    “What?” Irene questions with a tilt of her head. “Why?” 
 
    “Several reasons,” I shrug, dropping my hand back to my hip. “With any luck, we can get them to side with us when the time comes. We need more than just the shifters to deal with this mess. Shifters can take care of the vampires, but who’s going to take care of the sleep deprivation and demons? Maybe they can cast a spell on the affected humans and act as sandmen for the time being.” 
 
    “You really think we have enough time for that?” Dyson mumbles, not as an insult but a genuine question. I shrug. 
 
    “She makes a good point,” Flint murmurs to Dyson, cringing at the thought of working with witches. He’s grown accustomed to me, but it’s apparent that he still has some sort of prejudice against the witches as a whole. 
 
    “When?” Dyson asks. 
 
    I purse my lips, my focus traveling the length of my walls and the dusty objects hanging on them. “Tomorrow. I’ll go tomorrow.” 
 
    “We’ll go tomorrow,” Dyson corrects. I look at him and double blink. “I won’t let you go alone.” 
 
    “Guys,” Flint calls. He shifts nervously. With is jaw ticking, he takes several moments to respond, lost deep in thought. Then, he stares at me with flaring shock, rigid, statue-like. It’s eerie seeing that usually elated face completely stony.  
 
    “Evo?” Dyson asks, dropping his arms from across his chest. “Did he contact you?” 
 
    The alpha of every pack can use telepathic communication with their wolves, and their wolves under their protection can respond in kind. 
 
    “Yes,” Flint says. Whipping around, he grabs Irene’s hand and drags her to the door. “We need to get back to the territory.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    AIDEN VANDER 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    By the ocean, the water laps gently at the large rocks on the edge of the bank. The rocks and boulders are rounded in some places and jagged in others, but each one is coated in a salty residue over the array of browns and grays.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Eliza says as though this is the first time she’s truly seen the ocean. She squeezes my hand, and I nod solemnly when she looks at me. 
 
    A lighthouse sits behind us, it’s light beaming and swirling across the calm waters as a fog rolls into the banks. Everything is completely silent save for the water sweeping against the land. 
 
    The tangy yet calming aroma of the misty air reaches my nose with each inhale and eases my nervous energy. I’ve never seen a pyren away from her home of black lava, and for a second, I dive into my memories of my home realm and how the lava goop gently flows and puffs steam of sulfur. 
 
    “How do we call her?” Eliza asks. She shivers under the light blanket I found at the back of the car the pack had lent us. It was odd, driving again, and with the added height, it had taken me several moments to get used to it. The large vehicle was almost too cramped for me. 
 
    I could have shimmered, but I wanted to feel as human as possible, at least in the presence of humanity, and it was dark enough to where I wasn’t worried others would see me through the tinted windshield. Plus, it allowed Eliza and me time for idle chat, precious moments we haven’t been able to enjoy in the past. She had looked put out when I told her this wasn’t a date. I might as well have ripped out my own soul after the disappointment of it all. Driving here together was the least I could do.  
 
    She told me about her mother’s life, and I told her about. . .  well, my foster family. Most she already knew about because she treated Mrs. Tiller when she was a doctor. Through Eliza’s retellings, I was able to see the Tillers in a way I couldn’t when I was a child. Shortly after, she went silent, staring out her window and grieving for the life that died under her hands. 
 
    And every single mile, I wanted to tell her about the woman I killed. I wanted to help her, to make her feel like she’s not alone, but I didn’t have the guts to do it. There’s a difference between her and me. She has a knack for saving people, and I . . . I just kill them. 
 
    A realm without her in it is too dim for the darkest of souls. That is what her mother had said to Kat. Those were her last words. So true and painful, and they’ve chosen to strike me, over and over, while they repeat inside my head. 
 
    I look at her, staring. Absorbing. Committing every inch to memory. The fog is lit by the moon as a backdrop and the water laps at the same melody of the breeze that sways her hair. She catches my stare and returns it with a shy smile. I gulp. I don’t deserve her. 
 
    “Like this,” I say. Bending my knees, I lower myself to the ground and dip my black, sparkling finger in the water. I don’t actually need to – calling her name would suffice – but I’ve been curious how the water would feel against this new skin. It feels exactly the same as it did when I was human. A gentle pressuring. A calming caress by a force so great.  
 
    “Ferox,” I whisper to the wind which blows the mist against my face. The breath I’ve been holding exhales, and I close my eyes, relishing the cold spray. 
 
    I stand back to full height and pocket my hands in my borrowed, tight jeans. They’re not meant to be this snug, but I’m still larger than the largest of the pack. It’s not like I can go shopping on my own, either. 
 
    Seconds. Seconds it took for her to pop her head from the surface. The water and fog parts around her and ripples around her green skin. Here, in this realm, she’s more aqua than green. To Eliza’s gasp, she scans our surroundings, checking every surface, every shadow, and pocket of fog. She’s several feet from us. The shore is too shallow for her to properly wade any closer. 
 
    “Thrice-Born,” she greets with a dip of her head, spying Eliza while doing so. 
 
    “Nice to see you, too,” I grunt, listening to Eliza’s shuffle. Teetering closer to me, challenging the rocks, she wraps her arm around my bicep. 
 
    “What do you want?” she spits.  
 
    I chuckle. I knew she’d be prickly. She doesn’t like to be summoned. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” Eliza whispers in awe.  
 
    Beautiful is one word for it, I suppose. It’s not a word I’d use, but I can see where the large eyes and delicate features would be considered beauty. 
 
    Ferox’s scrunched and irate features soften toward Eliza. “Thank you, child.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. Of course, she’d warm instantly to Eliza. Eliza has a heart of gold. Pure. A lighthouse on a muddled bank. 
 
    “Sorry,” Eliza mumbles, and her cheeks redden with a blush. “I didn’t mean to be so forward. I’ve just –“ 
 
    “Never seen a creature like me?” Ferox finishes. Her forehead wrinkles, and her tentacle hair twitches, the tips happily playing with the cool water. 
 
    “Well,” Eliza says, and then clears her throat. “Yeah.” 
 
    “The compliment still has the same effect.” Ferox angles her body to resemble a bow. She rights herself, proper and lady-like. “Why did you summon me? You know how much I despise it.” 
 
    I get straight to the point. “What’s happening on the Demon Realm?” I ask, pulling my arm from Eliza’s grasp and snaking it around her slender waist. I tug her closer at the mention of my home, at the place of my last birth. 
 
    Lifting a webbed hand, she grabs a tentacle, and it twirls lovingly around her fingers. “What you would expect. The gula creation has come to a halt,” she says, irritated. “But they’ve moved on to other things.” 
 
    “Like attacking this realm with the stealth of a street cat?” 
 
    She scowls, the expression more feline than human. “Street cat? Is that a dangerous creature?” 
 
    Eliza chuckles silently, her body gently rocking mine. “Only if it’s not curled in a box.” 
 
    “Something like that,” I mumble, wiping the wet mist from my face.  
 
    Ferox gawks back and forth between Eliza and me. “You’re happier with her. Less demonic. Less murderous.” 
 
    “Murderous?” Eliza asks, and I stiffen with a surge of rage. 
 
    “I see,” she sings. Her pure delight coils my stomach. “He hasn’t told you.” 
 
    Eliza looks up to me with a pinched expression. “That’s for another time,” I grumble. “And it sure as hell isn’t why I called you here.” 
 
    “I am not yours to beckon!” Ferox yells, abrupt in the quiet night. Eliza startles. I try to pull her closer but she resists. Damn it. Leave it to a pyren to disrupt our relationship. 
 
    “The choice was yours to come,” I say as soon as her echoes fade. “I did not force you here. You came of your own free will.”  
 
    She says nothing and, instead, sways her arms back and forth in the water, letting the pressure against her webbed hands soothe her back into a calmed state.  
 
    “They are indeed attacking this realm. I am not surprised you have seen the effects already.” 
 
    “They’re not exactly hiding it,” Eliza mumbles, her voice shaken as tiny tendrils of fear waft from her. I avert her fear from my pores, allowing it to fade into the atmosphere instead of feeding me. Knowing what I’m doing, Ferox grins like a proud mother, exposing sharply pointed teeth. Eliza shivers at the sight of them. 
 
    In a way, I’m glad her first assessment of this creature’s ‘beauty’ is no longer the judgement she passes. Pyrens are not something to adore but something everyone should fear. The last thing I need is Eliza treating them like friends. Their lure is powerful, and that’s truly the only effect Eliza is feeling. Her adoration for them is false, and I believe she’s grasping that now. 
 
    “What can we do about it?” Eliza asks, her voice shaking. 
 
    Ferox shrugs. “There’s not much you can do. You can try to fight back, to push their creatures back from this realm, but doing so may do more harm than good.” 
 
    “How so?” Eliza questions with a tip of her head. 
 
    “Because our main focus should be attacking the head of the organization,” I grumble, looking past Ferox to the flat water behind her. 
 
    “So,” Eliza drawls. “You’re suggesting we let this realm suffer while we murder the ones who sent them here? And then what? What do we do about the creatures once they’re gone?” 
 
    Ferox shrugs again as if to say this entire thing isn’t her problem. 
 
    Eliza drops her arms from my biceps and steps away, furious. “I won’t do that.” 
 
    “Then I suppose you’ll just prolong the inevitable. Perhaps get a few more people killed along the way,” Ferox says, far too chipper. 
 
    I pin her with a glare. “A suggestion would be better than wasting my time.” 
 
    Power pushes from her, the opposite of her lure, and slams into my chest. I stumble from the force, then push against it, standing my ground.  
 
    “You’re the one who called me!” Ferox yells. “I do not have all the answers here, Thrice-Born. This is your fight, not mine!” 
 
    I cross my arms and smirk. “And your freedom?” I remind her. 
 
    She snarls and looks away. The gills along her cheeks flare with each exhale. “I still suggest you kill the head of the monster instead of stabbing the body.” 
 
    “And how do you propose we get in there undetected to do that?” 
 
    Slowly, she rotates her gaze back to Eliza. “The opportunity will arise. But that’s not the only reason you called me here.” 
 
    I smirk. “No.” She blinks slowly, eerily, as she waits for me to ask what I came here for. “I want you to destroy the Oleum.” 
 
    Hissing, her tentacles twitch like tiny serpents. “What you ask could get me killed.” 
 
    “But you can do it.” I step forward. “I know you can. And, if you want to be free, you will because we can’t go forward until it’s destroyed.” 
 
    Moments tick by, several laps of water against the rock, and she finally answers. “I will try, but I make no promises. If it is protected, I won’t attempt.” 
 
    I open my mouth to give further instruction, but within a blink, she dips back into the water and disappears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    TEMBER  
 
    GUARDIAN REALM 
 
      
 
    Ica’s tribe takes us to the edge of the forest on the same boat that had taken Ica and Jaemes to the raft, which is now gone. After their challenge, and after they were ushered back to the cliffs, the calimates had destroyed the raft and fought over the remains of Ica’s body. The blood that had sprayed the wood had continued to call them, and when the raft finally sunk under the current’s pressure, they attacked and chomped at the wood until nothing was left of it.  
 
    Ica’s woman’s blessing is given to us upon departure while his eldest son roars he’ll deliver a swift revenge. There is no relief to winning that match, none whatsoever with the murderous stares stabbing our back on our way across the river, but Ica’s woman has agreed to help us in the coming days like the Yoki tribe had. That is . . . if she can get the rest to fight along with us instead of trying to destroy us. I’m more than glad to be leaving this territory of heathens, but I’ll be eternally grateful if they truly do aide in the coming days. 
 
    Once on the shore, my entourage of elf, Sandman, and dwarves begin our travel to the next tribe, but Jaemes’s limp has slowed us down as we walk the forest floor of canopying trees. We have stopped and rested a few times, including at this very moment where I grumble at his back for how idiotic his choices were today. 
 
    The dwarves munch on berries plucked from a nearby bush, and the Sandman, completely silent throughout our short journey thus far, picks a leaf apart with nimble fingers. I rest against a tree trunk, hovering over Jaemes, who massages his healing leg muscles and watch Sandy with a shrewd eye. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Jaemes asks, catching my gaze. 
 
    “Emotions aren’t meant for everyone,” I mumble back. 
 
    “Then perhaps you should send him to those with the same affliction, so they may heal each other,” Jaemes suggests, looking up at me. 
 
    I shrug to my friend. “I’ve thought about it.” 
 
    “Thinking is your problem,” Jaemes grunts as a dwarf passes him a handful of orange berries. He pops them into his mouth as one, unlike the dwarves who savor each bite by plunking them against their tongue one by one. 
 
    “And arrogance is yours.” 
 
    He smiles up at me like a Cheshire cat, his teeth tinged in orange juices.  
 
    “You could have died back there,” I mumble to him, wiping the smile from his face. 
 
    “Yes,” he nods simply and straightens his back at the reminder of what he represents. “I could have. But I didn’t.” 
 
    “You’re foolish,” I grumble and clench my jaw. 
 
    “And you are still the mascot to my team of formidable warriors.” 
 
    I huff and look away. “You elves are barbaric in every single way.” The Sandman is right. There’s too much death on this realm. On all the realms. There are many wrongs to be righted, a new era to be erected, and I vow to do just that. 
 
    I see him shrug from my peripheral vision as I gaze into the forest beyond him, scanning for danger. Just like the raging river, danger lurks everywhere on this realm, often silent, stealthy. Deadly. And I haven’t forgotten Ica’s son’s promise despite the distance. 
 
    “It’s how we’ve survived this long,” Jaemes states. “We’re in constant war – between the creatures of this realm and the angels who fly the sky and steal our food. We have to survive, and the only way to do that would be to become like the animals we kill to feed our numbers.” 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, I hood my eyes. “No one will be stealing anyone’s food.” 
 
    “Is that your first decree?” Jaemes chuckles. “Have we moved from mascot to god? That’s a mighty leap in status, one surely fit for a legend.” 
 
    I rub my face and run my hand over my scalp to untangle the knots. “You’re insufferable.” 
 
    “My oh my,” he whistles. “I get a status jump as well. Not only am I an arrogant fool, I’m insufferable. An insufferable arrogant fool. I like the sound of that.” He leans toward me and whispers his next words. “I can’t wait to tell the others.” 
 
    The ‘others’ he mentions confuses me until I remember it is the Kaju tribe we seek. The Kaju tribe and Jaemes’s Inga tribe are closer than the others. They trade more often because they work and live on the beds of this realm. But that is where their similarities end. The Kaju tribe is known for being inflexible and sharp-tongued. I suppose that’s where Jaemes sees the humor in this – the blank stares they’ll surely give him if he tells this joke swapped between friends. But it’s not a joke. None of this is. He almost died. My friend, another friend, almost died. I don’t know how many more deaths I can take, and as much as I hate to admit it, I need him. 
 
    I falsely grin to provide his awaiting stare some comfort. A heavy weight has fallen over both our shoulders, and this is his way of blowing off the steam. I refuse to smother his attempts at smoothing over the situation. This is something I can grant my friend even while our future remains completely uncertain. 
 
    With a sigh, Jaemes rubs his thighs and stands. “We should get moving. Do we want to continue to make a ruckus through the trees or do we want to use your god status and travel by portal?” 
 
    At the mention of portal, the dwarves swivel toward me and stare with bright happy grins. They don’t speak much to us, only to themselves, but they aren’t shy by expression. Sandy, however, acts like he didn’t hear a word. 
 
    I look in the direction of the Kaju tribe, willing the trees to part and lead us down a direct path to the snarky village of gatherers, but they don’t and I won’t expend the power to do so. I won’t abuse the magic entrusted upon me. However, the thought of traveling the elements sounds exhausting, and I don’t think Sandy would be able to take it. The further into the forest we go, the more the temperature will dip, or the more vegetation we’ll have to endure. He’s barely tolerating breathing, it seems. I should just send him back, allow him to be among friends. He was supposed to travel with us to help smooth over with each encounter, but so far, the only thing he’s done is point out our flaws in tradition. 
 
    “Portal is probably best,” I mutter and glance up at a chirping whipplemonk dangling from a low branch.  
 
    The six-legged creature resembles an animal that is part monkey and part frog. It’s as adorable as I remember, but it’s a painful reminder of Erma and the simpler times when Kat shoved me back to my realm to be rid of me. Erma was the first being I stumbled across, wading through the trees, and Jaemes was soon after before he attempted to kill me.  
 
    Times have changed so much. Everything has changed. And no matter how hard I try to grasp for stable ground, I can’t control any of it. Did Erma feel this lost when she was alive to rule over realms? It makes me wonder how the balance of the realms didn’t fall sooner considering how rocky things were before Kat came into the picture. I didn’t realize just how much until Erma died. 
 
    It makes me wish I still had Fate’s council. He has yet to return and spread his words of wisdom. Perhaps he’s dropped me on my feet and forced me to deal with this on my own. Perhaps he can’t return. I’m not sure of the cause for his absence, but I also shouldn’t need to call on him and seek his insight. I’m determined to figure this out on my own, the way Erma did. 
 
    My job. My responsibility. 
 
    The whipplemonk stops chirping and skitters back to the tree’s safety. The dwarves, who had begun sketching the creature, turn wide eyes to Sandy, and Sandy’s head whips to theirs. The atmosphere changes, a pressure inside my gut that pushes like the blowing of a balloon.  
 
    Someone’s on the realm, I think to myself, instinctually knowing what this sensation means. 
 
    “Jaemes,” I warn, but he’s already slowly raising his bow and arrow, poised to strike whatever is stirring the air.  
 
    “What is it?” he mumbles.  
 
    The words are almost carried away when a gust travels through the forest. A cloud of sparkling white pushes through the trees. I move away, wary. I’ve never seen anything like it on my realm.  
 
    “Jaemes,” I warn again, hissing through my teeth. 
 
    Sandy stands with a sense of calm, and as he does so, the cloud envelopes us. Panic bubbles inside my chest, and I bat at the cloud and try to blink past it to see the others whose muffled shouts carry my way. I push through the thick substance and bump into Jaemes, and together, we try to reach the passive creatures while calling out their name. But just as quickly as the otherworldly sparkling cloud tucked us into its fold, it retreats and settles in a puff at Sandy’s back.  
 
    Jaemes and I stop moving. Stop breathing. Our spines snap to attention. 
 
    A woman’s head and torso appear within this billow of magic. A woman who curdles my insides with rage and hatred, and she holds one of Jaemes’s arrows to Sandy’s chest with a hand made of cloud. 
 
    “Sureen,” I spit at her half corporeal body. She seems to have one foot in this realm and one foot in whichever dank hole she crawled out of. She’s much shorter than the sandman about the same height as her dwarves, and her smooth, dark features are distorted with loathing. Malice twinkles in her black eyes. 
 
    “Tember,” she says in kind, her top lip sneering in a behavior fit for a spoiled child. She sniffs the air and gapes openly, jealously. “The Divine made you a fee?” 
 
    I tilt my head to the side. “Did you expect them to let this realm fall and all those inside it?” 
 
    “Sorry to spoil your plans,” Jaemes grunts. 
 
    Her rapid blinking tells me she did believe so. “The Divine haven’t been seen for many, many years, child,” she spits, justifying her ignorance. I find a bit of glee that they had no idea I’d risen to power. I had assumed a supernatural sense of some sort would have dinged on their radar. The glee quickly fades, though. This could have been used as an element of surprise, and now that option is gone. 
 
    I shrug and cautiously skate toward Sandy. His eyes are wide and wild, pleading with me while he angles his head to avoid the arrow’s tip. Palms flexing at his side, he mouths something to me, but I can’t make it out. He’s scared, frightened she’ll rip him from my realm, perhaps even terrified of what she’ll do to him later. He is, after all, a traitor in Serene’s sick little mind.  
 
    I tuck my arms behind my back, acting at ease. Power subtly blooms inside me, and light puddles in my palms. “Maybe not for you,” I say gently, deadly. 
 
    The wood of Jaemes’s bow creaks as he pulls the string a little tighter, one eye’s gaze as sharp and pointed as the tip of his arrow. 
 
    “It’s of little consequence,” she lies. Her tone is shaky. “I’ll be taking what’s mine.” 
 
    “Like hell you will,” Jaemes growls. He releases his arrow the same moment I fling my hands forward, poised with the balls of light Erma once used in the Angel’s Ground. 
 
    But we’re not quick enough. 
 
    Time slows while Sureen remains at normal speed. Jaemes’s arrow decelerates midair. My orbs of light are directly next to it, a sluggish race aimed for the woman’s head. Though our weapons are slothful, her cloud isn’t, and it billows around them in a vortex. And when our weapons reach the cloud, the vapors of shimmering white suck in on itself, leaving nothing, and no one, behind. At the last wink of light, sparkles shoot from where she once stood. The tiny specks coat Jaemes, the dwarves, and myself, traveling up our nostrils no matter how hard we work to bat them away or wipe them from our faces. 
 
    Jaemes’s bow drops to the ground at the same time all of our knees buckle. A sort of heavy grit pockets in my sockets and I blink sleepily to it as if sleep is being forced against our will. But guardians don’t sleep. Sleep dust affect us in other ways, and instead of a deep slumber, our world shifts to a great hallucination. 
 
    The dwarves are knocked over, the effect of sleep dust too great, and they slump against the forest floor. Orange berries tumble from their grips, and their long-lashed eyelids flutter closed. 
 
    I look to where Sureen and Sandy stood as my vision morphs to bleeding trees. The spirits of those I’ve killed wade through them, aimlessly weaving between the trunks. She is gone, and with her, she took only Sandy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    ELIZA PLAATS 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    The gravel driveway jostles the entire car as we travel along it. Aiden’s long fingers are wrapped tightly around the leather steering wheel. Hunching his shoulders, he bends his head to better observe the territory through the front windshield.  
 
    All of the lights are on in the mansion’s Alpha quarters. Another SUV is parked haphazardly in front of the house, half on the grass and half on the gravel, and the door hangs open like it always is. It’s as though the door cages them and leaving it open helps ease the ache of animal instincts. They act just like real wolves.  
 
    Whether they know it or not, they energetically seek affection, touch, and communication with the other members of the pack. It’s neat to watch. Admirable, almost, because this sense of family is rare. I’ve never known it, and I don’t know many who truly have. Not to this extent.  
 
    I cock my head to the side as we pass the parked SUV and head toward the garage. Everything feels . . . off. But after the encounter with the pyren and everything we’ve learned, my thoughts haven’t had a moment’s rest. And with all she said, one thing stings the most. Aiden’s been keeping things from me. Things that corrupt a soul. Murderous, Ferox had said. That very word sits on my tongue like a bitter taste. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Aiden mumbles, hunching to peer out the windshield.  
 
    “Mmm,” I murmur. I’m not ready to talk about it. Everything is wrong. I glance at him from the corner of my eye and frown as he studies the territory, searching, scenting, his muscles rippled with anxiety. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I could taste their fear before we pulled into the driveway. Something is wrong.” He turns the last curve and parks in front of the massive detached garage. Instead of pulling in, he slides the car into park and turns the key, effectively shutting off the engine. 
 
    Crickets chirp in the early night while Aiden stares straight ahead, rigid. 
 
    I fold my hands together and hold tightly, rubbing and tugging at the fingers. “It’s probably just the pack getting restless. They went hunting for the vampires. They might have run across a few or maybe none at all.” 
 
    “If you believed that, you wouldn’t be as reluctant to leave this car as I am,” he says, shifting to me. 
 
    He’s right. I don’t want to leave this car. I’m terrified to leave this car. Something just doesn’t feel right, like a tang in the air. But I’d be lying if I didn’t say his emotional radar didn’t bother me. Sometimes, it feels a bit rude, and a small part of me hopes he feels that emotion wafting from me as well. 
 
    Ever since the day I died, it’s been one battle after another. A battle for love. A battle for my soul. A battle for life. A battle just to breathe without crumbling under the weight of the realms and those who rule them. And here I am again, fighting for the one I love while facing more danger, more tragedy, both mental and physical. I’m constantly running or continually fighting to survive. And even though Fate has some sort of majestic plan to save us from being wiped from the realms, from complete decimation, it doesn’t make me feel safe. Not in the slightest. 
 
    Because nowhere is safe, and none are protected. Not from this. Not from who we’ve become. 
 
     “Why don’t you want to leave the car?” I ask, peeking at him from the corner of my eye. 
 
    He gives me a sidelong glance, sniffs, and then awkwardly shifts in his seat. 
 
    “You’re afraid you’ll feed from them,” I breathe as it dawns on me. Of course, he would feel that way. With all of that wrongness in the air, with the tingling lighting my nerves, begging me to flee, there’s bound to be someone else’s fear besides my own floating outside this car. I’d bet, too, that it’s difficult for him to not feed from my own. After what had happened the last time he lost control, it’s no wonder he’s hesitant. I see him struggle with the memory of bringing me to my knees every time he sneaks a glance my direction. 
 
    Aiden looks out the driver’s window, and the light from the garage catches the sparkles on the edge of his jaw. The reflection casts white hues throughout the shadowed interior.  
 
    “I already am,” he rumbles. 
 
    The leather groans as I squeeze the side of my seat. “Can you stop it?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” he says. “If it’s not too strong.” 
 
    “Do -,” I begin then run a hand through my hair. It’s damp from the misty water, and I tug on the ends to rid my thoughts of what the pyren hinted at. “Is it harmful to them?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer me but, instead, grinds his teeth. “Eliza,” he begins and then swivels his head slowly back to me, studying my knees.  
 
    “What?” I ask and then swallow thickly. This is it. By the look in his eye, I can tell he’s going to tell me something I no longer want to hear. By that one look . . . it says everything. His dark, deep secret, swirls in the lava flowing eyes. Knowing, I realize, can do more harm than good. Perhaps I’m better left in the dark. Perhaps this is something he should - 
 
    “I’ve killed before.” He’s so quiet I almost miss the words. 
 
    I stare at him, unblinking. Seconds tick by. Minutes? “When you’ve fed?” The slight dip of his chin is all the answer I need. “Who? Why?” 
 
    “Someone I don’t know,” he whispers, finally matching my gaze. “I was starving, Eliza.” 
 
    He recites the situation he found himself in after he left me on the Guardian Realm. The feeding, the torture, Corbin being his father. With each admission, with each sentence, my heart breaks a little more. Some of this I already knew, but that expression on his face nearly shatters me. Saliva pools in my mouth, and I swallow with difficulty. I don’t know what to say. What to think. How to feel. The only thing I do know is I shouldn’t expect less. He’s a demon. Demons feed on fear, and though most don’t kill their prey, Aiden isn’t like the others. How do I handle this? 
 
    “Eliza,” he says, reaching forward and rubbing my hand clasped around a pinch of leather. When I say nothing, too lost in all of his words swirling in my head, he squeezes my fingers. “I’ve killed, Eliza. I’ll most likely kill again. I’ll understand if this is too much for you, but I’ve come to terms with what I am. At least a little. I have to if I want any resemblance of peace.” 
 
    Wrapping my aching fingers around his, I watch our joined hands, running my thumb over his rocky knuckle. It’s an instinctive move, to seek comfort even if, at this very moment, he frightens me a little. I need time to think, and with the pressing weight of whatever waits for us outside this car, right now isn’t the time to ponder all that is Aiden at the moment.  
 
    “I don’t like it, Aiden, but I also can’t change what you are. Perhaps, over time, you can learn to control it better. I love you, but my question is, why are you so scared to love me back?”  
 
    I hadn’t realized it had even been a question I’d been wondering about. It popped out of my mouth without me truly thinking it over. He had been absent, keeping his distance, and though I know he did so to keep me safe from him, an insecure part of me wondered if it was me he was running from. If what I represent is too much for him to bear. Like he’s undeserving of being loved back. 
 
    He closes his eyes as my words slash at his feelings. “I’m not afraid to love you back.” 
 
    “Then what? Are you having second thoughts about us?” 
 
    “No,” he growls. 
 
    “Do you wish you’d never met me?” I press. 
 
    “No!” he says louder. 
 
    “Then what is it?” I say, matching his tone. 
 
    “I’m afraid that my love will result in your death!” He rips his hand from mine. 
 
    I open my mouth to shout back at him, but a rap on Aiden’s window causes us both to jump. Aiden opens the door, and Evo bends to get a good look at us. He frowns when he soaks in the hostility, the animalistic side of him picking up the thick expressions. 
 
    “What?” Aiden growls, barely containing his displeasure at the interruption. 
 
    I watch Evo and match his frown. His white polo shirt is covered in blood, and his blond hair is disheveled and dirty. I lean forward to gape better at him. “Evo? What is it? What happened?” 
 
    He waves his hand in the air. “We need you, Eliza. Hurry.” Turning from the door, he jogs back to the house. By the time I pull the handle on the car door and nudge it open with my knee, he’s thundering up the stairs. I hop out while his shaking tone echoes in my ears. I know that tone. I heard it hundreds of times in the ER. 
 
    Aiden meets me at the back end of the car and grabs me by the elbow. “Eliza.” 
 
    I jerk my arm away and spin to face him. “Don’t,” I hiss. “Not everything is about you, Aiden.” I poke my finger at his chest. “I love you enough to fight for you. I love you enough to see what you are and except it, knowing you can’t change. You love me but want to run. That’s what you’re trying to tell me. That’s why you’re distancing yourself. You’re scared that what we have is too great for what you are. You plan to leave me, thinking it will save me?” I pause to dangerously deepen my voice, and under my skin, my nerves pulsate with electricity. “I won’t have any part in it. I won’t beg you. I won’t plead to make you stay. But I will tell you this: I’m not scared of what we share.” 
 
    And with that, I spin on my heel and walk away. The closer I get to the house, the faster my pace picks up, and before I know it, I’m jogging up the steps. With each step away from Aiden, I feel number until all that’s left is a hollow husk. Aiden remains in the grass, dumbfounded, and I cast one glance back at him. He watches me, his expression hard and reserved, holding his feelings in check. I meant everything I said. If he truly feels he can’t control himself around me, that he’s my biggest threat, then he’s more self-centered than I thought him to be. Leaving me would harm me. Leaving me would shatter me into pieces until I truly wished for death. He’s the air I breathe, and I’m glad I told him. I’m glad he heard it because then he can finally start dealing with it. 
 
    I take in a deep breath, eye the arriving car driving to the garage, give a small wave to Dyson in the driver’s seat, and slide inside the door left open for me. 
 
    “Eliza!” Kenna yells, rushing out of the room adjacent to the living room. I make my way around the couch. And then, I stop short. The numbness creeps away replaced by something else entirely. The something that was smothering from as far as inside the car. Death. 
 
    A woman – Victoria - is on the floor, still. Unmoving. Empty of life. Her skin is torn deep with bite marks and ripped away flesh. Her clothes are nothing but dirty tatters, and she stares blankly at the ceiling. Unmoving. Oh god, she’s not moving. Someone had folded her arms around her middle in a gesture of peaceful sleep, but the death invades me still. The wrongness of it. The shock of it. The hollowness of it. My heart patters a steady beat of fear. I didn’t like the woman, but I didn’t wish this. I never would have wished this on anyone. 
 
    “Eliza!” Kenna calls again, poking her head from inside the bedroom door.  
 
    Startled, I whip to her and search her wild eyes. My own are blurry with tears. Another death. Another life lost in the chaos, in this decimation of all things good. Fresh blood is streaked across her cheek, and her dark brown hair that was in a ponytail before they left is disheveled, several strands fallen from place. Tears stream down her cheek, and her chest heaves as quickly as mine does pumped by adrenaline. By fear. By grief. 
 
    I rush to her and enter the room crammed with the wolf pack. On the bed is Romaine, his face pinched as he fights for air, but he can’t. Not properly. His throat is partially torn open, and a deep wound in his abdomen gleams bright crimson against the pale light of the room. His skin is slick with his own blood, and I swallow thickly at the sight of it. How could something so brutal, so vicious, happen to someone so beautiful. Romaine is beautiful, in appearance and in personality. I had never had much time to talk to him, but there’s this air about him, this sort of happiness that radiates from him. And now . . . Now it’s gone, sucked away by pure agony. 
 
    A calming feeling slides into place, a robotic sort of switch, allowing my limbs to move properly, for my brain to click with years of medical knowledge. “What happened?” I ask, rushing to Romaine’s side. His eyes land on mine, a plea in his dilating pupils. 
 
    “It happened so fast,” Brenna utters. “We couldn’t get to them in time. We couldn’t – We couldn’t -” 
 
    “It was a trap,” Ben growls, slamming his fist against the wall and punching a hole through it. Chunks of the wall and chipped paint rain to the hardwood floor. 
 
    “What was?” I ask, taking the medical bag from Evo’s grip. 
 
    “The vampires,” Evo answers, the calmest of the rest. “They set a trap, dividing us into three groups without us being aware of it. Victoria and Romaine were attacked, and before we could get there and help, a swarm of them . . .”  
 
    I had forgotten about their vampire raiding party, but even so, this isn’t an outcome I would have predicted. I’ve seen these wolves in action. I’ve seen them fight for their lives and the lives of people they know. Never had I thought this was something I’d come back to. I reexamine Romaine’s wounds, noting teeth marks in a few places. 
 
    “There’s no way vampires could organize like that on their own. Someone was leading them. Telling them where to go or some bullshit like that,” Kenna utters, her voice shaking. 
 
    “I know,” Evo says to his mate. “We all know who’s at fault for this.” 
 
    “He’s in so much pain,” Kenna whispers, her gift forcing her to feel every ounce of agony Romaine is enduring. I gaze at Romaine and watch him blink against it, fighting it. But these injuries are severe, no miracle would cure him. 
 
    I rummage through the bag with shaky hands, pulling items out and dropping them to the floor when I deem them useless. Nothing will save this wolf. Staring inside the empty bag, I will it to summon what I need, but nothing happens. Nothing. Absolutely nothing.  
 
    I growl and throw it against the wall with all the strength I have. “You have nothing to save him!” 
 
    Again, another life will end by my hands because there’s nothing I can do. First Aiden, then Mitus, and now Romaine, not to mention everyone I lost when I wasn’t magically gifted. Even now, with all of this power flowing through me, I can’t save him. My power comes from the King of Death, and soon, Romaine will greet him. 
 
    Dyson, Kat, Flint, and Irene arrive and hover by the room’s entrance, shocked still by the scene before them. Irene’s hand flies to her mouth, and tears swell while Evo recounts what had happened. In the middle of his retelling, Aiden’s voice rumbles above all else. 
 
    “Move,” he demands to the group blocking his way. 
 
    They separate, allowing him space to enter. His eyes are molten while he gazes at Romaine’s broken body, whimpering in pain. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kenna asks. 
 
    “He won’t survive,” Aiden says to her then talks directly to Romaine. “Do you want me to take the pain away?” 
 
    Romaine’s answer is several blinks, and his bleeding bottom lip trembles as he tries to mouth the word yes. Aiden inclines his head, and the sparkles along his night black skin twinkle. He bows his head further, his chin tucked in the dip of his collar bone while I kneel beside Romaine, taking his slick bloody hand in mine.  
 
    I coo to Romaine as he watches Aiden lift his arms. Hot tears stream down my cheeks, and I listen to Romaine’s ragged, limited breaths. With a deep inhale, Aiden begins sucking the fear from Romaine’s body. The emotion leaves Romaine’s caramel skin in puffs of fog, but I don’t think the others can see it. I watch, mystified, terrified, as Aiden pulls it to him. The haze finds Aiden’s pores, the openings in his face, and willingly draws into his body. The sparkles brighten. The lava pours from his eyes and drips to the floor, sizzling the wood before it dries into hard rock. 
 
    Aiden exhales and sucks in an even larger amount. The light flickers above. This time, the fog is thicker, pulling quicker, more willing to leave its host. Romaine’s face transforms, becomes peaceful, his expression less edgy and frightened as he finds the inner peace I can practically feel between our joined hands. His fingers slacken in my grip, and with the next pull of fear Aiden beckons, his eyes close, and the last breath leaves Romaine’s lungs in a slithering hush of wind. 
 
    Silence. Utter, empty, silence. Death. 
 
    I look at Romaine’s empty body, his skin paler. The quaking that had shaken his limbs with shock is now gone, and my bones echo the absent vibration. I expect rage to ring in the room, but it doesn’t. I expect sorrow to be screamed to the ceiling, but it isn’t. And when Brenna whispers a thank you to Aiden, a sob wracks my frame. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    DYSON COLEMAN 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    “You’re quiet,” Kat says, turning the wheel of the SUV down a road less travelled.  
 
    The road is slick with mist and walled by rows and rows of forest trees. Several animals feel safe enough to stand next to the blacktop, and deer munch on grass in the ditch, seemingly careless with their short lifespan. She’s had to slam on the breaks several times, but each time she has to, it doesn’t affect me. I’m still in a daze at what happened two nights ago, and the feeling of being jolted helps return sensation to my limbs. 
 
    “I can’t stop seeing their deaths,” I admit quietly, my breath fogging the window chilled by the morning air. I didn’t sleep well last night, either. Nobody did. Nobody has, no matter how many attempts they make at it. 
 
    “You have to shut it out,” she mutters after several long seconds of silence. 
 
    “I know,” I say. Death is a part of life, especially a part of mine. This isn’t my first encounter with it, I remind myself, and it won’t be the last. “My brain is having fun making up the scenario anyway. Scenarios of how it went down, of how it happened. Of how I could have been there to make a difference. Vampire bites are painful.” 
 
    I didn’t know Victoria and Romaine well, but I feel the ache as though I had. They came to the pack just before my first life expired, but even strangers don’t deserve that kind of death. We buried them last night, late in the night as the stars twinkled their last before a blanket of clouds covered them in a shroud of puffy gray. We laid them in the ground next to my own gravesite. The feeling was eerie. Wrong. Even the crickets refused to sing. 
 
    For a moment, I allow myself to wonder if we’ll see them again if they’re shades and already dwelling in the Death Realm. 
 
    “I’m just tired of all the death,” I mumble, shifting uncomfortably. Death itself doesn’t wind me this tight, but selfishly, it’s the fact that on the night we mated, on the night we took a few minutes to ourselves, chaos broke our friends. Are we never meant to have a moment’s peace? Anger seizes me at the unfairness of it all, and my fingers curl into my palms. This wasn’t how I pictured the beginning of our mating.  
 
    “It’s everywhere, and we can’t escape it.” I thump my fist against the side of the door. “It follows us. It takes down everyone we love while we’re helpless to stop it.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispers. Within our link, I feel a wave of sorrow grip her. Her thoughts must echo my own. She has more to grieve for than I do with all of the losses she’s endured. Invading the thoughts that drive her to sadness would be intrusive and slightly controlling, so I make no comment on it. I don’t want to be that kind of mate. I want to give her the privacy she needs. 
 
    I reach over and rub my hand along her slender arm. “But we’ll get through it.” 
 
    She nods, biting her bottom lip. 
 
    I turn my attention back out through the windshield. “Are you nervous?” I ask, switching the subject. 
 
    She takes a deep breath and blows it out through loose lips. Tears are blinked into submission. “Yeah. I was kicked out of the Demi Lune coven. Seeing them again could go one of two ways. Either they’ll blast me from the house, or they’ll accept me with open arms. The second part seems less likely than the first.” 
 
    “I won’t let them,” I say, growling the words. My wolf flashes in my eyes, agreeing with my decree. I’ve had enough of prejudices, and I’ll be damned if it’s directed at my mate. Especially at a time like this and especially when we all need to be banding together. 
 
    She chuckles without humor, a dead little sound. “We’ll have no choice but to accept their decision. We can only try to ask for their help in the coming battle. We can’t make them, and frankly, I’m not looking to rekindle what I once had. That part of my life is over. I’m no longer that witch in need of her coven. I’m not even sure I’m a witch anymore.” 
 
    Honestly, I’ve been wondering the same thing. Her life keeps pointing to something bigger, something grander than just a simple witch who made a deal with the fee. Sometimes her fate scares me, not because of the majesty of it but because I worry I won’t be a part of it. Not the way I want to be a part of it. What if whatever her destiny is, is something that doesn’t involve me? I used to think that I didn’t want to be someone she ran from, but what if I’m the one she has to leave behind? Not by choice but by necessity? Fear constricts my heart, and I can feel the blood thickly thumping in my neck just thinking about it. 
 
    “I know,” I say, grabbing her hand and pulling it into my lap. I twine my fingers in hers. “But I won’t let them treat you like that. No one deserves to be disowned.” 
 
    “This realm is full of assholes,” she says, a hint of a smile on her lips as she tries to lighten the mood. “What’s one more? Or a few more.” 
 
    I smile. Though it is full of ‘assholes,’ I know she’ll never stop saving it. She has a heart of gold, born for compassion. Someone could emotionally burn her a hundred times, and she’d still show up to save them. I envy this quality that compliments my shortcomings so well. 
 
    She pulls onto a dirt path, and her face hardens with determination and nervousness. I can feel it through our fragile link, and I squeeze her hand. Her face is shadowed when the trees block the morning sun, and when she straightens the wheel, she licks her bottom lip. 
 
    I turn to the front, observing through the front window. The house is large and probably was once a beauty to behold. But now, it’s faded and crumbling, falling apart. It looks like it holds absolutely no residents at all and hasn’t for ages. It’s a two-storey structure with broken windows and a falling porch. Paint is peeling off the length, what little is left of it anyway, and weeds have taken over while vines crawl up the side to consume the entire structure whole. 
 
    But then, I gasp. As we cross some sort of invisible barrier, the house transforms with a ripple in the air. Pressure squeezes my head and pops my ears, and I yawn to ease the ache. It’s the same structure, but paint actually exists on the siding, gleaming and bright. Windows are unbroken, possibly new, and they sparkle reflections. The door is intact, sturdy and solid. Lights are shining through every window, and the driveway has many cars parked in it whereas before, the entire place looked abandoned. The vines are still there, but inviting flowers are budding along them. This overgrown vegetation somehow adds a sort of charm, and my wolf stirs inside me, longing to sniff and smell, to categorize scents that once belonged to his mate. 
 
    “It’s an illusional shield,” Kat whispers helpfully. “Helps keep curious eyes away.” 
 
    “I see,” I mumble. Her nervous energy stretches further across our bond and mingles with mine, now in the presence of such magic, such legend, and folklore. The effect makes my nose itch, and I scratch it feverishly. Never in my wildest dreams had I suspected the witches held such magic. And what they could do with it . . . 
 
    Her judgement flicks to me. “It’s just a spell. Nothing serious. A young witch could cast it, though probably not one this big.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” I murmur, swiveling in my seat to look out the back window. From the other side, the air warps and shifts like gently flowing water. “And all I get to do is howl at the moon.” 
 
    She slaps me lightly on the chest. 
 
    “What?” I grumble, mocking her by rubbing where she connected. “I’ve never seen anything like this before. Let me have my moment.” 
 
    She smirks and shrugs. “We keep our power hidden. We – they – keep themselves well hidden. Everything about them is surrounded by secrecy. So, because I love you, I will give you one piece of advice.” Slowing the car’s approach, she parks behind another car that’s rusted and with muddy tires and shuts the engine off. “Don’t ask too many questions if you enjoy having your balls attached to your body. They don’t particularly like men. Add in the howling at the moon part, and I’m basically their best friend compared to you.” 
 
    We stare at the house. The only sound inside the car is our breaths fogging the windows and distorting our view. Wind chimes dangle from the porch, and Wicca ornaments decorate the lawn. They each jingle in tune to the other, creating an eerie, unwelcoming melody. A swing rests on the porch, ancient and worn and swaying with the same breeze that shoves the ornaments. 
 
    I startle when a face peers from one of the main floor windows but rushes away before I can make out any of her details. I’d been soaking in the oddity of the entire place, the magic, and I hadn’t expected to see two eyeballs staring back at me. 
 
    Katriane hisses as she sucks in a breath.  
 
    “What is it?” I ask, grasping the handle and preparing to exit the car. 
 
    “My mother. I forgot how strong she was as a psychic. It’s almost painful.” 
 
    I clear my throat, nervous for a whole new reason. If she’s psychic, she’s powerful. No secrets can be hidden from her, and the makeup Kat used to hide our mating mark won’t stay hidden under her witchy eye. 
 
    “Is she –” I swallow. “Is she using her erm . . . magic against you?” The words are awkward on my tongue. I feel out of place, unprepared for this adventure of Kat’s.  
 
    She shoots me a sidelong glance, reminding me of what she deems my ignorance. I purse my lips as she whispers, “She’d never do that. Being around someone so powerful can be a shock if you’re not used to it. It’s like a pulse in the air, and it vibrates right here.” She points to her temples. I concentrate and dive into my body’s senses, but I don’t feel the pulse at all. 
 
    Pulling the handle on the door, I wrench it open, stride around the car, and open Kat’s. I feel eyes daggering my spine as I do so, and I know we have an audience. Inside me, my wolf bristles at the peering gazes.  
 
    She accepts my offered hand with a shaky one of her own and steps into the morning’s crisp, chilly air. The clouds’ cover dulls her usually glowing skin, and I raise her hand to my mouth, kissing the back of it in hopes of returning some color to her cheeks. 
 
    “It’ll be okay, Kat-” I begin. 
 
    “You’re not to be here!” a woman shouts as she exits the front door of the house.  
 
    “Hello, Astrid,” Kat mumbles, annoyance thinning her top lip. I turn reluctantly and peer at the rude woman who greeted us in such a manner. 
 
    A head full of gray hair is the first thing my sight lands on. It’s piled atop her head in immaculate curls, not a strand out of place. Dressed in plain clothes – a black skirt and boring pale pink top – she shrugs a shawl tighter around her shoulders and then jabs a boney finger in our direction. Astrid’s heavily wrinkled face scrunches, and power leaves her fingers as she murmurs a spell. The car door opens, hitting the back of my leg. I bite back a grunt against the dull throb it leaves behind. 
 
    “Leave, traitor!” she growls. 
 
    “Astrid, see reason,” another woman pleads, rushing from the house and placing her hands on the frail woman’s shoulders. She looks just like Kat except taller and more aged. Where Kat has tattoos and a bold short and spikey haircut, these women I wouldn’t have picked out from a crowd. Their nature reminds me more of an Amish life than a Wiccan one. Kat wasn’t lying when she said they keep themselves well hidden. 
 
    “Dyson, this is my mother, Janine, and the Demi-Lune high priestess Astrid,” Kat says, sweeping out a hand and ignoring Astrid’s demand. 
 
    “A shifter?” Astrid snarls, and I instinctively inhale. My wolf categorizes her scent mixed with herbs and perfume. Automatically, I tuck each aroma into the pocket of my mind, labeled as an enemy. 
 
    Behind the windows, faces begin popping into view. They watch the exchange with blistering interest. I meet some of their gazes, unflinching despite the uncomfortableness. It isn’t their magic that makes me uncomfortable but, instead, the fact that we’re very, very outnumbered, and already we’re met with such hostility. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, ma’am,” I greet as Kat begins walking to the porch. My voice was a little louder than necessary, believing Astrid is hard of hearing, and I receive a tucked smile from Janine before she turns her head away to hide her amusement. I shrug internally. How the hell am I supposed to know Astrid can hear just fine? The woman is aged next to her grave and as shaky as a newborn fawn.  
 
    I follow Kat dutifully, plastering a charming grin on my face in hopes of swaying the old woman’s first opinion of me. It doesn’t work. 
 
    Astrid murmurs again, and an invisible wall stretches in front of Kat. It halts us right in our tracks, and Kat bounces against it. I place a hand against her shoulder, steadying her as she tips off balance. My smile fades as quickly as it came, and I growl, my eyes glowing over Kat’s head. Inside, my wolf echoes his rage. 
 
    “I know I’m not welcome here, Astrid,” Kat grits. “I’m not here to rejoin the coven. I’m not here for pleasantries. And I’m not here for forgiveness.” 
 
    “Then why are you here, sweetheart?” Janine asks before Astrid can spit her loathing spew of utter nonsense. 
 
    Kat squares her shoulders. “To talk.” With a swipe of her hand in the air, the wall dissipates. Surprised – though I don’t know why I’m surprised at anything Kat can do anymore – I blink as the wavering air pops from the atmosphere. Astrid blanches until every wrinkle of age is smoothed, and her face pales to the color of a corpse. 
 
    Automatically, an invisible force, an intense curiosity compels me to I look at Katriane’s mother. Janine’s irises are completely white while she stares at the two of us. Goosebumps rise across my skin. It’s an eerie look, one that belongs in a horror movie. I stiffen as I wait for some sort of magic to throw us off the property, but nothing happens. What the hell is she doing? 
 
    “The vampires,” Janine says, her eyes returning to normal. She blinks. “You’re here about the vampires.” 
 
    I turn my head away, blinking hard and holding it for a brief moment as the sorrow sweeps through me once more. Behind my eyelids, all I see are Victoria and Romaine’s bodies in a bloody heap. It douses my anger, my feral instincts to protect my mate. My wolf pushes against it, refocusing my attention as quickly as it had been redirected. 
 
    “They’re of little consequence to us,” Astrid hisses. “We don’t need you filling the coven with ideas of saving the human race.” 
 
    “So you know what’s happening?” Kat asks, taking the first steps up the stairs. There’s so much blame behind her words, and each stomp she makes punctuates the intent.  
 
    “Of course, we do,” Astrid spits. She holds up a shaky finger and points. “Don’t you take a step closer, Katriane DuPont.” 
 
    “Kat,” I whisper in warning, feeling the anger rise to another level. But it’s too late. Kat whips her arms out in front of her on her next step and pins the frail woman to the house’s siding. Astrid doesn’t scream, doesn’t make a sound over the force of it. 
 
    Shit. I scramble up to the porch, skipping a step as I do. 
 
    Kat creeps to the old woman, passing a shocked Janine. Her gait is slow, and somehow, this has a greater effect than if she were to stomp to her with the anger fueling each and every movement she makes. “You sit here on your throne of superiority while others die. It’s no wonder Erline didn’t save you. It’s no wonder it took a sacrifice to save a coven undeserving. Pathetic. Simply pathetic. I’ve had enough of it.” 
 
    “And yet, you took the sacrifice upon yourself and endangered all of the realms,” Astrid responds quickly, unafraid of Katriane Dupont’s power. 
 
    Snarling, Kat inches closer to the woman’s face. “Someone had to.” Her voice dips. “You know, I used to think my deal with Erline was a mistake. Not because it saved you and the coven and my mother but because I was isolated. I was alone. I had no one. But now, now I’m grateful.” She pauses, observing a stray hair out of place on Astrid’s perfect head and pinches it, tucking it back into place. I run my hand over my mouth, fear trickling down my limbs and pricking each nerve. Somehow, that careful gesture seemed more threatening and deadly than it should. Just like that, Kat’s sweet and caring demeanor dipped into a dark, dark place. Sometimes, I forget she has one. Sometimes, I forget how easily she can call upon it. 
 
    “If I hadn’t,” Kat continues. “Do you know how many would still be enslaved? Do you know what mischief Corbin, the fee of the Demon Realm, would be doing at this very moment? I’m not here to ask for forgiveness for what you did to a young witch, Astrid. But,” she tilts her head to the side. “Maybe you should be.” 
 
    They stare at one another for several seconds, one witch challenging another. “Kat,” I caution. I wordlessly plead to Janine for assistance, but her fingers tremble against her bottom lip. I don’t think she was expecting this visit to go down this way.  
 
    I look back at Kat and tug on my earlobe. “Put her down.” 
 
    “Why?” she snarls, stiffening. “So she can lead all of the witches to their death in favor of surviving above the others? That’s what you’re doing, Astrid. By sitting here in this house, not lifting a finger to what plagues this realm, you’re condemning it, and in turn, condemning those under your roof.” 
 
    “No,” I mumble, approaching her. Carefully, I place my hands on her shoulders and lightly squeeze the tense muscles there. “To stop yourself from doing something you’ll regret.” 
 
    I must admit, this isn’t how I thought today would go either. 
 
    “Honey,” her mother mumbles from behind her fingers, snapping from her stupor. “Put her down so we can talk.” 
 
    “We can’t punish everyone,” I whisper during the tense pause. “Or there will be no one left to save.” The words are true down to my heart, and I still as they ring back in my own ears. Everyone has sat back for too long, knowing in their heart of hearts that something isn’t right. Even me. I sat back. I knew. I could have acted sooner. I could have done something. I’m as much to blame as Astrid. If I could go back in time, there are many things I’d do differently, even as a shade. 
 
    With a tick of her jaw, Katriane releases her. Astrid’s feet thump back to the wooden deck, and she grasps her throat as if Katriane was choking her. I angle my hands forward, ready to catch her, but the old bird is sturdier than she looks. 
 
    “You don’t use spells,” she says, her tone tinged with awe and envy. 
 
    “No,” Kat utters. “I’m not what you think I am.” She moves away from the high priestess and allows me to fold her in my arms. I wrap them around her middle, quick to oblige the comfort she seeks. 
 
    Astrid hisses. “I know exactly what you are. You’re an abomination. The coven is all the better for being rid of you.” She shakes a bony finger at Kat. “You were trouble from the day you were born. I just knew you’d bring about this – this – this catastrophe. And then you bring this beast on to our lands, a man, no less!” 
 
    “We know about the dragon, sweetheart,” Janine says calmly as though the old bat didn’t just offend my mate – her daughter – and me. I snarl at Astrid for extra measure. Screw charming this woman. That ship has sailed and sunk before it went over the horizon. 
 
    “Did you know Myla is dead?” Katriane asks, receiving stunned looks from the two women. Behind the windows, murmurs begin, and my shifter hearing quickly picks it up. “Dead, dead. As in, there’s not a spirit to resurrect.” She crosses her arms over mine. “Corbin has her now.” 
 
    Astrid’s jaw ticks so hard that I fear her teeth will crack. “Explain.” 
 
    At first, she is reluctant, but Kat recites the battle on both the Death Realm and the Guardian Realm, going over each event in fine detail while her mother’s eyes go white, viewing the entire scene for herself. Then, when the women stay quiet long enough for Kat to finish her retelling, she tells them about what we’ve learned from Aiden during his time on the Demon Realm.  
 
    “The reincarnation you foresaw was not of Myla being inside my body. It was of her third birth, mother,” Kat says, thick and raw with spite. 
 
    Janine’s gaze drops to our shoes, shifting this way and that as she searches her memory for the premonition Kat spoke of. “It wasn’t you I foresaw…It was the beginning of the battles. The beginning of the end.” She tilts her identical eyes back up to Kat, pulling at her fingers. “That must be why I can’t see far into the future.” 
 
    End-inning, Gan’s memory taunts again. 
 
    Kat nods. “Because there may not be a future to see.” 
 
    Absentmindedly, I had been rubbing Kat’s arms, but I didn’t realize it until I stiffened as Janine’s words bring vibrant memories. I can almost see him, rocking in such a dark corner, babbling what I thought was nonsense. Damn crazy bastard knew what was coming well before anyone else. 
 
    “The beasty,” I murmur, reciting his exact words out loud. “A daughter of life and death. Two in one. Destruction. Chaos. She will be the end of the beginning.” 
 
    “What?” Kat barks, peering up at me in confusion. 
 
    “Gan said that to me when we were in Kheelan’s dungeon.” My face relaxes. “He wasn’t talking about you. He was talking about Myla. Not the Myla then but the Myla now . . .” 
 
    “Someone foretold this to you?” Janine asks, interested. “In the dungeons of the Death Realm?” 
 
    “Gan was but a mere human,” Kat says, brushing it off by crossing her arms. I give her a look that says, you and I both know Gan was more than just a mere human. Gan was tangled up in the mess before any of us were. It just further backs up our theory that all of this has been in play for hundreds of years. 
 
    Astrid chuffs, snapping the ends of her shawl like a bat with wings. “You know as well as I that humans have gifts too, Katriane.” 
 
    Perhaps that’s why he was chosen for the paranoia dreams in the first place – because he’d believe them more than any other would. His dreams, forced by Sandy who was forced by Sureen who was forced by her posse fee, could have been made to look like a premonition.  
 
    Using both hands, Janine wipes them down her face. “She’s coming inside, Astrid.” Her voice is affirmative, sounding as though she’s the true leader of this coven and Astrid has no choice but to obey. As though she only pretends that Astrid is in charge. Pride swells inside my heart, and I know this is a witch I can trust. I can see where Kat gets her personality from. 
 
    After greeting the entire coven, each member reluctant to shake my hand I note, we’re seated in one of the many living rooms. Fresh tea and cookies have been placed on the coffee table, and I find my stomach growling at the sweet scent of them. Old and fraying books line the walls on dusty shelves, and the couches are anciently squeaky. The original flooring is starting to crack and heave, and discolored wallpaper decorates the room. A smoldering fire crackles in the fireplace, tucked in a crumbling hearth and warming the space. As cliché as it sounds, a cauldron is situated above the flames. The contents inside bubble, wafting the smell of sage into the room.  
 
    Kat sniffs her tea before taking a sip. “Thank you for letting us in.” 
 
    “Honey,” Janine starts from the opposite couch, seated next to Astrid. “Tell me about the vampires.” 
 
    She lowers the glass from her lips and gulps the scalding liquid. “They’re attacking the humans. The shifters are trying to diminish the population swarming the realm, but last night, they fell into a trap. They’re getting smarter.” 
 
    Janine and Astrid’s eyes swivel to mine, and I meet their gaze, mine flashing wolf at the memory of my grief.  
 
    “Is this true?” Astrid asks. 
 
    “Is it not what she said?” I growl. 
 
    “We need your help, mom,” Katriane says, ignoring Astrid altogether. 
 
    Janine leans back into the couch. “I don’t know what you want us to do, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Work with the shifters,” Kat suggests with a shrug. “One pack can’t take down the entire race plaguing the humans.” 
 
    The old hag crosses her arms defensively. “Why are they even here?” 
 
    “Because we are,” I say, forcing Astrid to appoint her questions at me. I’m done with her attacking my mate. If she has anything else to say, she can say it to me. “I fear this is the beginning of the final battle.” 
 
    “Final battle?” she huffs and rolls her eyes. “If you’re to blame, then why do we need to intervene? There are many of you furry mutts. You should be able to take care of it yourselves. I don’t want my coven to be dragged into any final battle. You’re on your own.” 
 
    A gusty breeze picks up in the house. I felt the shift in the atmosphere before the blustering wind. Goosebumps prick my skin as it chases away the warmth. Papers and light objects tornado around the space, and the fire sways like a dancer with a roar that licks up the chimney. The witches in the kitchen scream, and a few rush into the living room to protect their leader.  
 
    Grinning from ear to ear, I turn in my seat, knowing full well who I will see just as a swirling vortex lowers and Erline stands where it once was. Her pale skin, bright hair, and light blue dress wink the reflection of the outraged flames. And in her eyes dances enough malevolence that even I have a hard time staring too long. 
 
    The fee of the Earth Realm tightly clasps her hands in front of her and answers Astrid as if the question was directed specifically at her. “Because I wish it.” 
 
    “Erline,” Kat greets, adorning a warm smile while Astrid curses a colorful line that makes even me blush. I look back to the wrinkled sack of skin and, still grinning wide, wink at her. There’s no greater authority than the smack of Mother Nature. 
 
    Erline marches the short distance to our couch and stands behind Kat, placing her pale hands on her shoulders. “You will do what she asks of you, High Priestess, or I will deliver the punishment myself.” 
 
    I smile at Erline’s venom, her protective instincts strong before my face falls. I don’t like the woman, but at this moment, concern envelopes me. Her skin is paler than normal, glistening with a fine sheen of sweat. I’m about to ask her what’s wrong when she pins me with dark eyes and a small shake of her head. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    TEMBER 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    We step from the portal and onto a grass lawn in the early afternoon hours. The perfectly cut blades of grass still glean the morning’s dew, and the scent of the Earth Realm’s spring tickles my taste buds with such missed pleasure. It’s such a sweet aroma that I find it difficult to pull away from and hone my other senses. 
 
    Jaemes, however, is unaffected by it and whistles at the mansion in front of us. “I knew these existed – we’re told stories of this realm’s structures – but to witness it myself. . .” 
 
    I survey the Cloven Pack’s mansion with him, taking in each beautiful detail. “The humans are skilled with architecture and technological conveniences.”  
 
    “Indeed,” he mumbles, swapping his bow from one hand to the next. 
 
    After the Sandman was taken, we quickly devised a new plan. We took the dwarves back to Jaemes’s tribe, distracted them with the needs of the village, with sword and weapon making, and then travelled here. Wherever Sureen took Sandy, we can’t go retrieve him on our own. It’s exactly what she would have wanted, and I don’t have it in me to willingly spring a trap. We need a plan, a new one that will ensure his survival. 
 
    “How do we enter it?” Jaemes asks, taking point and charging to the house. He slings his bow over his shoulders and lets it rest there.  
 
    “Well, normally people open a door and step through it,” I say, grinning as I leisurely follow him several paces behind. Perhaps I should tell him to knock first? 
 
    A few chunks of dirt hit the back of my calves and ping against the bottom of my feathers. Quickly after, a growl rumbles at my back. I turn swiftly, taking in the wolf and his crouched, threatening position. As soon as our eyes lock, confusion twists his features, and his head tilts to the side.  
 
    “Hello, Flint,” I beam, bending to match his height. 
 
    It doesn’t take long for Flint to shift back to his human shape. His bones crack and reshape, his jaw shortening from a snout, and the fur sucks back into his skin with practiced ease. I wait patiently as he darts to the edge of the treeline, retrieves a pair of slick black and yellow shorts and a gray t-shirt. Jaemes, however, walks away, muttering about nudity and the audacity of dangling balls. I grin as he turns the corner of the house, his powerful back muscles rippling under his tattoos with each stride. He searches the siding, looking for a secret entrance to the structure before he completely disappears from sight, still burbling his disgust. 
 
    A minute or so later, Flint is back in front of me and sliding on his shirt. “What are you guys doing here?” 
 
    “I can’t find one door that isn’t locked,” Jaemes interrupts, having taken a trip around the entire house. 
 
    Flint looks at me and then Jaemes. “Did you try the sliding glass door? Or hell, even the front door?” 
 
    Jaemes double blinks then repeats his words slowly. “Sliding glass door? You have glass doors that slide?” Jaemes turns to me. “Who would have a door where an intruder could see entirely inside?” 
 
    I simply blink at him. Perhaps I should have left him on our realm. 
 
    Flint sighs, but a ghostly smile tugs at the ends of his lips. “Why are you here, Tember?” 
 
    My feathers rustle against my back, and he watches them. “We have a problem.” 
 
    At the mention of those words, he nods and gestures to the house. He knows that any problem addressed should be done in front of the Alpha. Striding past us, he leads the way to the sliding glass door while flicking an amused look at my ignorant companion. 
 
    “Try not to embarrass me,” I mumble to Jaemes as I push past him.  
 
    My warning was issued in vain though. Upon sliding it open, Jaemes’s sharp inhale doesn’t go unnoticed. I fit my wings through and turn when I don’t hear the pitter-patter of Jaemes’s feet crossing the hardwood floor. His hands are running up and down the door’s edges, questioning it’s safe enough to cross. With a slow lift of his left foot, he hops through. I hiss at him. 
 
     “Evo!” Flint calls down the stairs just off of the dining room. 
 
    “Is this new?” I ask, scenting the smell of fresh paint wafting from the basement. 
 
    Flint nods. “We finished it before we went to your realm. Turned it into an entertainment area of sorts.” 
 
    “Entertainment?” Jaemes asks as though he’s never heard of the word. 
 
    “Yeah,” Flint says slowly. “Movies and such. Lots of couches.” 
 
    “Couches? Movies?” Jaemes echoes. 
 
    I run a hand down my face. “You’re a fool.” 
 
    The pack, along with Aiden and Eliza, tromp up the steps. One by one, their slight grins quickly decline when they notice Jaemes and me still lingering next to the dining table. Stress lines their faces; the day has been hard on them already. 
 
    “Kat and Dyson?” I ask Flint. 
 
    He blanches. “At her old coven’s home.” 
 
    Kenna mumbles under her breath while swiping a hand down her face. “I’m going to take a stab in the dark. You’re here because you need help. Something’s wrong. Perhaps the world is ending? Again?” 
 
    Jaemes leans over and whispers in my ear but loud enough for everyone to hear. “I like her.” 
 
    Sighing through my nose, I say, “Yes.” 
 
    “What happened?” Aiden rumbles. 
 
    I look at him then survey the group of exhausted shifters. “It’s about Sandy.” 
 
    Kenna and Evo usher us to the living space. I note how each of them moves at a slow pace and how their shoulders hunch with defeat. I frown.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask Aiden when we’re gathered among the couches and chairs.  
 
    Jaemes is making a trip from wall to wall, touching each picture and sniffing each decoration propped on the walls. When he gets to the TV, he raps his knuckles against it. Aiden, who stands with Eliza folded in his arms, grunts his chuckle at Jaemes. 
 
    “What does this do?” Jaemes whispers, not so quietly, to Flint. Flint leans over, grabs the remote from a chair’s arm, and presses the red button. Immediately, the screen dances to life across the mute TV.  
 
    Jaemes jumps in surprise and then, deeming the screen safe, creeps forward, nose to nose with the moving picture. “There are people in there. Are these your slaves? Is this where you keep them?” 
 
    “Oh, dear God,” Kenna shouts while Brenna, Evo, and Eliza burst out laughing. “Don’t let the people of Hollywood here you say that.” 
 
    “Hollywood?” Jaemes asks, scratching his jaw. “Is that another realm?” 
 
    With a completely serious face, Kenna responds, “Yes,” and more laughter rings in the growing tight space of shifters. 
 
    “Give him a moment to adjust,” I grit, pinning Jaemes with a glare. Eliza winks at me, finding this humorous. 
 
    “There was a vampire attack in the city,” Evo begins, cutting off the laughter. “We lost two of our own.” 
 
    “Vampire attack?” I ask, dropping my crossed arms to my sides. 
 
    “They’re everywhere,” Kenna growls while gathering her dark brown hair into a ponytail. 
 
    Brenna quickly updates us on what had transpired, on how it was a planned attack and how they couldn’t have expected it to come. When she mentions the kindness Aiden showed to the severely wounded shifter, Aiden’s nostrils flare. Disgust, perhaps? Nonetheless, it warms my heart that a demon would show such mercy. 
 
    “Strange things are happening,” Jaemes says as he slowly lowers his rump to the available chair. Once he’s fully seated, he bounces a little to test its weight and then grins up at me as he crosses his legs, mimicking Evo. 
 
    The silence stretches as I work the details in my head. 
 
    “Why are you here, Tember?” Evo finally asks, his voice quiet. Flint turns off the TV, and Jaemes scowls at him. 
 
    “Sureen paid us a little visit. She took the Sandman.” 
 
    Turning her head away, Kenna curses like my words slapped her across the cheek. Brenna gulps while Ben grabs her hand, and Evo leans forward, interested in the details. Somewhere in the house, a ticking clock times each word, each sentence of what had transpired before Sandy was taken, up to the event itself. Saying it all aloud makes me wonder how we’re going to kill a fee who can slow time, and by the expressions on their faces, they’re questioning the same.  
 
    “And the dwarves?” Flint asks while rubbing Irene’s shoulders. 
 
    “Safe.” 
 
    Evo tips his head to Ben. “We were right.” 
 
    “Oh…” Jaemes coos his interruption, rubbing his cheek against a plaid throw blanket that was draped over the back of his chair. “What animal made such fine wool?” 
 
    “A fake one,” Irene supplies, her head lolled to the side as her mate massages.  
 
    The pack chuckles at Jaemes, and he snaps open the blanket and drapes it over his shoulders. He considers me and my tense posture and grins wickedly. Jaemes’s attitude since arriving here is something resembling a spoiled child. He may have studied this realm, but it pales in comparison to the real materials and surroundings. Though void of constant magic like our realm, this one is full of luxury. I really should have left him home. 
 
    “Evo?” I press as the laughter quiets.  
 
    Armed with two plates of cookies and a bag of chips, Kelsey places the snacks on the coffee table, eyeing Jaemes suspiciously. Jeremy trails in, cooing at the baby in his arms. Evo bends forward, snatches a cookie, and engulfs it while Brenna shoots her brother an incredulous look, gingerly nibbling on her own pilfered sweet. 
 
    “Coleman is down for his nap,” Jeremy says quietly to Evo. 
 
    Kelsey pushes her hair from her face. “Are you really an elf?” 
 
    “Little wolf,” Jaemes responds to Kelsey, one brow cocked. “What else would look this dashing? On the other hand, that looks like a naked chicken.” He points to the baby still bundled in Jeremy’s arms. The tuft of the infant’s red hair appears as soft as the scent coming from the tiny cub. “Do they covet featherless chickens, Tember? No wonder you fit right in.” 
 
    “How is it you’re still alive?” I snap at him. He wouldn’t survive a day on this realm alone. He opens his mouth to retaliate, surely something to do with status, but I sling an arm in his direction, palm out, and a tiny circle of light flies out of his mouth, stealing his voice. The light flies across the room and soaks into my palm. I lift an eyebrow at the insufferable elf, a smirk on my face as he tries and fails to speak. I’ll pay for that later, I’m sure of it. 
 
    Kelsey whips around to me, staring at my hand before I lower it. “Impressive. I could think of a few other people who shouldn’t have their voices if you’re up for the task.” 
 
    I grin as Brenna slings out her own arm and slaps Kelsey on the thigh. 
 
    “Sweet baby Jesus,” Kenna barks. “Can you all shut your trap so the adults can speak?” 
 
    “It’s the guardian,” I say, gesturing to Jaemes with my thumb. His murderous glare is still pinned at me. “Tensions are freer when one is so close. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “What are we right about, Evo?” Ben asks, seemingly unaffected by such a close proximity to a guardian’s effects. I nod my thanks to him for getting back to the main subject at hand. 
 
    Sitting myself on the arm of the couch, I talk with them for the next hour, blissfully uninterrupted by the furious elf. The conclusion we came to is grim. The fee are flushing us out by going after those we care for or those we protect, all meant to push us over the edge to retaliate blindly. It all points to it, and even so, we know this is only the beginning of whatever they have planned. They won’t stop until they get what they want and decimate the only people standing in their way. 
 
    “Someone should speak to Erline,” I say, standing to stretch my wings. “They’ll go after her next if they can like they did with Erma. She’s the last of the fee on the opposing side.” 
 
    “What about you?” Eliza asks me. 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m too new to be a threat to them. I doubt they’ll go after a guardian ruler again. So, in theory, they could attack the Earth Realm to weaken Erline. We should be prepared for that.”  
 
    “How would that weaken a fee?” Brenna asks around a mouthful of cookie. 
 
    Jaemes open mouth attempts and fails to explain without a voice. Delighted my magic is holding strong, I answer, “Because each fee ties themselves to something else. It is meant to keep them humble.” 
 
    “What are they tied to?” Kenna asks.  
 
    Running his hands over his black sparkling head, Aiden recites, “Kheelan is tied to those he gives life after death, Sureen to her dome of dreams. Erline is tied to her creations, where Erma was tied to Erline.” He frowns and looks to me with his lava eyes. 
 
    “Erma was not tied to her sister,” I correct, matching his frown. “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Corbin,” he says, growling.  
 
    I chuff and cross my arms. “He lied to you.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Eliza asks, matching my posture. 
 
    I angle my body to directly face Aiden. “Because he didn’t trust you. You frighten him because he knows you’re powerful. Think about it, Aiden,” I add when he looks at me skeptically. “The others are true facts. He fed you a false one to see where your allegiances lie. Tell me, when you went to his realm after leaving Eliza in our care, did he know you betrayed him?” 
 
    Aiden sucks on his teeth. “Yes. Right away.” 
 
    I nod again. “You sought the safety of the opposing team. He fed you a lie to find your weakness. He fed you a lie, anticipating deceit. Father or not, some part of him knew you wouldn’t be obedient.”  
 
    Watching one of my feathers float through the room, Brenna mutters, “Sounds like he’s had all this planned for quite some time. That one lie was insurance.” 
 
    “I was a pawn,” Aiden growls. 
 
    “He had angels – moles – inside long before I suspected he did. You weren’t the only pawn.” 
 
    “Corbin plans to kill them in the end, you know,” Aiden admits to me. “Kheelan and Sureen.” 
 
    I chuckle darkly, my head hanging on my shoulders. “I’m not surprised.” Even in the Dream Realm, I knew he had alternative motives. I should have trusted my instincts then. 
 
    Brushing crumbs from his shirt, Flint puts his hands on his hips. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “We fall into their trap,” Aiden says. The way he says it sends silence over the room like the answer is completely simple and not dangerous in any way. He simply shrugs his broad shoulders. “If we don’t, they’ll change their tactic. It’s like boxing. You move in, allow the enemy to think they have the advantage, and then you duck last minute, delivering your own blow strong enough to knock them off their feet.” 
 
    “Incredibly dangerous,” Kenna spits. “Impulsive. This isn’t a boxing match. You want us to fall into a trap? When we don’t even know what it is yet? This trap could make the vampire infestation seem like child’s play!” 
 
    Aiden shrugs again. “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.” 
 
    “Some of us aren’t invincible,” Kenna spits, standing from her couch. Her pink cheeks redden further. 
 
    “If you don’t like it, sit it out.” 
 
    “I agree with Aiden,” I say slowly, disregarding Kenna’s trembling frame. It’s the best shot we have. Any angle I look at deems us dead. Perhaps if we fall for whatever they have coming our way next, we can attempt to get some control over the situation. Especially if we go in knowing it’s a trap. “They want to flush us out? Let’s let them. But our first priority is to keep this realm safe from as much damage as possible. In order to do that, they have to make their move soon. In the meantime, it might not be a bad idea to follow Kat’s example and try to get as many as we can to help us in the coming days. We can’t defeat their army alone.” 
 
    “And we need to retrieve Sandy and preserve Erline’s life,” Flint says, voice tinged with mocking anger. “No big deal, right?” 
 
    I hold up a finger. “But, not impossible. If I know anything about Corbin, he’ll have many traps waiting to be sprung. We just need to choose the right one to fall for.” On purpose, I fail to mention that I have plans to retrieve Sandy because just the thought of leaving him to rot rolls my stomach. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    AIDEN VANDER 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    Eliza watches as I pace the length of the grass outside. Gracefully, she leans against a tree trunk with her arms crossed, keeping her face carefully blank while I use my stomps to expel some of my frustration. We left shortly after the discussion ended and Jaemes was given back his voice. I couldn’t stay in there any longer. The emotions were smothering to the point where keeping myself from feeding from them was entirely too difficult. The information came as a blow to me, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that my father having lied to me upon our first discussion didn’t sting. From the very beginning, he knew I’d challenge him. From the very beginning, he had planned my betrayal. 
 
    “Aiden,” Eliza says when she’s had enough. “Aiden you have to come to terms with this.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I growl. 
 
    “You can. You can’t control the world, nor what happens in it, nor what’s done to you in spite, but you can control how you react to it.” 
 
    I turn to her. The sun is setting and casting brilliant pink and orange rays into the forest, creating a beautiful backdrop that illuminates Eliza’s fiery features. I soften toward her, dousing my anxiety but having no effect on my anger. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Bristling, she tightens her arms. “I know more than you think.” 
 
    “Oh?” I say, mocking. 
 
    “You’re mad, but not for the reasons you think you are.” 
 
    “Then enlighten me,” I growl, stepping closer to her. It’s not a threatening step but more of an automatic step, because I know if she touches me, I’ll forget all of my troubles. A part of me actively seeks that. A part of me can’t breathe without it. But there’s also a part of me that reminds myself I’m a killer. I know she’s still sore at me too, not because of the killing part but because I struggle to give her what she needs emotionally. I can’t change myself overnight, though, and I think she knows that too. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be out here with me, supporting me. 
 
    “You’re mad, not because you’ve been played but because you can’t find a way to keep me safe in the tangled web of your father.” 
 
    As though it were a blow to my chest, I immediately recoil, blinking rapidly. She takes the opportunity of my silence and presses on. Closing the small distance, she places her hand tentatively on my chest and runs her palm up to my collar bone in a soothing gesture. 
 
    “You cannot control Fate’s plans,” she says in a hushed whisper. “You can only be in the here, in the now. You can only choose to make the choices you believe are best. You can choose to fight, or you can choose to cower. If you cower,” she says, looking up into my eyes, “then you’ll be defeated. If you choose to fight – for me, for the realms – then your fate will be your decision, and if you die, you’ll die knowing you faced your weaknesses. Hold me above water if you wish, but don’t drown yourself while doing so.” 
 
    I lift a hand and twirl a red lock around my finger. “You’re my only weakness, Eliza.” 
 
    Slowly and deeply, she sighs. “I know.”  
 
    “Then what is it you want from me?” 
 
    She fists my shirt. “I want you to fight for me, not to keep me safe but with the intention of a future – with the intention of knowing I’ll be there right beside you, fighting for it as well. You can’t protect me from this. You can’t protect me from our fates. You have to allow me the freedom to fight equally for it.” 
 
    “Two is better than one?” I ask, chuckling. 
 
    “I’m serious, Aiden,” she grumbles, thumping my abdomen. 
 
    I bend, pressing my lips to hers. “I know you are. But it scares me. You scare me.” 
 
    “I do?” she asks, her eyes twinkling as they catch the sunrise’s reflection. 
 
    “You do. Not because of your power but because you have the power to destroy me.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she murmurs. “Then I have two fights on my hands. For the realms and for your trust.” 
 
    The blood drains from my face. Is that what this is? Do I not trust her with my affections? With my heart? 
 
    “Everywhere you turn, someone betrays you. Have I ever done so?” 
 
    I gulp hard against my emotions. “No.” 
 
    A small smile plays at her lips as she lifts a hand to my bent head and trails her thumb over my bottom lip. “Then why do you expect me to now?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t think you’ll cross me, Eliza. I fear you’ll die and take my heart with you.” 
 
    “I see,” she mumbles, tapping my chin. “Then perhaps I shall stay alive to keep you alive.” 
 
    “Do you think living is in your fate?” I ask, lowering my lips down to hers and murmuring the words against her mouth. 
 
    Twisting her lips to the side, she mutters, “I don’t think Fate plans on us dying. I think he plans for us to rise.” 
 
    I pull my head back, frowning. “What?” 
 
    She shrugs as I snake my arms around her waist. “Look at Tember. You can’t tell me Fate hasn’t been playing a devious game against his own children.” 
 
    “Explain,” I murmur. 
 
    For the next few minutes, she tells me of her encounter with the Divine, and as she retells, my mind wonders back to the word, ‘mercy,’ which echoed in my head several times whenever I was on my own, left to my own thoughts. Fate and his constant meddling. Does he truly plan to restore power? To steal it from his children and give it to those more deserving? If that’s the case, then I fear the future is already lost. If he plans to give me power, his choices are unwise. I couldn’t be a ruler. My allegiances are with Eliza alone. I can’t rule anything if my heart belongs only to one. But perhaps that’s not something I need to worry about. After all, who in their right mind would give more power to the most powerful demon alive? 
 
    “That doesn’t mean we’ll all survive this coming battle or war or complete decimation,” I say, drawing comforting small circles at the small of her back. The comfort is more for me than for her. “Tember’s was a calculated event. Fate would have been able to easily assess and plan based on evidence. We don’t know what’s going to happen next. There’s no battle directly in front of our eyes. Every single attack is coming from our backside now.  
 
    She rests her head on my chest and sighs. “I know.” 
 
    “Eliza,” I say, poking her in the spine, wide-eyed. Behind her, tucked just inside the forest, is dots of gold and black. Despite the shadows, they sparkle the most brilliant hues across the dirt and bark of the trees, churning and swirling as they hover in the air. Fate. The bastard. Was he listening to our conversation? Or is this just mere coincidence? 
 
    I mentally chuff. There are no coincidences when it comes to the powerful. 
 
    Tensing in my arms, she lifts her head and looks over her shoulder. “Fate,” she whispers, fully turning. I keep my hands firmly around her waist, protecting her from the divine though I know I don’t need to. The most calming sensation comes from him, a persuasive emotion that beckons my own to follow its lead. 
 
    “Thrice-Born,” he greets, then says more sweetly, “Eliza.” 
 
    “What-” Eliza begins, then looks around. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “The Demi-Lune Coven is in danger,” he says, taking shape into a human form. 
 
      
 
      
 
    KATRIANE DUPONT 
 
    EARTH REALM 
 
      
 
    As the sun fully sets, I’m reminded of when I was held in the gallows in a time I didn’t belong. In a time Myla was alive only to die by the hand of the very people she protected. The serene landscape is just the same, but here, in the territory I once called home, it’s untouched by towering buildings and rising smoke that clogs the purest air. Here, I can almost see what that painter saw, the painter who was free, who didn’t care much past each stroke of his brush. 
 
    Except . . . he did care. He cared there was a witch living among them and was there to watch Myla hang. 
 
    While watching the coven’s young be taught by an elder at the edge of the Demi-Lune’s property, I ponder if this will be my own fate in the end. Will I die by the hands of those who don’t trust me because of the rules I broke to keep them alive? Will I be subjected to a gruesome death such as Myla’s because they can’t accept who I am and the burden I took on? I meant it when I told Astrid I no longer regret it though. Somewhere along the way, I’ve grown comfortable with my fate. 
 
    Dyson sits in the rocking porch swing with me. The hinges shriek as he uses his long legs to push us into a gentle, soothing motion. At least, I know I can trust him. 
 
    Witches trust in what they can prove. They believe in tradition and Wiccan law, and they take comfort from it. Their nature-based magic is stabilized by the safety of it. All they must do is call upon all of nature’s glory with a few whispered words or a dumping of herbs into a potion’s boiling hot cauldron. They can’t do that with me. They can’t fix me, nor push me away, and the only one who understands that is my mother, who hovers at the other end of the porch by the stairs. 
 
    When Erline arrived and demanded they play their part, they barely bucked against it. If I would have known it’d be easier to bring the fee along to this meeting, I would have asked her to come from the beginning, but the fact that she showed up without being called tells me she was listening in anyway. I’m grateful for her intervention. It saved me a whole lot of heartache, going toe-to-toe with women I once called family.  
 
    Instead of disappearing after a lengthy chastising, Erline busied herself by touching Wiccan trinkets and potions above the hearth until someone brought her a cup of tea. It was almost comical watching a witch, Clarisse, who is my age, bring her the mug on a platter. The two dishes had clanked together from the kitchen all the way to the fee due to the handler’s shaky hand. Even now, I can hear the remaining witches inside pepper her with questions. 
 
    I turn my gaze back to the lawn. The scraggly, weed-flecked grass basks in the hues of the pale pink and sherbet creased clouds, and the birds devise a song to suit its beauty. They tweet from one branch to the next as they frolic with one another in complete harmony. Harmony. Peaceful. Relaxed. Do I even know what those words mean anymore? 
 
    Clearing his throat, Dyson snaps me from my thoughts. “Is it true there’s never been a single male witch? Or would it be warlock?” 
 
    “Witch or warlock… it depends on which fantasy tale you follow,” I mutter. I grip the armrest a little tighter, feeling the splinter puncture my palms. “Yes. As far as anyone knows, it’s never happened.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he grunts. “I wonder why. And husbands?” 
 
    “Out of the question,” I say, tucking my feet underneath me. My ankles dig into the grooves of the ancient swing, and I adjust, throwing the seat’s swing off balance. Stabilizing the sway, Dyson wraps his arm around my shoulders. I inhale his scent, and my eyelids flutter at the pleasure of the aroma. My cheeks heat at the memory of our mating when his scent had surrounded me so wholly I was drowning blissfully in it. I’ll never get tired of this scent of his.  
 
    I touch the scar on my neck, skimming the healed rigid bumps. It still hasn’t hit me that I’m his mate, that I have someone who belongs to just me and only me. I look at him from under my lashes. His jaw is darkened by scruff and stubble he has yet to shave, and he reveals a fierce glee in his contemplation as he takes in every detail surrounding us. 
 
    Catching my stare, he meets my eyes with a slow swivel of his head. A small smile brightens his cheeks, and my heart melts at such tender affection, turning my limbs to jelly. In this moment, as two blossoming lovers look at one another, I can almost pretend this is our porch, our home, our breeze carrying a woodsy scent. Exhaling sluggishly, he leans in and brushes his lips against mine. I sigh softly against his plump flesh, and my breath tickles our skin. My mom clears her throat, and an awkwardness settles inside the porch’s open confines. What I would give for an extra private moment with him.  
 
    Resting my forehead against his, I lick my bottom lip, wetting the dry skin. “I love you, Dyson.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    A childish squeal comes from behind us, through the window the swing sits in front of. I startle and look at the glass pane, but the intruder flees before I can catch who it is. My mother, who was leaning against the siding, pushes from her propped position. Her eyes are wide as she stares at something on the lawn. The mug she’s holding drops from her hands and shatters against the planks, spilling the tea and shattering the porcelain into shards. 
 
    “Aiden?” Dyson calls, his deep voice airy.  
 
    Curious, as I didn’t hear a car approach, not that I would with the magical barrier, I turn and follow him and my mother’s line of sight. My heart nearly skips from my chest. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t Aiden and Eliza, hand in hand, on the coven’s front lawn. Spotting us, they ignore the young witch stares and stride to the porch, stopping just before the railing. 
 
    Hurriedly, I unfurl my legs and lift myself from the chair, instantly suspicious. They appeared from nowhere with no warning, and my voice comes out harsher than I mean for it to. “What are you guys doing here?” 
 
    Aiden scans the forest line and the magical barrier.  
 
    The wind whips Eliza’s hair in front of her eyes, and she pushes it back with an impatient swipe. “We were told to come here.” 
 
    Dyson abruptly stands and moves to snake his arm around my waist. The swing bumps against the siding of the house, and together, Eliza and I cringe. Paint chips break away from the siding and tinkle to the ground, and at the same time, the front door swings open, and Erline gracefully falls in line behind my mother as they make the short distance to us. I take a quick peek at the two women I idolize despite the odds. Erline’s expression is carefully blank while my mother sweeps Aiden’s length, eyes wide and mouth slightly agape. 
 
    “By who?” Dyson asks. 
 
    “Katriane?” my mother squeaks. “What – What’s going on?” 
 
    The four of us turn to my mother’s frightened face. She softly clasps her hands in front of her, matching Erline’s posture while eyeing the children. Does she think Aiden’s going to eat them? I almost chuckle. Aiden’s been around two babies since we came back to the Earth Realm and hasn’t once harmed them in any way. In fact, there are times I catch him staring adoringly at them. He and I may have gotten into a little spat, but I’d never, in my wildest dreams, think Aiden was harmful to children. He may be a demon, but he’s not as sadistic as he believes himself to be. A demon with morals. A demon who still dreams of the future and what it could hold for him. That’s what I see. 
 
    “This is Aiden and Eliza,” I introduce quickly. “They’re friends.” 
 
    “He’s a demon.” She points to Aiden with one hand, grasping the pendant draped around her neck with the other. The old, worn metal is in the shape of a half-moon with a strike through it, the coven’s crescent. I told her not an hour ago what that shape truly means and why. The half-moon was what I found in Myla’s home above her barren fireplace, and it was I who struck the line through it. I had dipped my fingers in the cold ash when the first-born witch had fallen by those she protected. It was I who had witnessed it and felt the loss as great as her own twin daughters surely had. 
 
    Until that discussion, my mother, and the coven didn’t know about the twins and how Erline had cared for them, hiding the girls from Kheelan and Corbin while tucking away her daughter’s spirit for a day of revenge against her fee brothers and sisters. The news had struck them silent, and Erline had hung her head in shame. I did not mince words to ease Erline’s past decisions. What she did was wrong. Not the caring for her grandchildren, nor the safety of her daughter’s spirit, but her intentions. Her failure to save her daughter. Her first act of war that we’re preparing for at this very moment. Now, I understand why she did it, but there are so many ways the realms could have been saved differently. 
 
    “He is a demon,” Erline confirms, placing a hand on my mother’s shoulder. “But he’s not what you think. You can trust him.” 
 
    “Like hell we can,” Astrid barks like a seal on land, hobbling from inside the house and jabbing a finger at Aiden and Eliza. Eliza visibly flinches at the gesture. 
 
    “For the love of,” Dyson says, cursing under his breath and pocketing his hands in his jeans.  
 
    “Hold your prejudices,” Erline barks at the coven’s lead witch. “I will not tolerate it!” 
 
    With a barely concealed glare, Astrid reluctantly lowers her hand back to her side and wobbles to my mother’s other side. With a few muttered words, she falls silent. 
 
    “Why have you come, Thrice-Born?” Erline asks gently. 
 
    “We were told to.” Aiden’s voice rumbles deep, and my mother bristles at such a low, demonic tone. 
 
    “Yes,” I say impatiently. “But by who, and why?” 
 
    “By Fate.” Eliza shrugs, twirling her hair around her hand and tucking the locks under her chin in hopes of keeping her unruly hair at bay. She looks around and then peers up at Aiden’s dark, sparkling face. “I don’t see any troubles though.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
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    Jaemes sits at the pack’s granite island, his nose level with the surface as his hand travels the length of the smooth rock. “How is this even possible?” Jaemes whispers to no one in particular. I’ve learned that when not in battle or on the hunt, Jaemes doesn’t know how to truly whisper. 
 
    With a mug of steaming coffee between her hands, Kelsey lifts one perfectly shaped eyebrow at him then directs her enquiring look to me. I huff my continued annoyance with the guardian, toying with a mug’s handle that Jaemes accidentally broke off moments before, and then turn to her mate. 
 
    “Jeremy,” I call to the shock of red hair fiddling with the coffee machine. “Would you get Jaemes a coffee please?” The mug they had given him was empty, per request, so he could study its make . . .and then break.  
 
    Slowly, Jaemes lifts his head from his task and blinks owl eyes at me. I nod toward the cup Kelsey places in front of him, and with a lick of his bottom lip and a hint of a smile, Jeremy obliges. When the steaming brew is placed in front of him, Jaemes sniffs the vapor as it travels to his nose, taunting him as something sweet. I internally grin, knowing it’s anything but. 
 
    “Try it,” I say pleasantly, urging the reluctant elf. 
 
    Glaring in suspicion at Kelsey’s carefully blank face, Jeremy’s knowing grin, and my rare sweet smile, he grasps the handle with awkward, fumbling fingers and brings the rim to his lips.  
 
    “This is one of those concoctions that smells better than it tastes, isn’t it?” he asks the brew. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Kelsey says, defending the caffeine’s honor. “Coffee is my reason for waking.” 
 
    “It’s your reason for everything,” Jeremy mumbles. “If it wasn’t for the coffee pot, you’d never wander into the kitchen, and we’d never eat.” 
 
    I grin wider at the couple mocking one another. Such an interesting relationship the two have. With the snide remarks mixed with loving adoration, it’s hard not to stare. They say opposites attract, and with these two, I fully believe that hypothesis. 
 
    Smart enough to allow the steam to stop completely, Jaemes finally brings the rim to his lips. His top lip twitches like a horse reaching for a treat in his owner’s hand. When the wait becomes almost too much, he finally slurps the dark liquid. I grip the edge of the stool, anticipating. His slurp was bigger than it should be for someone’s first taste of straight black coffee, and immediately, the liquid is expelled from his mouth and sprayed across the counter he was just stroking minutes before.  
 
    We roar in laughter while Jaemes wipes his mouth with the back of his hand as a dark set of warrior eyes glares a promised revenge. 
 
    “We should give him a beer next,” Jeremy says, hiccupping between a handful of words. 
 
    Despite everything that’s happening, everything we can’t fix that sits heavy on our shoulders, it feels good to shake off some of the burden with laughter. After all, I was the butt of his jokes on our realm. It’s only right the teasing is shared when we’re on a realm only I am comfortable in. 
 
    When the laughing ends, I look out the window, anywhere but at Jaemes’s scolding gaze. Inadvertently, I seek Aiden and Eliza who had stood there when we wandered into the kitchen. Laughter booms from somewhere in the house, but I push the abrupt noise aside and stand from my stool.  
 
    “What is it?” Jaemes asks, rising with me. The legs of his stool squeal against the hardwood floor. 
 
    “They’re,” I begin, and then I rush to the sliding glass door, hand on the handle. “Gone.” 
 
    Jaemes curses in his native tongue. His language startles Kelsey. I don’t believe she nor Jeremy was aware the elves had their own language.  
 
    “Sia domeo jost?” he asks with a growl. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I whisper recognizing the words. Having spent some time with the elves, I’ve discovered their language has begun to be easier to pick up. I slam my hand against the metal rim of the glass door. “Why does everyone keep disappearing?” 
 
    Jaemes clears his throat. “Where would they go?” 
 
    I swipe my hand down my face and tuck my wings tighter against me, anxiety churning my stomach. “I don’t know. Where would a powerful demon disappear to with the wife of Kheelan?” 
 
    “Vegas?” Jaemes jokes. 
 
    “You’re sure they’re not in the house somewhere?” Kelsey asks. 
 
    “Positive,” I growl again, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    Jaemes’s eyebrows fly up into his forehead, twisting the dark tattoos surrounding his face. “Do we really want to know where they went? Perhaps we should just let them -” 
 
    A gust of breath leaves my nostrils in a harrumph. “They wouldn’t have disappeared without a word or evidence of their departure. Aiden wouldn’t have been so senseless at a time like this.” And I believe he fully wouldn’t, but Jaemes doesn’t understand that. Elves live simple lives. Everything they do is repetitive. They hunt, they gather, they eat, they survive, and they fight if they must. Aiden is a demon. Eliza is partially a fee by marriage. Both are wanted by the opposing side. 
 
    The rest of the pack enters the front of the house. Our laughter must have trickled out the front door, often left open, piquing their interest. Earlier, they were weeding and seeding and caring for the lawn together. It was touching to see them work as one as true packs do in the wild. None are lone wolves, and everything they do, they do together.  
 
    Rounding the corner, Brenna appears, face smudged with dirt while she scowls at her grinning mate, and Kenna and Evo each hold a toddler hand in their fingers. Coleman’s chubby little fists grasp both of their fingers, and he toddles along with a look of concentration with each wobbling shuffle. Flint and Irene are the last to enter, placing the gardening tools on the dining table before each circle an arm around the other’s waist. The pack quiets as they take in our makeshift circle by the sliding glass door.  
 
    “What is it?” Kenna asks, picking up on my insecurities. It’s a nifty little gift she has, and for a moment, I envy it. Many things could have been done differently if I had the raw gift of empathy. 
 
    “The demon and Mother Queen of Death are eloping in Vegas,” Kelsey jokes, crossing her arms. 
 
    I rustle my wings. “We don’t know where Aiden and Eliza went.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Evo asks, bending to gather his little blond mini-me, and props the child against his chest. “Maybe they wanted to be alone?” But his actions deem his thoughts otherwise, cradling his child protectively against him. I chew the inside of my lip, thinking and thinking about their abrupt absence, my thoughts churning with the worst. 
 
    “Do we follow them?” Jaemes asks quietly. 
 
    Under his breath, Flint corrects, “Can we follow them is more like it.”  
 
    I pull a hand through my curls. “I’m not sure. This isn’t my realm. I can’t mentally search the lands. There are billions of people here.” 
 
    “Katriane,” Irene begins. She fidgets when we swivel our attention to her. “What if they went to Katriane?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they just tell us then? How do we know they didn’t go somewhere private to be on their own?” Kelsey asks. 
 
    “There could be trouble, Kelsey,” Kenna murmurs. “I think that’s what Tember is thinking.” I bite the inside of my lip as the words are laid out before us, the exact words that twist my stomach into knots. 
 
    “Then, we follow them,” Irene huffs. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can,” I sniff. I wouldn’t even know where to begin. 
 
    “Well,” Jaemes says, cocking his hip and crossing his arms. “If anyone is in trouble, I’d bet my own matua that Erline is close by. If Kat’s in trouble, and they went to her, Erline will be lingering. Can you search for her instead?” 
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    My hands are shaky, tingly almost, as my nerves flex with power below the skin and anxiety courses through my veins. Fate sent us here because of some sort of brewing trouble, but with my own eyes, I see none. It’s frightening to be told there’s trouble when there is none. It makes the shadows dance alive and the wind chime with voices. Standing before the porch of a powerful witch coven, I feel someone, something, watching, tracking with sick and twisted intent. Eyes lingering without a thirst for death. 
 
    I’m offered a cup of tea but decline with a grateful few mumbled words to Katriane’s mother. Her irises, shifting between brown and solid white, dart to the forest, sensing it too. I can feel magic radiating from the woman, power that trumps the rest in the coven.  
 
    Earlier, she had commented on the power I’m able to wield, the strength it has and how it could just as easily turn the tide of this war, or do the exact opposite. “You could either be a great weapon, or the greatest threat,” she had whispered to me with a sense of knowledge. “There are some here who think you need to learn how to control your power,” she had flicked her gaze to Dyson who bristled to the direct attention. “Perhaps by seeking wisdom of witches.” 
 
    I had twitched under her heavy, all-knowing gaze.  
 
    “But I don’t think I have to tell you that you have full control over them,” she had continued before I could speak. “The magic isn’t the weapon or threat, but your marriage is. It is important that you kill Kheelan at the first chance, no matter what he does to you or might do to those you love, because he will, Eliza. He will rip the world under your feet to keep you unsteady, to keep you under his thumb. You mustn’t let it.” Her eyes had gone white again as she had spoken, shaking me to my core and causing me to worry over the future. “You must endure it. Use it to fuel you.” 
 
    Perhaps she’s right – I don’t need to seek the instruction of witches. Perhaps she’s not. It doesn’t matter. The time for that has passed. 
 
    Along with her advice on the future, Janine had been continuously flicking her attention to Aiden. The attention was overbearingly obvious at first but grew more subtle. It’s hard to miss when her eyes transform to a solid white. It’s unnerving, and even now, after the initial shock and under her motherly and welcoming hospitality, I try not to watch the oddity. To peer inside whatever she sees behind that milky film is probably more than I can handle, surrounded by the impossible at all angles. 
 
    Witches. Witches exist. I mean, I’ve known they existed. I’ve been in the presence of Katriane, but she’s so different than these witches. She dresses differently, talks differently. Her entire demeanor isn’t tentative and mousey like some of her old coven sisters. In my dreams, I’ve even met Janine once, but standing before her isn’t the same. She’s still a stranger. A powerful stranger. And even though these witches hide behind plain clothes and blank faces, they still seem . . . otherworldly. They don’t blend with the beats and blurs of humanity. 
 
    Erline is a solid silhouette behind Astrid and Janine, dress floating like water. She visually probes the forest, perhaps magically as well, hiding her fear with a hundred lifetimes of a practiced poker face. The young witches on the lawn quietly talk, leaning over to discretely whisper in the other’s ears, and Erline’s eyes pin them for but a moment, her nostrils flared. 
 
    “You need to calm down,” Aiden whispers in my ear.  
 
    Lightly hissing at him, I huff out a breath, desperate to relieve the crippling pressure building in my chest and turn to face the lawn. How can I calm down when Fate said there was trouble? In this odd world, I never knew existed, trouble always lurks in the shadows. 
 
    Darker clouds fill the sky, a storm eager to pummel the lands where moments ago, it was a beautiful evening. It splotches out the sun with inky gray, and a chill sweeps through the trunks in a tender draught and circles my exposed ankles like chains. I rub my arms, wishing I hadn’t warned capris and short sleeves for this endeavor. Not that I had time to plan accordingly or anything. 
 
    The witches have moved from herb lessons to potion brewing. A fire was lit shortly after they grew accustomed to our arrival, which honestly didn’t take as long as I thought it should. If someone arrived at my home, looking like Aiden, having popped in from nowhere, I would have been screaming at the top of my lungs until every emergency team in the city was at my front door. At least, if I was human and hadn’t witnessed the secrets of this realm and all of the others. But, I suppose, they’re not human. Not really. And they know of all of the other beings and things that exist. They know they co-exist with them. They know they’re otherworldly, or they wouldn’t dress to be invisible among the arrays of bright colors and slim-fitting outfits.  
 
    I study my own hands, electricity pulsing to each nerve. It makes me wonder if I look human anymore, and the thought pulls something away from my heart, a chip or chunk of my soul because I know, deep down, my humanity died the day I did. There’s no salvation for the twice dead, for the queen of death. For the things I’ve done. 
 
    A boiling pot was set atop the flames, hovering over it with the help of a metal device. The cauldron is old, marred with black smudges of staining smoke and forever tarnished marks where potions had bubbled over and burned the outside of the rim.  
 
    I can’t hear what their elder is saying to the young witches, but watching the magic, feeling it creep like the light breeze, brings goosebumps to my skin. I can feel the intended power behind each stream of steam, feel the whispered words call to me on another level. I don’t know how long I’ve been staring at the cauldron, minutes or mere seconds, but I snap from my stupor when Aiden rubs my elbow. 
 
    At some point, I had taken a seat on the step, and he with me. Was he watching in as much fascination as I was, warning and fears forgotten? Murmuring behind us, Katriane, Dyson, Astrid, Erline, and Janine try to work out the reason for Aiden and me being here, the divine reason behind it. I glance back, seeing them hover around Janine whose eyes are milky once more as she searches the future’s uncertainty on the porch swing. 
 
    Aiden chuckles, a lighthearted sound I rarely hear from him, and it brings me back to the young witches. I grin, watching them and their faces etched in awe and delight as the pot’s brew brings about hues of bright green and purple rays. The streams of magic shoot to the sky before hitting some kind of invisible barrier the witches had cast to keep the curious from their activities. I remember that barrier of magic, felt it when Aiden punched through it as we shimmered. If he can find it, get through it, so can other creatures. My bet is it was more for humans than the supernatural. 
 
    With the hues, a fog rolls and spills from inside the pot, too thick to be natural. The tendrils and billows cover the grass and curl around the young witches’ ankles. A few young women dip to it, attempting to scoop the fog in their hands like one would capture a firefly.  
 
    “This is the stuff of fairytales,” I mumble. 
 
    Aiden grabs my hand from my lap and folds my fingers inside his oversized, hot palm. “We are the stuff of fairytales.” 
 
    I chuckle. “True.” And then my face grows serious. “What are we going to do, Aiden?” 
 
    “About the witches?” he asks, confused. 
 
    “No of course not,” I say, frowning. “About Kheelan. You say if I die, he dies, but if I kill him, I live.” 
 
    He nods, eyeing me between hooded lids. “That’s right.” 
 
    “So, I have to kill him,” I repeat, more for myself than for him. 
 
    “Yes,” he mumbles. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He waits for a moment, chewing over my simple question as the fog pushes against the porch. “I don’t know, but I have no doubt the time will come. We’re not going to do anything about it until you’re ready until the time is right. Until we have no other choice.” 
 
    “Well,” I sigh. “At least, I know I’ll be kept alive for the sake of Kheelan’s life.” 
 
    “No.” He shakes his head slightly. “Corbin will kill Kheelan, Eliza. Kheelan is weak enough for it to be easy.” 
 
    “Oh,” I whisper, my hope withering away to mingle with the chip broken from my soul. 
 
    I’m just about to change the subject, to ask why Fate sent us here if there’s not an ounce of trouble lurking among the blades of weeds and unkempt grass when Janine gasps behind us. We swiftly turn, arching our backs to peer around the group gathered around her.  
 
    Trembling the wooden swing, Janine’s body quakes, her eyes still showing no irises. Her posture is slumped as she dives into the future, a grave one if her expression is anything to go by. 
 
    I stand, heart pounding, and Aiden follows my lead. “What’s wrong with her?” I ask, numbly climbing the last step to join the group. 
 
    “She’s found the answer.” Astrid bends to Janine’s level. Her joints crack and pop as she does so. “Janine,” she calls, gripping the knee of her fellow witch. “What do you see?” 
 
    A hush falls over the lawn, inside the trees, and a rumble of thunder vibrates against the witch’s barrier. 
 
    “Splashes of crimson,” Janine hums, but her voice isn’t her own as she dives into the future of this realm. Head shifting side to side as though she’s watching it unfold in real time, she double blinks, a trait her daughter inherited. “Fire and smoke. White light and black veins. Angst. An untamable craving. Red. So much red. Red, red, red!” 
 
    I look to Katriane and see her face pinched and arms crossed as she listens to her mother’s prophecy. She glances at me, and a sense of foreboding washes across the porch. 
 
    “Are we being attacked?” Astrid asks. She grips Janine’s knee tighter, the knuckles on her thin skin bright as snow. “When? From where?” 
 
    “When the smoke reaches the edge of sacred land, a swarm of darkness will push a wave of those who only see crimson,” Janine says. 
 
    Swiftly, I turn to Aiden whose arms are behind his back, his attention directly on the young witches completely unaware of the danger coming our way. His cheek twitches. 
 
    “When the smoke reaches the edge of sacred land?” Dyson asks, confusion dripping from every word. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “The witch’s smoke,” Aiden mumbles, peering at the smoke rolling from the cauldron. It continues to travel and overtake the grass. When it mingles with the fire below the cauldron, embers begin traveling inside it. 
 
    “Shit,” Katriane curses, her hands dropping to her sides with an audible snap. “Sacred land. Witch’s ground is sacred land.” 
 
    I whip back to the trees, noticing the fog only feet from it.  
 
    “They’re here,” Janine mumbles, her voice her own this time. The prophecy ended just before it came to life. 
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    “Do not use your magic,” Aiden growls at Eliza, stepping from the porch and wading into the fog. The fog, the witches smoke, parts for him billowing up and up until it evaporates. He stops short, peering into the trees. 
 
    “How did they find us?” I ask, following Aiden. 
 
    “Corbin has Oleum, remember?” Aiden says, distracted. “He can peer into any one of our minds. It’d be simple to find us. Ferox must not have destroyed it yet.” 
 
    I have no idea what he’s talking about, but his words aren’t what I focus on. Every bird tweet and squirrel chirp is completely gone. A slight, bone-chilling hush washes over the forest as though nothing lives in it. 
 
    “The barrier will stop them,” Astrid whispers shakily, and even as she says it, I know it won’t. With Corbin or Kheelan, nothing is impossible. If they want something, they’ll take it, barrier or not. 
 
    The rest of the group joins us as Astrid gathers the youngest witches and files them into the house where they’ll be safe. The older witches, some still young in my opinion, rush to the porch and wait, their shoes clomping against the wood. Janine explains to them what she saw while the five of us stand amongst the weeds, united, waiting to protect those behind us. To give them time to flee if they so choose. 
 
    A crack of thunder booms, blotting out the chatter amongst those on the porch. Erline, who has been silent until this very moment, turns to Katriane. “I must leave,” she says. I look at her in complete shock. “I cannot stay here.” 
 
    “Why?” Kat asks. “You’re bailing?” 
 
    She hesitates, pushing a blonde lock behind her ear. “I am weak, Katriane. They’re attacking my realm. And -” she wets her bottom lip. “I made a deal that I must keep, that I must preserve my strength for.” 
 
    “A deal?” Kat hisses. “With who?” 
 
    I close my eyes, knowing full well who she made a deal with.  
 
    “I cannot tell you, for you will discover on your own when the time is right.” 
 
    “Okay? This still doesn’t explain why you have to leave. It just fortifies why you have to stay.” 
 
    “Erline is tied to her creations, dragon,” Aiden says, still staring at the trunks darkening with the oncoming rain brisk in the air. “If they die by the masses, it weakens her.” 
 
    I suck in a breath. Janine had told us about the many deaths that had replaced this ‘flu’ virus. We had watched the tail end of the news before we came outside. The vampires went from feeding to outright slaughter, leaving the authorities to believe there’s a mass murderer on the loose. That’s why Erline is so pale, so sickly-looking. I hadn’t put two and two together. The fee have upped their game. It’s another card dealt and thrown on the table, and from the looks of it, we’re now caught in a mouse trap. 
 
    “Oh.” Katriane opens her mouth to say something else, but Erline gently cups Kat’s cheek. I bristle against the tender touch, and inside me, my wolf huffs. 
 
    “Be still, my daughter’s daughter. Do not worry about my wellbeing. Worry about yours, I beg you.” 
 
    As the words leave Erline’s lips, a figure at the edge of the forest pulls my attention away from the mother and daughter affections. I curse and begin pulling off my clothes. The figure was an ethereal statue in my peripheral vision, a light in the tunnel of dark tree trunks. A vampire, hunched and heaving with bloodlust, stares at our small line of unprepared magical beings. Bright red blood staining his clothes, the tucks of his lips, and his long hair, once blond no doubt, is soiled and tangled around his shoulders. My wolf quivers with agitation, begging to be released. To protect. To defend what’s mine.  
 
    “Steady,” Aiden rumbles deathly quiet. 
 
    Stark naked, I fist my fingers, the nails biting into my palms, and the transformation begins. My bones crack and reshape, hands turning into paws, nose elongating into a snout, and a growl rumbles up my chest. My wolf remembers what these creatures did to us on the Death Realm, remembers what my old pack mates looked like as they lay, dead, inside the pack’s home.  
 
    “Just one?” Kat asks as a swirl of wind gusts beside her, Erline taking her leave with pockets of fog that had remained. But she questioned too soon.  
 
    In a blur of movement, seemingly one by one, more vampires file in beside the first until there’s one row, two rows, three rows…Rows and rows of heaving, bloodthirsty beasts. 
 
    “My god,” Eliza mutters. 
 
    “Get to the house,” Aiden says to her.  
 
    “Absolutely not!” she shouts at him. Lifting her hands, she slams them back to her side and two bolts – electric whips – appear in her palms, the ends crackling and sizzling the weeds at the ground, slicing through the fog like butter.  
 
    Aiden growls at her. 
 
    “There’s no point in hiding anymore, Aiden,” she utters to him with a sort of detachment that pricks at my wolf’s fur. Her eyes dart across the heaving vampires, assessing, calculating, receding to a place deep down inside herself. I recognize it, the blank expression of tucking mortality deep down in favor of survival. “They know where we are. They’ve known for a while. They’ve been watching.” 
 
    His cheek ticking, he says, “Don’t do anything reckless,” and then to the rest of us, “Work as one. A team. This is not a test. This is not a practice. Screw your heads on straight, or we will all die.” 
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    The breeze reeks of death. Of thirst. Of malicious intent. It slithers over my skin like a cold chill, and inside me, the side of me that has come to revel in everything I can do, everything I’ve become, rises to the challenge.  
 
    “Ready?” I ask, quirking one side of my lips, a half smile to the group. This is what we’re here for. This is what Fate made us to be – a force to stand between the enemy and the innocent. We’re outnumbered, but we’re chosen for such odds. 
 
    One heartbeat booms in my ears, then another. A steady beat of war drums, a thrumming of adrenaline through my veins, a pounding of flames with each heightened sense. 
 
    I breathe deep, blink slowly at my companions, and my lips widen into a full grin returned by Aiden – my relative, our friend, a stranger, everyone’s opposite. Destiny embraced, I snap my arms to my side, and flames lick up my nails, my knuckles, my wrists.  
 
    My question is a horn for battle, the vampires scream, howling to the blotted sky like a wolf to the moon. The sound sends the once silent birds flying to the sky, screeching as a single swarm and dodging a crack of bright blue lightning. My flames roar to it, licking up my arms, waiting for a command like a living thing. 
 
    The first row rushes toward us, a wave of black veins on a snowy corpse. I brace myself, not for the death they represent but for the thrill rushing my way. Aiden claps his palms together, a boom, and embers brighten and float from his skin. Eliza flashes her whips forward, striking the space between us and them. The footfalls of the witches who are on the porch rush to stand behind us, words muttering from their lips. I center my gravity as the ground quakes below our feet.  
 
    With a thrash against the magical barrier, the vampires stumble as they break through. 
 
    A moment of anxiety curls in the pit of my stomach at their fast approach, at their ease at breaking such a barrier, but the tree’s branches grow, elongate. Bark breaks away from the branches, falling heavy to the forest floor. They snatch the leeches from the ground and wrap so tight around their torsos that their bodies sever in two. Blood sprays before ash rains. Roots spring from the ground, parting the fog and knocking running vampires from their feet. 
 
    I fling my arms, and fire flies from my hands, engulfing each as they touch the flammable vampires. More and more, I call for my flames, for the rushing heat, and they easily obey, reaching up my arms to my shoulders, crawling up my neck. My clothes blaze along my skin until they are nothing but fabric embers floating away in the wind of the beginning storm. My bones shake with restraint to keep all of this power – all of the power of a dragon – at bay. I grit my teeth against it, desperate to stay focused. There’s not enough room here to turn into a massive scaled beast, to fly above and engulf the entire hoard. Not without hurting everyone in my wake. 
 
    Eliza’s whip wraps around the ankle of a male vampire, yanking him from his feet and throwing him to the living trees that wrap their limbs around the creature and drag him inside the forest. Nails clawing at the dirt, his screams echo until he’s gone from sight, the sound cut off abruptly from whatever fate the spelled nature delivered. Somewhere behind me, Dyson’s wolf whines and scrapes at the ground. I ignore him. If he were to get any closer, he’d be a liability to our magic.  
 
    The line of vampires gain ground, pushing the line, dodging the witches’ spells. A movement catches my eye, creeping shadows beside the porch, weaving between the cars. A snarl rips from Dyson’s throat when he whirls. Vampires attempt to sneak past our small line of defense, unnoticed, to the inside of the home brimming with frightened young witches. Fear blazes my flames, and without any instruction, Dyson takes off toward them, paws digging into the soil. Weeds soar in his dash. I have but a moment to watch as he leaps from the ground and collides with the first vampire. His powerful jaws snapping around the vampire’s neck. 
 
    A blinding light floods the gloom as lightning strikes the land, and as soon as I whip my attention to it, I’m tackled to the ground. In the shock of it all, under the assault of a painful thud and a heavy weight, my flames evaporate. The breath gushes from my lungs, and the snapping of jaws vibrates above me. Reeking spittle slaps my cheeks, and I thrash. With all of my strength, I push against the vampire, and heat builds inside my chest, a bubble of flame and fear. It’s hot, heavy, and I can feel my scales crawling under my skin, prepared, ready, waiting. 
 
    “Shift, Kat!” I hear Aiden roar. But I can’t. I can’t. Not here, not where there’s not enough room, not when everyone could die. My dragon’s too big, my flames are too wide and hot. They’d take over the forest, lick across the grass, and – 
 
    The vampire lunges and snaps at my neck. His chin painfully jars my collar bone, and I cringe, waiting for his teeth to rip out my throat. But they don’t . . .  
 
    I blink in shock when he snarls and ripping agony doesn’t ripple through me. He lunges again, fangs fully exposed, aiming for my shoulder. I wriggle, horrified, a scream bubbling inside my chest while the weeds and twigs scrape at my back. Scales wrap my pale flesh before his teeth can sink in, and his teeth scrape against them. He leans back, his weight too heavy to push off, and he screeches inhumanly to the sky. 
 
    Leaving nothing to chance, I seize the opportunity and allow the heat out. My body blazes, a bright star against the weeds, and the vampire turns red eyes to mine . . . right before my fire turns him into a torch. 
 
    His ashes pepper my skin, and I sit up then stand, and slowly, I swivel to observe my surroundings with my heartbeat lashing in my ears. Eliza, untouched so far, hovers an inch from the ground, a living storm. Electricity bounces across her skin timed with the storm above our heads. A boom of thunder shakes the atmosphere, brushing her red curls from her neck like a lover’s caress . . . as though she’s creating it, as though she’s the reason for the storm in the first place.  
 
    Blinding blue bolts slither across the grass like quick snakes, electrifying any vampire they touch before they explode into ash. 
 
    Aiden’s shoulders are bunched, exhausted. He’s a living a sparkler, a memory of flame, of fire, of death. Somehow, his embers keep lighting and soaring from his skin even as he holds a vampire in each hand, even under the weight of fatigue. He inhales deeply and then again. Each time he does so, the vampires’ skin sucks closer to their bones until they look . . . mummified. 
 
    A crack of wood draws my attention to the porch, the railing in splinters as Dyson’s wolf snarls and snaps, a ball of fur and black-veined riddled skin tumbling to the grass. The sky opens up, and the clouds sprinkle a cold rain.  
 
    The witches helping us on the ground scream as one when half a dozen vampire’s barrel into them. Blood sprays from a few, and I leap into action. Flicking flames to those attacking the ones I can save, I hold my breath and . . . 
 
    No. No, no, no!  
 
    I stride forward, then run, flame after flame after flame engulfing the vampires’ attacking those I once called family – those I grew up with, loved as sisters, thought of as family. I reach the first witch’s side and drop to the ground in a heap of sorrow. Mom. Still ablaze, my gaze glues to her aged fingers gripping her throat. 
 
    “Mom,” I whisper. “Mom, no!” My flames evaporate the tears swelling as I watch her struggle for air, her legs writhing, kicking, for oxygen. Her mouth is gaping, trying to speak past her shredded skin. Blood pours between her fingers. Twigs underneath her snap as she writhes in agony. With wide, frightened eyes – the same shade as mine - she stares at me, blinking rapidly to keep the spraying crimson droplets from obscuring her vision, the view of her daughter. A sob leeches from me when her blinks slow, a settling calm, and I know . . . I know this is her last look upon this world.  
 
    With every bit of willpower I have, I let go of my flames, wanting her to see me as the daughter I’ve always been. The daughter who has always loved her. The one who never let go of the hope we’d be able to have some kind of relationship when this is over. Over . . . Over. This is over.  
 
    I cover her hands over her throat, tears freely falling down my cheek. “Mommy, no. Mom! Breathe! Breathe!” 
 
    Her face is blurry as I sob and sob. Her body relaxes under mine. Her fingers loosen. I grip her wound tighter, frantic to keep her blood inside her, to find a way to get her to breathe. To be the one who stands between her and death.  
 
    My tears fall on her skin, the tears of the dragon. Drawing in a breath, I remove my hand and blink the tears from my eyes faster, allowing them to fall on the wound. Desperate. My movements are jerky and desperate. But it’s not quick enough. The healing is not fast enough. The skin tries to knit back together, but the wound is too wide. There’s nothing but shredded meat, like wet strips of cloth, and gushing blood. 
 
    “Mom,” I sob, pulling her closer. A single tear leeches from her own eye and disappears into the neckline of her soaked dress. There’s such a kindness in her gaze, a plea for understanding, and I squeeze my eyes shut to banish the implication. She knows anything I try to do at this point will not save her. She knows this is her end, and I will be the last thing she sees, the last kindness she’ll receive. A daughter holding a dying mother. A mother who fought alongside her daughter. Another loss. The hardest loss. And her acceptance of it. I can be nothing but her greatest love. Nothing but her greatest compassion. Nothing but the daughter she always wanted me to be. Born of compassion. 
 
    Squeezing her tighter in my arms, her blood slicking along my bare skin, I whisper, “It’s okay.” My bottom lip wobbles as gurgling sounds come from her, tightly pressed against me. “It’s okay.” 
 
    I survey the field littered with black and red blood to Eliza roaring her rage and Aiden trying urgently to make his way to her, to the vampire’s still raiding through the forest to join their troops, to Dyson’s wolf snarling at an approaching group, the only barrier between them and the young witches inside.  
 
    With my next breath, I press my lips to my mother’s head as her legs sprawl across the weeds. I pull away, the I love you ready to cross my lips. Her head lolls to the side, her sightless gaze to the clouds, to the rain, to the crack of lightning.  
 
    Dead. She’s dead. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I croak one last time, hoping she clung long enough to hear it. I kiss her forehead slick with red. “I love you.” 
 
    “Kat!” Astrid yells, hobbling to me. She stops short when she sees my limp mother in my arms. 
 
    I blink at her. I blink because I know what to do. Because I won’t let my mother’s death go unpunished. Because I won’t let another die. It’s an idea. A stupid idea. A reckless one. “You and the other witches protect the trees. Wrap them in a shield.” My voice is harsh, dense due to the knot in my throat. 
 
    Swallowing thickly, she nods as the witches around her join hands with hers. Gently, I set my mother down along the weeds and twigs and disturbed patches of dirt. I shut her eyes and wrap her arms around her middle, and then I stand. It doesn’t feel like me standing though. It’s an out-of-body experience.  
 
    Anger ripples through me. So hot and heavy that I shake with the need for revenge.  
 
    With one last look at my mother, I turn and walk to the forest on numb legs, blazing brighter than I was before. Absentmindedly, I shoot flames at any vampire daring to approach me and lock gazes with one racing through the trees with his buddies in tow. Just past Aiden and Eliza, I drop to my knees and peer to my palms, at the callouses. The flames are burning away my mother’s blood as it dances across the lines of my palms, a willing friend, an old, wise soul, an ancient magic yet to be fully tapped.  
 
    My mother. She’s gone. 
 
    Grinding my teeth, I slam my palms into the ground and lift my malicious leer back to the trees, back to the approaching new wave of vampires. 
 
    Fire races across the rest of the grass, the weeds, and straight into the forest. It licks up the shields protecting the trunks, the leaves, and hurtles toward the vampires. One, by one, by one, they shriek as they’re overtaken by a wildfire so hot, so bright, my eyes water against it. The wind whistles as the flames drown it, my scales slide through my skin to protect myself, and the magic continues to rage inside me. Again, I slam my fists against the ground, and the flames reach higher, further into the trees. I don’t stop. Oh, no. Not until ash rains against the forest floor like dark falling snowflakes.  
 
    This is my compassion. 
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