
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
DEMON RETRIBUTION

by

Kiersten Fay

 


 


Published by:

Kiersten Fay

 


Edited by:

Rainy Kaye

 


Copyright © 2012 by Kiersten Fay

www.kierstenfay.com

All rights reserved.

 


This book is a work of fiction. All of the
characters, names, and events portrayed in this novel are products
of the author’s imagination.

 


License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only, and may not be re-sold or given away to other
people. If you would like to share this book with another person,
recommend them to Kiersten Fay’s website above, where they can
purchase a copy for themselves.

 


Thank you for respecting the author’s hard
work,

And please enjoy.

 



Prologue

[image: tmp_f3f3cfde586aab4da956014af1c38b95_KY1wmG_html_m2fd829fa.jpg]

 


 


Kyralyn watched as little Analia played
under the massive oringa trees. Her younger sister’s infectious,
child-like laughter tingled in the cool morning air. She was
chasing a tree knoth—a harmless little thing, with black eyes and
long, skinny limbs for climbing. Its skin was a perfect likeness of
the rough bark. The game wove through gnarled tree roots that
arched over both their heads.

The knoth scurried, as if playing with its
stalker, around and around the massive trunk. Analia didn’t mind.
She screeched with delight whenever she got the slightest bit close
to her prey.

Kyra couldn’t help but to laugh.

The canopy here was so thick with leaves
that a delicate green hue covered every surface, and only the
tiniest pinpricks of light from the double suns peeked through.

She took a seat on one of the lower roots
and contemplated what her father had said the day before. Sure, he
was growing older, but he was still, by any standard, in his prime.
Seven hundred years was nothing, really. A much better age for
ruling than her mere twenty-two, undoubtedly. How would anyone
favor her with confidence when she was still so new?

Analia crawled under her
makeshift chair and demanded, “Ki-ki, help cash him.”

“My dearest sister, how can
you possibly know if it’s a him?”

Jutting her small chin, Analia replied, “I
know.”

“Oh, alright then. But I
think he is too fast for me.” When her sister’s lip quivered, she
quickly added, “Perhaps, if we come back with some treats, he will
come to us.”

Analia considered this for a moment. “’Kay.”
She turned to the knoth, who was now perched on a low branch,
eyeing them. “Stay here. O’kay? I bwing some yummy tweets, and you
sit in my hand. O’kay?”

The knoth tilted his head.

Kyra took Analia’s hand, and they made their
way over the uneven terrain. They hadn’t taken more than a few
steps when they spotted their sister, Nadua, racing toward
them.

“What is the matter?” Kyra
asked at seeing her expression.

Nadua huffed. “Come quickly!” She lifted
Analia into her arms and set off in a hurry.

“Tell me what’s
happened.”

“Father had a vision. I
overheard him speaking with Mother and the council.”

“And?”

“I don’t know, but…his
voice…I’ve never heard Father sound like that. Whatever it is, it’s
bad.”

Analia’s eyes widened and then shot to the
sky. “I don’t like them,” she whispered.

“What?” Kyra
asked.

An unimaginably loud sound cut through the
air. The ground rumbled. Seconds later, a harsh wave of hot air
knocked them down. Analia began screaming hysterically, clutching
Nadua. Kyra’s heart fired so fast she could barely catch enough
air.

Pushing to their feet, they sprinted toward
the palace.

Inside, chaos reigned. People raced in every
direction, terror in their eyes. “Where’s my father?” Kyra demanded
of anyone who would stop for more than a few moments. “Where’s the
King?”

“I don’t know, Princess,” a
terror-stricken maid answered before darting away.

Nadua raised her voice above the noise.
“This way, Kyra!”

Analia whimpered, her head buried in Nadua’s
shoulder.

As Kyra pushed her way through the crowded
hallway, she heard another loud blast. Out the window, pillars of
smoke rose from scorched chunks of land. Shadows loomed, scattered
and sweeping over the treetops. She couldn’t see what was causing
them.

She followed her sisters into the throne
room. People were gathered, hollering. Kyra couldn’t make sense of
any of it.

Her mother broke through the mass to embrace
all three of them. The hug felt wrong, desperate.

“What is it,
Mother?”

She whispered in a rush, “We are under
attack. Your father thinks there is no hope.”

Kyra’s heart plummeted, and she couldn’t
find words. What could one say to that? Her father’s visions were
powerful. If he could not see a way to save them, then it did not
exist.

She swayed on her feet as a wave of nausea
bubbled. People had gathered, shouting all at once.

“We should
flee!”

“We should
fight!”

“We should take to the
mountains!”

“And leave the people
without protection?”

“Perhaps these aliens can
be reasoned with?”

“If they were reasonable,
they would not be attacking now, would they?”

Her father sat slumped, defeated, upon the
throne. She had never seen such sorrow in his eyes. Something
tickled her cheek. She wiped away the stray tear.

Another distant boom shook the walls.

Weaving through the crowd, Kyra approached
him. “Father?” He did not look up. “Father, please.” Her voice
shook and his eyes lifted to her.

“I am sorry, my daughter. I
have failed…everyone.”

For a moment, words escaped her. “There must
be something we can do?”

The King shook his head. “There is not. No
path can help us.”

“There must be! Look
again.” She lowered her voice. “Please, just look
again.”

He lowered his gaze and dropped his head,
but then he gave the slightest nod. “I’ll try.” He took in a long
breath.

The people in the room were still screaming
at each other, demanding they be heard while ignoring the voices of
others.

Kyra turned and raised her hands to the
room. “Quiet!”

The crowd went silent. All eyes focused on
her and the king.

“Kyra dear, give me your
hand,” her father said.

She obeyed, placing her palm in his. Her
mother came forward quietly and, without being asked, slipped her
fingers into his other outstretched palm. Nadua placed Analia on
his lap, and she curled into him while Nadua closed the circle
between them.

The room grew extraordinarily still. Not a
breath sounded. Long moments passed as their father’s eyes moved
rapidly behind tight lids. Every-so-often, his head cocked, yet his
face revealed nothing.

Kyra tried to remain patient, but the
continued booms from beyond the walls were a constant reminder that
they were out of time.

When his eyes flashed open, they were no
longer his. In their place was a black abyss, with minute bursts of
color.

“Parchment!” he
ordered.

The throne room came to life as the supplies
were passed forward. The King began writing a sequence of
numbers.

Eyes still vacantly searching, he tore off a
small piece and handed it to Kyra. “Take the smallest shuttle and
program those coordinates. They will expect guards to accompany any
royals, so you must go alone, or they will target you.”

“But, where will this take
me?” She studied the random set of numbers.

“I see a planet, green. You
will…survive. There is no time to explain further, you must go now
or we are lost.” His dark eyes narrowed, looking as though he were
concentrating very hard. The black behind his lids swirled. “You
have five minutes. Ethanule!”

Ethanule was suddenly by her side, bowing.
“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Escort her. She’ll need
supplies for a long trip.”

“Long? How long?” she
demanded.

“I will see to it, Your
Majesty.” Ethanule gestured for her to follow.

The king stood then, and wrapped his arms
around her. “Safe journey, my child.”

“But…”

Her mother claimed her next, tears streaming
down her face. “I love you,” she breathed.

“But what about
you?”

Her father replied, “I have more yet to see,
but…it may work.”

Kyra gazed into his eyes, still blank, yet
revived with hope. She nodded, trusting him completely.

Nadua’s arms came around her. Then she snuck
a peek at the numbers, hopeful to gather some information. By her
expression, they meant even less to her than they did to Kyra.

Before she allowed Ethanule to lead her out
the door, she kissed Analia on the forehead, promising to return
and help her catch the knoth—unaware it would be the last time she
saw her family.


Chapter 1
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400 years later

 


It was always mystifying when the park
seemed absent of life, while far away sounds of the city clamored,
and buildings sprouted, lifelike, above the tree line.

Two contradictory landscapes hammered
together. Neither belonged with the other, yet they coexisted
nonetheless. It was an odd kind of clash that somehow worked
harmoniously in its opposition.

Kyra sat on a cool bench, taking in the
early morning sun that gleamed off the infinite high-rise windows.
Around her, the soft chirping of creatures, hidden within the lush
greenery, mingled with the distant honking.

It was as if this place was unsure of what
it was, and had yet to make up its mind. This was a place that
moved, defiantly, at its own speed, while chaos wound around it.
Where one could be odd and unnatural, and no one would notice, or
care.

A place to be alone.

She loved it here.

Occasionally someone would stroll by, or
stop for a moment to appreciate the splendor of the pond at her
front, and then they would move on. She’d pay them no heed, and
they likewise.

Some might think it unfathomable to find a
refuge where one could feel alone in a city so populated. But then,
being the only one of her kind, it wasn’t a difficult endeavor

She sighed when it was time to leave and
slung the strap of her satchel over her shoulder. Zoey would be
waiting and wouldn’t appreciate if she were late again. For Kyra,
working as a barista was nothing more than a distraction, a means
to pass time. But for Zoey, it was a livelihood.

Kyra walked slowly, reluctant to leave her
sanctum. But it would be here tomorrow, and the next day.

After a short jaunt, the scent that was
distinct to every good coffee shop hit her as she entered Little
Jitters. The door chimed. From behind the register, Zoey peeked at
her through a curtain of straight black hair.

“Morning,” they said in
unison.

Then Zoey did a double take. “Oh, I love
those wicked contacts you wear.”

Kyra smiled, knowing that
her eyes were a unique mix of color: bright green near the pupil,
and fading outward to a deep aqua blue, with faucets of yellow
throughout. It was her natural coloring. She often wore contacts to
disguise them as a very normal brown, which Zoey had mistaken for
her real shade. Today she’d gone au
naturale.

Kyra pulled back her hair and slipped on the
tacky, black Little Jitters cap shaped like a coffee bean. Then she
flipped the sign on the door before joining Zoey behind the
counter.

Little Jitters was what some would call a
hole in the wall. The waiting area consisted of a row of bar stools
on one side of the door, and a single small table on the other.
Behind the counter, there was enough room for Kyra and Zoey to work
their stations, but that was it. And behind that, a door led to a
cramped storage room, with a second exit that opened to a dingy
alley, which they shared with other surrounding hole in the wall
businesses.

“Did you remember to bring
a change of clothes?” Zoey counted the money in the register as she
spoke.

Kyra shoved her satchel, harboring a
scandalous outfit, makeup, brush, and dangerously high heels, into
the small cupboard under the espresso machine. “I did. How about
you?”

“Yeah.” Zoey’s low tone
made her take notice.

“What’s up? Do you need a
pick-me-up? You know we work in a coffee shop, right?”

“Yeah,” she said again.
“It’s not that. I broke up with Kevin last night.” She closed the
register harder than was necessary.

“Oh.”—Thank god!—“I’m sorry.”

Zoey raised a dubious brow.

“Well, I’m sorry you’re
sad.” Kyra said defensively and turned to check the regular and
decaf coffee pots. “All the more reason to be excited for a full
night of reckless clubbing. We’ll find you a rebound. Hell, we’ll
find you two or three rebounds.”

Zoey smiled at that. They each had the day
off tomorrow, the plan being to change here and go directly to
Element, on the lower east side. Maybe stop in at Mercury Lounge,
dance all night, meet some guys, and get crunked. Not necessarily
in that order.

“I’ll feel better later,
I’m sure.”

However, through the day, Kyra could see
signs of her inner turmoil. Kevin had been nice to Zoey, at first,
and had even managed to fool Kyra for a time. But the closer Zoey
and Kevin got, the more controlling Kevin became. Without much
doubt, Kyra had predicted what would follow. She had tried to force
herself to butt out. However, even with only two years of working
together, Zoey had become a good friend, despite Kyra’s resistance.
Probably the closest friend she had ever allowed herself to
have.

A few weeks ago, Kevin had started acting
paranoid and accused Zoey of cheating on him. He began calling and
texting her, demanding to know where she was and whom she was with.
He would “surprise” her while she was working and linger in the
shop far too long for comfort.

Finally, Kyra had warned Zoey where the
relationship was headed. But like most people who fancied
themselves in love, she hadn’t listened. There was still a hint of
a shadow under Zoey’s left eye. A large bouquet of flowers had
appeared the same day the mark had.

“He didn’t hit me again,”
Zoey suddenly blurted as she scrubbed down the counter. Kyra looked
up from filling the sugar bin. At the moment, the shop was empty of
customers.

“So what
did happen,
Zo?”

Reluctantly, Zoey lifted her sleeve. An
unmistakable bruise in the shape of a hand peeked out at Kyra. “I
said I needed to run to the store for something, and he yanked me.
He accused me of going to go see another guy.”

Kyra listened quietly, cleaning the same
spot over and over. It would be easy enough to take Kevin out.
Humans were so fragile.

No. Just butt out, she told herself.

“So,” Zoey continued, “I
asked him to go to the store for me while I fixed dinner, and as
soon as he was out of sight, I packed as much as I could and
bolted.”

“Good. Wait, does Kevin
know you’re broken up?”

“I left a note.”

“Has he contacted you
since?”

“Some texts. Same stuff as
last time.”

“I’m sorry,” Kyra repeated,
with nothing better to say.

“I know I should have
listened to you, but…I liked him so much. And he was helping me pay
Mom’s medical bills.”

Zoey’s mother had been diagnosed with cancer
last year. In the same month, her father had died—whether it was
from natural causes or not, Kyra didn’t know. Zoey wouldn’t speak
of it, and she didn’t push. Now Zo struggled to take care of
everything by herself.

A young couple entered the shop. Zoey
lowered her sleeve, and they both got to work. Kyra prepared the
medium sized, double shot espresso and caramel mocha, while Zoey
tended the register. After taking their drinks, the couple claimed
a seat at the table, chatting quietly between themselves.

Beyond the front glass entrance, across the
street, a man passed by. For some reason, Kyra’s gaze was drawn to
him. She thought she’d seen him before, not too long ago—or at
least, someone in a similar black tank, stylish jeans, and
old-world gangster hat. But then, this was New York. Hundreds of
people passed by every day.

The customers left, giving a brief wave of
thanks as they went. Zoey delved back into private thought. Kyra
wanted to say something comforting, but decided against it.

It was never a good idea for her to get
involved in a particular human’s life. History had proven as
much.

Before modern technological advances, and
the slow disintegration of ancient superstitions, she’d had a hell
of a time staying inconspicuous in the world of man.

In the beginning, she’d tried to integrate
herself into society, masquerading as one of them. The venture had
been next to impossible, at least for any length of time.

For reasons beyond her understanding, people
she’d known for years would develop an irrational desire to remain
close to her, to the point of unhealthy obsession. Not all of them
though. She’d once estimated that it was about one in a hundred.
What’s worse, there was never any warning. No sign above their
heads that said, “Look out Kyra, I’m about to go mad and try to
lock you in my basement.”

When that happened, her magic responded…with
a vengeance. It was the only time she let it free, and she was
reluctant even then. She was never more vulnerable than just after
an episode. As a result, she’d done a lot of running back then, and
even more hiding.

Now, in the twenty-first century, it was
cake to hide in plain sight. There were no societal expectations to
mingle with your neighbors, or make conversation in the street. She
could keep to herself and no one would gossip about the odd lonely
girl with the strange eyes—a birth defect, she would say.

And if a human got any strange impulses
toward her, they were rarely acted upon. If someone saw the rounded
points of her ears, they’d just ask when she’d had it done, and if
it had hurt. Though, most of the time she kept them hidden by her
thick hair to avoid conversations like that. She hated lying. Yet,
it was the only way she could live.

No doubt, if the government found out there
was an honest-to-god alien living among them, she would be strapped
to a gurney for the rest of her life while they dissected every
inch of her.

But despite all this, Kyra had allowed
herself to form an attachment to Zoey that she knew would only end
in a sorrowful departure. She’d been living in New York for far too
long now. Soon it would be time to move, change her last name, and
become someone else. L.A., London, Paris. She had domiciles all
over the world.

The door chimed. Angelo had arrived for his
shift. Kyra looked at the clock, amazed at how quickly the day
passed.

“Gurl, did you see Project
Runway last night? Those outfits were hideous! I’d be sendin’ all
those mofo’s home.”

Kyra couldn’t help but chuckle. Angelo had
on a pair of bright green skinny jeans and a black and white
patterned top that was painful to look at.

Zoey laughed. “You’re just mad ‘cause you
applied and they rejected you.”

“Hello, they called me
vanilla!” He motioned from his stylish, burgundy Mohawk to his
brightly decorated combat boots. “Is thisss…vanilla? I don’t think
so.” Chin lifted, he sauntered past them into the back room, to
change into the standard black on black work attire.

Zoey called after him, “Just so you don’t
hear it from somebody else, and get mad at me for not telling you,
I dumped Kevin.”

Dramatically, Angelo poked his head out.
“Whaaat?”

She rolled her eyes and showed him the mark.
The previous incident hadn’t exactly been a secret.

“Gurl, you just send
him my way. I’ll
strap him to my bed and teach him a thing or two about how to treat
a lady. Okay?” He
snapped his fingers.

When Angelo disappeared again, Kyra asked,
“So where are you staying?”

“Well, I was wise enough,
at least, to keep my old apartment.”

“Okay, good.” She
hesitated. “But if you needed…you know, for a couple of nights or
something…you don’t even have to ask.”

Zo’s head snapped up, and her lips pressed
into a grateful smile. “Thanks.” She looked at the clock. “Where is
Joe?”

“You know he’s always
late.”

“Grrr. Well, do you mind if
I go get changed now?”

“Go ahead. I think I can
handle making a cup of coffee by myself if I need to.”

Twenty minutes later, Joe was tapping his
code into the register. He had his usual California surfer haircut
in perfect disarray.

“Hey Jo-jo-cup-a-joe,” Zoey
greeted as she traipsed out of the women’s restroom. Her straight
black hair fell over a tight, strapless, glittery dress.

A gurgling sound bubbled out of Joe’s gaping
mouth.

“Aw, thanks,
Joey.”

Kyra clocked out and retrieved her satchel.
The bathroom light flickered a dull blue.

She pulled out her black heels and set them
aside, then traded her plain black T for a gauzy top that stayed
with nothing but a thin tie in the back and happy thoughts. Her
jeans sat low on her hips and were factory torn in all the right
places, making them look effortlessly sexy. After strapping her
shoes in place, she fluffed her long hair and applied a touch of
make-up.

“Voilà,” she said to the
mirror.

Stepping out of the bathroom, she found Zoey
on her cell phone, frown in place. She was muttering so no one else
could hear—or so she thought. Joe and Angelo were scowling.

“No…I don’t want to see you
again…I’ll manage…I don’t care if you’re…just stop…I won’t be
treated like that…it’s over…No…”

Kyra stopped listening. When Zoey finally
hung up, she asked, “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. If I didn’t answer
he would have just kept calling all night.”

“Zo, you could just turn
the phone off.”

Zoey frowned. “The hospital might call.”

“Hospital?”

“Yeah, I haven’t told
anyone yet. Mom went into surgery yesterday.”

“Why?”

“They said the tumor was
spreading so rapidly that if they didn’t try to get it now, it
would be too late.”

“And she’s still in the
hospital?”

“She hasn’t woken up yet.
They found a second tumor, wrapped around her spine. They said it
was too advanced to…” Zoey’s jaw clenched, her eyes
glistening.

Kyra put her arms around her while Zoey
silently shook. “We don’t have to go out if—”

“No, please. If I don’t get
out, I’ll just sit at the hospital and lose it.” She wiped her
eyes. “They said they’d call as soon as she woke up.”

Kyra nodded, knowing what it was like to
want to forget your problems for a night.

Outside, they scarfed down a couple of fully
loaded dirty-water dogs from a nearby vendor and then hailed a
cab.

The club was already packed when they
arrived. Zoey headed for the bar to order their first round of
drinks, while Kyra found the dance floor. Music blasted from the
surrounding speakers. Each harsh beat vibrated through her feet,
making it impossible not to move.

It wasn’t long before a small group of guys
were inching closer, testing the water. Others looked on to see how
they fared. All she’d need to do was smile, and they would be
putty.

She didn’t smile.

Not that she wasn’t interested. She’d had
her share of temporary relationships. A couple of guys had caught
and held her interest for a time. She thought of them fondly now,
but she had never found a deep connection with any of them.

Zoey joined her on the dance floor and
handed her some kind of orangy-red drink. It tasted fruity. They
danced a couple of songs, club-whispering about which guys they
thought were cute.

Unfortunately, Zoey had the absolute worst
taste in men. Though not when it came to looks. When it came to
looks, she was a spot on hottie detector. But when it came to
personality, the girl was intuitively-challenged.

Like something out of Night at the Roxbury,
two dark haired guys presented themselves, separating the girls
with their bodies. Zoey gave a thumbs-up and went with it. Kyra
rolled her eyes and snorted, which couldn’t be heard over the
music.

The song changed into something a little
more rhythmic, and she let it speak through her movements, allowing
the guy his chance to impress her. At least he had the guts to
try—a rare quality these days.

But when he started mentioning cars and
going for rides, she’d had enough. She wanted to make sure Zo
wasn’t getting the same sweet talk, but she saw Zo smiling, and her
partner keeping his hands in the safe zones, so she decided to head
to the bar for a refill instead.

While waiting for the bartender, she took in
the euphoric atmosphere. Multicolored lights snaked over gyrating
bodies. On the balcony, a DJ watched over the crowd, manipulating
them through melody like a puppeteer.

Next to him, a man caught her eye. His
stance was bored, his manner cool. Arms crossed in front of him, he
leaned on the banister, looking down at her. She couldn’t read his
expression. His biceps weren’t huge but there was obvious power in
them. His eyes were piercing, and even from where she was standing,
she could tell they were steely blue.

But all this wasn’t what had snared her
attention. It was the familiar black hat and tank top, and the fact
that he didn’t look away when she’d caught his gaze.

She swallowed, realizing the scrutiny
unnerved her. But why should it? Another quick sweep revealed more
than half a dozen men sneaking glances at her. It was not unusual.
She understood that her features appealed to humans. Usually it was
flattering. But she couldn’t shake the sudden sense of alarm.

Maybe it was his riveted, unwavering gaze,
when anyone else caught staring would have pretended to look
elsewhere.

Glancing back at him, she met his gaze once
more, curious how long his would linger. Then his lips quirked in
an amused grin, and he raised a brow at her. She narrowed her eyes,
instantly irritated. A strange reaction, but she didn’t fight
it.

“Can I get you something?”
The bartender broke her focus.

“Yeah, a hurricane,
please.”

She paid the outrageously bloated price and
sipped the sweet beverage. Then she glanced back to the balcony.
The man was no longer there. A couple of women had taken his place,
dancing as if they were on a stage rather than a crowded
balcony.

Kyra chewed her straw, surveying the rest of
the club. She told herself it wasn’t for that mysterious man, but
she knew it was a lie.

Zoey continued to dance. She’d managed to
catch the attention of both Roxbury brothers. As long as they
didn’t start bumping their chests against Zoey, Kyra would leave
them be.

The music transformed again, and she pushed
back onto the dance floor, letting it take over. Each beat was like
a physical pulse to the crowd, making them all move as if of one
mind. The songs played out, morphing smoothly from one tune to the
next. When its story became a little more frenzied and sensual, the
dancers responded in kind.

The feel of a hand on her hip surprised her.
She spun around to find the man in the dark hat, amused expression
still in place. He didn’t give her much time to react before
pulling her into his personal dance space with a palm to the small
of her back.

Unused to the show of aggression, she froze,
but not for long. He expertly maneuvered her. An outside viewer
would probably not recognize her awkward stiffness.

He stood only slightly taller than she, but
seemed to loom over her nonetheless, his eyes just as intense as
before. She could tell that his blond hair was cut short under his
hat. His jaw was smooth and shapely, and…nibble-able. He was too
handsome for his own good, and obviously knew it.

She sensed there was something different
about him. This man was in no way unsure of himself or deterred by
her stunned reaction, and there was an undercurrent of danger. Her
instincts were going haywire.

Despite herself, she smiled. It wasn’t often
that someone took her by surprise. And as unusual as his actions
were, they were a welcome relief from the stagnant repetitiveness
of her life. She could use a little excitement for a change. Even
if it was just an insignificant dance with an overconfident
stranger.

She relaxed as the music changed again.
There had been a little gap between them, but as soon as he felt
her relent, there was no gap at all. The heat of his body and smell
his masculine scent appealed to her, and she leaned closer. His
breath on her skin tingled, and she shivered.

She turned in his arms, so that her back was
to his chest, and rolled her hips to the beat. His arms came around
her stomach as their bodies crushed together. They were both now at
the command of the puppet master.

Zoey caught her eye with a look full of
implications and fake fanned herself. The guy Kyra had been dancing
with gave her new partner a disdainful glare. The man either didn’t
notice, or didn’t care. She could practically feel his attention on
her alone, even though she wasn’t facing him.

Stirring her hips, Kyra lifted her arms
around his neck, and he buried his nose in her hair. His hot palm
found the front waist of her jeans, and he ran the tips of his
fingers under it, while his other hand trailed down the underside
of her arm. The sensation was drugging.

Then he moved aside her hair and
chuckled.

Her body reacted on instinct, breaking away
and twirling to face him. For the second time, he’d caught her off
guard. But then, how would she have known he would go for the
ears?

She was ready with her usual explanation,
but he didn’t ask about them like most people would. But why? She
knew he’d gotten a good look.

Her heart pick up pace as it registered
something that her brain was only now figuring out.

His stance was too casual and relaxed. He
didn’t look confused or curious. In fact, he didn’t look surprised
at all by her sudden movement. The way he stood said he’d expected
it, and she didn’t like the knowing curve to his lips.

The music shifted again, becoming something
sinister—or perhaps that was just her interpretation—as they stared
at each other.

Zoey must have noticed, because she appeared
by her side with her entourage, brandishing the proper look of
confusion on their faces.

“Ky? What’s going on?” she
asked.

Kyra wasn’t sure how to
answer that. What was going on? Instead of saying anything, she just gave Zo
the signal. The one they
would use to alert the other, “time to go, don’t ask questions.” A
very useful tool they had borrowed from a popular sitcom, though
Kyra never thought she’d be the one to actually use it.

Without question, Zo waved goodbye to the
Roxbury twins and headed for the exit. Kyra tailed her. She glanced
back once, to make sure he wasn’t following, but the empty space
where he had been was quickly engulfed by the oblivious crowd.

In the cab, Zo inquired about their hasty
retreat, but could only reply, “I just didn’t like that guy. He
gave me the willies.”

“Damn. It’s always the hot
ones, isn’t it?”

Later, after a few more hurricanes at their
second club destination, Kyra considered that she might have
overreacted. He probably hadn’t meant to scope out her ears. Or, if
he had, it was more likely that he had a weird fetish, rather than
some prior knowledge of what he would find.

Some guys like feet. Suffice it to say, some
might have a thing for ears. She’d heard of a website dedicated to
clown sex for crying out loud. Anything was possible.

Anything except for the concealed
understanding she’d seen behind his eyes.
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Calic leaned casually against a tree across
the street from her apartment building. The shadows of night kept
him hidden.

He’d arrived on Earth more than a month ago,
on a mission to find and protect the Faieara princess, Kyra. While
searching for her, he’d educated himself on the ways of this
planet.

It had been the opposite of
what he’d expected. Marada’s
database had detailed this planet as primitive and
archaic. Instead, what he found was evidence of multiple
space-culture colonization.

He’d walked the streets for weeks surprised
to find dragon blood in the veins of these humans, or denaloid in
their mannerisms, Serakian beliefs in their Wiccan religion, among
other characteristics from the many races he’d encountered while
traveling as a space merchant.

There were also signs of his own people
making their mark here, which was even more interesting. However,
the general consensus of demons was inconvenient. Somehow, his
kind, or a race that resembled his kind, had carved their way into
the worst parts of human mythology. To these people, demons were
without morals, abhorred, feared. He could foresee it making
contact a pain in the ass.

But, whatever events had transpired to bring
so many unrelated factions together on one little planet had
obviously happened ages ago. Humanity had no memory of it, and the
bloodlines had become so diluted, any one human’s true lineage was
no longer clear.

And there were so many of them!

The planet was practically over populated.
When he’d first arrived, Cale had been shocked by their numbers,
and worried that he would never be able to find Kyra.

Luckily, fate had been on his side.

By chance, he’d found her three days ago
when he came across her scent in the park. It was instantly
familiar to him. Kyra’s younger sister, Anya, had a similar
fragrance, though not as intriguing.

He’d followed it to her apartment complex.
Her location couldn’t have been any more blatant than if she’d
rubbed herself over every inch of matter leading up to the
entrance.

Thank the gods he’d gotten here before the
Kayadon.

Fortunately, that was one race he hadn’t
detected in this melting pot of DNA, although that didn’t mean they
weren’t here somewhere. The land was massive.

Shortly after discovering where Kyra lived,
he’d figured out which room was hers. Fifth floor, on the corner.
He figured she’d chosen it because only those apartments offered
balconies, and early this morning she had lounged on hers with a
steaming cup in hand, gazing into the park.

Currently, her windows were dark. She hadn’t
returned yet.

He’d expected her to head straight home
after their encounter, but five hours later, here he was, still
waiting.

At the club, his intentions
had been to verify her identity and finally present himself as her
temporary protector until Marada
came. But when she’d first looked up at him on the
balcony, he saw a spark of intuition flash over her features. Ever
so subtly, her mood had become suspicious, guarded. Any little
movement on her part seemed defensive. She’d assessed her
surroundings, as if expecting an ambush.

At that point, he couldn’t help but to have
a little fun.

Her reactions had been entertaining and told
him more about her than she probably realized. She’d gone straight
into a fighting stance when he’d peeked at her cute little ear.

He thought back to Anya’s training. She had
been all but helpless, and he was glad to see that might not be the
case with her older sister.

Hopefully his actions hadn’t put her too on
edge. He chuckled, remembering how wide her eyes had gone. They
were the oddest color. For a strange moment he’d gotten lost in
trying to decipher the best name for it. Coupled with her smile,
she had the power to bring any man to his knees. Well, any man but
him.

Pulling him from his musings, he noticed one
of those yellow vehicles had stopped in front of her building. He
watched her step out with a little less grace than she’d shown
earlier in the night before paying the driver. Her little black
haired friend was nowhere in sight.

Her step faltered, and a random giggle
escaped her as she headed toward the entrance guard. Cale snorted,
realizing she was drunk. She paused before reaching the guard, who
patiently held the door open, and turned to adjust the strap of her
bag. While she was at it, her gaze scanned the edge of the
park.

Had she felt him watching her? She had never
sensed him before. Not even this morning, when he had been so
close. He’d followed her to the pond, where he had originally
detected her scent.

Perhaps he should have approached her then,
but there had been something oddly private in the way she sat there
next to the water, her stare hard and distant. He’d stayed hidden,
feeling as though he’d be interrupting some ritual of hers.

Or maybe that was just an excuse.

He was acutely aware of something inside him
that was screaming to stay away from her. Warning bells had shaken
his brain with the first discovery of her feminine fragrance. Even
now, he was hesitant to follow, but at the same time, oddly eager.
The conflicting desires made him debate whether it might be better
to stay at a distance, keep an eye on her without her knowing.

His gut relaxed at the thought, and then
tightened in protest—as if it too was unsure of the best
course.

Her gaze swept past him without pausing. The
thick foliage covered him well. He was sure she couldn’t see him.
Again, she swayed on her feet and took a moment to balance herself.
When she finally entered the building, her left shoulder bumped the
door frame.

A few moments later, the light behind her
curtains flicked on.

His instincts were at war. His usual
curiosity seemed to be his biggest enemy. That and his desire for
her. There, he’d admitted it to himself—why he’d been denying it so
vehemently, he didn’t know. But he wanted her. Badly.

Not really a surprise, considering how
drop-dead gorgeous she was. Yet even so, he shouldn’t be as
unnerved as he was by wanting her. He took females like he took his
meals; frequently, and with everything on the side. Emotions were
never involved…on his part. He couldn’t care less where the females
came from, or where they were going. Hell, he hardly cared what
they called themselves, only that he got what he needed from
them.

However, there was something different
regarding Kyra.

Whatever it was, he blamed Anya. That damn
girl had made him soft! Somehow, she had forced him to love her,
albeit, as a sister. But, before her, he hadn’t allowed anyone new
into his heart since…

His teeth gnashed together. Thinking of his
mate was always painful. Holding himself together after he’d lost
her was a challenge he’d given up on long ago. He waited for the
burning that felt like acid under his skin to subside, eager to
embrace the emptiness that always followed.

Before Anya had entered his life and mated
his brother Sebastian, Cale had been drifting through life as a
shell. Faking his way through every day.

And it had been
fine! He had been
just fine.

No one had really known how thoroughly he
suffered, how much pain he kept to himself. He’d been able to hide
it from his brother and sister, from everyone, all this time.

Until Anya.

The way she’d look at him made him wonder if
she saw right through him. No, he knew she did. With her gift, she
could sense his every incriminating emotion. She understood
probably better than he.

Though, the chit had been sweet not to bring
it up.

He thought of the last time
he’d seen her, just before leaving Marada. She’d been unconscious,
barely breathing. Sebastian, distraught, looked ready to join her
in death if she didn’t wake up.

Kyra’s light flicked off, reclaiming his
attention. From where he stood, he could see that the sliding door
curtain was not drawn all the way. The buildings were so tightly
packed together; it would be a breeze to climb to her balcony…just
to make sure she was alright.

The justification was a lame one, but to
hell with it.

As he scaled the wall, he tried to deter his
desire by reminding himself of another reason he should stay away
from her.

Her future was his future.

Meaning, if he got involved
with her, as he always tended to do with women, he couldn’t just
send her on her way and be done with it. Where she went, he would
have to go. And vice versa. At least until Marada rescued them from this
backward planet.

But the impending ramifications did nothing
to sway his course.

Damn, but he shouldn’t have danced with her.
Sebastian was right. He had no self-control. And she held too much
attraction for him. By marking her as forbidden, he’d managed to
make her that much more appealing.

But if he just got another look at her—a
glimpse—then he could distance himself once more, and be at ease
for the remainder of the night.

On her balcony, he crouched next to the
wall. A sliver of moonlight seeped in to her apartment, but it was
not enough. He could only see the edge of a table. Testing the
door, he found it unlocked. He guessed there weren’t a load of
humans who could climb as well as he.

He slipped inside and his
vision adjusted to the dark. The room was about the size of his
quarters on Marada. A plush white couch faced a flat, black screen. Draped over
the arm was a strip of familiar fabric. Her top? He swallowed,
thinking he should turn around and leave. It would be the logical
thing to do.

He stepped forward. A few large
pictures—black and white landscapes—hung against walls that sucked
up the blue hue of the moonlight. To his right, a wide bar with a
dark counter top separated the kitchen from the living area.

Across the room, he spied a door cracked
open. Bunched at its base was another clump of material and a
single heel. He traveled lightly over the beige carpet and peeked
through the opening, already suspecting what he would find.

His breath caught.

She hadn’t quite made it under the
covers.

She lay face down, head cocked to the side,
arms sprawled above her. Her legs were slightly askew and looked
pale against the dark sheets. The only bit of fabric she wore was a
tiny strip that sank into an ass that couldn’t have been more
perfect if it had been shaped by an artist.

“Mercy of gods.”

Her body jerked at the sound of his voice,
and she gasped, rolling over the side of the mattress. The rustle
of a drawer being yanked open should have been his queue to
skedaddle, but he’d been momentarily frozen by the sight of her. At
the last second, he moved, and the bullet whizzed past his
head.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa! I’m not
here to hurt you.” He backed away from the door.

“Shopping for apartments,
are you?” She hissed, barging into the living room, gun aimed true,
and still nearly naked.

His mind went blank for another moment.

“I’m here to protect
you.”

“You broke into my place to
protect me.” Her tone was sarcastic. Then her eyes narrowed as
recognition took hold. “You’re that guy,” she said.

 


Kyra swayed, feeling nauseous.

Seeing his face between the two other blurry
figures reminded her that she was three sheets to the wind.

“I’ve come to keep you safe
from the Kayadon.” His arms were up, showing he was unarmed, but he
wasn’t meeting her gaze.

“From what?” she replied a
bit slurred. “Do you mean people who follow girls home and sneak
into their rooms when they’re unconscious?”

“Not exactly.” His words
were slow, as if he wasn’t really paying attention. She followed
his line of sight.

Huh, when had she removed her clothing?

“Get a good look? It’s the
last pair you’re ever going to see.”

His smile was cocky. “I doubt that.”

Kyra squeezed the trigger three times. The
long silencer at the end of her nine millimeter muffled the
sound.

“Shit!” he bellowed and
stumbled back, clutching the open wounds in his torso.

Even wasted, she was a spot on shot. The
trick was to aim for the middle one. If that didn’t work, just
shoot ‘em all. Bound to hit something.

“You crazy wench.” His
expression was incredulous, and she mused that psychos were always
surprised when their prey fought back, and won. Though he probably
didn’t realize it yet, she’d mortally wounded him. Lung, liver,
kidney. This one was proving tough, however. He was still steady on
his feet.

“Get out of here, or I’ll
put one in your head, you sicko.”

He grumbled something she couldn’t hear and
still shamelessly ogled her. She tensed her arm for another
shot.

“Alright, I’m going,” he
said, as if she were merely inconveniencing him.

But instead of heading toward the door, he
went to the balcony, and she registered now that the sliding door
had been open this whole time. He hauled himself up to balance on
the banister. Gun still trained on him, she took a step forward,
about to either make the kill or demand he leave again. When he
flung himself over the side, her jaw dropped.

She rushed forward, expecting to see a
splattered body on the street and the sound of honking horns, maybe
some screaming from passersby, but there was none of that. She
ignored the chilled morning air as she leaned over the edge.

Her heart, which she hadn’t realized was
racing, began to slow, and a low gust of wind reminded her that she
was naked. It didn’t matter. No one from below could really see
her. It was still dark out, but the coming sun threatened to leach
the night away at any moment.

Leaning farther out, she checked to see if
he’d landed on the balcony under her, but he wasn’t there
either.

Then movement across the street demanded her
attention.

It was him!

He leaned against a thin trunk behind the
waist high wall that separated the park from the sidewalk. Blood
trickled from where she’d shot him, but he looked casually
unaffected. Almost relaxed.

Their eyes met. He smiled. All she could do
was gape at his smug expression. In the next instant, he was gone,
disappearing into the park.

Stunned, she stood there for a long while.
Eventually the black of the sky mixed with navy. Car engines
rumbled below. Brakes squealed. The gun was still in her hand,
growing cold.

Had that really just happened?
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By midday, Kyra had sobered up. Mostly.
Sober enough to realize the droplets of blood in her apartment
weren’t from an alcohol-induced hallucination. She had shot
someone, and he’d practically laughed about it. At least, she
though he had laughed. There had been a chuckle at least.

Of course, he was most likely dead by now.
People didn’t survive wounds like that unless treated immediately,
and he hadn’t seemed in a hurry to find a hospital.

Anyway, she couldn’t stay here any longer.
It was time for another identity change.

The moment his body was found, alive or
dead, there would be an investigation, and she best be long gone by
then.

A half-filled suitcase lay open on her bed.
Each time she moved, she would mourn as if someone was dying. Which
was kind of true. Kyra Okora was dying. Just as Kyra Webber, Kyra
Jenkins, and countless others had before.

She’d always keep her first name for two
reasons. One, because it was who she was, who she would always be,
no matter how many identities she took. Two, she could never get
used to answering to a fake name. She’d tried it once. It was
always awkward when someone had to say the name three or more times
before she would answer.

Kyra had made changing her life as easy as
possible, so she could just up and go at a moment’s notice. All her
properties were owned by a “travel company” so there was never any
paperwork to track, and a bag of cash was always on hand, along
with countless deposit boxes.

Like so many other times she’d just become
another missing person. Not that there was ever anyone who’d put up
a fuss over it.

Well, not usually. Zoey might.

Maybe that’s why she sat slumped, staring
aimlessly through her glass coffee table. For the first time in
ages, someone would miss her. And she would miss someone. Why had
she let herself get so close to the human girl?

Kyra debated calling her, giving her some
excuse as to why they would never see each other again.

Hey, Zo, I killed a man,
just to watch him die.

Okay, not to watch. Though, Kyra didn’t
regret shooting the wacko. Killing him would save whoever his next
target would have been. And she was sure there would have been a
next. People like him didn’t just forget their sick obsessions.
They didn’t grow a conscience. She smiled, remembering her
vigilante years, long before things like police forces and
forensics labs had existed.

A harsh buzzing noise made her jump. Kyra
grabbed her phone off the table and slid her finger across the
screen.

“Hey, Zo,” she
said.

A terrible sniffling was the only
response.

Her back straightened. “Are you okay? What
happened?”

An unintelligible sob echoed from the
speaker.

“Where are you?”

 


While Kyra had been dealing with her
unwanted intruder, Zoey had been dealing with her worst
nightmare.

The hospital was like any other—cold,
impersonal, with a generally unnerving air about. At least that’s
what it felt like to Kyra.

Being able to witness the progression of
humanity was a unique experience, but a depressing one. The old
ways of caring for the sick used to be much more compassionate and
less…“sign here and have a seat.”

She found Zoey in the lobby, her face wet,
eyes burning with tears. Kyra took the seat to her right, giving
quiet comfort and waiting for her to decide what to do next. If she
wanted to sit here all day, then that’s what they would do.

After about twenty minutes, Zo muttered,
“I’m so tired.” The words were but a breath through her lips, so
low Kyra had barely heard.

“Are you ready to go
home?”

Zo didn’t say anything. Her eyes had been
fixed on one spot for a while. Kyra was sure she wasn’t really
seeing anything, but finally she gave a single nod.

“Is there anything you need
from her room?” Kyra didn’t want to say the word “Mom”, afraid it
would make Zo break down completely.

Zoey shook her head, a tear escaping down
one cheek.

The cab ride was quiet, and when they
reached their destination, Zoey blindly fished in her purse for
money. Kyra was quicker and handed a couple of twenties to the
driver, not really caring if she was due change.

Zoey’s apartment was on the first level, so
it wasn’t long before Kyra was helping her into bed. She asked a
series of yes or no questions because Zoey was only responding with
head movements. She wasn’t hungry, she wasn’t cold, she wasn’t hot,
she didn’t want music. Thankfully, she did accept a glass of
water.

“I’m going to be right out
here, okay?” Kyra jerked her head toward the main room.

Nod.

Stepping out of the room, she closed the
door behind her and then made herself comfortable on the lumpy
secondhand couch. Her earlier sorrow over the loss of her fake life
seemed insignificant now, but still inevitable.

It was a despicable situation. She’d be
leaving Zoey during a rough time in her life. She could only hope
that Zoey didn’t turn to Kevin, for both comfort and financial
support. Kyra could see that happening, all too well. The hospital
bills had eaten away any savings Zo and her mom had put away, and
the girl was living on credit.

Kyra decided then that Zoey would receive a
generous gift from an anonymous benefactor. An unknown wealthy
uncle, or some forgotten family member recently deceased, but who
had been searching for their only known heir. It would take some
time to forge the documents and plant evidence of his existence,
but by this time it was par for the course.

Kyra spent most of the day rifling through
Zoey’s small book collection, flipping through channels, and
checking on her every so often. Late in the evening, Zoey stopped
crying, but she still wouldn’t eat. When Kyra found she’d finally
fallen asleep, hours after the sun had set, she went back to the
couch and closed her eyes.

 


Kyra woke to a warm hand on her shoulder.
Zoey perched on the arm of the couch.

“Thanks for staying. You
didn’t have to, though.”

“Whatever. Like I would
leave you alone at a time like this.” Kyra cringed at her own
words.

Zoey sighed. Her face was puffy and
stressed.

“Do you need me to do
anything? Call anyone?”

“No one to call,” she
replied dryly.

“What about…arrangements?”
Kyra instantly regretted bringing it up so soon.

Renewed tears spilled from Zoey’s eyes. She
swallowed and pushed the words out. “Done. Mom insisted on getting
everything settled, just in case.” She paused on a silent sob.
“After what we went through with Dad…Well, she didn’t want to leave
me with that.” She took a heavy breath, and Kyra noticed how
exhausted her friend still looked. “So, she’ll be cremated, and
just wants…wanted to be spread somewhere exotic. Unfortunately, it
might be a while before I can afford to go anywhere.”

“What, New York’s not
exotic? Tell me where else you can get a two dollar slice of pizza
and a ten dollar martini in the same meal?”

Zoey gave a clipped laugh, then stood and
traveled the few steps to the kitchen, before saying, “You can grab
a shower here if you need. I put a couple towels in there for
you.”

“Sure. Thanks.” Kyra
flicked on the television and found a local news channel. If a body
had been found in the park it should have made the top
stories.

A newscaster baring a striking resemblance
to a plastic doll debated with a couple of businessmen about stock
market issues. Kyra put the volume on low.

Zoey dug through her cabinets. “I don’t have
much to eat here. I could make us some eggs or something.

“I’m not a big breakfast
person, but thanks.”

“Ah, I forgot. Well, I need
to eat something before work.”

“I could work your shift
today, Zo. I’m sure everyone would understand if you took a few
days.”

“I know they would,” she
replied from inside the fridge, “but I need the money.” She pulled
out a carton of eggs and set them on the counter, then produced a
skillet, shaking it in Kyra’s direction like some sort of
overbearing grandmother. “And don’t even suggest loaning me
anything.”

Kyra wouldn’t have used the word loan, but
she knew Zoey would be even less likely to take a handout.

Long lost uncle it
is.

“Today’s top stories,” the
woman on the screen chirped. “Could what you’re eating for lunch be
killing you? Find out, tonight at eleven. A preacher, caught
stealing? We’ll tell you his
side of the story. And what are your kids really
learning in school? You might be surprised. We’ll be right back
with the top stories after the break.”

Kyra switched to another news station, only
to find that there was a new pill to balance the effects of some
other antidepressant drug. She gave up on the news and headed
toward the bathroom.

The water felt nice, relaxing. Zoey’s
shampoo was overly fragrant, but did the job. While she worked it
into her hair, she let her mind drift. It was obvious Zo was very
upset, which was to be expected, but she was holding it inside, and
probably, after today, wouldn’t let it out again. At least not in
front of anyone.

Cradling emotions was never healthy. Keeping
them caged, locked away, they fester and grow. Mutate. And
somewhere, nestled snugly in the dark backdrop of every mind, was a
seedy black corner where a gnarled troll throws them steroids like
Mardi Gras beads.

Then, without fail, after there’s no more
space inside, they find a crack in the foundation. Claw their way
out through muscle and bone.

It was a safe bet, however, that Zo’s
emotions, if left unchecked, wouldn’t cause a minor catastrophe.
Not in the way Kyra’s would.

When it was Zoey’s turn in the shower, Kyra
once again switched through the news channels, until the stories
started to repeat. Guess no one found a body yet. Or possibly he’d
made it to a hospital before bleeding out. Maybe her shots had been
off. She shuddered at the intruding thought. She had to admit,
she’d been pretty drunk. And it was hard not to consider that she’d
imagined him dropping five stories from her balcony.

A fall like that should have opened him like
a tomato.

Still, a whole day had passed, and no
news.

Okay, she thought. Maybe
this is a good thing. No body meant no authorities. No
investigation. No reason for her to run. Right? Except, if he
wasn’t dead, he might come back. Try again. Worse, find a new
target. She grimaced, remembering the athletic shape of his arms
and the strong build of his shoulders. At least she knew
she could deal with him,
but others weren’t blessed with her heightened senses or strength.
If she left now and found that he’d lived to hurt another, the
guilt would follow her for years. At the same time, staying was a
risk.

She deluded herself into believing she was
actually pondering the decision, the whole time knowing her choice.
It really didn’t take a lot of convincing.

So, she’d stay and wait it out. Just a
little longer. Keeping an eye on the news, of course, in case
someone stumbled upon a body. That way she wouldn’t have to abandon
Zoey...for the moment.

When Zo left for Little Jitters, Kyra headed
back to her apartment. But instead of going right home, she took a
stroll through Central Park, stopping at her favorite spots—areas
where the greenery grew so thick she could hardly see past it to
the sky, and where the floral smells almost overpowered the diesel
filled air.

The earth crunched under her feet as she
went off path to a hidden rocky stairway. Next to it lay a small,
mossy pond surrounded by tall trees and a colorful arrangement of
flowers. The view was like something out of Alice in Wonderland,
only without all the giant mushrooms and death threats.

Her apartment came into view as she
continued on, enjoying her surroundings. It wasn’t too late in the
season. Still warm, yet no longer scorching. But hints of an early
autumn were already beginning to paint the leaves.

At the door of her apartment, she
experienced a split second of hesitation, and then went inside. It
was just as she left it. Suitcase, still half full, on the bed. The
bloody evidence of her intruder marked her floor and part of the
sofa. And her shirt from the night before, apparently. She picked
up the delicate fabric that she now recalled drunkenly flinging off
her body while staggering to bed.

“Dammit!” She really liked
that shirt.

Red-brown splotches marked one arm and part
of the front. With a frown, she balled it up and tossed it in the
trash, then flicked on the news, putting the volume just high
enough so she could listen.

Rummaging under her sink, she found some
half used carpet and fabric cleaner, then set in to scrubbing the
mess.

Hours later she relented, and was left with
a broken pattern of wet dark spots. She would need to replace the
carpet.

Before she resigned to sleep, she checked
the locks on the balcony and main door. Then she slid the golden
chain into place for the first time since she’d moved in. After
hours of jerking awake at every little noise, she finally fell into
a deep sleep.

 


In the days that followed, Kyra began to
relax. Nothing popped up on the news, no one came knocking, and
there were no surprise visitors at four in the morning. She
remained hopeful that the man had perished on a hospital bed, and
it just wasn’t newsworthy information.

But it didn’t change the fact that she had
been in New York far too long. Maybe not now, but soon, she would
have to leave. Every time she thought about it, she’d push it from
her mind.

She’d started the process of “Operation
Uncle” and had already placed twenty grand in a series of safety
deposit boxes. On top of that, there would be stocks, bonds, and an
IRA. Kyra would make it so that Zoey’s great-great grandchildren
would be set for life.

She couldn’t really explain why she felt so
compelled to help Zoey, or why she’d allowed the friendship to
blossom to the point that it had. There had been a connection
between them that had been almost instant.

Kyra had attached herself to people before,
but not to this degree. Usually, an acquaintance, neighbor, or
partner in business would turn into a friend. For the most part, it
had been for show. The convenience of looking normal. Unlike Zoey,
the others had been easy to leave. There had been no thought of
their well-being or futures.

The only excuse she could provide was that
Zoey just felt like…family.

Kyra dressed for work and, as if she were
developing OCD, once again checked the locks before she left.

As she crossed the street, she couldn’t
shake a sense of unease, though there was no indication that
anything was off.

She had no idea that tonight, everything
would change.
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Kyra arrived at Little Jitters before Zo,
who needed to run an errand. Joe had volunteered to cover for
her.

For some, in the city that never sleeps,
dinnertime was breakfast time, so Kyra and Joe were kept busy
enough that there was little conversation between them.

Joe was already three hours into Zo’s shift,
but he didn’t complain. His eagerness to see her was evident, and
his crush was obvious to everyone…except Zo. Unfortunately for him,
he was a nice guy, and Zo just didn’t do nice guys.

When the dinner crowd died down, Kyra
suggested, “Joe, you should take off already. You’re scheduled to
open tomorrow.” At his head shake, she added, “I’m sure Zo will
show up soon. And even if she doesn’t, I can handle it from
here.”

“Ky, you’re nuts if you
think I’m going to leave you here alone.”

Kyra shrugged. “Fine, if you want to be
zombified in the morning, I won’t stop you.”

Ten minutes later, the door chimed as Zoey
squeezed through, carrying a heavy tin object. The shape of it was
distinct.

Kyra straightened. “Is that…?”

Zoey grimaced, then said in a mock sweet
tone, “Mom, you remember Ky. Ky, Mom.”

She eyed the urn warily. “Zo, you’re not
going weird on me, are you?”

“No more than usual,” Zoey
replied, then set the urn on the counter and entered her employee
number into the computer. “I had to pick her up today. I would have
taken her home first, but traffic was a bitch. Did Joe leave
already?”

“Nah, he’s in the back
doing inventory.”

“Jojo!” Zoey
hollered.

He appeared moments later. “Hey, Zoey! How
are you?” The urn drew his eye like a magnet. “What’s…uh?”

She grabbed the container and stored it
under the register. “Mom just wanted to see what I do for a
living,” she joked, but her expression became a sad impression of a
smile. “Thanks for staying so late, Joe. I really appreciate
it.”

“No problem. Any time. If
you wanted me to work the rest of your shift, it’s really not a
problem.”

“That’s okay. But, thanks.
I’m already here anyway, may as well get in a few
hours.”

Reluctantly, Joe clocked out. “Alright, I’ll
see you girls later then.”

“Yeah, thanks again,
Joe.”

He waved from the door before ducking
out.

With an analytical eye on Zoey, Kyra asked,
“So, how are you, really?”

Zoey released a breath. “I’m okay. Just
feeling a little drained, is all.”

“Well, you have the day off
tomorrow. You should rent, like, five or six funny movies and just
veg out.”

“No, I took Marco’s shift
tomorrow.”

“Why?” she said
slowly.

Zoey brought one of the coffee pots to her
nose, sniffed, then tossed it and began a new brew. “I need to save
up for a trip.”

Sighing, Kyra refrained from arguing,
deciding instead to change the subject. “Do you know where you’re
going to take her?”

“Not yet. I’ve never been
anywhere, so I really don’t know of any exotic tropical places.
Maybe Hawaii?”

They spent the next few hours, when they
weren’t serving customers, discussing the world’s most beautiful
destinations. Zo wanted a place that wasn’t too touristy. Something
secluded and quiet with mountains and trees, and a small river or
stream nearby. But nothing too far away. She wanted to be able to
re-visit the area without going into debt.

Kyra offered many suggestions, but thirty
minutes from closing time they were still debating. Zo’s list of
criteria just kept growing till they were both at a loss. “Okay,
Zo,” she said, giving up for the moment. “Do you want to do
anything tonight?”

Zoey went rigid and averted her gaze. “I
sort of agreed to go over to Kevin’s later.”

Kyra groaned.

“Just to talk. And I’m not
staying.”

An outraged protest stuck in Kyra’s throat.
“I’m going to take out the trash.” Hiding her irritation, she
drifted through the café, gathering all the garbage bags and
shoving them into one large bundle. Zoey proceeded to wipe down the
already spotless counter.

Outside, Kyra took a heavy breath of crisp
cool air and trudged to the community bins. One of the tall
buildings stole most of the moonlight, making her rely on the dim,
artificial lighting.

The usual rotting smells were particularly
defined tonight. Holding her breath, she lifted the heavy lid and
added to the already stuffed bin, then let it crash back in place,
backing away quickly for a hit of fresh air. As she did, she bumped
into something that hadn’t previously been behind her.

Stunned, she twirled around and bit back a
horrified scream.

The monstrous being stood on two feet, but
could in no way could pass for human. A bulbous forehead cast its
deeply concaved eye sockets in shadow, and behind the darkness,
where the eyes should be, were cloudy white balls threaded with
veins.

Sharply angled jowls, tethered to the neck
by thick rope-like muscles, added to the harsh planes of its
hideous face. The skin, if it could be called that, clung tightly
to bones that all looked painfully out of place. A long, dark robe
covered the rest of its body, and she thanked every divine entity
she could think of for that.

Her jaw froze open, and she choked on a
silent scream.

Her feet were stuck, glued to the spot, and
her mind wasn’t working correctly. It seemed her heart was the only
thing running on high alert. But she could feel herself pulling it
together. Any second now she would act. A step back was all she
could manage before a series of abrupt clicks drew her eyes to a
second beast.

Low to the ground, its four legs jutted out
like some kind of spider. It had a long jaw and terrifyingly sharp
teeth that dripped with sticky saliva. Its eyes were black and
cold.

Another scream bubbled, along with the
burning sensation of bile, in her throat.

The tall one spoke then. His voice too even
for what she was seeing—deceivingly smooth, nearly sensual. “Good
evening, Princess.”

She stumbled back into the metal bin and
pressed against it as if she could force herself through to the
other side. Her heart rate reached a painful speed. When the
creature before her smiled, she was vaguely aware that she’d never
seen anything so frightening.

“W-Who are you?” Her words
were barely audible.

“I’ve been sent to find
you,” he replied coolly. “I wish to take you home.”

“Home?”

“Yes, to Evlon.”

Her eyes went wide. “D-Did my father send
you?”

His hesitation was so minute, she almost
missed it. “Yes.”

Her eyes darted between the small
spider-thing and the humanoid. The sense of danger turned thick.
She could practically taste it on the back of her tongue.

From a stairwell behind them, a dark figure
descended, landing with soft thud. Both creatures turned to look.
The spider-thing snarled.

The man crouched on his haunches, his face
familiar. She instantly recognized the hat, but he dressed
differently today: a simple white button-down shirt and dark
jeans.

His features were twisted in a menacing rage
that looked out of place on him. His gaze fixed on the taller of
the two beings.

Seemingly unalarmed by the newcomer, the
humanoid asked, “And who are you?”

“Vengeance,” the man spat
in a tone that made her shudder, her pulse hammering
anew.

In a single breath, he tore across the alley
and slammed his fist into the humanoid’s face.

The small creature bared its fangs and leapt
to protect its master. Without thinking, Kyra reached out and
closed her fist around one of its stringy legs. Using the
creature’s own momentum, she whipped its body around like a
tetherball, bringing the creature down hard onto the black
pavement.

The creature screeched in pain and then
fixed its eyes on her. It pushed against the ground and launched at
her, hooking its clawed limbs around her torso.

She lifted her forearm to restrain its body
and struggled to hold back the snapping jaw. A gust of wind lifted
her hair and the creature caught hold of it, ripping a few strands
free in its frenzy to snatch off her face.

She lost her footing and fell back against
the pavement, inadvertently bringing the creature on top of her.
Slick strings of saliva dripped over her face, while the disgusting
sounds of gurgled snarls and repetitive clicking filled her
ears.

The dark body of the humanoid flew over her,
slamming with a loud bang into the face of the trash bin. He pulled
to a stand before shouting to the creature in a dialect she’d never
heard. The spider-thing instantly stopped trying to gouge her with
its teeth and backed away, refocusing on hat-man.

She gasped for air, her heart pounding
painfully, and scooted backwards while trying to quell her panic.
In the span of a second, she assessed the situation. The
spider-thing pounced at hat-man while the humanoid loomed over her.
His face twisted in rage, making him look even more monstrous.

Finally her mind snapped into place and
instinct linked with every coiled muscle.

As the humanoid’s bony hand reached for her,
she rolled on her back, grabbed his wrist, and brought her knee up
hard into his forearm. She heard a crack. The monster howled and
stumbled back as he gripped just above the spot where bone split
the skin. His hand dangled limp and useless.

She expected to see some kind of evidence in
the blood that would prove these things had been conjured straight
from hell, but it ran red, like any other living creature.

The other fight was in full swing, and the
man seemed to be holding his own against the spider-creature. She
tried to ignore them to focus on her own struggle, but then
something happened that was impossible not to watch. The man
gripped the animal’s front legs near the shoulders and it screeched
so loud she had to cover her ears. The sound cut off as the
creature’s body ripped down some invisible line. Gore spewed
everywhere.

Suddenly, long fingers threaded through her
hair and the humanoid’s claws dug into her scalp. She gripped his
wrist as he yanked her backward, causing her heels and butt to
scrape along the dirty pavement. Ignoring the pain, she swiped her
leg up and planted the tip of her boot into his chest. He bellowed,
but didn’t release his hold as he continued to drag her away by her
hair. Pain radiated over her scalp.

Abruptly, the movement ceased as hat-man
approached like a stalking beast, eyeing her captor. The reflection
of dim light off his irises made them look red. With unimaginable
force, the humanoid heaved her to the side. Her neck screamed from
the abuse. Tender skin scraped asphalt as she rolled to a stop.

Glancing back, she saw the two going at each
other like some titan clash. The man had lost his hat. His blond
spikes glistened in the low light as he knocked an object away from
the humanoid. It skidded to a stop in front of her.

A gun? It looked like no weapon she had ever
seen. She didn’t see a trigger, or any indication of how to work
it.

She swallowed a painful lump, tasting the
metallic tang of blood.

Attention back on the battle, she watched
the man flip the humanoid over his back, bringing him hard to the
ground. Then, using his entire body, his fist crashed down into his
adversary’s skull.

Crunch.

The monster went limp.

But that wasn’t enough. He brought his fist
back and another sickening crunch had her forcing back a gag. And
then again.

Her chest heaved, her body hurt, and her
pulse raced faster than it ever had. But this was her chance to
escape, while the man was still distracted.

She managed three steps.

His head snapped up at her movement, and she
paused. A dark shadow hid his expression. The air left her as the
pounding in her chest went into hyper-drive. Then she dove for the
backdoor of Little Jitters, slamming it shut and snapping the lock
into place.

 


Her heavy gasps sounded like a broken motor
in the silence that surrounded her. She forced her shock-frozen
eyes to blink. They felt like sandpaper.

The front door chimed.

Her heart stopped just as Zoey’s scream rang
out.
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Another humanoid stood in the doorway. He
was similar to the first, yet distinctly different. Protruding
forehead, white eyes, tight skin. This one was shorter, a bit
rounder in the middle.

As Kyra entered from the back room, his eyes
moved from an increasingly hysterical Zoey to her, and then back to
Zoey, as if unsure which one of them deserved his attention more.
He decided on Kyra.

Zoey noticed her then and her features
became even more frightened. Kyra mentally shuffled through her
many cuts and scrapes, realizing what she must look like.

She placed herself in front of Zoey.

The alien tilted his head. Without taking
her eyes off him, Kyra scanned her memory for something that could
be used as a weapon. The counter was clean, nearly everything put
away. In the opposite corner of the room, a mop leaned out from a
bucket of grey water.

At her back, Zoey was screeching
incoherently.

“Your companion will be
spared, Princess,” the humanoid offered. There was an
if that had been left out
of the statement.

He lifted his hand and a sparkle of light
glinted off another one of those strange weapons. Her memory
flashed to the one she’d left outside, thinking she should have
grabbed it, but something about the foreign object had repelled
her.

The door chimed again. Kyra knew exactly who
it would be without looking. When the alien turned, she pushed Zoey
into the back room and then darted toward the mop. Gripping the
handle in both hands, she used her knee to break it in half. It
splintered unevenly, giving her a sharp wooden dagger.

Her actions brought the alien’s attention
back on her, leaving him open to attack from behind. She was
counting on her new, temporary ally not to hesitate.

He didn’t disappoint.

He charged, bashing his shoulder into the
alien full force. On impact, the weapon fell from his grasp and
they both went to the ground, grappling for dominance.

She catapulted over the counter and plunged
the makeshift weapon into the alien’s back. His scream was
terrible, but it didn’t last long. The man reached for the alien’s
head and, with a quick twist, snapped its neck.

When the body went limp, he kicked it away.
Kyra backed up, gripping her weapon, unsure if a new battle was
about to start. Their eyes met for only a second before the
screaming started—Zoey had been watching from the back room.

Kyra’s heart lurched when Zo disappeared
once more into the back. “Zo! Don’t go out there!” She’d forced
authority into her tone, but wasn’t sure if Zo had even heard her.
She didn’t feel comfortable turning her back on the man who had
just demonstrated such power. However, it was very possible that
there were more of those things closing in, ready to rip apart the
first sign of life.

When she heard a panic-stricken pull at the
backdoor, her choice was made.

It was a weird feeling to be thankful that
Zoey was so deeply in shock that she couldn’t comprehend that the
door was locked.

Kyra yanked her back and then made herself a
barricade in front of the exit. “You can’t go out there!”

That did nothing to lessen Zoey’s hysteria.
She dropped to the floor, screaming uncontrollably. A part of Kyra
was tempted to join her. She was having a hard time making sense of
everything that just happened.

The door chimed.

Worry raked through her. “Zo.” She made her
voice as comforting as possible and bent to place her hands on
Zoey’s shoulders.

Zoey’s panic turned into harsh pants, and
she grabbed Kyra’s wrists like a lifeline.

“Breathe,” Kyra ordered.
“Pull it together.”

“What the fuck is
happening?”

“I don’t know, hun. Stay
here, don’t move, and do not go out that door.”

“Where are you going?”
Zoey’s fingernails nearly took root in her skin.

“I’m not going to go far.
I’m just going to peek through the door.”

Zoey nodded and let her go. Kyra stood
slowly, making sure Zo wasn’t about to freak out again, and then
moved to peer into the front room. It was quiet and appeared to be
empty. She moved in a little farther for a better look.

A chilled palm on her arm forced her
attention back. Zoey had followed, and was now attached—possibly
permanently—to her upper arm.

Relenting, she pulled Zoey along till they
reached the middle of the room. The man was gone, and so was the
alien body.

“Zo,” Kyra
whispered.

“Yeah?”

“I think we should make a
run for it.”

“Shouldn’t we call the cops
or something?”

Kyra hesitated. “I can’t…get involved with
the authorities.”

Zoey didn’t say anything, and Kyra didn’t
want to look to see the total bewilderment on her friend’s
face.

“We’re going to run out of
here as fast as we can and then catch a cab for you. Go straight
home, and if anyone asks you about tonight, tell them I sent you
home early and you know nothing. Okay? You. Saw.
Nothing.”

“W-What?”

“Don’t call the cops. Don’t
talk to anyone about tonight. Ever.”

“Ky?” Zo’s voice sounded
confused, shaky.

When the door chimed yet again, Zoey
screeched.

Kyra maneuvered into a protective
position.

Same as the night before, the man put his
palms in the air, a reassuring gesture, as the door eased to a
close behind him. She found it strange that the gangster hat was
back in place.

Zoey’s grip began to cut into her
circulation, but Kyra ignored it. The room went still as she
watched the man with bated anticipation.

A few breaths passed in silence, and the
man’s stance remained nonthreatening. Kyra wanted to blurt out a
million questions: Who was he? Where did he come from? Who were
those aliens?

And to have him verify if he was truly, as
he’d said the night before, here to protect her. But the shaking
human beside her needed to be safely away before she delved into
any of that.

“Let me send her home,”
Kyra pleaded. “She doesn’t need to be involved.”

“Involved in what?” Zoey
shrieked.

“Nothing,” she insisted,
still waiting for the man to say something.

The man replied in a reasonable tone, “They
may not leave her be.”

“Who?” Zoey’s voice went up
an octave.

Kyra wanted to know
who as well, but more,
she wanted Zo out of the line of fire, if it were even possible.
“Let her go home and then you and I can...talk.”

“Last time I tried talking
to you, you shot me.” He held up three fingers in a silent
accusation.

“Correction. Last time I
saw you, you had broken into my apartment and snuck into my room
while I was sleeping.” She left out the naked part. “My reaction
was justifiable.”

She expected an objection, but he just
shrugged and said, “It was.”

Zoey’s kung-fu grip let up a bit.
“You’re…you’re that guy, from the other night.”

They both ignored her. Kyra asked, “Are
there any more of them nearby? Is it safe for her to leave?”

He nodded. “They were alone.”

“I’m not going anywhere.
Tell me what’s going on!”

“Zo, please. I’ll call you
later and explain everything,” she lied. “But now you have to
go.”

Kyra didn’t wait for her to agree or object.
Passing by the man, she pulled Zoey outside into the cool night and
headed for the closest main street. Almost as soon as she raised
her hand in the air, a cab pulled to a stop.

“Go home, Zo. I’ll call you
later tonight. Okay?”

Zoey gave a tired nod. The expression on her
face clearly said she was still in shock. Kyra held her guilt at
bay as the cab pulled into traffic.

Turning back to Little Jitters, she spotted
a couple of people heading for the door. Her pace increased, and
she arrived in time to curtain her body against the entrance.
“We’re closed!” Her voice sounded strained.

The two women gave her a snide look, and
then glanced around as if expecting to see more Little Jitters’
employees race out of the darkness. “Your sign says you close at
ten. It’s only nine-fifty,” one of the women announced.

“Sorry, but everything is
shut down, and we are closed.”

“But he’s in there,” the other accused.
The man behind the glass was now perched at the solitary table,
perfectly at ease.

“He works here.”

“We just want a simple
coffee.”

“Oh, shoot! We just ran
out.”

The first lady gawked. “Do I need to contact
your manager?”

Patience gone, Kyra leveled the woman with a
hard stare. “Let me give you a really great reason to do just that.
Get the fuck out of here!”

Both women’s jaws fell. Kyra backed inside,
ass first, and then twisted the lock into place.

She smiled and waved to the women through
the glass. “Thanks for coming!”

Oh yes, her manager was going to get a call
in the morning. Didn’t matter. She wouldn’t be coming back.

As a string of dampened curses faded down
the street, she whirled to face the room. The expression on the
man’s handsome face was misleading, or so she believed. No way he
could be so utterly composed and blasé after the violence that just
occurred.

Leaning back, he claimed an adjacent chair
as a footstool with his legs propped and crossed. One arm rested on
the tabletop. His hat tilted slightly forward, shading his eyes
from the overhead light.

Her mind went to work, trying to figure him
out. At the moment, he wasn’t a threat. But that didn’t mean she
could trust him, or that he wouldn’t turn on her at the first
opportunity. She was positive he was alien to this world, same as
her, but what race he hailed from escaped her. He could be a
dragonshifter. That would explain his speed and strength, and even
his presence here—if he was, in fact, to be her protector. The
dragons had been trusted allies to her people. Though, she had to
wonder if that was still the case.

“Who are you?” She finally
demanded.

“Cale.”

When he said no more, she raised a brow.
“That’s it? Just Cale?”

“The full name’s Calic
Uthair, but Cale is fine.”

“And you know who I
am?”

“I hope so, or I’ve been
following around the wrong girl all this time.”

“Following me? Since when?
Your idiotic B-and-E stunt?”

“No, I’d say for about
three weeks.”

Her breath caught painfully. She wheezed,
“Three weeks?”

“That’s when I found you.
Too easy, too. Honestly, I’m surprised the Kayadon hadn’t
discovered you before tonight.” He paused. “They hadn’t, had
they?”

She reigned in her chagrin. “Kayadon? Is
that what those things are?”

“Mm, were.”

“Okay. Yeah, I’ve
definitely never seen one before. Where is the body, by the
way?”

“Out back with the others,
burning.”

She smelled it then, a sour, hot stench.
“Are you nuts? You can’t light bodies on fire in the city!”

“Outside the city’s
better?”

“Someone will call the
police, the fire department. They’re probably already on the
way.”

“So, we should go then.” He
showed no signs of moving.

A sudden thrill of nerves
fluttered through her. “Where is it you think we should go?”

“I’ll take suggestions, but
we should probably think about getting out of the city.”

Kyra ran her hands through
her hair. “Look, if I’m going to run off with you, you’re going to
have to do a lot better than, ‘Hi, I’m Cale. Come with me if you
want to live.’ Who are you? Why are you here? Those aliens knew me…how? Do you know
of my family? Are they alive? Have you spoken to them?”

He dropped his feet to the floor and leaned
forward. “What was the first question again?”

“Are you screwing with
me?”

His mouth turned up on one side, “A little.”
He eased back into the chair and winced, grabbing his shoulder.

“Are you hurt?” Right away,
she felt stupid for asking. Of course he was hurt. And, now that
she was thinking a little more clearly, so was she. Her back felt
like she’d been dragged across cement. Probably because she had
been.

“It’s nothing,” he said
dismissively.

Sirens in the distance moved her into
action. “Shit, they’re coming.” She hurried to grab her things from
behind the register. “Oh, double shit! Zoey forgot to take her
mother! Dammit!” The story she’d fed Zoey wouldn’t hold up if she’d
forgotten to take her mother’s ashes. Maybe no one would question
it, but there was that small chance. “We’ll have to take her with
us.” She tucked the urn under her arm. It was lighter than she
expected.

Incredulous, Cale eyed the silver container.
“She’s imprisoned her mother in there?”

Kyra raised a brow. “Are you serious?”

“Uh. No?”

“Man, you
are new to this planet.
Where are you from, the dragon clans?” She recalled that the
witches who resided on the outskirts of the dragon clans could cast
such a binding spell.

“Mm.” His gaze darted
toward the front window. “Is there some place we could go where I
can grab a bite to eat and catch up on some sleep? We have plenty
of time to get into the details later.”

She agreed, leading the way out to the
street. They walked at a leisurely pace, so as not to draw
attention. The moon was bright tonight, and looked to be nearly
full.

Passing a few bars, Kyra stopped in front of
a small pizza shop where the line to order wasn’t too long. “Feel
like a slice?”

“If it’s edible, I’ll take
it.”

A bell announced their entrance. “I suppose
you don’t have any cash, do you?”

Cale dug through his pockets and produced a
few wallets. One plain looking and black, one brown and fat, and
the other—

“Oh, god, is that Gucci?”
She flipped it open and read the name on the license to herself.
Paula Cellino. “Put these away,” she growled. “Did you steal
these?”

“No. I asked for them
politely.”

She scanned his urban biker-gangster image.
“Did they hand them right over, or did they throw them at you and
run?”

He shrugged.

“Just get rid of them, and
no more stealing. I’ve got plenty of money. If you need anything,
just ask me.”

By his expression, he didn’t like the sound
of that, but the wallets disappeared into the trash. She cringed.
Gucci lovers everywhere were crying out in pain.

After ordering four slices—one for her,
three for him—they claimed a corner table. As she always did, she
bit off a piece of the too hot pizza and blew in her mouth, trying
to cool it fast. Cale had already downed half of his without even a
flinch.

Three police cars and a fire truck barreled
past.

“So I guess we can go back
to my place if you need some sleep,” she said, ignoring the sirens.
“Where’ve you been staying anyway?”

“The park.”

She paused, mid bite. “The park? Like a
bum?”

He took another huge bite, not answering at
first. “Like I said before, I’m here to protect you. The park
provided adequate cover.”

“So you were just camping
out, watching me?”

“Pretty much.”

“First of all, creepy.
Second, why?”

“Did you miss that part
about protecting—”

“I mean, why didn’t you
ever approach me? Let me know you were here and tell me what’s
going on?” She paused. “What is going on, exactly? I’ve been here
for so long with no word from home. This whole time thinking—” She
couldn’t say it out loud. That she’d been thinking her family had
been destroyed. Then she realized he hadn’t said a word about her
family, she’d just assumed. Sitting back, she said in a guarded
voice, “Please tell me my father sent you.”

He shrugged, starting on a new slice. “In a
roundabout way, I guess he did.”

“You guess?”

“Just so you know, you
repeating everything I say is getting annoying.”

“Maybe if you said
something that made sense,” she spat.

“Well, I’d rather not get
into it here.” He gestured to the humans dining around
them.

Taking a calming breath, she lowered her
voice. “I’m not a trusting person by nature, and before I take you
back to my home I’d like a little explanation as to why you”—she
flung her hand toward the direction of Little Jitters—“and they are
here.”

He cocked his head. “I thought it would be
obvious.”

“I am about two seconds
away from shoving the rest of this pizza in your face.”

He smiled, amused by her threat, but
answered, “The Kayadon are here for you, sweetheart.”

“Why?”

He frowned. “You really don’t know?”

“I don’t play stupid for
fun, Cale.”

He cocked his head and something
unfathomable passed behind his eyes. Finally, he replied in a
hushed tone, “Four hundred years ago, the Kayadon attacked your
home. I assumed you knew…” He trailed off at her expression. She
figured she must look like she was about to be sick.

“It was them?” The sudden
tightness in her throat made her voice sound wrong. After all these
years of not knowing, she finally had a name to hate, a face to
replace the shadow of her nightmares. The memory of that day
brought with it all the feelings she’d tried to bury. She covered
her face mostly to hide the pain, but also to hide the
guilt.

She wished Cale would say more but he
remained quiet. Like a typical male, he became uncomfortable when
tears threatened, but she didn’t try to hold them in. And at this
point, with her frayed emotions, it would be dangerous to do
so.

“What happened?” she
managed to say.

“I, uh, don’t really
know.”

“Huh? I don’t
understand.”

“There’s a lot of stuff I
need to tell you, but…” He gazed around the room in an exaggerated
move.

She grabbed a napkin and wiped away the
dampness around her eyes. He was right, of course. This didn’t need
to be done here. “Alright, let’s go.”

Cale pointed to her half-eaten pizza. “You
gonna eat that?”


Chapter 6
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After Cale scarfed down the rest of her
slice, they hopped a cab heading for her apartment. The smell of
smoke hung thick in the air. A few more police cars with their
lights flashing passed by in the direction of Little Jitters. Kyra
wondered how big the fire had become. Or maybe they had already
declared it to be arson.

Fat drops of rain began to spatter across
the windshield, steadily increasing in frequency. That should help
in keeping the flames in check, she thought.

Once in her apartment, Cale made himself at
home, heading straight for the couch and stretching out. The rain
came down harder now, banging against the glass balcony doors like
tiny drumsticks.

Fluffing her damp hair with one hand, she
flipped on the television and switched to the news. On the screen,
a helicopter hovered, providing a view of smoke billowing from the
familiar alleyway, while a newscaster interviewed a police officer
at the scene. He didn’t have much to tell.

“They won’t find anything
that resembles a body,” Cale reassured.

“That doesn’t mean they
won’t figure it out,” she said. Although, alien carcass would be
the last thing they’d consider.

Realizing Zoey would probably be worried,
Kyra pulled out her phone and scrolled to her name. While it rang,
she pointed to Cale’s muddy boots resting on the arm of her couch
and added a meaningful look.

He just raised a brow.

She was about to order him to take them off,
but the fact that Zoey wasn’t picking up alarmed her. She usually
answered after the first couple of rings. A robotic voice said,
“Your call has been forwarded to an automatic voice messaging
service—”

She hung up, cursing under her breath. To
Cale, she asked, “They wouldn’t have gone after her, would
they?”

“Your dark haired friend?
There were no Kayadon around when you sent her off.”

“How do you
know?”

“I can smell ‘em. Smell
like aged socks.”

Well, that was comforting, and kind of
gross.

“Huh. Maybe she’s just
talking with Kevin.” She tried to let that thought ease her mind,
but it didn’t help much, so she called back and left a message.
Before hanging up, she added, “Oh, and I have your mom’s
urn.”

When she finally sat, the cushy chair felt
like a giant puff of cotton. If it weren’t for her unanswered
questions, she would have fallen asleep right then. “Alright, Cale,
start talking.”

He pushed to sit up. Mud crumbled off his
boots as he dropped them to the floor. She had to remind herself
that the carpet was ruined anyway.

“First of all, how much do
you know about what happened to your planet?”

“Not much. We were under
attack, I know that. Mine was the first escape-shuttle to be
launched. I, uh, thought the others would be behind me
but…”

“So you don’t know what
your father had planned?”

She shook her head. “Is he alive?”

“That I don’t know. The
pirate, I mean, Ethanule believes so.”

“Ethanule’s alive?” It
shocked her to hear a familiar name. The relief was nearly
overwhelming.

“And your sister,
Anya.”

“Anya?”

“Yeah, er, Analia. We call
her Anya.”

The breath rushed out of her and she sat
forward. “Who else?”

 


Cale scraped a hand down the back of his
neck, wishing he had more names to give. “That’s it.”

Immediately after he said it, he cursed his
choice of words. Her hands flew to her mouth in horror.

“No, wait. That’s all we
know of. I didn’t mean that everyone else is dead. Anya and
Ethanule are on our ship.” He thought it wise to leave out the part
about Anya’s condition when he’d left. It would only cause Kyra
pain to hear it, and it was possible she’d made a full
recovery.

“Our ship?”

“My family’s ship,
Marada,” he
clarified.

Along with everything he was omitting, he
decided not to add they’d stolen it from a Kayadon noble. So far,
she was taking everything pretty well, but he didn’t want to dump
too much on her this first night, and that revelation would only
lead her questions in a direction he’d rather avoid for now.

Her initial assumption that he was a
dragonshifter had been convenient at the time, but he couldn’t keep
his horns covered forever, and if he were to retain her trust he’d
have to come clean. Maybe in the morning. Right now he wanted to
feel her out to determine how she might react to the news of him
being a demon.

“Tell me something about
you. How has it been living on Earth?”

“At first, it was terrible.
Well, let me rephrase that—it was worse in the beginning.” She
pulled her hair aside to show her ear. “If it wasn’t for these, it
would have been easier. Humans would take one look at them and
declare me an evil creature from hell.”

Cale couldn’t help but laugh awkwardly at
that, and she gave him a questioning look. “Uh, that just reminded
me of some of the myths these humans have come up with. They seem
pretty farfetched, don’t you think?”

“Actually, I’ve been
surprised by the accuracy of some of them. Nearly every ‘myth’
seems to contain a shred of truth.”

“Is that so?”

She gestured in his direction. “Like the
dragons. They didn’t get the shifting thing, but they got the
breathing fire thing, and you have to agree some of the images are
uncanny.”

“Right,” he dragged the
word out.

“It’s almost as if every
race I’ve ever known, and probably some that I don’t know, have
been here at some point and left their mark on this
world.”

“I’ve been thinking the
same thing.”

She smiled at him. He wished she’d stop
doing that. “Fascinating, isn’t it? Do your people have any
recorded history of Earth?”

He was relieved by her phrasing. “No, they
don’t.”

“Hmm.” There was a short
pause. “So, tell me about the Kayadon. Why do they want
me?”

“We’re not sure, exactly.
It could have something to do with your royal status.”

“In the alley, I remember
the first one called me princess.”

“Aye, I heard that. From
what we know, they are still occupying your home world. We believe
your father is being used to keep the people in line.”

A flash of anger crossed her face which
quickly transformed into concern. “Is he well?”

“I cannot say. I’ve never
met him.”

She waited solemnly for him to
elaborate.

“Like you, your father sent
your sisters off-planet to hide. Anya found us first and knew
nothing of your people. Ethan came next, and he brought with him a
book that your father had created, which can only be opened by you
or your sisters. It’s how I knew where to find you. Your father’s
intention had been to recruit us to find you and bring you home,
and he couldn’t have found a more willing group. Once we heard the
Kayadon were involved, we were in.”

“You’ve fought those
monsters before?”

“No, those were the first
Kayadon I’d had the pleasure of killing. Thought they’d be
tougher.” He hesitated. “The Kayadon destroyed my…family.” He
didn’t want to distress her further by suggesting that her own
planet could destroyed as his was.

“I see. So, you’re out for
revenge.” It wasn’t a question.

“Precisely.”

“I can understand that.”
She slowly exhaled. “So, where do we go from here? You have a
craft, or something, don’t you?”

“Unfortunately, my trip
here was a one way shot. My shuttle nearly ran out of fuel about a
million miles back. I was lucky to coast in and use small bursts to
adjust my trajectory. We’d probably be able to get back into space,
but unless Marada is close, we’d be stuck drifting.”

“And where is
Marada?”

“They stayed behind to find
your sister, Nadua, as well as one of our crew who’d been captured
during the initial search for her. I was sent ahead because Ethan
found an inscription in the book that suggested you were in
immediate trouble.” He spread his hands out. “So, here I
am.”

She went quiet, contemplating his words.
“Well, thank you…and sorry for shooting you the other day.”

“No harm done. I heal fast.
Should have known better than to sneak up on a tipsy Faieara.
Though I can’t say I regret it.”

She tried to hide a grin and changed the
subject. “So, where’s your shuttle now?”

“I landed it north of here,
deep in some forest land.”

“Okay, I have a cabin
upstate. You said we should get out of the city, so we can head up
there in the morning. It’s about a three hour drive.” Nervously,
she checked her phone. “We’ll have to stop by Zoey’s
first.”

Cale’s eyes followed her as she moved across
the room to a small closet. When she came back, she handed him a
blanket and pillow.

Stepping back, Kyra asked, “Do you need
anything else?”

Cale stood. “You mind if I use your shower?”
He shrugged out of his shirt, managing to keep his hat in place,
and balled it up in his fist, giving it a good whiff.

“Uh…” was all she could get
out—the man was cut. He had the kind of physique for which athletes
would trade their souls.

He pointed toward the bathroom, unaware that
her mind was drifting into the gutter. “In there, right? Do you
mind?”

“Uh.”

A sexy grin spread across his face. “Want to
join me?”

That snapped her out of it. “No!” She
flushed. She’d always been a sucker for a six-pack, but no one
alive could look at him and not get turned on. It was a statistical
impossibility.

His smile widened, and he exuded the kind of
confidence reserved for rock stars.

“Oh, you’re trouble,” she
grumbled and went to grab a clean towel for him. Thrusting it at
his chest, she snatched his shirt. “I’ll throw this in the
wash.”

She ignored the wicked glint in his eyes as
he closed the bathroom door. A few seconds later, she heard the
hiss of the shower spray and her mind conjured an image of water
hitting his body. She groaned, shaking her head. They couldn’t have
sent a less attractive male?

She crossed to her cramped laundry room, but
before depositing his shirt in the washer, her curiosity got the
better of her and she sniffed it. It was definitely a masculine
odor, and a primitive part of her brain could appreciate the scent,
but the sensitive nerves in her nose told her he’d probably been
wearing it for a week straight.

“Extra soap,” she mumbled.
With a twist of a nob, the washing machine grumbled to a
start.

She never invited men up to her apartment,
so Cale was the first, but it felt almost natural to have him
there. Maybe that was because he was an outsider like her, and
because of that she felt a connection with him.

She warned herself, however, not to confuse
that with infatuation, as she’d done in the past.

 


It was foolish to have asked her to join
him. He wouldn’t have been able to hide his horns if she’d agreed,
and he would have had to deal with the fallout sooner than planned.
But when her breath hitched in that familiar, female way, and he
saw her eyes dilate as she ran them over his body, he’d gone
instantly hard and been unable to resist.

Her blush had been the most gratifying thing
he’d seen in a long time. As the water trickled over him, he
reminded himself that sleeping with her would be a bad idea.
Unfortunately, he couldn’t keep from imagining it. All this time
watching her had given him plenty of fantasies to work with. He
fisted his cock, rubbing his length as he allowed the scenarios to
play through.

He imagined what he would have done had he
pulled her from the dance floor that first night. He would have
found them a dark corner and guided her legs around him as he took
her against the wall. The image of her on her knees, her mouth
coming over him, had him gripping the tile for support as his
release exploded, numbing his mind.

He cut the water flow and toweled off,
noticing that everything here smelled like her. A pleasant scent,
not overpowering, but feminine and sweet.

Facing the mirror, he slipped his fingers
through his short tuft of hair to see if he could possibly hide his
horns without the hat. He couldn’t. They were just a bit darker
than his blond hair, although not much longer in length. Hat in
place, he pulled his jeans on and stepped out of the room.

He worried she’d question the headpiece, but
luckily he found the living room empty. Her door was closed, and he
figured she must have gone to bed.

Making himself comfortable on the couch, he
closed his eyes.

 


After dressing in a long shirt and using her
own bathroom to wash up, Kyra lay sprawled out on her bed, unable
to sleep. Finally, after four hundred years, she was getting
answers. She was practically giddy with excitement, though the
knowledge she now possessed was disturbing.

Her father was being held
captive. Her sisters had been sent away, same as her. Were they
living just as alone as she was? She was grateful that they were
still alive, but what could her father be planning? She recalled
his last words to her. “It might work.” Which conversely meant that
it might not work,
whatever it was.

She sighed and turned over, trying to find a
comfortable position. After another hour, she accepted that she
wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight. Fumbling for her phone, she
dialed Zoey, and again received no answer. At the sound, “Your call
has been for…” she banged the phone on the bed.

If anything had happened to her, Kyra would
blame herself for the rest of her life. She couldn’t wait till
morning. She needed to check on her.

Slipping out of bed, she pulled on jeans and
crept into the living room. Cale slept peacefully on his back, one
arm draped over his stomach. Her eyes traveled to his bare chest,
and she greedily took him in.

She debated waking him. It wouldn’t be good
if he found her gone, but she remembered that he’d been living in
the park for the last few weeks, or more, and probably hadn’t
gotten much sleep. In fact, he’d been so exhausted he hadn’t
bothered to remove his hat. She hated to disturb him now, reasoning
that if she took a cab she could make it to Zoey’s and back in
maybe forty-five minutes. Less, if traffic was fair. He wouldn’t
even know she’d left.

Thinking to make him more comfortable, she
reached to remove his hat and then froze. A set of spikes that
curved slightly toward the crown of his head protruded from his
hair. After a moment of inspection, she realized they were attached
to his skull.

“What the fuck!”

Burning red eyes flashed open. His face
twisted in a snarl and he grabbed her wrist in a lightning fast
move, jarring her and causing the dark hat to slip from her
fingers. It landed with a soft thud.

She couldn’t help but cry out, partly from
the pain and partly from surprise. He released her, and she jerked
back so fast she lost her footing. The carpet cushioned her
fall.

Her body reacted while her mind tried to
catch up, and before she knew it, she’d slammed open the balcony
door and made the long leap to the glossy, wet ground. A bystander
screamed at her landing, but she ignored them, racing straight into
the street, dodging traffic.

A loud noise crashed behind her, but she
didn’t look back. She knew it would be him chasing after her. In a
smooth jump, she cleared the low wall and then pushed past the cold
shrubbery into the park.

Not a dragon!
her mind screamed as she tried to keep the soggy,
rain-drenched earth from slowing her.

Why would he lie? What was his purpose here?
She suddenly became aware that she really hadn’t garnered much
information from him. His intentions could be congruent with the
Kayadon. Maybe he came to trick her into giving up information,
unaware that she had none to give. Worse, she hadn’t actually seen
him destroy the bodies of those who had attacked her; she’d only
taken his word for it.

When did I become so gullible?

Was it because she’d been so desperate for a
real connection with someone? For information about her home?

Heart pounding, she raced through a path
she’d walked a thousand times before, trying to organize her
thoughts. Why would he lie about being a dragon? What exactly was
he? She knew the horns were a clue, but the first thought that came
to mind seemed ridiculous. Only…what else could he be?

He hollered from behind, his voice sounding
guttural, unfriendly. “Kyra! Stop!”

She didn’t.

A clearing was coming up fast, and she
prepared herself for a hard sprint, but he appeared in front of
her.

The momentum she’d gathered was too great,
and she tried spinning like a football player to keep from slamming
into him. At the same time, he reached for her, snagging her around
the waist with one arm. The strength of his hold was inconceivable,
and she knew she wouldn’t get away unless she could knock him
unconscious.

“Just calm down for a
second,” he ordered. His other arm hooked around her.

“Let go of me!” She tried
to slam the back of her heel against him his shin, but he took
advantage and swiped both legs out from under her. Her body
splashed into a cold puddle of water.

He followed her down and held her still with
his weight. “Can I explain?”

She continued to struggle, growling, “Get
off me!”

“Settle down first, and let
me explain.” His voice was so calm and even. He wasn’t even
breathing hard.

She, however, was sucking back air, finding
it hard to capture it in her lungs. “I told you, I’m not a trusting
person and the first thing you did was lie to me!”

“I didn’t lie. I just
didn’t correct you.”

She paused and narrowed her gaze. “That’s
the same thing!” she bellowed and resumed her struggling.

“Maybe I should have
handled it differently, but I was afraid you would react badly to
the truth.” He gave her a look as if to say he’d been
right.

Finally, she relaxed, not because of his
words, but because she was running out of energy. “What are you,
and why are you really here?”

“I’m a demon.” He watched
her eyes, waiting for her shock to wane.

It didn’t take long; she’d suspected as
much. Although, she hadn’t known till now that they actually
existed.

“Everything else I told you
is the truth. Your sister and Ethan are with my family, and
they are coming to
get us.”

She took a moment to digest the information.
Demon, on this planet, was a bad word. Begrudgingly, she understood
why he’d avoided telling her, and why he’d led the conversation
into earthly myths earlier.

“Cale, what freaked me out
is that you lied to me, not what you are.” Then she added, “And
because you snarled at me…and your eyes.” Thankfully, they were
normal now. “What the hell was that?”

His face relaxed, and she realized how
anxious he’d actually been. “You startled me,” he admitted, abashed
and a touch chagrined. Much more softly, he added, “I didn’t mean
to frighten you.”

“You need to understand
that I’ve had to be extremely careful about who I trust. I’m always
having to watch my back. I won’t tolerate you, or anyone else,
lying to me, for any reason.”

His lips thinned. “You’re right. I
apologize.”

“Okay, then. Good.” A
moment of silence passed between them. He still held her in place.
His warm body offset the cool rain splashing over them. “You can
let me up now,” she said.

“Not yet.”

“Why?”

He leaned in so that only an inch separated
them. “In the spirit of honesty, I have to tell you that I am
extremely attracted to you.”

She felt her mouth open, but whatever words
her brain had conjured got lost on the way out.

With his nose, he nudged her chin, slightly
moving her head. She gasped when his lips traced her jaw line. Her
heart picked up speed, but this time it wasn’t from fear. She still
couldn’t speak. When his lips traveled back, they brushed hers for
only a second before continuing down the other side. His heat
seemed to melt into her. When he reached the spot just next to her
earlobe, her body shuddered and she gasped again.

“Ah, there it is,” he
growled low.

She never knew there was a spot that could
leach away all thought, but he’d managed to find it in less than a
minute.

Relentlessly, he ran his mouth over her
flesh, thoroughly exploring until the moan she’d been holding back
forced its way through. He let out a satisfied chuckle and then
moved to her collarbone, discovered an even more torturous patch of
skin that apparently connected every hot spot in her body. She
moaned again.

It wasn’t until his hand
came around the small of her back that she realized he no longer
held her down. But instead of putting an end to this, her palms ran
down his naked back, feeling every coiled muscle, while her mind
repeatedly murmured, bad
idea. Or maybe she’d been saying it out
loud because he replied in a broken, guttural voice, “Very, very
good idea. Genius idea.”

His hand left her back and made its way
along her waist, down her jean clad thigh, which was soaked through
from the rain. Her knee came over her hip, to give him better
access. He took advantage and gripped her backside. A husky groan
left him, the sound of it made her shiver.

The heat flowing off him spread through her
body, consuming any hint of cold from the damp ground and rain.

She shook her head, trying to clear it.

Thwarting her, his lips came over hers with
a barrage of small, tender kisses, then a long demanding one. She
was helpless to resist. Another deep groan rumbled out of him,
fueling the desire that raged inside her.

Bringing her other leg around his waist, she
threaded her fingers through his wet, spiky hair. Of their own
accord, her hips undulated against him, and he rewarded her with a
rough groan.

In the distance, buried behind the pounding
rain and breaking through the clouds of her mind, was a distinct
repetitive clicking.

They froze.

His gaze mirrored her terror.

A second set of clicks joined the first.
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Kyra’s heart sank as three Kayadon stepped
into the clearing. Cale pulled her to stand. A low rumbling
reverberated through him and his eyes flashed, turning to liquid
lava. A pair of fangs visibly lengthened. His horns darkened, and
then shifted to a fiery red.

Demon, her mind supplied.

Behind the fiends, like some twisted pack of
hyenas, a group of those spider creatures trotted into sight. There
were four of them this time, and looked to be the bigger brothers
of the one Cale had ripped to shreds.

“Run,” he growled, placing
himself at her front.

“I can’t,” she whispered,
glancing back.

“Damn it, do as I
say!”

“Cale, I can’t. There are
two more behind us.”

He followed her line of sight and cursed.
“I’m sorry, Kyra. I shouldn’t have let this happen. But you can
still make a run for it. I won’t let them get you. My shuttle is in
the mountains, north of Alder Lake. If you can get to it, I know my
brother will find you.” He pushed her toward the opening between
the two groups. “Now go.”

She hesitated for a second before sprinting
away, her emotions mixed. She hated to leave Cale, but this is what
she did to survive. She ran.

Two spider-things broke from the pack, going
for her. Cale raced to block them. Veering left, she distanced
herself from the sounds of growling and sharp whimpers.

To her horror, a spider creature loped next
to her, black eyes fixed. Anticipating its attack, she dodged,
slowing just enough so that it leapt in front of her. Her hands
shot out and grabbed the sides of its head, twisting as hard as she
could till a snap rang out. She resumed her sprint as it flopped to
the ground.

Another came up on her left side, and she
turned to the right as it nipped at her heels. Knowing she couldn’t
outrun it for long, she twisted into a wide kick. Her aim hit home,
and her heel bashed the side of the creature’s head. She stumbled
and then resumed her course. The creature fell, lifeless.

She reveled in her victories, feeling that
she would make it to safety, but then bony arms closed around her,
taking her by surprise. She lashed out as two Kayadon fought to
restrain her. Though she thrashed and kicked, they managed to pin
her wrists behind her back and wrap something that felt like thick
rubber around them. They did the same with her ankles, despite how
she kicked, and carried her back to the clearing like a log.

As they got closer, she craned her neck,
seeing Cale fighting off three Kayadon and a horde of creatures. He
seemed to be holding his own, though he was outnumbered.

One of the Kayadon stepped back and pulled a
gun-like weapon from within his robes.

He bellowed a harsh order that she didn’t
understand. The attackers pulled away from Cale. His eyes found
hers just before the weapon discharged.

He crumpled to the ground in obvious pain as
white hot sparks, like miniature tendrils of lightning, assaulted
him.

“Stop it!” she
screamed.

They did, but not because of her. Cale lay
motionless. Two Kayadon positioned her to stand, gripping her upper
arms tight, but she hardly noticed. Her eyes locked on Cale.

“A demon?” A Kayadon said,
almost amused. “I thought we eradicated your kind.”

When his shoulder stirred, she let out a
relieved breath. Her relief was short lived. Cale struggled to pull
himself off the ground, slipping in the mud.

The Kayadon growled. “You’re forcing me to
waste precious ammunition cells.”

Cale managed to make it to his knee when the
weapon took him to the ground again. The sound that came out of him
burned in her ears.

“Cale! I’m sorry!” she
cried. “I’m so sorry.”

She couldn’t help him, just as she couldn’t
help Zoey, just as she couldn’t help her family. The guilt tore
through her in a terrible, familiar way, and for the first time in
her life she didn’t fight it. She embraced the chaos as it sliced
through each cell, cutting like barbed wire in her veins. She let
it take over, let free the consuming fire.

 


Nothing in existence compared to the agony
that raked though Cale’s body, paralyzing him. He needed to get up
and help Kyra, but his muscles were contorting from the continuous
electrical charge.

He heard her scream and managed to turn his
head in her direction.

Her back bowed fiercely. He feared the
Kayadon had done something to her. A strange light spread over her
skin, growing brighter by the second.

The Kayadon holding her leaned away,
exchanging looks of alarm. The weapon cut off as his attacker
turned to see what was happening, but Cale still couldn’t move. His
lungs worked hard to capture air. Kyra’s harrowing shriek forced
him to take charge of his muscles, and he pushed to his feet.

The light from Kyra turned blinding. An
explosion lifted him off his feet and hurled him back, forcing air
from his lungs.

He gasped, willing his vision to focus and
his head to stop spinning. It wasn’t until he’d sucked in five
harsh breaths that his mind registered what had happened.

A bubble of…something—energy, maybe—had
exploded outward, with Kyra at its center. Just before it had
nearly knocked him out, he’d witnessed the Kayadon disintegrating
in its wake.

He lumbered to his hands and knees. Every
muscle screamed in protest as he crawled to where Kyra lay
motionless at the center of a shallow crater. The grass around her
looked as though it had been burned. Her breathing sounded as bad
as his.

“Kyra?”

She didn’t move.

Past the ringing in his ears, there were
voices—human —growing louder. Coming to investigate the noise, no
doubt. Or the strange light that had flared.

As gently as he could, he lifted her limp
body in his arms. He spotted a dense thicket and headed for it,
finding cover just as a small group reached the crater at his back.
Their confused mumbles were drowned out by the pounding rain that
came down as if siphoned straight from the ocean.

Certain no one was near, he set her down on
the flooded turf and patted her cheek. “Wake up.” He brushed
tendrils of her red-blonde hair away from her face.

An individual with a light entered the
clearing. Cale heard a voice announce, “I saw someone run off in
that direction.”

Picking her up again, he meandered through
the uneven terrain, staying clear of the walkways. Each muscle
burned with the aftermath of his assault, but he steeled his body
and pushed the pain to the back of his mind.

When they were close to her apartment, he
felt her jerk. He sighed in relief as her lids cracked open, her
expression pained. Her eyes were red, making him wonder if the
heavy rain was masking tears.

“How are you? Are you
alright?”

“I will be.” She winced.
“Did it work?”

“If your intention was to
blow everything up within thirty feet, then yeah, mission
accomplished.”

She gave a tiny smile. “I think I can stand
on my own.”

Reluctantly, he set her feet on the ground,
but she leaned on him for support.

“I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
she asked. “I wasn’t sure if I could control it like that. I’d
never tried before.”

“Well, this test subject is
grateful that you could.” He looked across the too crowded street.
“We should leave this city immediately. Your little trick has
attracted some attention. Do you need anything from your
apartment?”

“I have an emergency car
parked down the street, but the keys are up there. You’ll also need
your shirt. Sorry, it didn’t make it to the dryer.”

In response, he gave her a dubious look and
lifted his hand to let the rain drip over it.

“Right. Doesn’t matter.”
She glanced toward the entrance guard. “You can leave me
here.”

“Absolutely
not.”

“Then we’ll have to go
through the front door.”

“Unless you can fly.” He
meant it as a joke, but then looked at her, considering the
possibility.

“If I could fly you never
would have caught me.”

“Oh yes I would have. It
would have just taken more time.”

She let out a small laugh and then winced
again. “Are there more Kayadon near?”

“Not at the moment, but
that doesn’t mean they aren’t on the way. Can you walk?”

“I can, if you help
me.”

He lifted her over the wall, and she used it
to keep herself up as he vaulted over it. She fluffed her hair,
making sure her ears were covered. Cale did the same with his,
trying to make the spikes cover his horns. The rain worked against
him. He’d just have to take his chances.

With her arm around his neck, they crossed
the street. The guard recognized her and waved politely, then
turned a skeptical gaze on him, noting Cale’s lack of clothing and
the rivers of mud being washed away by the rain.

“You okay, Miss
Okora?”

“Oh, yes. Just too much to
drink.”

“Would you like me to call
for assistance?” The man asked, distracted by a long gash on Cale’s
arm.

“No, thank you,
Phil.”

Cale stifled a growl at the other male as
they passed, heading for the elevators. The doors swooshed open
with a touch of the button. They entered, and Kyra gave one last
reassuring wave to Phil, who still looked uneasy.

As soon as the elevator doors closed, Kyra
slumped against him, as if she’d been using all her strength.
Without asking, he scooped her up. She rested her head on his
shoulder and closed her eyes.

“Does it take that much out
of you?” he asked.

“It’s like being torn apart
from the inside out.”

At the third floor, the elevator stopped for
a waiting passenger. Cale gritted his teeth when an ancient-looking
woman gasped at the sight of them.

He realized how thrashed they both looked.
Aside from his half-dressed state, they were dripping wet and
shoeless. Kyra looked near death.

“Heavens, what is going on
here? Are you alright, dearie?” The woman’s eyes couldn’t decide if
they wanted to look at Kyra or at his torso.

“I’m fine, Miss Montana.
Just had a really bad night,” Kyra replied, her voice
weary.

“Did someone attack you?”
Ms. Montana glanced at Cale’s face.

“No, nothing like that. I
slipped in a puddle and hurt my ankle. Cale here is just helping me
get back to my apartment. Do you mind taking the next
elevator?”

“Not at all, dearie. I hope
you feel better. I’ll have Randall bring you some soup tomorrow.”
She offered an expression filled with implication as a Cheshire
grin crawled at the edges of her lips.

“Thanks, Miss
Montana.”

The doors slid closed.

Kyra leaned her head on his shoulder again
and explained, “She’s our resident nosy old lady. If we weren’t
leaving tonight, tomorrow everyone would be gossiping about the hot
half-naked man that Kyra brought back to her apartment. But now I
guess they’ll talk about how Kyra was last seen with a good looking
stranger.”

“Well, which is it? Hot, or
good looking?”

“Someone’s fishing for
compliments,” she teased. When Cale stepped onto the fifth floor,
she added, “It’s a good thing you are half naked, though. No one
seems to be noticing your horns.”

“Yes, I was wondering about
that.”

“What would you have done
if they had?”

 


Kyra studied his gaze when he went quiet. He
looked like he was weighing his answer, as if trying to be careful
with it.

“I would do whatever I
needed to,” he finally replied.

Kyra shivered at his dark tone and decided
not to question him further.

When they reached her apartment, she barked
out a curse, realizing she didn’t have her keys. Her muscles
groaned in protest at the thought of having to go back down to the
first floor and request a master key.

When she suggested it, Cale snorted. He
glanced to his right, then his left. Then, with far too much ease,
he kicked in her door. She hadn’t even been jostled by the
impact.

“Or that works,” she
grumbled.

Rain flooded the balcony, seeping inside
through the still open door. He set her on the couch. After he
stepped away, she shivered, only now realizing how cold she
felt.

She wanted nothing more than to pass out
under a pile of covers.

Cale retrieved his shirt and pulled it on as
he crossed to close the balcony door, his feet squishing on the
rug.

“Where’s your keys?” he
asked.

“They’re in my purse.” Her
eyes closed for a second and it felt like heaven, but she pulled
herself to sit and took a deep breath, knowing she couldn’t give
into exhaustion.

She heard Cale grumble from inside her room.
Then he emerged, arms full of her extensive collection of bags.

“Which one?”

She pointed to the plain black one that
she’d left by the front door. “That purse.”

The colorful pile dropped to the floor,
discarded as junk. She was about to chastise him, but stifled it.
It wasn’t as if she could take them with her. Then she saw he was
about to tug open the zipper of her purse.

“Hey! Don’t go through my
purse!”

His eyes rolled and handed it out to
her.

Snatching the bag, she added, “You never go
through a lady’s purse.” She opened it to make sure her keys were
there. Then, out of habit, she checked her phone. “Zoey called!”
Seven missed calls, three messages. “I bet she’s worried.”

“So she’s safe then,” Cale
said, unconcerned. “Is there anything else you need before we
go?”

“Dry clothes from the
drawers in my room. I’ll change in the car. First, can you get me
an energy drink? There’s a couple in the fridge. The bright orange
cans.”

He did as she asked, handing her a
Jolt-n-Bolt before heading into her room.

She cringed at the idea of him rummaging
through her things. Heat flooded her cheeks. She wasn’t exactly a
grandma underwear type girl. When something like a soft groan
rumbled from her bedroom, she tried to convince herself it was the
wind.

After clicking the sequence to get to her
messages, she put the phone to her ear and slammed the bad tasting
energy drink, needing the chemically induced boost. She nearly spit
it out on the fifth gulp when she heard the panicked start to
Zoey’s message.

“Ky? Oh, god. Are you okay?
Call me.” Next message. “Ky? I was scared, so I went to Kevin’s.
Call me when you get this.” The next message was above a whisper.
“Ky. Kevin’s going ballistic. He’s mad that I won’t tell him what
happened tonight, and he won’t let me leave to come find
you—”

Kevin’s voice hollered from the background.
“Who are you calling? Give me the phone!”

Zoey’s reply was muffled. “Kevin! Stop it.
I’m trying to—” The message cut off with a loud clang.

“Shit.” Kyra stood, a bit
wobbly. “Cale, change of plans.”
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The row of brownstone apartments was
situated in a pristine line, accentuated by purposely placed maple
trees. Kyra checked the dash clock after double parking in front of
Kevin’s door. Ten after three in the morning. The energy drink was
kicking in, but only enough to keep her eyes from closing and her
body from collapsing.

The rain battered the ground, creating a
hazy wall between them and Kevin’s front door. She hadn’t bothered
to change into dry clothing, since she would just get drenched
again. The cold, clinging fabric actually helped keep her
alert.

“I’m going to go get her,”
she said to Cale. “She may freak if she sees you, so stay here.”
She popped open her door, and so did Cale. Over the hood of her
car, she added, “It might be best if you stay in the car,
Cale.”

“I will wait here,” he
replied, closing the door. His tone indicated there was to be no
argument. Under his breath, he muttered, “I don’t understand. If he
hurts her, why does she go back?”

“Fear of being alone can be
a powerful motivator.”

“You mean fear makes you
stupid.”

“Vulnerable,” she
compromised. “Don’t you have any fear of dying alone?”

“We all die alone. Why
bother worrying about a fate shared by every living
thing?”

“Then of living alone?” She
walked around to the curb. With its help, she matched his eye
level.

“We all live alone too.
Some of us just do it in the same place.”

She probed his expression for a sign of his
emotions, but his face remained blank. “Well, that’s a dark
attitude.”

He shrugged, saying no more.

Kyra hiked the short climb to the door and
knocked hard. She looked back at Cale, who leaned against her car
with his arms crossed and his dark hat in place. Somehow, he
managed to look threatening as well as at ease.

The door whooshed open.

Kevin stood rigid, glaring at her. His
attention moved to Cale for an instant and then back to her. “Is
that him?” he snipped. “Is that who she’s been fucking?”

Cale smiled and gave a pinky wave. As Kevin
sneered back at him, Kyra noticed a couple scratches down the side
of his face.

“Kevin, where’s
Zoey?”

“Don’t you know?
Supposedly, she’d been with you
all night.”

“Let me by.”

He proceeded to cuss her out in a couple
different languages.

“It’s always delightful to
witness the superiority of an Ivy League education.”

“Vaffanculo,
puttana. Get off my property.” The door
slammed in her face.

She pushed her weight against it. “Let me
in, you son of a bitch!” she cried, fist banging.

“Allow me.” Warm hands came
over her shoulders. Cale had managed to creep up behind her. He
nudged her out of the way and then smashed his foot into the door.
It splintered and burst open just as easily as Kyra’s door
had.

She barged past the threshold, yelling for
Zoey.

The room exhibited a crisp, upper crust
space with the fingerprint of a decorator’s touch.

Huh, she’d never taken Kevin for a
chandelier guy.

To her left, a set of stairs led to a second
floor.

Kevin appeared from a side
room, spouting more curses. “You’re going to pay for that,
puttana!”

Cale moved to block him, his back to her.
Whatever Kevin saw made his eyes widen and his color drain.

“You’re going to want to
stop saying words,” Cale sneered. The level of menace in his tone
sent a shiver through her.

“Where is she?” Kyra
demanded.

Kevin pointed up, not taking his eyes from
Cale.

“Zoey!” she called again,
leaving the two men and rushing up the stairs.

Through a closed door, she heard a muffled,
“Ky?”

Following the soft click of a lock, Zoey
stepped into the hall. She cried out with a relieved sob and drew
her in for a hug, but Kyra didn’t miss the dark marks around her
neck.

“I’m going to kill him,”
she spat.

“No, Ky. He has family on
the force, in the government. If you do anything they’d crucify
you.”

Or you, Kyra added to herself, which was the
more likely scenario.

“Let’s just get out of
here. I’m so sorry I came here. I was just so—”

“I know, scared. It’s been
a weird night.”

The adrenalin that had been coursing through
Kyra’s veins a few moments ago seemed all but gone, taking with it
her reserve of strength. For a post energy-blast she was doing
quite well, but tight ropes of exhaustion were snaking through her
muscles, constricting with every breath. By the time they made it
back to the stairs, Kyra couldn’t tell who was helping whom
down.

Zoey froze when she caught sight of
Cale.

“He’s okay, Zo.” Kyra
looked around. “Where’s Kevin?”

Cale jerked his thumb toward a side room and
replied, a bit amused, “Something must have frightened the poor
boy.” Cale’s hat dangled at his side between two fingers.

Kyra rolled her eyes. “Put that back
on.”

From beside her, Zoey gasped. “What is on
his head?”

Cale replaced the cap and winked. “Perhaps
we should go now.”

Kyra’s eyelids dropped against her will.
Opening them again was like lifting a ten-pound weight with her
lashes. Worse, an equal heaviness flooded her brain. “I’m not going
to last much longer,” she admitted. “Someone else needs to drive.”
Her vision dimmed, and she reached out—for what, she wasn’t
sure—but Cale came forward to help her stand.

“Are you okay?” Zoey asked,
feeling her forehead in a motherly fashion.

With the both of them focused on her, she
was the only one who saw the door swing open and the outstretched
arm taking aim. Seconds before Kevin’s finger squeezed the trigger,
she twirled her body to cover Zoey. One bullet sliced through the
air by their heads. The second pierced Kyra’s right shoulder.

A few more shots echoed before a terrible
crack rang out, similar to the one created when she twisted the
neck of that creature. Then, for the span of a breath, all was
silent. She could see Zoey’s face locked in horror, looking past
her. Kyra’s mind caught up, and she knew what had happened. Cale
was no longer by her side. Kevin was quiet. Zoey had watched.

“Don’t freak out,” she
whispered, before everything went black.

 


Hovering weightless in a stream of water,
Kyra tried to swim to the edge, never quite reaching it. In the
distance, tall trees reached skyward. At the bank, colorful flowers
dotted a line of shrubbery, surrounded by stone that shimmered in
the light. She dove under and pushed forward with her legs, knowing
she would never make it, yet unwilling to give up trying.

Vaguely, Kyra realized the dream was coming
to an end. Fuzzy voices echoed below the water’s surface.

“Ha! Read them and
mourn.”

“It’s read ‘em and weep.
And that’s what you were going for last hand. This hand you were
supposed to get two runs and a set.”

“Ah, bollocks. Let’s play
that other one.”

Kyra rolled over and squinted her eyes open.
By the look of the thick window shade, she gathered they were in a
motel room. A silhouette of light bled through the edges of the
ragged material.

Her movement caught the attention of her
companions.

“Kyra? You awake?” Zoey
asked softly.

“Well, I’m conscious, I
think.” She rubbed her eyes.

The bed shifted, indicating someone sat down
next to her. Zoey, by the feel of it.

Kyra cleared her throat. “Where are we?”

“We’re in a motel, near
Stony Point.”

She pushed up on her elbows. Next to a table
filled with open junk food wrappers and cards, Cale leaned in a
chair wearing nothing but a pair of dark jeans that fit him low on
the hips. There were a couple circular bruises on his chest.

She rolled her shoulder, feeling where she’d
been shot. It didn’t hurt as bad as she thought it should.

“You’ve been asleep for two
days,” he answered her unspoken question.

Her wound was almost healed then, same as
his. “You can’t keep a shirt on for long, can you?” she cracked a
smile.

He grinned. “A work of art shouldn’t be
covered up.”

She snorted, thinking his ego had escaped
intact.

“However, it’s less
distracting for me if you are.”

She blinked twice. Looking down, she pulled
at the loose fitting shirt that covered her. Under the covers, her
legs were bare.

Zoey said, “Your clothes are hanging up in
the bathroom. You were soaked and shivering the whole way here, so
I sent Cale to get snacks while I took them off and put you under
the covers. But then you kept throwing them off, so Cale lent you
his shirt.” Dramatically, Zoey fanned herself and added in a lower
tone. “Lucky me, right? That is one fine horned-thing from outer
space.”

Kyra shot an incredulous look at Cale. “She
knows?”

“We’ve had some time to
talk. The chit asks a lot of questions. Thought you wouldn’t
mind.”

Zo smiled. “I always knew aliens existed, I
just never would have thought I’d be best friends with one.”

She studied Zoey’s exuberant expression and
observed, “You’re not freaking.”

“You slept through that
part.”

“And Kevin? Is
he…?”

Zoey’s face fell, and she glanced toward
Cale.

Cale replied, sounding exasperated, as
though being accused of some trivial thing for the thousandth time.
“It was a reflex.”

Kyra wasn’t sad about Kevin’s fate, but she
was worried for Zoey. Forensics would place Zoey at the scene,
without a doubt.

Curious, she asked Zoey, “What did he tell
you, exactly?”

“Well, you’re a Faieara,
which sounds a lot like fairy to me. That would explain the ears,
though I’m disappointed I didn’t find wings on you. You’re from
another world, and so is he, but his was destroyed.”

That caught Kyra off guard and her eyes
snapped back to Cale. His expression went blank.

Zoey didn’t seem to notice and continued.
“Your people are magic.”

“I didn’t say magic,” he
protested.

Zoey waved his comment away and then started
to recite something that sounded far too much like a fairy tale.
“He’s come to rescue you, take you aboard his ship, and reunite you
with your long lost sister.”

“Ach, you’re getting it all
wrong,” Cale groaned.

“Alright, alright,” Kyra
interrupted. “We don’t need to go into all the little details now.
First, we need to cover our tracks. Zo? Do you have your
phone?”

“It’s in my
purse.”

“Toss it. It’s too easy to
trace. No credit cards either. Cash only. How did you pay for the
room?”

“Cash,” Zoey
confirmed.

“Good. I have enough in my
purse to get us to my cabin. It’s secluded and not under my current
name, so it should be the perfect place for us to hide, for now. I
have money stashed there too. On the way, we’ll stop and get some
clothes for everyone.” She ran her hands through her hair and met
with resistance. “Scratch that. First, a shower. Second, everything
else I just said.”

 


Cale felt like some child’s dress up toy,
standing in the store while Kyra and Zoey held up outfits against
him. They’d already replaced his old hat with something larger that
had a belt wrapped around it. Zoey said it made him look rugged.
Kyra smiled and nodded, so he allowed it.

Then came the shirts, pants, and footwear.
He was glad when they finally let him sit while they searched the
store for themselves, only asking on occasion what he thought. He’d
had more than enough experience with females to know that you
always say they look perfect, even if they didn’t. But with Kyra,
he found it was nearly always true. There was, however, an
oversized sweater that he’d “vetoed” as Zoey called it.

Other than helping Kyra choose clothing, he
tried to keep his eyes off her—a pursuit that was proving
impossible. Everything she did distracted him. Every expression,
every sound she made.

In the clearing, when he’d kissed her, it
had been like hovering on the Edge, only better. A light breeze
could have pushed him over. All thought had been drained away, and
only she had existed.

It had been reckless!

But then, his reaction had been entirely
unexpected. He still couldn’t understand how he could possibly have
let his guard drop. Not only that, but the aftermath of the kiss
had been unforeseeable.

Velicia’s betrayal had been the most
devastating experience of his life. His father’s death, his
mother’s wretchedness were nothing in comparison. For years, the
Edge had been his home, madness his friend. After Sebastian and
Sonya had painstakingly helped him find his way back to a saner
state of mind, he’d tried to forget his love for Velicia by losing
himself in the arms of as many women as possible.

Mated demons, like himself, only crave a
mate’s touch. He could attest that touching another felt detestable
and vile, even in the height of ecstasy. The guilt that followed
each liaison—each deceptive kiss—was like his own personal
self-mutilation. The pain was almost physical, though not
quite.

But with Kyra, it had been.

Merely kissing her had been far worse than
any female he’d brought to his bed. It made him wonder how terrible
it would be to take her fully. Perhaps it would finally destroy
him.

He was intrigued.

But he wouldn’t risk it again. Not with the
Kayadon threat at hand.

The fact that Kyra had to bail him out with
a gift that cost her so much was embarrassing. Sebastian would have
kicked his ass for it. Then Sonya would have waited for him to heal
and kicked it again.

He was foolish not to have brought Sonya
along to watch his back, like Sebastian had wanted. Arrogant and
foolish. The idea of having the Kayadon to himself, to destroy them
all for what they’d done to him, had been too tempting. He knew
their weapons were advanced, but he hadn’t expected them to put him
on the ground so fast.

He vowed it wouldn’t happen again.
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The trees outside the car window followed
the road in a tightly packed order, exploding with bright color. It
was a two-hour drive to Hunter Mountain, where her cabin waited,
and Kyra was eager to finally get there.

Zoey rested in the back seat with her eyes
closed. Still, Kyra wasn’t sure if she believed the calm exterior
her friend projected.

Cale relaxed in the passenger seat, being
suspiciously quiet as he gazed at the scenery. He’d hardly said a
word to her since they’d left the department store.

“So, your planet was
destroyed?” she said, breaking the long silence.

He took his eyes from the scenery and
settled them on her. She peeked at him from the corner of her
eye.

“Aye,” he
replied.

She waited for him to continue, but he went
back to watching the trees fly by.

“How did it happen? Global
warming?”

“Hardly.”

“Nuclear
disaster?”

“No.”

“Why did you tell Zoey and
not me?”

“Like I said, she asks a
lot of questions. Couldn’t shut the girl up otherwise. And,” he
paused, “I was hoping to delay telling you. I figured it would
alarm you to know.”

“Why would it…” She trailed
off, feeling her throat go dry. There could only be one reason to
keep such a thing from her. Only one thing would cause her to
stress over the destruction of a planet to which she had no
connection.

He inhaled deeply and let it out slowly.
“The Kayadon came to my planet long ago.”

Kyra began flicking her nails around the
wheel.

“They sold many of my
people as slaves, killed those they could not control, and then
destroyed our home. My family and I now live as nomads.”

Her heart sank. She chewed her lip, gripping
the wheel tighter. “Are my people…are they…?”

“We don’t know anything.
That’s why I didn’t want to tell you. It does no good to jump to
conclusions.”

“It’s maddening, all this
time not knowing.” Her voice held all the frustration she kept
locked inside.

“Yeah, it is.”

Kyra felt there was more to his words than
he let on, but her cabin finally came into view.

“Zoey! Wake up. We’re
here.” She forced the conversation to the back of her mind. Surely
there was hope. Otherwise her father would never have sent Cale to
her.

She held onto the idea like a lifeline.

Zoey sat up, mid yawn, but her mouth didn’t
close as she took in what Kyra knew was an extravagant sight laying
just beyond the flat surface of a small lake.

“Holy mother of…how
rich are you?”

A deep deck surrounded both levels of a
stone and wood cabin, complete with a high angular roof and a set
of chimneys. Another deck protruded from the second story. The
landscaping was colorful and pristine against the dense, rough
wooded area. Kyra paid a hefty sum for its upkeep.

“Why on Earth are you
living in the city, and working at a crappy coffee shop, when you
have this?” Zoey complained.

“Solitude gets dull,” she
replied with a shrug.

Over the gravel driveway, she wound the car
around the lake and parked near the front entrance. Zoey jumped out
first and stretched. Kyra and Cale followed.

“What do you think?” she
asked Cale over the hood of the car. “Do you think we’ll be safe
here?”

He took a moment to look around before
answering. “Seems so. No scent of Kayadon in the air. Not sure how
they found you in the first place, so we’ll have to keep our guard
up.”

Kyra recalled Cale used her father’s book to
figure her location. “Do you think they have a book as well?”

“They have your father, why
would they need a book? Who knows what they’re doing to him to
get…” He paused at her grimace. “Sorry. I’m no good at—”

“No, it’s fine. I should
have figured…” She ran her hands though her hair. “I just didn’t
want to consider it. But of course that’s what’s
happening.”

“Try not to think of
it.”

She squared her shoulders. “I’m not soft.
I’d rather know, than not. It’s best to know,” she added as if
trying to convince herself. “Please, don’t think you need keep
anything from me to spare my feelings.”

He gave a tight nod, and they walked up the
broken stone path to the front door where Zoey waited, peeking in
through the windows.

The inside matched the outside in its
decadence. This was one of Kyra’s favorite escapes, so she spared
no expense. Tall windows let in the evening light. At the touch of
a button, heavy shades would drop, if desired. Sparse but
intricately placed lighting bathed the large main room in a warm
glow. The furniture was designed to be as comfortable as any bed,
and more than once she’d fallen asleep on the soft couch while
reading.

A bar counter top separated a kitchen area
that was full of all the amenities needed for proper cooking and
storage. On the drive up, they’d picked up a few food items to fill
it.

A wooden staircase led to the second level,
where a U-shaped balcony lined a hallway leading to the bedrooms.
Kyra was glad she’d decided to keep them fully furnished as well.
It was done with the intent of putting the house on the market.
Luckily, the recession put a hold on that plan.

“This place is amazing!”
Zoey declared. Then she planted herself on a chair, gripping a
decorative pillow like it could anchor her in place. “I am never
leaving.”

Kyra laughed. “How about I give it to
you?”

Eyes wide, she gasped. “What?”

“Yeah. You’re going to need
a new identity anyway. And I have a few hundred years worth of
wealth that I can’t take with me. I will just need to do a little
forging—”

Zoey jumped up and wrapped her in a tight
hug. At first Kyra took it as a thank you, but a bit of sadness
seeped into the gesture. “I’m going to miss you,” Zoey said.

“Me too. But I’m not gone
yet.”

A sarcastic groan made them both glance at
Cale. “I’m just waiting for you two to kiss and get it over
with.”

Kyra pulled away to punched his
shoulder.

He put his hands up. “Fine, fine, but in my
head, that’s what’s happening.”

The girls rolled their eyes and grumbled in
unison, “Men.”

 


* * *

 


“What do you mean she’s
staying on the ship?” Nadua’s outraged holler reached Sonya all the
way across the salon.

Not many had gathered for the morning meal,
but the few crew members that lingered glanced toward Nadua and
Marik. Though no one could be confused as to whom Nadua eluded.

A Serakian witchling had arrived, to
everyone’s disappointment, only a week ago.

Her initial purpose had been to attempt a
mate bond separation between Nadua and Marik, who had thoroughly
botched the claiming—worse than thoroughly, nearly irrevocably
fucked it up forever.

Reversing the mate bond had never been
attempted, at least in known record, and there was no guarantee
that the Serakian’s magic would have even worked, which was
probably why their council had agreed to try.

The Serakians were an extraordinarily
curious faction, made up of gifted individuals recruited from
throughout the universe.

However, the transmission that the witch’s
services were no longer needed, had apparently gone un-received and
the witchling, with no transport home, had demanded she be allowed
to stay on the ship until other arrangements could be made. She
insisted she needed to contact her Serakian council regarding the
change of events.

As of yet, the council had sent no
reply.

Sonya wondered what effect it might have had
on Marik, had the witch been allowed to sever the bond—assuming it
would have worked. Demons only get one chance at claiming a mate, a
fact that had been scientifically explored a few years before the
destruction of their planet.

In those years, scientists had argued with
philosophers over the “theory” of the mate bond—the whys, the hows,
and the inevitabilities—only succeeding in displaying that no one
had any real answers beyond the biological process, called the
claiming: a process of combining natural, but complex, chemicals in
the body that would be excreted through the fangs upon biting one’s
mate.

It was a one shot deal.

That was the kicker! One time, and one time
only did a demon yield the necessary mixture to mark a mate. Since
Marik had used his up, would he have been given a second
chance?

Luckily, it was moot, Sonya thought. Nadua
had refused to give Marik up, and Sonya was happy for the couple.
Of all people, Marik deserved the happiness he was finding with the
little redhead Faieara.

Still, Nadua remained distressed by the
Serakian’s presence.

The salon doors whooshed opened and Ethan
strolled in, searching the room.

“Shit,” Sonya muttered
under her breath and then scooped up the last of her breakfast
before plotting her escape.

She’d been avoiding him since they’d
returned from that ice cube of a planet, Undewla, and he’d been
trying to do the opposite. Though she couldn’t understand why. They
hated each other. Made no secret of it.

He had even gone so far as to humiliate her
by taking advantage of her on a day when her demon nature had been
particularly unmanageable. She had wanted to appease her body’s
needs with a quick sparring match, and he had wanted to appease
them by taking her virginity. Not that she had cared overmuch for
her virginity, but the experience had been less than favorable. At
least…there at the end.

To her dismay, Ethan spotted her and made a
fast approach. She had an idea why he was here now. Her latest
scheme had clearly backfired. She stood, pretending not to notice
him by brushing imaginary crumbs from her skirt.

“What the fuck, Sonya!”
Thankfully he wasn’t as loud as Nadua, so he didn’t draw the
attention of the entire room.

“Morning, Ethan.” She
proceeded past him to the door. He followed her out, his infuriated
gaze burning into her back. “How is Jade getting along?” she said,
knowing it would set him off.

He ran his fingers through his white-blond
hair, giving her a glimpse of his pointed ears. “Jade is standing
behind my bar, thinking she’s a new employee.”

“It’s my bar, Ethan,” Sonya chided. “And
Jade is a new
employee. I hired her yesterday. I need some time off.” She turned
a corner and picked up her pace, hoping to keep this confrontation
short.

“That’s crap and you know
it. You’re using her to avoid me.”

“I have no reason to avoid
you.”

“We need to talk about what
happened.”

“There’s nothing to say,”
she insisted.

“I have plenty to
say.”

Sonya paused, catching him off guard. He
stumbled to a halt, and she rounded on him, crossing her arms. “Go
ahead then.”

He suddenly became uncomfortable. “Well, not
here in the hall.” As if on cue, a small group of children came
barreling down the corridor, ignoring them as they passed.

Sonya started walking again, exasperated.
“Look, Ethan, what happened between us meant nothing. Okay?
Nothing. You did nothing wrong, and I’m not mad at you.”

“No, I’m mad at
you.”

Sonya snorted. “Oh, really? What possible
reason could you—”

“You know why.”

Sonya stopped again, flicking her tail with
irritation and spearing him with a killing look. Her brother, Cale,
would have put him on his ass by now.

“You have the audacity to
be angry with me! When you are the one…” She trailed off as his
lips curled up in a mocking grin. He was just trying to get to her.
Doing a damn good job of it too. Her horns had started to darken
with the onset of her rage. “Just get back to work, pirate.” She
sneered.

His jaw clenched, erasing any traces of good
humor. “Stop calling me that.”

Sonya was never good at taking orders, and
she wasn’t about to start with him. Leaning in, she growled,
“Pirate.”

He moved swiftly, pinning her to the wall,
holding her wrists by her head. His face deepened to a nice shade
of crimson.

He was the only man she’d met, besides her
brothers, who could best her in a fight. A tiny part of her
thrilled at that, but she pushed the silly little thought out of
her mind. Any intelligent or witty verbal retaliation failed as her
anger walked a fine line.

“Pirate,” she repeated,
though her voice had gone husky.

Shit, this wasn’t going as planned at
all.

“Demon witch,” he murmured
before his lips pressed down on hers.

A betraying whimper escaped her, and she
cursed her reaction to him. She may hate his guts, but her body
didn’t seem to share the notion—didn’t the stupid thing remember
what happened last time it was in this predicament?

He deepened the kiss, swiping his tongue
out, coaxing her to do the same. She did. Damn it! Why was she
permitting this? He groaned when he felt her submit and released
her arms to lace one of his around her waist. Against her will, her
eyes closed, and she drowned in his passion.

Voices echoed down the hall.

She stilled.

Sebastian!

Ethan realized it as well and tore away from
her, both of them panting. She used the wall for support. When
their gazes collided, his eyes went wide and he took another step
back. She got the sense that it wasn’t because her big,
overprotective, demon brother was headed their way.

Then something grabbed her attention. The
tip of her tongue ventured out to examine one small, elongated
fang. She gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. Her heart
revved into hyper drive, sinking low into her gut like a whirling
vortex.

No!

She glanced at Ethan despairingly. He’d gone
pale.

Had he seen? Could he know what it
meant?

She didn’t wait to find out. Her body
reacted on instinct and took off down the hall, blasting past
Sebastian and Aidan.

“Hey, Sunny,” Sebastian
called in a surprised greeting.

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Her throat
was closing as panic engulfed her. Blindly, she followed her feet
to her room and locked herself inside. At some point, tears had
begun to stream down her cheeks. Cold and wet, yet burning at the
same time.

Feeling dizzy, she flopped on the floor and
pulled her knees to her chest.

There was a bright side, her subconscious
offered. If he had seen, if he knew what it meant, Ethan would do
everything in his power to stay away from her from now on.

For some reason, that did nothing to cheer
her.

 


* * *

 


After only a couple of days, everyone had
settled in to their new home with a surprising amount of ease.

Cale had seemingly won Zoey over in the two
days Kyra had been unconscious, and it was as if Zoey didn’t even
care that he was a demon or that they were both from alien
planets.

In fact, as Cale had observed, she was full
of questions, and Kyra had been like a mother to a child that
continuously asks why. Zoey wasn’t satisfied till she knew her
entire history. Kyra was able to smooth over a few of the more
difficult decades in her past, but Zoey was so fascinated she’d
hardly noticed.

Cale was turning out to be a fairly
easygoing guy, except when it came to safety. He was constantly
checking the area around the cabin and probably knew the grounds
better than Kyra.

One evening, while Cale left for one of his
routine perimeter checks, Kyra joined Zoey on the upper deck,
overlooking the lake. She’d been puzzling over Zoey’s blasé
attitude for some time, and finally asked, “Why aren’t you wigging
out, Zo, for real?”

“Ha!” Zoey replied. “If you
hadn’t passed out on day one, you would have seen me totally
freakin’. I almost straight up ditched you after…” She cringed.
Kyra still hadn’t inquired what her friend had witnessed that day.
“Anyway, before I got out the door, Cale threatened to chase me
down and rip out my organs—”

“What!”

“—if I didn’t drive you to
safety. I think I may have puked a little after that.”

“I would have killed him.”
Kyra seethed.

Zoey laced her hands together and brought
them next to her cheek. “Aw, how sweet. You would have avenged my
death?” Kyra laughed, and Zoey dropped the pretense. “Anyway, I
don’t think he really meant it. He was just worried for you. At
least, that’s what I told myself later.”

“Nah. He’s worried he won’t
get his revenge on those monsters.”

“I don’t know, maybe. But
the way he carried you to the car, and then later into the motel
room, it was like he was afraid he’d break you. He was so
protective. That’s what made me start to trust him, I guess. That
and he’s insanely hot,” she added.

Kyra snorted and shook her head. “He could
have been a body snatcher for all you knew. But I suppose as long
as he’s hot…”

“Uber hot,” Zo emphasized.
“He can snatch my body any time he wants. But it’s not mine he’s
interested in.” She looked at Kyra then and bumped their shoulders
together. “Has anything happened between you two?”

Kyra shifted and felt her cheeks grow warm.
Cale hadn’t really said much to her on the subject of their kiss.
And he definitely hadn’t put any more moves on her. She had tried a
couple of times to get him alone, merely to talk, but he always
found an excuse to get away.

Zoey waited patiently, knowing there was a
yes in her silence.

“I kissed him,” she finally
offered. “Well…he kissed me to be more precise.”

“And?”

“There are no words to
describe it.” Remembering even now sent a shiver running through
her. “If we hadn’t been interrupted, I would have definitely been
body snatched.” They both giggled at the silly euphemism. “But he
hasn’t looked at me like that since.”

“Are you kidding? He looks
at you like that all the time.”

“Huh? When?” She thought
back to small amount of interaction between herself and Cale, and
had never noticed a stray look that might give away a hint of
interest. He was always so blank and cool.

“Why do you think I haven’t
snuck into his room yet?” Zoey teased.

“Because he’s an alien
species?” she replied sarcastically.

“Alien or not, he’s a
keeper.”

A deep voice made them both jump. “But does
he want to be kept?” Cale stood, leaning against the house, a
devilish glint in his eyes.

Kyra’s laugh came out awkward and
high-pitched. “How long have you been there?”

He smiled and replied in a mocking tone,
“There are no words.”

Cheeks flaming, she covered her face and
flipped back around, suppressing a mortified groan.

Before slipping away, her traitorous friend
mumbled, “I think I left something in the oven.”

She sensed Cale take Zoey’s place by the
banister and reluctantly dropped her hands.

The sun was beginning to find its way behind
the mountains. And though the sky was still a pale blue, bird songs
had already transitioned into a symphony orchestrated by creatures
of the night.

When she finally gathered the nerve to peek
at him from under her lashes, she found him staring down at the
lake, his expression serious.

 


Cale had been trying to find a way to start
this conversation, as well as avoid it. His curiosity of her and
the strange intensity she brought out in him were hard to brush
aside. Simply being near her clouded his mind.

He was always quick to jump into bed with a
woman, but he could foresee a slew of complications if he indulged
in Kyra. Even if his need for her was beyond anything he had ever
experienced.

“I wasn’t lying when I said
I was attracted to you,” Cale started and then trailed off, unsure
how to finish.

“But,” she
prompted.

“But I have a job to do,
and some things are more important than short term pleasures.”
Mentally, Cale laughed, thinking he would have knocked Sebastian on
his ass with that one.

“No, I get it. No need to
explain. That was just girl talk. I’m really not that into you. The
kiss was good, sure, but…I mean, aside from the fact that you’re
not even my species, you’re not really my type.”

For no reason he could understand, he turned
to her, needing the truth of it in her eyes. “Liar,” he said, when
she refused to look at him.

During their kiss, he’d noticed her irises
had changed to amber. The sight of it had driven his lust to new
heights. Later, he recalled that Anya’s eyes would go silver
sometimes when Sebastian was around.

Kyra was just as attracted to him as he was
to her, if only by the fact that her breath picked up every time he
came into the room, and her pupils would dilate whenever he allowed
himself to look.

“I thought you were the one
who wanted honesty,” he teased.

Her jaw clenched. “Fine, I’m a teensy bit
attracted to you. But you’re right. It’s not a good time to start a
relationship.”

“That’s the thing. I
don’t do relationships. Ever. A few nights with me is all you’d get,
nothing more. Often, I find females have a hard time understanding
that.”

She finally faced him, and he wished she
hadn’t. Her eyes narrowed and traveled over him as if he were
completely transparent to her. “Ah, so you’re a player.”

He shrugged, making a mental note to figure
out what that meant. “I just don’t get attached.”

“We’ll you’re in luck,
then. I’ve had four hundred years to practice not getting attached,
so if that’s what you’re worried about—”

“You seem pretty attached
to Zoey.”

“True. That’s the
difference between friendship and a one-night stand, I guess.
Besides, I would have left her behind eventually. Started a new
life. It’s what I do.”

“How many times have you
started over?”

“Too many to
count.”

They stood there, silent for a moment.

“So you would just discard
your life completely? Never contact Zoey again?” Cale
asked.

“That’s what I’ve done all
this time. To survive. It’s what I’ll be doing once your ship
comes.” She looked to the sky. “If it comes.”

“They’ll be here.” Cale had
no doubts on that. The only question was: would the crew be
intact?

“You’re pretty confident,”
she mused.

“I know my
brother.”

“Sebastian, right? He’s
reliable then?” She turned impish. “Does he kiss better than
you?”

“Don’t know, never kissed
him. Your sister would know better than me.”

“Really?”

“Aye, you’d have to ask
her. But, my guess would be no, since there are no words to
describe mine.”

She flushed, and he could see she was trying
not to smile. “That was a gross exaggeration.” She turned to lean
her elbows against the railing, giving him an arch expression.

He moved in closer and placed his hands on
either side of her. “Is that so?”

“In fact, thinking back,
I’d say it was somewhat mediocre.”

“Mediocre?” He
scoffed.

“Almost forgettable,
really.”

He lowered his head menacingly.

Unperturbed, her chin tilted up till their
mouths were just inches apart, her gaze daring.

“There is no way it was
forgettable,” he insisted, barely brushing her lips with
his.

“I don’t know? I think I
might need a reminder.”

Cale knew he should walk
away before he gave in to the little vixen. The only
edge he should be
stepping over was the edge of the balcony, expending his excess
energy on another, much wider, perimeter check.

He was almost ready to do just that, but her
eyes fired bright amber, and that siphoned the last of his reason.
He gripped her hips and perched her on the edge of the railing.
Triumphantly, she scissored her legs around his waist, pulling him
close.

Her lips were as soft as he remembered—warm
and giving and sweet. Her nails crawled over his scalp, and all he
could think was how they would feel raking along his back.

He lifted her with his hands firmly on her
backside and went in search of a way inside the cabin, only to be
stopped by a hard wall.

They weren’t going to make it to a bed.

 


Kyra couldn’t catch her breath. Her heart
felt like it was trying to burrow out of her chest. Reason told her
to end this now, but she kissed him back with a kind of desperation
that was incomprehensible.

He pressed her harder against the cabin as
their tongues danced, their breaths mingling. A low, rumbling sound
escaped him that drove her further into the frenzy.

Pinned as she was, with her legs tightly
around him, he no longer needed his hands to keep her in place and
found his way under her shirt. One hand trailed up her side and
breached the lining of her bra, finding her pert nipple with his
thumb. The other wrapped around the nape of her neck to hold her
steady as he ravaged her mouth. When she pulled back for a breath,
he moved his lips to the place on her neck that drove her wild.

“Cale,” she whispered on a
sigh, meaning to regain some lucidity.

His only response was to reclaim her lips
and roll his thumb over the most sensitive part of her breast,
kneading the soft flesh with the precision of an expert. A quiver
of pleasure numbed her mind, and she held him tighter.

There was no stopping this. She found she
didn’t want to if she could. Since their first kiss, she’d been
unable to chase him from her mind, and now she had him. A small
part of her suggested she might not be able to handle her quarry,
but the thought was banished when he ground his hips into her core
and began to shimmy off her shirt.

“Not here, Cale,” she
managed.

“Where?” he
rasped.

Her mouth was too occupied to respond for
the moment. Her shirt dropped to the floor and he started working
on her bra strap, freeing her as he kissed his way downward.

“Bedroom!” she
squeaked.

His hands returned to support her and the
wall fell away. Still connected in a heady kiss, they moved a short
ways, and she heard him fumbling for the sliding door handle. A few
seconds later, they were inside.

“Whoa!” Zoey’s voice
brought Kyra’s mind out of the fog. She pulled away from Cale and
turned to Zoey, who was propped against a pillow on the bed with a
book in her lap. Her face was understandably shocked.

“Wrong room,” Cale
muttered, and then stepped back out onto the balcony, taking Kyra
with him.

They soon found Kyra’s room, but the
interruption had succeeded in cooling her blood enough for her to
think straight. Cale’s, however, still seemed red-hot as they
crashed onto the bed.

Cale,” she said in an even tone, pushing on
his shoulders.

He stilled and looked up, meeting her
eyes.

“I think we should take a
breath for a moment.”

The only disappointment he showed was a
thinning of his lips. Then, with a sly smile, he rolled them both
so that she was straddling him. He placed his hands behind his head
and shamelessly ogled her. “Go ahead,” he muttered roughly.

She laughed, climbing off
of him and crossing to her closet to retrieve a shirt. After
slipping it on, she replied, “I think we should take a breath in
our own rooms, player.”

Cale sat up and scrubbed a hand down his
face, as if trying to focus. “I’m going to need more than a
breath.”

 


Cale entered his room, begrudgingly
admitting that she was right to have put on the brakes. He really
had no self-control at all. How could she make him lose himself
with nothing but a look?

She more than just clouded his judgment; she
invaded every corner of his mind and brought it to heel.

Just as last time, pain had erupted inside
him, transforming into burning spikes that furrowed through every
vein. It seemed to originate in his head and work its way down. A
lengthy, ice cold shower did nothing to ebb either the fiery
sensation or his lust. His shaft was still impossibly stiff. Pain
aside, which really was more of an annoyance, all he wanted to do
was return to her room and take her on the soft bed until pleasured
screams echoed off the walls. She had wanted that as well. So why
had she denied them both?

Didn’t matter. For the best, he reminded
himself.

Through the night, his dreams were plagued
by images of Kyra writhing under him while he touched her freely,
tasted her as he wished. In his dream, her welcoming arms eased him
as no other could. But his desire for her was a betrayal to his
true mate, and the dream became a nightmare. Velicia stood over him
with disgust in her eyes, her tears scalding. Kyra yelled something
at him that he couldn’t hear, and the silence made him panic. As if
born of mist, a Kayadon appeared and cut her down with some
invisible weapon.

He awoke with a start and an urgent need to
do a quick perimeter check. He sat up and took a few long breaths.
At least the nightmare reinforced his determination to avoid all
physical contact with Kyra.

Shortly after leaving his room, however, it
became apparent that wasn’t going to be a problem.

She was gone!

 




 



Chapter 10
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Ethan paced behind the bar, his thoughts in
turmoil.

Jade stood at the other end, mixing
piss-poor drinks and flirting with anything that had two legs and a
dick. The girl was insatiable. He was rather surprised with himself
that he’d never taken her up on any of her offers. He supposed it
was because of that demon witch. Some part of him, an inner
instinct of sorts, sensed that he would never have gotten near
Sonya if he had messed around with Jade. Though he didn’t know why,
exactly, he assumed that.

Perhaps because she’d been a fucking
virgin!

How was that even possible? She wasn’t much
younger than he.

Well, he thought, she sure as hell wasn’t
one now.

He cringed at the memory. He had not been
gentle. How could she let him take her so roughly without warning
him?

Just after she’d cried out, he realized what
he’d done. He wasn’t used to being surprised. With his magic, it
rarely happened, but he’d been so taken aback that he’d run out of
there with only a surly comment, though he can’t remember now what
he might have said. Most likely something unkind.

“Ethan,” Bertok greeted and
took a seat at one of the empty stools.

Ethan nodded. “Your usual?”

“Aye, but double it.”
Bertok slanted a glance down the bar where Jade made a show of
pushing up her bosom. “It’s got to be nice working with that, hm?”
he mumbled.

“Yeah,” Ethan replied, not
hiding the disdain in his tone. “Real nice.”

Bertok just raised a brow. Ethan set to
mixing his drink order and tried to focus on anything but the
female who normally stood in Jade’s spot.

Her attitude in the hall still had him
reeling. How could she dismiss the whole thing as nothing? The
stubborn female must be hurt by what happened. Or at the very
least, disappointed. But, headstrong as she was, she revealed
nothing.

“Hi, Bertok.” Jade
sauntered over and leaned her elbows on the bar, displaying her
cleavage.

“Sweetheart,” Bertok
replied with a curl to his lips.

Ethan rolled his eyes.

The morning Jade had strolled in and
declared herself his new coworker, Ethan had been livid. Sonya
hadn’t even bothered to inform him in person. Of course, that was
the point, wasn’t it? She was determined to avoid him—and after the
incident in the hall, it was clear he should be doing the same.
That would be in everyone’s best interest. In fact, if he were
smart, he’d catch the first shuttle out of here. However, he wasn’t
about to run away like a coward just because he was afraid of one
tiny, stubborn demon girl. A sexy, beguiling, demon girl.

A girl who openly hated him.

Yet…if that were true, why then, had she
displayed the telltale urge to claim him as her mate? Surely she
didn’t want that, evident by her hasty retreat.

Still, he was sure of what he’d seen. Those
fangs were not the result of a demon on the Edge.

The memory resurfaced and, for the
thousandth time, he tried to analyze her reaction. She’d turned
horrified, with a sickly green washing over her as she’d tried in
vain to cover the small show of fang.

Why did that bother him? He
should be just as appalled. Was
appalled.

He would never entertain the idea of mating
with a demon. The very notion was abhorrent. Insulting. But she
should be so lucky. What was her problem with pirates, anyway? It’s
not like he’d done anything to deserve her detestation.

He ground his teeth.

Holding her and her family captive on his
asteroid base didn’t count. That had been for caution’s sake.

I took advantage of her
when she was vulnerable.

He stifled a wince, telling himself that she
had lured him into that situation. But had she really? Hadn’t he
manipulated her in every way he knew how, capitalizing on his
knowledge of her kind? There were only so many excuses he could
make, but he couldn’t lie to himself. He’d known she’d been in
great need that day. Had recognized the signs and used her own
nature against her.

Again he wondered why she hadn’t warned him
she’d never known a man. Had she been that lost to the moment?

Guilt stabbed the pit of his stomach.

Once again, he reassured himself that he’d
made amends on that score. At least in the way demons often agree
with—through blood.

Why was he even thinking about this? He
didn’t need her forgiveness, or her approval of his previous
lifestyle. For the most part, living as a pirate had been a
facade—a three hundred and fifty year facade that had changed him
completely, sure, but still, a means to an end. It had been the
only way to ensure the book got into the right hands.

To survive in his guise, he had been
ruthless. He carried memories of things he’d just as soon forget,
but he would not be made to feel ashamed for actions he’d been
forced to take during that time.

He loathed admitting a part of him wished to
go back. Back to his base, his cutthroat existence. Back where he
had the respect he deserved—if only to escape the hate-filled
glares of his dark haired temptresses.

A temptress who was increasingly invading
his every thought.

 


* * *

 


Kyra pulled up to the curb and jerked the
shifter into park. “Stop insinuating, Zo,” she complained. “Nothing
happened…mostly.”

In the passenger seat, Zoey just continued
to snicker and roll her eyes.

“I stopped it before it
went too far.”

“If that’s true, then
you’re insane,” Zoey replied, stepping onto the
sidewalk.

The small town offered a few touristy shops
along the main street. They glanced in windows as they passed by,
heading for the bank where Kyra would create a new account and
deposit money for Zo; just enough to get her by until the offshore
accounts were finalized.

Since, supposedly, her time on Earth was
short, Kyra recycled one of her old identities for Zoey’s use.
There was just a little tweaking to be done, easily accomplished
through the power of the Internet, if one had the know-how.

She and Zoey had left the cabin early this
morning. The drive had taken a few hours, and by the time the
business was completed at the bank, it was a little past lunch
time. Upon walking back to the car, they decided to stop at a
little sandwich shop and claimed a table in the farthest
corner.

Just as they received their food order, Kyra
observed that Zoey’s good humor had fizzled out. “What’s the
matter?” she asked.

“It’s just going to be so
weird once you and Cale are gone. You know, now I have irrefutable
evidence of alien existence, yet no one but the crazies would
believe me. I kind of hope this so-called ship never comes. I’ll be
all alone if it does.”

“Alone, maybe. But rich as
hell,” Kyra encouraged. “You’ll be able to pay people to believe
you dined with the gods on Mount Olympus if you want them to.
You’ll be able to travel anywhere. Take your mom’s ashes anyplace
on Earth.”

Zoey nodded, but didn’t return the smile.
“Thanks for remembering to bring her urn, by the way.”

“You’re welcome.” After a
few bites of her sub, Kyra asked, “Where will you go?”

“I have absolutely no idea.
I guess I should get far away from here.”

“That would be best.” Kyra
nodded, suddenly very worried for her friend. She struggled to keep
it off her face though. Zo needed confidence and reassurance right
now. Anything else would only add to what must be an incredibly
stressful situation. And it turned out, Zoey was nearly as good as
Kyra at disguising her true feelings. Or so Kyra assumed. “After
about seven years, if not less, they’ll most likely close the
missing persons case, especially with no family to
argue.”

Unless, she secretly added to herself, the
missing persons case turns into a murder case, with Zoey as a
possible suspect.

Zoey recited her new name, “Kyra Marshall.
How will I get used to being called that?”

“Well, just imagine that
you are the most awesome person in existence, and that should
help.”

Zoey rolled her eyes and laughed. “I guess
Kyra Marshall has one heck of an ego on her.”

Kyra shrugged. “Not as big as Kyra
Okora.”

They laughed and then proceeded to finish
their meal. After a short silence, Zo said, “What about you? Where
will you be going?”

Kyra frowned. Wormy fingers of dread
slithered up her spine. So much had happened since meeting Cale and
learning that her family still lived, but she hadn’t truly allowed
herself to think of it. She certainly hadn’t come to terms with it.
The idea of leaving Earth had been a dream for so long, that it no
longer felt real. In the back of her mind, it was impossible to
compartmentalize.

She looked up at Zo and answered, “I suppose
I’ll be returning home to Evlon, but what I will find I no longer
know.” She shrugged as if it didn’t really matter, though every
time she thought of home, anxiety assaulted her. “I can tell you
what it used to be. It used to be so full of life. Vast forests
where massive trees covered much of the land, with trunks thicker
than the redwoods of California. Most our cities and towns were
built around them. It looked closer to what the sixteen hundreds
here on Earth had to offer.”

“Ah, that clears it up for
me. The good ol’ sixteen hundreds.”

Kyra ignored the sarcasm, feeling a pang of
homesickness. It had become habit not to think of things like home
and family. It only ever hurt to do so. And in some cases it caused
an overwhelming sorrow that often manifested through her gift. Yet
talking about it with Zoey felt almost therapeutic. “My world was
ruled by magic. All different kinds of magic. It was in the air and
soil, in the people themselves.”

“Is that what the Kayadon
are after?”

Kyra paused and tilted her head in
consideration.

Zoey took a sip of her soda before
clarifying. “Cale said his planet was completely destroyed by them,
but it sounds like they’ve been squatting on yours. Why else?”

It was an intriguing theory, and at the
moment made a lot of sense, but all she knew of the Kayadon, thus
far, was that they were hideous to look at. She’d be sure to ask
Cale about it later. Was it possible he knew more than he was
saying? Just one more thing he was keeping from her?

“It’s something to
consider, I guess,” she finally replied.

On the way back to the car, they stopped in
a little souvenir shop. Kyra had spotted a small metallic necklace
shaped like a heart in the window. It doubled as a vial meant for
liquid or sand. She suggested Zoey get it for some of her mother’s
ashes, adding hesitantly, “Is that too Angelina-creepy?”

“No, it’s a great idea,”
Zoey asked, “That way I can keep a part of her with me. We should
get something for Cale, don’t you think?”

After scouring a few more shops, they found
something they both agreed on and then started the trek back to the
cabin. Kyra continued to offer advice on the best places to visit,
and her personal favorite parts of the world to live. The wonders
of the world should be seen, of course, and Zoey now had the means
to visit them all ten times over, but there were so many
breathtaking patches of land that continued to elude tourists.

“First things first,” Zoey
pronounced. “I’ll need a full body massage by a big handed, beefy
guy with a sexy accent. Jean Mc-something-or-other. He doesn’t even
have to speak English.”

Kyra laughed. “I’ve got a few numbers I can
give you.”

They spent the rest of the drive in
comfortable silence, allowing Kyra’s thoughts to drift back to the
night before. There was no denying it, she had little explanation
for her conduct. She’d had every intention of keeping things
professional between Cale and herself, and she couldn’t say what
went wrong. Only that a part of her hadn’t wanted to stop. And if
he’d continued kissing her as hungrily as he’d been, she probably
wouldn’t have.

When the trees parted to reveal the long
driveway to the cabin, she checked the clock—3:42pm. The errand had
taken longer than expected. She opened her mouth to speak, “I hope
Cale—”

Something crash-landed on the hood, jarring
the entire frame of the car. As they both screamed, Kyra slammed on
the brakes. The item, which turned out to be a body, tumbled
forward in almost stuntman perfection, landing on its haunches.

Dust from the road plumed.

Fixing the car into park, Kyra threw open
her door and burst from the vehicle. “Cale? What the hell are you
doing?” she shrieked.

He rose to his full height in a slow,
menacing way. She took a step back, noticing his eyes burned like
lava.

Zoey screamed again. “Kyra, stay away from
him!” She began fumbling with her seat belt, but seemed to be too
panicked to unbuckle.

“Zo, stay in the car,” she
ordered, closing the door. “Cale, what’s wrong?”

A wild energy flowed off him as his eyes
shifted between her and Zoey, who was curled up in the passenger
seat. At first, Kyra wasn’t sure if he understood what she’d asked,
but then his gaze shifted to settle on her. Yet his intimidating
demeanor did not drain away.

“What’s wrong?” he bellowed in disgust,
flashing a set of threatening fangs. “What’s wrong is that you
disappeared for the entire day without my knowledge! I had no idea
where you were or if you were ever coming back!”

“I left you a note!” she
defended, chagrined by his tone and hiding a shiver of
trepidation.

“A note? Where? There is no
note!”

“It’s on the kitchen
table.”

“In what universe would I
go searching for you on a table?”

“The kitchen is your first
destination every morning, Cale. I figured you’d see it right
away.”

His eyes narrowed. “You think I can remain
calm enough to prepare myself a meal when you’ve gone missing?”

“Apparently not! Forgive me
for thinking you would act rationally. Obviously, with the car gone
and a note of explanation so perfectly hidden from view, the only
prudent course of action is to stalk around in the woods and attack
my car upon sight!”

Cale said nothing. His jaw clenched so
tightly she thought his teeth might crack. “The Kayadon could have
taken you, and I would never know it! I would have been unable to
stop it! Where did you go? Why would you not wake me?”

“It’s in the note!” she
countered. Then, after assessing the damaged to her hood, she
ground out, “Look what you did to my car!”

Too angry to check her outrage, she turned
and whipped the driver side door open. Cale looked as if he was
about to protest her actions, but as soon as she plopped inside,
her foot hit the gas. The car peeled out before gaining traction on
the dirt, and the amount of dust kicked up in her wake was
gratifying.

A short moment later, they were at the
cabin. She stuffed the keys into her pocket and headed inside,
oblivious to how silent and pale Zoey had become until after she’d
stomped the length of the room a couple of times. A glance told her
Zoey was possibly in shock, sitting stiff and unseeing on the
couch.

Cale plowed through the door, in no way
mollified. “I wasn’t finished!”

“Oh, yes you are, ‘cause
you’re freaking Zoey out!”

“Well, she’s lucky she’s
not dead!”

A tiny whimper escaped Zoey.

Cale went into the kitchen and yanked the
fridge open to snatch a soda. When he popped the tab, a bit of foam
oozed onto the floor.

Kyra followed him, ignoring the mess. “You
apologize to her, right now. It sounded like you were threatening
her.”

“You’re the one who put her
in danger,” he snarled, and then gulped down what must have been
half the contents of his beverage.

“It is in no way easier for
the Kayadon to find us in town than it is here,” she
argued.

“Oh, and you know that for
sure?”

Kyra hesitated. Without an adequate
comeback, she pointed to the note on the table with a stubborn
hand.

“Ah, your magnificent
explanation.” Cale crumbled the paper and tossed it against the
wall.

It bounced twice on the floor before coming
to a stop on the opposite side of the table. Then he stared at her
for a response, as if this were an everyday, normal
conversation.

Moving in a little closer,
Kyra checked her tone. “Look. Be mad at me. That’s fine. But stop frightening
Zoey.”

He hollered into the living room. “Zoey’s
fine! Aren’t you, Zoey?”

A moment later, Zoey’s soft reply reached
them. “I-I’m fine.”

The terror in that simple statement was
clear. Cale’s head tilted down. He let out a sound of frustration
as he closed his eyes and shook his head.

 


Cale stepped into the living room to see
that Zoey looked as daunted as the day he’d beheaded her daft
boyfriend. It hadn’t crossed his mind that his anger might affect
the human. But, then, nothing much in the way of cognitive thought
crosses the mind of a demon on the Edge.

He felt himself in control now—or at least,
more so—and was sure his eyes had returned to normal.

Kyra’s arms crossed over
her chest in silent accusation, as if he was the one in the wrong. But
seriously? How could she have imagined that leaving him behind was
a good idea? If she’d been captured, it still would have been his
fault for not protecting her.

He glared back at her as he crossed to take
a seat beside Zoey. She stiffened and kept her eyes straight
ahead.

“Don’t be frightened,” he
said, and then repeated what he’d told her that night. “If I had
wanted you dead, you wouldn’t have seen it coming.”

Kyra gasped. “Is that supposed to make her
feel better?”

“It’s okay,” Zoey replied
in a squeaky voice.

“No, it’s not,” Kyra
insisted. “Come on, Zo, let’s take your necklace
upstairs.”

Zoey was quick to obey, practically leaping
off the couch.

Cale threw his arms out. “What did I say?”
He moved to follow them, but Kyra put her hand in his face, halting
him.

“Uh-uh. You stay here.”
Then she tossed a small crumpled bag at his chest. He fumbled for
it, catching it before it fell. “By the way, we got you a present,”
she sneered, then ascended with angry steps behind Zoey.

Fuming, Cale decided to let
them go and tossed the offending item to the other end of the
couch, resolved to ignore it for the rest of the night. “What the
hell just happened?” he muttered to himself. How had
he become the bad
guy?

He replayed the last few minutes in his
head, unable to piece it together. It wasn’t he who had acted
dangerously irresponsible.

Admittedly, he may have been a little
abrasive in his approach, but that was only because he’d been so
unhinged at finding them both missing. Panic had brought on a side
of the Edge he hadn’t felt since…He brushed the thought away.

While searching the area for signs of life,
he’d been swallowed by a cloud of dread and hollowed out by the
utter powerlessness to do anything about it. There had been no
scent for him to follow, though he’d covered more ground than all
his many perimeter checks combined.

He’d spent the entire day drowning in
helplessness. Sporadic thoughts of betrayal had plunged him deeper
into the bottomless pool of madness that is the Edge. Only by sheer
strength of will had he kept from getting lost there. From finding
that place that had been his home so many years before, and had
nearly consumed his mind.

It wasn’t until he’d seen the car driving up
the way that his fear transformed into something tangible. They’d
looked so at ease behind the windshield. Rage had replaced fear,
and he’d felt he deserved an explanation for their impudence. He
still deserved an explanation! But he was in charge of himself
enough now to understand that he wasn’t going to get one at the
moment.

His eyes drifted to the crumpled note. With
a grumbled surrender, he crossed to pick it up.

 


Good morning, Cale

 


He sneered.

 


Zoey and I have gone into town to set up an
account and funds for her. I care about her just as much as I do my
own family and want to make sure she is fully taken care of.

Please don’t worry, it shouldn’t take long
and I promise to be careful. I feel that, after my previous
encounters, I will be able to sense if any danger is near. Plus,
the town is small, and I don’t expect the Kayadon will even think
to consider it.

I didn’t wake you because I wanted to spend
some time alone with her, since I know I will never see her again,
and I was sure you would insist on coming along.

 


Please don’t be
mad. [image: tmp_f3f3cfde586aab4da956014af1c38b95_KY1wmG_html_m5e6d7cf2.jpg]

Kyra

 


That’s it? Cale thought. That was supposed
to satisfy him?

He crumpled the paper again, ready to toss
it, but after holding it in his fist for a moment, decided to
pocket it. It made him wonder what ridiculous offering they thought
to appease him with.

He went back to the couch and snatched the
bag, turning it upside down so that a small, meager box fell into
his palm. Discarding the bag, he opened the item. Inside was a red,
oblong trinket, imbedded within a black foamy substance, obviously
meant to keep the item in place. He lifted the trinket between two
fingers and turned it this way and that, noting a strange insignia
that meant nothing to him. It was heavier than expected and oddly
layered with metal sections sandwiched between two flat red
ends.

Preposterous. A worthless hunk of—

He spied a half-moon indention on a sliver
of metal. Pulling at it with his nail, a segment swiveled out. One
edge of it was sharp, the other blunt.

A small blade, he realized.

He tested its sharpness with his thumb. Not
bad.

There were other half-moon carvings, and
before long, he had them all pulled out. He lowered to the couch,
gazing at his prize in pure masculine awe. It had everything!
Albeit small, but ingeniously crafted. Multiple blades, tools,
there was even a small light at one end.

Utterly enamored, he forgot his anger and
spent the rest of the evening exploring his new favorite
possession.

 




 



Chapter 11
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Sunlight snailed a path through the room
until the high mountains clipped its rays short. The cracked window
allowed a soft, chilled breeze to mingle with the curtains while
Kyra’s iPod played a mixture of tunes through a set of small
speakers.

She lay on her bed alone, still trying to
calm her nerves after three hours of settling down Zoey. Well,
actually it had been one hour of settling down Zoey, and two hours
of Zoey returning the favor.

She’d never been so angry at someone in her
life. Cale had been horrendous. And she hated to admit it, but his
anger had been more frightening than she’d let on. Zoey saw through
her, though, and somehow ended up siding with Cale.

How was it the human was more understanding
than she?

Maybe she shouldn’t have taken off like
that, with no real warning, but Cale had completely over
reacted.

Then again, maybe not.

She had become so used to being independent,
doing everything for herself, that it had never occurred to her
someone might worry for her. She’d become complacent here on Earth.
Comfortable among the humans, almost to the point of considering
herself, to a certain extent, one of them.

How could she not, after so long?

Magic had nearly been out of her life for
the last sixty years or so. The incident in the park was the first
time it resurfaced since she’d been silly enough to trust that
Spanish playboy—he’d been a little too keen, and Kyra a little too
lonely.

She quickly closed the door on that memory,
appreciating anew that Zoey was taking everything so well.

So eventually, but with
much resistance, Kyra had been able to see Cale’s side and admitted
that perhaps there was more danger than she wanted to believe. Who
was she kidding? Of course there was. What if she
had gotten herself
captured, or worse, Zoey?

The idea sparked a blaze of guilt that
spread like wildfire. Aside from her own safety, there was her real
home to think of. Her family needed her. And if it were true she’d
be going back to Evlon, then maybe it was time she brushed up on
her royal etiquette and diplomacy.

Which meant making peace.

The muted sound of a door closing broke into
her thoughts. A pattern of light footsteps heading in the direction
of the bathroom gave Zoey away. A few seconds later, she heard the
shower.

She figured now was a good time to find Cale
and attempt an apology. If it turned into another fight, at least
Zoey would be out of the line of fire.

She knocked loudly on his bedroom door. With
no answer, she peeked in only to find it empty. The great room was
empty as well. Thinking he must have stepped out for another
perimeter check, she headed outside to the dim light of late
evening. Her eyes scanned the surrounding forest as she walked the
rocky driveway. If he was out there, there was no evidence.

She let out a sigh, resigned to go back
inside and wait till he returned.

A pair of steel arms came around her torso.
She screamed in surprise and struggled against the vice-like grip.
Within her chest her heart rate spiked wildly. She tasted the
swirling release of magic that seems to have discovered a passage
through all her usual blockades.

A migraine split her head as the magic
burrowed its way to the surface, like thousands of tiny claws.

Just before the destructive force ripped
free, she heard a familiar, mocking voice, “I thought you could
sense danger?”

“Cale?” Frantic, she pulled
the magic inward, horrified and desperate to save Cale’s life, but
it was too late.

He must have heard the distress in her voice
because he released her and came around her front. Concern etched
his features.

He gripped her shoulders. “Kyra, what is it?
What’s wrong?”

She tried to reply but she couldn’t form
words. The magic didn’t like being caged, and its claws resisted
violently, like a deranged wild creature trying to escape.

A hand cupped her face, and she concentrated
on the feel of it against her cheek. She wanted to tell him to
run—she may have even gasped the word—but his other arm came around
her waist, and she realized he was holding her up. Her legs had
gone limp.

The magic pounded her from the inside,
seething. She tightened her mental grip on it, determined, for
once, to contain it.

She failed.

A painful blast of white flooded her vision
before it was sucked away by a vacuum of black.

 


A bustling of troubled voices re-introduced
her to the land of the living. Her body ached as if she’d spent the
last week fighting off the worst case the flu known to man. The
weight of a cool rag rested on her forehead. She reached up to pull
it off, but a hand gently took hold of her fingers. A thumb stroked
over her knuckles.

“Kyra?” Cale sounded
strained.

“What happened?” she
managed through a scratchy windpipe.

“She awake?” Zoey called
from another room. Rapid footsteps sounded her approach.

Cale ignored her. “I fucked up, Kyra. I’m
sorry.”

Kyra squinted her lids open. The light of
the great room offended her eyes, but she stubbornly kept them from
closing again. From her spot on the couch, she could see one tall
window. The glass was pitch black. “How long have I been out?”

Instead of answering, Cale whispered, “You
stopped breathing. I thought you were dead.”

She looked at him then, finally taking him
in. His skin was blotchy and looked tender. His clothes were singed
in spots. She scrutinized his face, which was tight with
stress.

“Are you okay?” she choked
out.

He gave a cruel laugh.
“Am I okay?” He
wrapped his hand gently over the side of her face and brought his
cheek against hers. “For the love of the gods, woman, how could you
ask that?”

She placed her hand over his and he pulled
back to look at her, his features a chasm of sorrow.

Zoey poked her head over his shoulder,
concerned.

“I’m okay,” she assured
them both.

“What happened?” Zo
demanded.

Cale lowered his head, shaking it.

Before he could speak, Kyra explained, “Cale
startled me, and I lost control. It’s never happened so fast
before, and I’ve never tried so hard to stop it.”

Zoey looked confused. Cale shielded his eyes
behind his palm.

“It’s not your fault,
Cale.”

“Of course it
is.”

She shook her head, but then stilled as her
brain swished painfully. The room twirled, and she let her skull
drop back to the cushion with a soft groan.

Cale went into panic mode. “Kyra? Keep your
eyes open. Maybe you should sit up. Do we have any energy drinks?
Zo, get her an energy drink?”

Kyra actually cracked a smile. “Cale, relax.
I just got dizzy for a second.”

“Still, you should drink
something. Or eat something. Are you hungry?”

“No. Really, Cale. I just
need some sleep.”

“But what happened?” Zo asked,
exasperated.

“I’ll explain in the
morning,” Kyra offered, then attempted to stand.

“I don’t think so.” Cale
slid his arms under her, lifting her as if she were practically
weightless. In just a few strides, they were up the stairs. Cale
set her on the edge of the mattress and knelt to help to slip off
her shoes. Too tired to put in an effort to stay upright, her back
met the soft sheets.

Somehow, during the time she’d closed her
eyes, her body made it under the covers. Cale perched at the end of
the bed. “Kyra—” he began, tone repentant.

“Cale, please don’t
apologize. It was not your fault. I’m just…god, I’m just defective.
I have never been able to control this power inside me.” True
frustration leaked into her admission. “I’m like a time-bomb
without a timer. I’m surprised I didn’t kill you.”

“Me too.” A corner of his
mouth turned up.

She glanced at his disheveled clothes. “Tell
me what happened there at the end. What did I do?”

“You don’t
know?”

“No, I usually black out at
the critical moment.”

He considered that for a moment. “You became
like a burning ember in my arms. Your body turned white hot…and you
stopped breathing.” He looked as though he stifled a flinch. “And
then something like an explosion shot out of you. It hit me like a
massive kick to the bollocks, knocked the wind out of me. Then it
snapped back with nearly the same force.”

“I think I felt when that
happened. That was different.”

“Different how?”

“I’m usually not able to
rein it in like that. Never, actually.

“What did it feel
like?”

“Terrible,” she replied.
“Like every bone breaking at once.”

He frowned, and she thought he was about to
apologize again. Instead, he asked. “Why do you think it
happened?”

“Like I said, you startled
me.” She covered a yawn with her hand.

“Yeah, but I’ve startled
you before. In your apartment the first time, and then later, when
you discovered what I was.”

Kyra cocked her head. He was right. He
hadn’t done anything that should have been extraordinarily
frightening or alarming when he’d grabbed her. In fact, in his
voice, she’d sensed a soft playfulness. But, by then it had been
too late. Her magic had reacted in a split second.

“Maybe it’s the stress,”
she suggested. “I’ve been thinking a lot about the Kayadon. And
then your outburst today made me consider the danger I may have put
Zoey and myself in, and made me wonder if I really could have
protected us. That probably added to it. Plus, every time I’m on
the run, I tend to have more…accidents.”

“Accidents?”

“Loss of control…a.k.a, I
blow shit up. I’ve been getting better about keeping it in though,
for the last few decades.” Her brows furrowed.

“What?” Cale
asked.

“I’ve never…I mean, before
you, no one has ever survived such close proximity.” Through her
tired, fuzzy mind she channeled the memory of the park attack. By
her experience, he should have perished alongside the Kayadon. Had
she been responsible for his survival, or was he naturally more
resistant to her magic?

When her lids drooped, Cale stood. “We’ll
discuss this further in the morning.” He paused at the door. “Do
you need anything?”

She shook her head, barely understanding
what he’d asked. If he’d closed the door, she didn’t know. She was
already out.

 


Cale leaned against her door for a long
while, staring at nothing in particular. He wanted so many things
at the moment. He wanted to know why she was given a gift that
debilitated her so, and what she’d meant by “on the run”. How many
times had she had to use her gift, and why? And had someone been
there to help her when she could barely walk? But mostly he wanted
to go back in there and watch over her to make sure she continued
breathing through the night.

When he’d spotted her outside, he’d thought
to tease her a bit and maybe apologize for his behavior. Much of
his anger had dissipated, and he was prepared to admit that he’d
overreacted…a little. He wasn’t prepared, however, for what had
occurred, and he couldn’t help but berate himself for it.

Her power had been fierce, like nothing he’d
ever seen or felt. Keeping her in his arms had been difficult—like
holding onto a sun—but he’d managed to stand his ground.

He’d played down the final blow for her. The
pain from the miniature stellar explosion had stolen his vision,
his breath, forcing him to one knee as he struggled to support her
body. Then the explosion had collapsed back on itself, delivering a
second painful blow.

He scrubbed his hand down his face,
remembering the sheer panic that flooded him when he’d found her
not breathing. He’d screamed her name over and over again, pumped
her chest and breathed for her. The task of getting her lungs
working again had been the only thing preventing him from
plummeting over the Edge into an all too familiar abyss.

Pushing away from her door, he let out a
harsh breath and headed back down the stairs. Zoey was waiting on
the couch, looking like she had no idea what she should be doing.
He didn’t know either.

“Drink?” he
offered.

She nodded.

A moment later, they both sipped on
something called rum and coke. After Cale finished his first glass,
he opted for just rum. Zoey found a deck of cards and wiggled them
at him in question. He shook his head.

“So what the hell
happened?” Zoey broke the silence.

He was glad she no longer feared him. That
was one thing he could stop fretting over. “I don’t know how to
explain,” he started. “Her sister did something similar once,
during one of our training sessions. She’d expelled a blast of
energy that had nearly knocked me over, but Kyra’s ability is a
hundred times stronger.”

“Training? You taught her
sister?”

“Sort of. I only helped
Anya harness her gift in a new way. We’d been experimenting,
mostly. I really had no idea what I was doing, but neither did she.
We just tried a slew of things to see what worked.”

“And what
worked?”

Cale went quiet, unsure how to answer. He’d
tried so many different approaches with Anya. Some worked, some
didn’t. Some only worked once and not again. From what he’d
gathered, it had a lot to do with Anya’s state of mind. If she were
happy, her gift would react differently than if she were sad or
angry. He almost never got the same result out of her. One day it
would seem as though they made progress, the next she was back to
blowing up light bulbs.

Wait. Hadn’t Kyra just said she blew stuff
up?

Maybe her gift was more closely related to
Anya’s than he’d realized. Perhaps he could use the same tactics to
help her master it.

Cale cringed, recalling an unfortunate
emotional outburst that he’d unintentionally pulled from Anya. It
had been but a simple lesson with swords. He’d made her dig into a
dark part of her psyche, not knowing the damage that lay there,
waiting to rage.

He hadn’t realized it then—it had happened
so fast—but the chit had put real power into her sword and had
actually forced him to retreat from a fight.

He’d have to be much more cautious with
Kyra. Otherwise an “exploding light bulb” could turn into an
exploding Cale.

Finally, he replied to Zoey, “I have no
idea.”



 



Chapter 12
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A shard of morning light warmed Kyra’s face,
brightening the backs of her eyelids. She moved her pillow to block
it until she could urge her sticky eyes open. Her tummy was
noticeably empty, her throat scorched dry. The clock read 7:29am.
Could she have only been asleep for a few hours?

Next to the clock sat a large glass of
water. Thank the heavens! She heaved to sit up and brought the
liquid to her lips, gulping heavily until the need for air took
over.

A light snoring sound caught her attention.
In the corner, Cale was settled in a not so comfortable looking
position on one of the large chairs that had initially resided
downstairs. He slumped with his head to the side, his feet propped
on her small vanity—muddy boots and all.

She had to smile.

It took a few times of calling his name
before he stirred, but once he did, it was as if he hadn’t been
asleep at all, whereas she was still stretching and rubbing her
eyes.

“How long was I out?” she
asked.

He looked at the time. “Thirty-seven hours.
How do you feel?”

“Alright, I guess. A little
hungry.” She paused. “I’m so sorry. I may have asked already, but I
didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“Not as bad as you could
have, I’m sure.” He paused. “Zoey’s been keeping busy in the
kitchen. I’ll see if she can make you something.”

“Oh, coffee! Tell her
coffee. Say, pretty please with kisses and hugs and a cherry on
top.”

Cale twisted his face in horror. “I’m not
saying that.”

She laughed. “Okay then, just coffee if she
doesn’t mind.”

“You should eat something
too.”

“I will, but I can get it
myself. I’ll be down after I take a quick shower.”

Cale nodded and then turned to leave.

“Wait.” She called. “Thanks
for taking care of me.”

He nodded once more and then was gone.

Kyra took note of all the sore spots in her
body. Instead of a thirty-seven hour peaceful, dreamless slumber,
it felt like she’d been in a gym with a Tae Bo drill sergeant.

Gathering a change of clothes and a towel,
she headed for the bathroom. The water was blissfully warm, and as
it soaked her, she let her muscles relax, stretching them a little
more under the heat.

She turned the knob and stepped out of the
steamy enclosure.

The outfit she picked was soft and loose: a
pair of sweats and a long sleeved cotton shirt. By the time she was
dried and dressed, she felt even better. Her hair was a tangled
mess, but a brush made quick work of the strawberry gold strands.
Deciding not to take the time to dry it, she pulled it back into a
wet ponytail.

The instant she emerged into the hallway,
the scent of coffee beckoned her. Both Cale and Zoey sat at the
table, waiting.

“How are you?” Zoey
asked.

“If I didn’t know any
better, I’d think a truck slammed into me. Other than that, I’m
perfect.” Kyra paused as the rest of the kitchen came into view,
and her mouth dropped open. Bread, muffins, pastries, and desserts
topped every counter. “You weren’t kidding,” she said to
Cale.

He gave her satirical grin.

Zoey announced begrudgingly, “I bake when
I’m anxious.”

“I can see that.” Working
around the piles of food, she poured herself a heaping mug of black
liquid, blending it with a bit of cream. Then she grabbed what
looked like a lemon muffin and joined them at the table. “Sorry
for…making you bake.”

“That’s okay. It’s not your
fault if you can’t control your weird fairy magic,” Zo replied, and
Kyra rolled her eyes at the word fairy. “Cale said he might be able
to help you with that.”

Kyra’s eyes found Cale. “Is that so?”

He shrugged. “I’ve been working with your
sister’s gift. It wouldn’t hurt to try a few things. I’d like to
learn more about what you go through first.”

“You’ve pretty much had a
front row seat to the action twice now.”

“I mean what do you feel
when it happens? Or, rather, how are you feeling? What sparks it,
and why?”

“That’s easy. It has to be
fear. I’ve always been in danger when it happens, or I
felt I was in danger,”
she amended sheepishly.

Cale didn’t say anything for a moment. Then
he cleared his throat. “That could be it. Have you ever tried to
harness the power when you’re not afraid or in danger?”

“I have tried a little bit,
but I couldn’t exactly practice around people, or even within a
town without the fear of blowing up a building or killing someone.
And when you’re all alone in the wilderness, potentially knocking
yourself out for hours is not the safest thing to do. So mostly I
try not to use it.”

“Would you be up for some
training after breakfast?”

Kyra took stock of her body. The long rest
and shower had helped rejuvenate her, and coffee always infused her
with energy. “Sure, but…are you positive you want to do this? I
think it was pure luck that I was able to keep from killing you so
far.”

The only response she received was a single
shoulder shrug, and once she bit into her muffin, she couldn’t
concentrate on anything else but consuming every last crumb. She
did manage a mouth-filled compliment aimed at Zoey, who beamed back
at her.

Once she had downed the last of her coffee
and grabbed an energy drink for good measure, she followed Cale
outside. Zoey tried to follow, but Cale ordered her back in the
house.

“You’re not the boss of
me,” she protested, though her tone lacked conviction.

“Please, Zo,” Kyra pleaded.
“This is going to be dangerous enough with Cale around, and I don’t
think I’ll be able to do much knowing you’re nearby.”

“Fine,” she relented.
Before disappearing into the house, Zoey conveyed a look that said,
“Be careful.”

Cale led her a short ways into the woods,
stopping when they came to a twenty foot clearing. The cabin was
still partly visible through the trees.

“Here?” she asked when Cale
came to a stop.

“This’ll do for now.” He
pointed to a tree stump, about waist high. “I don’t want to do too
much now, just get a feel for where you’re at. Have you ever been
able to aim or direct the energy?”

“I never really tried
before.”

“From where you’re
standing, do you think you can affect the stump or anything around
it?”

“Affect it how? By blowing
it up?”

“Try not to if you can, but
that would still be something. See if you can hit it with your
magic. Actually, let’s try a tap first.”

“A tap,” she repeated in a
flat tone. “Sure, that’s what I’m known for.”

Cale turned severe. “If we’re going to do
this, you need to take it seriously. Otherwise, we shouldn’t even
bother.”

“Alright, I’m sorry. I’m
just not sure how to start, is all. And maybe you should step back
or something.”

Cale rolled his eyes. “Just have a
seat.”

She did. The ground felt a little damp and
was covered by a thin layer of brown fallen leaves. Yet the trees
still sported an array of brilliant autumn colors.

Cale claimed a spot about ten feet to her
left and leaned against a thick tree. He looked perfectly at ease
even though he knew what could happen if her magic went
haywire.

A rampant part of her brain appraised him
with feminine appreciation. He’d changed into a pair of dark wash
jeans and a dark button down shirt. His hair spiked in that perfect
bed-messed way that almost camouflaged his horns. She remembered
running her hands through it and how soft it felt in the crevices
of her fingers.

As if sensing her thoughts, he raised a brow
at her, and she mentally shook herself. “Okay, what now?”

“You remember when I
frightened both you and Zoey the other day in the car?”

“I wasn’t frightened, I was
pissed.”

He gave her a patronizing look. “Right. But,
you recall how I was different then from how I am now?”

“Yes. Your eyes were red
and…” Her gaze dropped to his mouth. “I think you had
fangs.”

“I always have fangs.” He
smiled wide to show her a set of pointy canines. “But they’re
receded now. However, not the point. What you saw was what we call
the Edge. Happens to us all, and it’s hard to control. When our
emotions blaze…” He stopped for an accusatory glance in her
direction. She crossed her arms stubbornly, and he continued with a
hint of amusement, “Our bodies secrete a mixture of chemicals, like
super concentrated adrenalin, if you will. It makes us stronger and
more aggressive. Two very good things when needed, but it also
scrambles our reasoning skills. So if we don’t train to control
ourselves in that state, we could end up harming those around us
without meaning to.”

“So you could have attacked
me then?”

He jutted his chin. “I was in perfect
control of myself.”

“Then you intentionally
dented my car?”

His lips thinned. “Are you trying to start
an argument?”

“No, please continue with
the lesson, Oh Great One.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose, but went
on. “A demon will train for years to master the Edge in battle. To
be able to both use the strength while retaining cognitive
reasoning. And also to be able to invoke the Edge without emotions
getting in the way. That one’s harder. Much harder.”

“So you think my emotions
are fouling me up?”

“In a way. I think it’s
easier for you to invoke your gift when you really need it, and
that tends to be when you’re in danger. The instinct to survive is
one of the most powerful motivators in the universe. Of the many
races, it binds us all in commonality.”

“Well, what do you suggest
I do? Convince myself I’m in danger from the stump?”

Shaking his head, he grumbled, “You know, if
you weren’t mildly adorable, I would walk away right now.”

Heat entered her cheeks. “I’m really not
trying to be a pain in the ass.”

He studied her for a moment longer. “I want
you to, first of all, be patient. Rather than trying to fool
yourself into a certain state of mind, try to remember, instead,
what it felt like when you were already there.”

“Alright.” She sat for a
while, recalling random moments when she’d used her gift, trying to
remember what she had felt then. As she did this, her gaze
wandered. First to the stump, her target. Then the fallen leaves. A
bug fluttered by, then came back to hover by her head, forcing her
to wave it away.

She took in a breath and let it out. Her
legs had been tucked underneath her for some time, so she crossed
them and adjusted her posture. Unthinking, she picked up a stick
and started breaking it into pieces, looking back at the stump.
When her stick was no more than scraps, she found another one and
began the process again.

She glanced at Cale. He hadn’t moved an
inch, wasn’t fidgeting like she was, but instead watched her with a
calm expression. She expected him to get on her case about
concentrating, but he didn’t.

“Are you just going to sit
there?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“This may take a
while.”

“I realize that. Don’t
worry about me, and don’t feel rushed. If something does happen, I
want to be here to make sure you’re okay.”

A stack of tightened nerves eased in her
neck, and she felt grateful for his presence. With him here, she
could test out her ability without the fear of being vulnerable if
she lost consciousness. She understood how invaluable this chance
was to her, yet how dangerous it could be for him if she couldn’t
keep control.

No, I can’t think like
that.

He was strong. Had survived her twice now.
And, somewhere deep down, she felt he would survive anything she
could throw at him. But, would he be disappointed if she made no
progress? She went back to the task.

Hmm, she thought. What did it feel like just
before the firestorm? Frightening, for sure, but she couldn’t think
past that. There must be something else. It couldn’t be just a fear
based magic, because there had been plenty of times were she’d been
afraid and hadn’t been brought to self-destruct.

Most of those memories were buried deep, far
from where they could hurt her. Over the years, she’d taken on a
sort of live-in-the-now attitude—coupled with a healthy dose of
caution, of course—and had developed a talent for brushing off bad
situations, locking them away. Now she gave herself permission to
open the safe and take a long, hard look back.

About seventy years after her arrival on
earth, she’d moved to a small town in England. Being new to the
area, she set out to integrate herself into society, hoping to
remain there for ten years or more. By that time, she’d become
somewhat of an expert at using vagueness to answer questions and
directing conversations away from herself. But, at a particular
gathering, she’d been a little careless with her ears, and someone
had caught a glimpse. Next thing she knew, she was racing through a
dark forest to get away from a hysterical lynch mob. She wasn’t as
good at running then, what with the silly shoes and bulky gowns,
and eventually they caught up with her. She had learned a little
about defense—enough, at least, to get them to let her go and think
twice about following her again. Her gift wasn’t needed then,
though she had been frightened out of her mind.

No. It couldn’t be fear that fueled the
fire. Although, as soon as she concluded the point, another memory
surfaced: the first time she’d ever used her magic. It had been
shortly after landing somewhere in a rainforest—a location that
managed to elude her all these years.

Curious about her new world, she’d left her
shuttle to explore. It wasn’t long before she was captured. Later,
she decided the trajectory of the craft must have drawn interest.
Although, it could have just been wrong place, wrong time.

She’d been taken aboard a large boat that
set sail across the sea. The males who held her captive, most of
them lightly tanned with dark hair, spoke a language she hadn’t
been able to understand at the time. To this day she couldn’t
identify it.

After a few weeks, her seasickness abated,
and some of the crew began to sneak below deck where she was
chained, just to get a look at her—at first, anyway. Over time,
some grew bolder and wanted to touch her hair, her skin.

Her mind cringed, but she forced herself to
remember.

They were obviously wary of her in the
beginning, and because of that she’d thought they might leave her
be, but she—or rather they—weren’t that lucky.

One night, a few had come down in a group,
their intentions clear. Instinctively, she recognized the danger,
and her pulse had gone into overdrive. She was trapped, chained.
She tried to kick, but they hadn’t been feeding her well and she
was weak. Someone grabbed her ankle, then the other. They pulled at
her clothing. A hand came over her chest.

And that’s when it happened.

Something from inside tore free, ripping its
way out. She screamed as it burned in her veins, fueled by her
blood, consuming and destructive. She recalled the screams, both
hers and theirs.

A gentle hand clamped over her shoulder, and
she jumped. Cale’s voice calmed her. “I think we should take a
break.”

She lifted her head to see him looking at
her with concern. Her knees had come up to her chest, and her arms
had wrapped around them. As she curled into herself, she shook. “I
guess that didn’t work out so well.”

Cale turned optimistic. “We don’t know that
yet. Do you want to talk about it?”

She hesitated for a moment, but was no
longer ashamed of what she’d done to survive. Mustering a steady
voice, she retold the story of her introduction to planet Earth. It
wasn’t until she’d finished that she noticed how rigid Cale had
become. She took in his features and thought she saw a tight
restraint in the outline of his jaw. He stood and walked away,
stopping with one arm against the same tree he’d been sitting by.
She watched him, confused by his reaction.

Finally, he said, “Okay,” as he scrubbed a
hand over his face. “Alright.” Another tense moment. “But they
didn’t hurt you?”

“No. I got away. I must
have destroyed half the ship, although I hadn’t realized what I’d
done for some time after that. I’d managed to pull myself onto a
bit of ship debris before I lost consciousness…Are you
okay?”

He took a breath. When he turned back
around, his face looked composed, but she sensed an underlying
turmoil. “Of course.”

“Did you just go all
edgy?”

He gave her a crooked smile, but did not
respond. She had her answer. “You didn’t need to turn away, you
know.”

“It tends to upset people,
or so I’ve noticed.”

“But you’re one of those
trained, in control demons, right?”

“I am.”

“Well, now that I know more
about it, it won’t scare me again.”

His features brightened
triumphantly. “Ha! So you were
frightened?”

“No!” she rescinded. He
just grinned at her, and she rolled her eyes. “Shouldn’t we get
back to the big, bad tree stump?”

Head tilting to the sky, he said, “I think I
should make sure you’re fed first.”

She followed his line of sight and caught
the position of the sun. It was already midday. He offered his hand
to help her up, and she took it without thinking.

In the cabin, Zoey lounged on the couch with
a book, while music played in the background. As soon as they
entered she asked, “How did it go?”

Kyra scrunched up her face.

“That good,
huh?”

“She did very well,” Cale
replied. “Nothing exploded in my face, so I’d call that a positive
training session.”

“Nothing happened at all,”
Kyra grumbled.

Cale shook his head. “Not true. You’ve
uncovered a memory that caused a shift in your emotions. That’s a
good step in understanding yourself, and later, using the strength
of that shift without the emotional connection.”

“Ooh, how very Zen.” Zoey
slapped her hands together in a prayer pose and then dipped her
head.

Kyra snorted. “Zo, I think you just did half
Namaste, half I Dream of Jeannie.”

Zoey then crossed her arms in front of her
torso and joked, “As you wish, master.”

Kyra hiked her thumb at Cale. “He’s the
master, not me.”

Cale replied, “I may be in control, but I’ve
mastered nothing.” He’d said it in such a casual and even tone that
both girls broke out in a fit of laughter, which grew worse when he
stared at them like they were nuts.

Lunch was quick, and they spent the second
half of the evening working on Kyra’s magic.

Cale never once showed that he was growing
impatient with her, even while she became frustrated with herself.
She thought that at one point, when the light was just about to
fade, that she had managed a tiny burst of energy, but it could
have easily been the wind. After that, they decided to call it a
night.

He helped her to her feet, but kept hold of
her hand a little longer than was necessary. As she took in his
expression, her breath caught. He looked as if he might kiss her
again.

A blaze of heat drove through her, spurred
by her rushing blood, yet she shivered, frozen in place while
looking up at him. She waited to see what he would do.

Blue eyes bore into hers, swirling with an
emotion she couldn’t describe. Then his gaze dipped to her lips.
Her tongue involuntarily darted out to wet them, but he only
continued to stare, searching her face as if seeking the solution
to some hidden puzzle. When a bit of confusion crept over him, she
tilted her head quizzically.

Finally, he pulled away from her without an
explanation.

She wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or
relieved. As she started making her way to the house, she thought
that disappointment was tipping the scale.
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The next few days passed with much of Kyra’s
time spent in the small clearing with Cale, while she mentally
fast-forwarded through her history. She was careful not to let any
of the memories overtake her again and began to look back with an
unattached, observant mind.

With the recalling of each episode, she felt
she made some progress, if only a little, but that was better than
nothing.

Cale never betrayed any desires—if he even
had any—of wanting to kiss her again, and eventually they delved
into a lax teacher-student role.

Occasionally, when she started to get
flustered, she would stop and ask him about the Edge, mostly
curious about how he’d learned to control it. The majority of his
answers were vague, but indicated that he had clocked a lot more
time on the Edge than most others would have ever wished to, though
he refused to go into further detail.

This morning resembled any other. Cale
leaned against a tree, offering scraps of advice every now and
again, and being extraordinarily patient. She’d been concentrating
for hours. Again, the wind played tricks on her, stirring at just
the right moment and getting her hopes up. She now glared at the
tree stump as if it were the bane of her existence. A dark part of
her craved its absolute destruction with a seething hatred. She
pictured it shredded, in flames, nothing left but jagged, singed
toothpicks.

At the thought, a sick satisfaction coated
her, filling her with malevolence and forcing her lips to spread
into a vicious grin as the creature inside her stirred, rumbling
with bloodlust.

A dull sound licked the inner walls of her
brain. A handsome voice called her name in a gentle, nonthreatening
manner. It was enough to break through the creepy veil that had
overrun her mind.

She let out a harsh breath that felt too hot
and pushed the magic back into place. Her skin tingled as a warm
fever dissipated over her skin and a light sheen of sweat sucked up
the cool morning air, helping to extinguish the last of the
heat.

Sighing, she looked up at Cale, expecting
disappointment. He crouched on his haunches in front of her
looking…happy.

“Why are you smiling? I
could have blown this place to smithereens.”

“But you didn’t, did
you?”

She cocked her head and replied, amazed,
“No. I didn’t. I stopped it when I heard you.”

“Tell me what was going
through your head.”

With a quick summarization, she relayed the
direction her mind had taken. “It seemed to have run away with me
pretty quickly.”

“That’s great.”

“Great? I have a gift that
is born of fear and hatred. That’s awful. I’m like Darth
Vader.”

“Who?”

“He’s this guy who goes to
the dark side…Doesn’t really matter.” She waved her hand. “The
point is, what I felt just now…felt a little bit evil.”

He gave her a sly look. “Should I be afraid
of you then?”

“Says the big, scary
demon.”

He sat down next to her, and though more
than a few inches away, she felt his body heat. His masculine scent
soon followed, and she inhaled it with as much discretion as she
could muster. He had a very earthy smell, which was odd, him being
from another planet and all.

Oblivious to her musings, he said, “It could
be that you’ve conditioned yourself to associate your magic with
things like hate, desperation, and death—since you’ve otherwise
managed to bury it.”

She took a moment to contemplate that. He
had a point.

Still, a part of her feared the strange,
rapacious…thing living inside her. That’s the crux of it, she
thought. Her magic felt apart from her. Like some unwanted
growth.

A monster, neither obedient nor tame.

Cale carried on. “And I say it’s great
because you managed to invoke your gift without any real outside
threat to you, and then intentionally dialed it back.”

“Hmm.” She smiled sideways
at him, taking in his positive outlook. “You’re a pretty good
teacher.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“And there goes the ego.”
She laughed.

He gave her a lopsided smile filled with
ease, and they fell into a comfortable silence. She listened to the
sound of the wind rustling through the gold, red, and yellow
leaves, feeling her body return to normal.

It wasn’t long before her mind began to
drift back to the playful demon beside her. An odd awareness came
over her, fueled by his close proximity. And suddenly she had to
fight back the memories of how warm and soft his lips were, how
carnal his touch felt.

She’d been trying to deny it, but the last
few days were a kind of erotic torture for her. Everything from his
enticing musk, to his deep masculine laugh, to watching him walk
around in just a pair of jeans drove her hormones bonkers.

In the midst of lunch today, she’d nearly
climaxed while watching him simply suck a bit of sauce from his
fingers. And when those clear blue eyes had shot to hers in a way
that made her imagine he could read her thoughts, she’d flushed and
escaped to her room until she could rein in her lust.

Now it was running amok again.

She assessed him from the corner of her eye.
The simple black tee hid the defined muscular planes of his chest,
a powerful set of shoulders, and a six-pack that was utterly
lick-worthy.

She shuddered and tried to clear her
head.

She was about to suggest they get back to
work when he spoke in a rough tone. “Woman, you are killing
me.”

“What?”

“You think I cannot sense
the need coursing through you. It’s driving me mad.”

“I…What do you mean you can
sense my need?” she asked, although she had a pretty good idea what
he meant. The dragons were keen to the slightest of bodily changes.
Demons must be as well. Her stomach clenched as she realized how
aroused she had become.

“Do you not realize how
hard it is to keep my hands off you,” he said, frustration seeping
into his words, “when you strut around me, tempting me with
everything you have, yet hardly looking my way?”

Tempting him?

Part of her had assumed her rejection had
turned him off completely, and that he no longer wanted her that
way. Had he merely been giving her distance? Waiting for her to
initiate? “I didn’t know.”

“Aye, I gathered.” He ran
his hands through his light hair and rested his elbows on bent
knees.

“You should have said
something before. I’m not used to making the first
move.”

His head shot up in surprise, and she bit
back a grin. She took advantage of his stunned expression and moved
to straddle his lap. His legs cooperated, adjusting for her. Strong
hands clasped her waist, and she felt him add pressure as if to
hold her in place. His expression turned ravenous while he studied
her with a mix of amusement and confusion.

She leaned in, and their lips met. Soft,
smooth, unrelenting. Just as she remembered. A sigh escaped her,
and she settled closer, wrapping her arms around his neck.

The kiss was slow at first—sensual—just a
brushing of their mouths, a quick nip, and a bit of teasing. Then
his tongue swiped out, and she eagerly met it with hers. Desire
curled within as her fingers trailed along his scalp. Strands of
silky hair tickled the crevasses of her fingers. She realized she
could become addicted to that act alone. He groaned as if in
agreement.

The urgency increased when his knees came up
behind her, trapping her hard against his torso. His hands traveled
over her jean clad thighs, making their way around to grasp her
backside. She moaned and moved her hips. When a hungry sound
rumbled out of him, she did it again.

He tugged desperately at the hem of her
shirt, pulling it up and off her. In that expert way, his lips
moved over her jawline and down her neck. She undulated her hips
again, feeling his stiff erection at her core.

Utilizing his bent legs as a brace, she
leaned back and let her head loll as he trailed a hot path down her
throat to her chest, licking and kissing the tops of her breasts
while his hands continued to explore the rest of her exposed
flesh.

Heat gathered between her legs, and she let
out another soft needy moan, grinding against his lap. A guttural
sound left him, and suddenly her back met the leafy ground, her
legs cradling his strong frame. He claimed her lips hard, demanding
rather than asking for entry, and their tongues danced a primal
ballet.

Passion swirled in her head. Her heart
pounded, forcing her to gasp for air. She reached for the zipper of
his pants and found a belt in the way. Frantic, she tugged at
it.

A small beeping sound intruded her thoughts.
Overcome with desire, she resigned to ignore it, but it repeated in
a loud, high-pitched rhythm, pounding at her like a hammer.

“What is that?” she
panted.

“Fuck it. It’s nothing.
Just my communicator.” He shifted to nuzzle her breast, freeing one
taut peak from the silky fabric and taking it in his
mouth.

She groaned with relish and arched her back,
but the beeping continued to niggle. “Communicator? You mean from
your ship?” He grunted in answer and then moved to take her lips
again, as if to shut her up. She mumbled around his kisses, “You
should answer it.”

“They’ll initiate contact
again,” he growled, and then, in an almost desperate attempt, swept
his tongue to the spot on her neck that shot a bolt of heat
straight to her sex.

In was one hell of a masterful distraction,
and he nearly succeeded. She really, really didn’t want him to
stop…but, sucking in air, she struggled for coherent thought.
“Cale!”

With another growl, he pulled back and
reached in his pocket. A thin black box, smaller than a standard
phone, filled his palm. He clicked a button and then began speaking
in a common space language that Kyra had learned as a child. She
hadn’t spoken it in years, and was surprised she still understood
it. “A little busy here.”

“Cale?” a male’s voice
answered, “Is everything alright?”

“It was about a second
ago!”

Pause.

“We’re on our way to Earth
now. Are you safe? Have you located Kyra?”

“Aye, to both. Can we do
this later?”

Another pause before the owner of the voice
replied, chagrined, “Her sisters would like to know if she’s
okay.”

A cheery female voice rang out. “Hi,
Cale!”

Cale lowered his head in defeat. “Hello,
Anya.”

Kyra covered a gasped with her hands.
Analia? Truly? A massive wave of relief washed through her, and she
had to move her hands to her heart as if it would burst if she
didn’t.

Cale registered the change and added
begrudgingly, “Kyra is here. Would you like to talk to her?”

The communicator went quiet. Then Anya’s
voice suddenly turned shy. “Yes, I would.”

Kyra grabbed the communicator like it was a
lifeline and put it to her face, even though Cale had been holding
it away as he’d spoken. “Analia? This is Kyralyn. How…” She pushed
through her tightening throat. “How are you?”

“I’m good.” Anya sounded a
little shaky too. “And you?”

“Good.” Kyra swallowed
hard. Her eyes began to burn. “I’ve missed you, so
much.”

“I missed you too. I can’t
wait to see you. Aidan estimates we should be there in a day or
two.”

“Is Nadua with you?” Kyra
asked.

“She is. She’s not in the
control room right now, but I know she’s excited to see you
too.”

Her vision blurred, and a hot tear escaped
down her cheek. “I love you, sweetie.”

The communicator went silent again, and Kyra
wondered if the transmission had cut off. A near sobbing reply
followed by sniffles crackled through the speakers. “I love you
too.”

“Cale,” the male’s voice
came back in a softer tone. “When we’re closer, we’ll contact you
for coordinates.”

“Sure,” Cale
replied.

The transmission ended.

Kyra threw her arms around Cale and buried
her face in his neck. “Thank you, Cale. Thank you so much.” Mostly
to herself, she muttered, “I’m really going to see my family
again.” The idea had been surreal until now, a transparent thought
in a kaleidoscope.

Aside from placing an arm around her and
lacing a hand through her hair, he made no reply.

The heat that had sparked so fiercely
between them only moments ago was now a pile of cooling embers. The
sound of the cabin door opening snapped them to attention.

Zoey’s voice traveled through the thin wall
of trees. “Ky! You out there?”

“What’s up, Zo?” Kyra
hollered back, thankful to have regained control of her
voice.

“We’re on the
news!”

Cale helped her up, then snatched her shirt
and held it out to her. His visage was both perturbed and
comical.

She leaned in to kiss him lightly on the
lips and whispered a teasing, “Later.” Then slipped into her shirt
and turned toward the house.

Before she realized it, she was pinned
between a tree at her back and Cale’s hard body at her front. His
lips crushed to hers and his tongue slipped inside, twirling with
hers and causing her body to blaze with need once more. He pressed
a hand to her ass and brought her against his erection.

He echoed in a deep growl, “Later.”

A shiver ran through her as the warmth from
Cale was replaced by cool air. He gave an arrogant smirk and she
pursed her lips, trying to keep them from mimicking his smile.

His message was clear.

Whereas her kiss had been a flimsy promise,
his had been an outright guarantee.
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Inside, Zoey had paused the television. When
Kyra and Cale were in position, she hit play and the frozen
newscaster jumped into motion.

“A new development in the
Kevin Vanderburg murder. According to an eye witness, Zoey Powel,
Mister Vanderburg’s alleged girlfriend, along with two unidentified
people, were spotted exiting Vanderburg’s apartment moments after
gunshots were heard.”

An old picture of Zoey flashed on the
screen. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a half ponytail and
she was smiling at something off camera.

“We looked further into
Miss Powel’s background and found that she may also be connected
with the back alley fire that devastated at least one local
business.

“Miss Powel, along with
Kyra Okora,”—a grainy image of Kyra, taken from Litter Jitters’
surveillance displayed—“were reported missing after police
discovered they had both been working at a nearby café the night of
the fire.

“According to coworkers,
the two women are close friends. At this time, police will neither
confirm nor deny whether either women is considered a suspect in
the gruesome murder.

“In other news…”

Zoey decreased the volume and slouched.

Kyra’s mind raced. What could she do? How
could she fix this? They couldn’t move. Not now that Cale’s ship
was so close, and not with the confirmation that the authorities
were looking for them.

“Okay. That wasn’t so bad,”
Kyra encouraged, trying to add conviction in her tone.

“The Kevin Vanderburg
murder,” Zoey repeated robotically, shaking her head.

Kyra shot Cale an accusatory look. She
didn’t mean to; it was an involuntary action.

His response was guarded. “I’m not going to
apologize for what I had to do.”

Kyra exhaled a sigh and checked her
expression. “It was self-defense. We both realize that. It’s just a
tough situation for Zoey.” She reached to place a hand on his arm
and continued her train of thought. Perhaps if Zoey were caught,
she could claim to have been kidnapped, except there were those
scratches on Kevin’s face to explain. DNA would prove Zoey had made
them.

Zoey glanced at her then, giving an odd
expression. “What have you been doing? Rolling around on the
ground?” Zoey plucked a piece of leaf from Kyra’s hair.

Kyra looked down at herself. She was covered
in gravel, twigs, and dried leaves.

Oops.

She smiled, feeling the tension ease a
touch. “It was windy out.”

Zoey studied her dubiously. “Uh-huh.”

In an attempt to change the subject, she
informed Zoey about the transmission they’d received. After hearing
it, Zoey went quiet, unable to hide a bout of renewed stress.

It sunk in then.

Kyra wasn’t just regaining a long lost
life—she was preparing to abandon her current one.

 


Dinner was a quiet endeavor, aside from a
bit of background noise provided by the television. Everyone ate as
if deep in thought, not quite seeing their food before it entered
their mouths. Kyra wondered if Zo or Cale even tasted the soft
buttery potatoes and chicken stir-fry. She hardly did.

After the meal, they cleaned their plates
with the same muted contemplation. She didn’t ask what was going
through their minds. Zoey’s frown was defined, and Cale’s brows
were so furrowed that, if she didn’t know better, she’d be inclined
to think he was in pain.

For her, she imagined what it would be like
seeing her sisters after so much time had passed. Would she even
recognize them? Would they recognize her? What kind of individuals
would she find them to be, and how might they have changed?
Four-hundred years of waiting and it was down to a handful of hours
till she found out.

Later, they all settled on the couch, cozy
in their night clothes, with Kyra flipping through channels. Cale
made her stop on some old kung-fu flick and demanded they watch it.
Zoey and Kyra rolled their eyes at each other, but neither of them
complained. After setting down the remote, she didn’t realize when
her eyes began to drift closed.

The sense of movement jostled them open
again. She was in Cale’s arms as he climbed the stairs. Zoey walked
ahead of them and offered a soft goodnight before heading to her
room.

Cale looked down when Kyra replied groggily,
“Night, Zo.”

“I was hoping not to wake
you. You looked so exhausted.” He proceeded through her door and
placed her on the bed.

“I am,” she replied,
digging her way under the covers.

The day’s events had tumbled down on her
like a thousand pound anvil, crushing her body into submission. She
knew working with magic would take a lot out of her, but it was
irritating all the same.

Cale gazed down at her with an expression
she couldn’t decipher, his jaw tight. Too tight. And his gaze
became intense. No, not intense. Confused maybe. Yes, that was it.
He looked utterly confused. Why?

When she tilted her head at him, he schooled
his features and stood to leave. Her mouth spoke before she could
stop it. “Do you want to sleep here tonight?”

He paused to look at her and she flushed,
suddenly unsure of his answer. Technically it was later, wasn’t it?
He turned his head to the door and then back at her. Did he want to
leave? Embarrassment burned in her cheeks. She was about to rescind
the invitation when he started for the door again. She frowned at
the affront, preparing to brush it off, but he eased the door shut
and then flipped out the light.

Kyra swallowed.

Past the darkness, she detected his
approach. Something light hit the floor…Fabric? Her pulse jumped a
little. It was strange how silent he was. After another moment, her
eyes began to adjust, bringing the room into monotone view just as
he slipped in beside her. His chest was bare but he still had on a
pair of loose pants. The brief glimpse of his smooth muscles had
her licking her lips.

Catching the movement, Cale shifted to his
side and faced her with the grin of a man who knew damn well how
hot he was. “I’d love nothing more than to get this thing that’s
between us over with, but my ego couldn’t take it if you fell
asleep right in the middle.”

She gave him an impish look, but was
startled by the phrase “over with”. Then she remembered for him
this was a fling. And it was for her as well, wasn’t it? Of course
it was.

“Thing?” she feigned
confusion. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. There’s no
thing.”

“Isn’t there?” His smile
widened.

“What? Are
you feeling a
thing?”

His eyes narrowed, but remained amused.
“Perhaps I’m mistaken.” He leaned forward, placing one arm on her
other side so that his torso hovered over her, caging her without
actually touching her. Then his head dipped so their lips were but
inches apart and his gaze captured hers. She worked to keep her
breath even, expectantly waiting for his kiss. But it never came.
Instead, he trailed his nose along her jaw, with maddening slow
movements, breathing her in as he went. He stopped when he reached
his favorite spot. Or was it her favorite spot? A betraying shiver
rolled over her after only the slightest brushing of his lips.

A sinister chuckle lumbered out of him. He
pulled back, triumphant, and rested the side of his head on his
fist, seemingly unaffected while her body roiled with need.

“Still no
thing?”

She let out a breath. “You really are a
wicked demon.”

He smirked. “Now that that’s settled, we
should get some sleep, don’t you think?”

She snorted and rolled away from him,
determined not to let him know just how much he affected her.
Without warning, his arm came around her, and he pulled her across
the mattress so that her back nestled against his front. His breath
along her neck sent delicious goose bumps over her skin. She
contained a sigh of contentment as her body melted.

She rarely slept like this with anyone. It
was a vulnerable position to be in. But with Cale, it was a
non-issue. In fact, it felt pretty normal, as far a sleeping with a
demon went, and soon she slipped into a peaceful slumber.

 


With his arm folded around her, Cale openly
stared at Kyra’s sleeping form. The dying moonlight feathered over
her cheek. Her hair fell back, revealing a pointed ear and slender
neck. He beat back the urge to wake her with his tongue.

How could he sleep when the edge of her
desire was still sharp in his nose? Stubbornly, he ignored the fact
that it was his fault he was lying next to her, hard as stone and
unfulfilled. He should not have teased her like that.

More importantly, he shouldn’t have stayed.
He should have taken her body and then left. She had certainly
wanted him to. If she hadn’t been so exhausted, she probably would
have jumped him before the lights went out. And he would have let
her. Hell, he would have laid himself out like a feast, had she
wanted.

He recalled their earlier kiss. No, kiss
wasn’t the right term for it. Mind-blow, maybe. He’d never needed
to fuck somebody so badly in his life. Nothing had ever felt so
essential. He feared he was losing his mind to the near constant
lust bubbling inside him and it continued to make him reckless. He
couldn’t believe he’d been willing to ignore Sebastian’s
transmission. What was wrong with him? Why did he allow her to
cloud his judgment so thoroughly?

Luckily, at the pivotal moment, that
familiar burning had coursed through him, bringing with it clarity.
In a way, he was coming to rely on it, but it piqued his curiosity.
What was it about her that caused it? For that matter, why did he
crave her with such intensity, in spite of the consequence?

While training, she often closed her eyes
and bit her lip in concentration. The sight was like a jolt to his
groin. He must have run through five hundred scenarios of him
taking her by surprise. On the ground, against the tree, sopping
wet in the lake with her hair wrapped around his fist.

He groaned softly as his cock jerked.

For some reason, he flashed back to a
conversation he’d had with Sebastian, before his brother had known
Anya was his mate. Cale had advised him, in so many words, to just
screw her and get her out of his head. It had made perfect sense at
the time. It made sense now. Kyra should be no different.

His decision made, he lowered his mouth to
her ear and took her earlobe in between his teeth. She waved him
away with a sleepy hand. He let his palm trail to her stomach,
moving it in a direction sure to catch her attention.

Her body went stiff just as he reached under
her waistband. She sucked in a soft breath and turned her head to
look up at him. He felt his expression was too harsh, but couldn’t
find the power to soften it.

“I’m going to take you
now,” he said in a dark voice.

Her mouth dropped open and she blinked
rapidly, no doubt still waking up. Slipping his hand under her
panties, he found her growing damp. She gasped at his touch, her
eyes going wide as their color began to change, growing warm. He
almost growled when she closed them and tilted her head back. As he
teased her sex, she let out a soft moan, and his growl turned into
a groan.

Gods, he wanted to taste her, but more, he
needed to lose himself deep in her tender flesh. He slipped a
finger inside, reveling in the resulting sound that whispered from
low in her throat. Her body shifted, giving him better access, and
his mind roared with triumph.

Her hand came down to cover his, stunning
him as she took control and showed him just how she liked it.

Fuck, that’s
sexy.

His own breathing became unusually difficult
to control. She looked at him then, and her eyes burned like the
sun. His jaw clenched, and he had to strain not to take her soft
parted lips. He wanted to watch her come. He could tell she was
close. Her breathing was rapidly growing clipped and harsh, and her
hips moved with his fingers.

Damn but he wanted his cock thrusting inside
her, but this was the hottest thing he had ever seen. Her irises
blazed as her body spasmed. She threw her head back with a
moan.

To his surprise, his veins began to burn. He
hadn’t even kissed her, but the sensation was a shadow to the
clamant need overtaking him. He tossed the covers away and made
quick work of their clothes, registering that she giggled at his
urgency.

“You think I’m
funny?”

She clamped her mouth shut, but her eyes
danced with humor. He stood and walked to the end of the bed, not
breaking eye contact. Propped on her elbows, her gaze followed him.
With his palm wrapped around one of her slender ankles, he pulled.
She squeaked as her back met the mattress and her body slid toward
him. Again she giggled, and he couldn’t help but smile in return.
It was a lovely sound.

She went quiet, however, when he positioned
himself between her legs. Those blazing eyes stared up at him full
of renewed desire. Slowly, he entered her, groaning as her warm
sheath took him in. She gasped, and as he pushed in, they both
closed their eyes, loosing themselves to the pleasure.

Soon he fell into a steady rhythm, enjoying
the vision of her writhing on the mattress. He increased his pace
and lowered over her, placing a knee on the bed for support while
he lifted one her thighs over his.

A part of him realized she was tempering her
moans, and he growled, “I want to hear you.”

Between breaths she said, “No, don’t wake
Zo.”

“Screw that.” He pounded
her hard, slapping his flesh against hers, yet she managed to
contain herself, though just barely.

She narrowed her eyes at him, and he gave
her a wicked grin. He didn’t give a damn if Zoey heard them, but
this would be a fun game.

Gripping her hips, he increased his tempo.
He could see her throat working to muffle the sweet sounds that
escaped her. Still too quiet for his liking. He palmed her ass with
one hand and then dipped his head to tongue the flesh of her
nipple.

She moaned his name and it sounded like a
plea as her nails raked through his hair. That simple touch,
coupled with her soft cries, undid him. He stilled as his seed
burst out of him in a hot release, and she let out one final soft
moan.

Collapsing on top of her, he struggled to
catch his breath. The fire in his veins became an inferno, and he
pressed his forehead against her chest so she wouldn’t see his
pain. Still cradling him between her legs, she ran her hands across
his back and neck. That helped a little. He concentrated on her
touch until the feeling ebbed. Finally he rolled over, half off the
bed.

“Well, that was a
surprise,” she said with a smile.

“Next time I will have your
screams in my ear,” he heard himself say.

She laughed. “I have no doubt.”

“That was intense,” he
muttered, amazed at the truth of his words.

“You're not just whistling
Dixie.”

“What?”

“I agree.”

He shook his head and heaved off the bed,
slipping into his pants. At the same time, she reached for the
blanket and wrapped it around herself. He found his shirt and put
that on as well.

“You’re outta here,” she
said. It wasn’t a question.

He stopped to look at her. Her face was
composed, but he thought there was a bit of a mocking smirk behind
her eyes. “I haven’t done a perimeter check in a while,” he offered
by way of explanation. Plus, he wasn’t kidding when he said the sex
was intense. Nearly too intense. There was still a faint burn
running through him and he needed to run it off.

“Player,” she
mumbled.

There was that word again. He’d forgotten to
look it up. “We’ll be leaving Earth soon, so make sure you pack
anything you want to take and say goodbye to Zoey.”

Her face fell, and he regretted his comment
immediately.

Escaping into the hallway, he shut the door
before heading downstairs. He really did need to do a perimeter
check, but first he stopped in the small room where Kyra kept a
functioning computer connected to the Internet. These humans made
it so easy to learn everything there is to know about them.

Switching it on, he waited for it to boot,
then typed the word “player” into the Google database. A list of
options came up. Most of them were sports or video game
related.

Was she saying he liked to play games?

Well, he had just lost the noise game. He
frowned, realizing now that he had told her there would be a next
time and realizing that she wasn’t out of his system as he
expected.

He clicked a promising link and read the
definition that came up.

 


Player:

1. A male who is skilled at manipulating
others, and seducing women by pretending to care about them, when
in reality he is only interested in sex.

2. guy who:

a. doesn't understand the meaning of
relationship.

b. is very good at making girls think he is
into them. (also very proficient at breaking said girl’s
hearts).

c. often "dates" several girls at once.

d. is an asshole!

 


Example: don't hate the player, hate the
game.

 


He sat back in the chair.

Only interested in sex sounded about right,
but he wasn’t sure about the other stuff. Shamelessly, he conceded
that the last one wasn’t too far off the mark either.

Well, whatever she thought of him, it didn’t
matter. Didn’t matter at all. Resigned, he shut off the computer,
and then headed out for a run.

 



Chapter 15

[image: tmp_f3f3cfde586aab4da956014af1c38b95_KY1wmG_html_m2fd829fa.jpg]

 


 


 


Kyra stepped into the kitchen fully dressed
and still a little damp from her shower. She headed straight for
the coffee pot.

Liquid fuel? Yes, please.

The sun was just rising over the mountains,
flooding the room with a warm, soft light. Cale sat at the table,
speaking low into his communicator, she assumed to Sebastian. He
didn’t acknowledge her.

Zoey planted herself on the couch in the
living room, feeding her sudden addiction to the news. Kyra hoped
everything worked out for her and forcefully closed the dam on a
sudden wave of guilt.

There is nothing more I
can do.

Lifting the cup, she took the first hot sip
of the day, melting as the flavor tickled her taste buds and dialed
a wake-up call straight to her brain.

Cale finished his conversation with a brisk,
“I’ll signal you when we’ve left,” and finally glanced her way. An
iced vanilla latte would have been warmer than his gaze. “We leave
tonight,” he muttered.

“So soon?” she asked
softly. Her eyes shifted to Zoey in the other room.

“Aidan has picked up
signatures of Kayadon ships around Earth, which isn’t surprising,
but he’s mapped out a window of pickup that will provide little
risk for everyone. We’ll need to get to my shuttle, here on Earth,
and use the last of its fuel to get us in orbit and as close
to Marada as
possible. They can’t risk a landing.”

“Oh.” She took another sip
of coffee, more for something to do rather than a need for the
caffeine. “How is this plan less risky?”

“The Kayadon ships seem to
be orbiting Earth, concealing their crafts behind the moon.
Obviously, they don’t want their presence known to the people of
this planet. Tonight the moon will be opposite us. With any luck,
we’ll avoid detection altogether.”

“Ships you say? As in more
than one?”

“Two, according to
Aidan.”

“And who is
Aidan?”

“Our pilot. He’s a
dragonshifter.”

“Ah.” She didn’t recognize
the name. He must not be connected with the royal family of Legura.
There were many dragon clans, but she wasn’t as familiar with all
of them. “I’ll get a map so you can show me exactly where you think
your shuttle is.”

“No need,” he declared. “I
printed directions already.” He lifted up a sheet of paper that had
been lying in front of him on the table.

She quirked a brow and snatched the page.
“You used my computer? How are you already so keen on human
technology?”

“My kind are notoriously
fast learners,” he explained. She caught a hint of pride in his
tone. It had taken her years to adapt herself to this world, and
he’s done it in less than a few months. Why did that irritate
her?

Gulping back more coffee, she glanced at the
map. “This is only a few hours from here.” Her heart constricted in
her chest. She took a seat at the table as a wave of dizziness
crashed around her. Was she afraid? A calming breath filled her
lungs. Cale didn’t notice her sudden stress.

“Be ready to leave late
afternoon.”

She only nodded in reply, staring absently
at the steam rising from her cup. He left the table and headed up
the stairs. A few moments later, she heard the faint sound of the
shower running.

Beyond the window, a flurry of birds chirped
happily, in direct contradiction of her mood. Needing fresh air,
she headed outside. The chill was severe. Her breath billowed in a
white mist, quickly dissipating as she walked without a
purpose.

She stopped at the edge of the lake, staring
out at the dark water. The surface was deceiving: calm, tranquil,
untroubled by its own stillness. Underneath, she imagined it
churned like the treacherous waters of the Amazon. She sat, not
caring if she dirtied her clothes, and let the illusion of serenity
wash over her—forcing it into a cast and welding it to the floor of
her mind.

Time slipped by, and she heard a soft
approach. She didn’t need to look to know it was Zo who crouched
beside her.

“We’re leaving today,” Kyra
blurted.

“When?” Zoey
asked.

“A few hours after lunch, I
guess.”

Zoey’s reply reeked of sadness. “It’s lunch
time now.”

What? How long had she been sitting out
here? The conversation faltered as a flock of geese squawked
overhead, drawing her eyes to the position of the sun.

“Are you taking the car?”
Zoey inquired.

“We’ll have to, yes.” She
realized then that Zoey would be left without transportation. “It
would be a good idea for you to come with us so you can drive the
car back. Better yet, you should head straight to Canada from
there. I don’t like the thought of you here alone.” A tear seared
her cheek, and her lip trembled. “Promise me you’ll—”

“Stop worrying,” Zoey
interrupted. “I’ll be fine. I know it sounds impossible, but I have
lived most of my life without a big sister to look after
me.”

Kyra smiled. She had to believe Zoey would
be okay. Yet the shadow of the coming separation loomed. After a
few more moments of silence, they headed back inside.

Kyra’s lunch consisted of little more than a
few bites of salad. Her stomach wouldn’t permit anything more.

With her constant checking, the clock seemed
to tick by like a snail on Xanax, yet somehow, and to her dismay,
it became time to start packing up the car. Kyra didn’t have much
to take: some clothes, toiletries. It felt more like she was
getting ready for a stay at the Plaza.

Zoey had a few large bags of her own,
stuffed in the trunk. She’d decided to take Kyra’s advice and get
out of Dodge.

Cale had even less to pack.

Making his way toward them, he slipped on
the cowboy hat she’d purchased for him. She ground her teeth at how
sexy he looked in it.

He hadn’t said much to her since this
morning. Maybe he was giving her time with Zoey, which she did
appreciate. Or maybe he was distancing himself now that his mission
to keep her safe was almost over. Either way, she felt neglected.
Which was stupid, she mentally scolded herself.

It wasn’t as though they were an actual
couple. In fact, he’d made it perfectly clear that was exactly what
he didn’t want. Neither did she, of course. Not at all.

Not. At. All.

Well, maybe a little.

But she was perfectly aware that her
attraction to him was based on a mild case of hero worship. He’d
come to save her, was helping her master her gift, reuniting her
with her family, and was nothing less than a god in bed. Who
wouldn’t want to stake a claim in that?

When Zoey offered to drive, nobody
protested. Kyra’s emotions threatened to break her to pieces. She
took the passenger seat, and Cale stretched out in the back. How
could he look so damn casual?

After Zoey pulled onto the road, a heavy
silence fell over them that seemed to take on weight as the sun
dipped lower in the sky. Kyra cracked the window and stared
aimlessly at the scenery whizzing by, noting that this could very
well be the last look she’d get of the place she’d called home for
so long. Part of her fought to deny it.

Why did she feel so lost? Her thoughts
shifted back to Cale. She’d been immersed in a cocoon of chaos
since she’d met him, and something told her it was only going to
get worse.

She did then what she had done her entire
life. She mentally pulled up her big girl panties and hardened her
resolve. Outwardly, she sat up a little straighter. This was just
another in a never-ending line of transitions.

They stopped once for a bathroom break and
snacks, then resumed their trek. By the time they reached their
destination, the sun was out of sight, yet night had not quite
taken over. Cale had assumed they’d need to hike to get to his
ship, but Kyra’s smart phone map app revealed a narrow, concealed
road that brought them within forty feet of it.

“You’re lucky no one saw
this, Cale,” she exclaimed as the small shuttle came into view. The
silver casing stood out easily in the dark.

He only frowned.

They hopped out of the car. Kyra breathed in
the fresh mountain air, presumably for the last time.

She slipped the strap of her bag over her
shoulder, noting that it felt heavier now than it did when she’d
stowed it. She yanked on the zipper and fished out a bottle of Jack
Daniels and Johnnie Walker Blue Label. She imagined the empty spots
in her liquor cabinet.

Cale gave her a lopsided grin.
“Souvenirs.”

Zipping the bag, she muttered, “I should
have grabbed my seventeen eighty-seven Chateau Lafite.”

Nearby crickets went quiet at their
approach. On closer inspection she could see the shuttle was sleek
with smooth angles, much like a modern sports car, only larger and,
she assumed, with a hell of a lot more power under the hood.

Cale must have hit a button because the
shuttle stirred. A hatch came down, morphing into a set of stairs.
She turned to Zoey, who stared in awe. Kyra hugged her, holding
back an overload of emotion. She’d lose it if she didn’t get this
over with quickly.

“Be good, stay
safe.”

“You too,” Zoey choked
out.

Cale stood to the side, waiting
patiently.

Finally, Kyra let go and headed inside
before she had a chance to change her mind and make a run for
it.

The interior felt a bit cramped with a total
of twelve seats, situated in pairs around a thin aisle that led to
a wide window. She plopped her bag down and wrapped her arms around
her torso.

“Hey! What are you doing?”
Cale hollered.

Alarmed, she poked her head back outside and
her jaw dropped.

Zoey had thoroughly wrapped herself around
Cale like a backwards backpack and was holding on for dear life.
Cale spotted Kyra in the doorway and stretched his arms straight
out to the side, horrified.

“Take me with you!” Zoey
bellowed.

Kyra emerged from the shuttle. “Zoey,” she
sighed, stepping toward the two. “It’s too dangerous. You can’t
come.”

“Please don’t leave me here
alone!”

Kyra’s heart squeezed. “You’re going to be
fine, Zo.”

“No, I won’t!”

She grabbed Zoey by the waist and pulled,
but Zoey didn’t budge. She pulled harder. “Zo, let go.”

“No!”

“Let go of
Cale.”

“No!”

“Zoey!” Her tone turned
harsh, and she looked to Cale for help.

He shook his head, his eyes glinting with
concealed humor. “I’m not in the habit of trying to get females off
of me.”

Kyra let out a frustrated growl and prepared
to peel Zoey free when a familiar clicking echoed from the dark.
Her hair stood on end.

Cale went ridged, and their eyes locked.

 


“Everyone in the shuttle,
now!” Cale ordered.

Zoey jumped down and raced for the craft.
Kyra ushered her in before following. Cale brushed passed them to
take the helm and sealed them in.

“Both of you, sit down and
don’t touch anything.” He didn’t wait to see if they obeyed. The
engines rumbled to life, and the craft slammed off the ground under
his guidance. He felt better in the air, but only a fraction. If
that had truly been the Kayadon, it was possible they had ships
nearby as well. His readings showed nothing, but the sooner they
were on Marada,
the sooner he could relax.

He opened a transmission to the ship. “We’ve
jumped, and we’re coming up fast. Do you have our signal?”

Moments later, Aidan replied, “Aw, I was
hoping to hold on to my second status a little longer.”

Sebastian had appointed Aidan second in
command?

“Is Sebastian
there?”

“No, I’ve just hailed him.
We weren’t expecting you for another hour. I’ve just locked on your
signal. Wow, you’re burning hard.”

“Aidan, how are we looking?
Are we clear?”

“Looks like it. Is
something wrong?”

“There may have been some
Kayadon on the ground near us just before we took off.” Cale
glanced at the shuttle’s fuel level as they reached the upper
atmosphere. “Our fuel won’t last much longer. How close are
you?”

“Not far, I’m headed right
for you. Five minutes if you keep up your speed.” There was a
pause. “I’m reading three entities on board, Cale. Do we have
another stray?”

Another
stray?

“There’s a human with us.
She’s not a threat, and she won’t be staying.”

Zoey didn’t protest, but that was only
because she was not familiar with the language he and Aidan spoke.
Kyra wasn’t bothering to translate. Actually, they were both being
uncharacteristically silent. He looked back and saw them both
stricken with fright.

“The worst is over,” he
assured, but neither made a remark. “Kyra, you understood the
language I was speaking a moment ago?”

“Yes,” she replied, full of
anxiety. “You said we’re low on fuel.”

“Why did you learn it?” he
asked to distract her.

“Royalty needs to be able
to communicate with all sorts of beings. Plus, I spent some time
with the dragons.”

“What does that have to do
with anything?”

“They were traveling space
long before many of the other races. Most of the common languages
evolved from them.”

That was something Cale hadn’t known, but
more importantly her voice was evening out. The light out the
window changed as they broke through the atmosphere. A unified gasp
breezed from two sets of lungs behind him.

“Kyra,” Zoey muttered, her
tone a little wild. “We’re in space.”

“Yup.”

“We’re in honest-to-god,
no-shitting, mother-freaking space!”

“Mm-hmm.”

Zoey let out a small hysterical giggle and
then immediately started sucking in air. “Do we have enough air? I
can’t breathe. Did you say we’re low on fuel? How are we going to
get back? I need some air.” She jumped out of her chair.

Kyra leapt up and forced Zoey back into her
seat. “Everything’s fine. We have plenty of air, right, Cale?”

“Uh.”

“Cale!”

“We should have enough for
this trip. Just calm her down.”

She turned back to Zoey. “See, plenty of
air. And we’ll figure out how to get you back to Earth. Okay?”

“Ah, shit,” Cale
blurted.

“What do you mean, Ah,
shit!” both girls squeaked.

Ignoring them, he re-opened transmission.
“Aidan?”

“I see it,” Aidan answered.
An unidentified ship now followed them. “How’s your
fuel?”

“Nonexistent,” Cale
replied, thankful anew that Zoey couldn’t understand. However,
Kyra’s breath caught.

“What?” Zoey whispered.
“What is it?”

To Aidan, he said, “We’re maintaining good
speed but the planet’s gravity still has us.”

“We’ll get to you before
they do, but we may take fire.”

“Where did they come
from?”

“Looks like they emerged
from a large body of water just after you took off. That’s why our
scans missed them.”

Cale deduced that whoever had been in the
woods must have contacted the ship that now tracked them.

“I see you now,” Cale
said. Marada’s outline emerged from the darkness.

“I’m going to have to scoop
you up at speed. Do you have enough fuel to set her
down?”

“Just get us on that ship,
Aidan.”

“I take that as a
no.”

Cale turned back to Kyra and Zoey. “Strap
yourselves in. This isn’t going to be soft.”

Though stark, they swiftly
obeyed and then clasped hands. Marada moved to their front, matching
their speed while the docking bay hatch slowly opened.

Aidan’s voice boomed. “I’m going to ease her
back.” As he spoke, the shuttle inched closer to the opening. “Oh,
well now that’s something.”

“What?”

“The Kayadon are hailing
us. They think we’re one of them.”

Cale snorted, having nearly forgotten.
“Don’t answer.”

Aidan replied sarcastically, “No. You don’t
think I should invite them aboard?”

“Aidan!” Cale growled, out
of patience.

“Keep your panties on,
princess. I’m in the middle of a delicate procedure.”

They were halfway through the wide hatch
when Kyra asked, “Why do they think you’re one of them?”

Cale grinned mischievously. “Because our
ship is an old Kayadon ship.”

The shuttle ground harshly as it met the
floor and part of a wall of the docking bay. Metal gnashed against
metal, jarring Cale forward. The girls screamed. The craft listed
sideways and sparks flew past the windows. Then came another hard,
bone cracking jolt as they made contact with the bulkhead.

When the craft settled, Cale let out a
breath and waited for the hatch to close them in.

“Is everyone okay?” he
asked.

“Zoey?” Kyra muttered,
breathless and panicky. “Zoey’s out.”

Cale undid his buckles and knelt beside
them. He examined Kyra first, checking her for injuries, then
turned his attention to Zoey. Her eyes were closed, and her body
slumped, but she otherwise breathed evenly.

“I think she just
fainted.”

“Cale?” Kyra’s voice
sounded strange, and she had her head turned away. “We’re
drifting.”

He followed her gaze and saw the interior of
the docking bay slowly passing by. She was right. They were moving
backwards. Then he heard the grumbling sound of the bay doors, only
now starting to shut and he realized they were going to collide
with the hatch. Just as the thought came, a hard jolt knocked him
over.

“Cale!” Kyra
cried.

Righting himself, he gave her a reassuring
expression before reclaiming his seat. “Aidan, we’re getting
bruised back here.”

“Dammit. That last bump
disrupted the hatch. It’s not moving.”

“Great.”

A pattern of loud blasts vibrated around
them.

Sebastian’s voice came over the speakers.
“Return fire! Divert energy to the shields. Aidan, get that damn
door closed so we can warp out of here.”

“Warp?” Cale repeated,
shocked. Surely he wouldn’t use Anya’s gift like that again. She
nearly died the last time.

“Cale, is everyone alright
down there?” Sebastian asked.

“I don’t think so. We’ll
need the doctor ready.”

“I’ll send him your
way.”

A few more blasts bombarded them from
behind. A terrible wail of metal growled as though in pain. Seconds
later, the sound of heavy locks creaked into place with an ominous
echo.

“Ah, that’s got it.” Aidan
sounded pleased.

One final crash slammed their craft to the
ground, indicating the artificial gravity had been engaged. In the
next instant, Sebastian ordered the ship to prepare for warp, and
the lights dimmed.

Kyra’s uneven breathing grabbed Cale’s
attention. “You okay?”

“Why are the lights out?”
she replied in a distressed tone.

“They’re diverting energy
for warp.” He pushed out of his seat again and reached over Zoey to
cup Kyra’s cheek. “Tell me you’re okay.”

“I think I am,” she
whispered, leaning into his touch. “Is it over?”

“Almost.” He was disturbed
by how badly she shook. “I’m glad you didn’t go supernova on
me.”

She gave a tentative smile and something
unclenched inside his gut.

A soft grumble came from Zoey. “Are you guys
about to make out on top of me?”

“Zoey,” Kyra let out a
weary breath. “Are you alright?”

“My body hurts. Did we
survive?”

“So far.”

The ship rumbled, causing everyone to
tense.

“It’s just the warp drive,”
Cale assured. “It’ll be over soon.”

They waited till the lights flickered to
life and the rumbling died down before venturing out of the
shuttle. The once smooth metal of the docking bay looked battered.
As Cale took in the destruction, the access hatch slid open and the
doctor rushed in, looking flustered by an entourage of followers:
Sonya, Marik, and Anya. Cale directed him to Zoey first.

Sonya came forward and threw her arms around
his shoulders. For a moment, Cale was taken aback, unused to seeing
her look so worried. However, her first words to him were more
typical. “Bastian’s pissed at you for leaving without me.”

He gave her an arrogant grin. “I didn’t need
my little sister tagging along.”

She rolled her eyes.

Marik came into view next. Cale narrowed his
eyes at the other demon, noticing something different about him. He
looked…happy. Marik never looked happy.

Anya peeked out from behind him. Cale
smiled, realizing how genuinely concerned he’d been for her. She
looked much better than the last time he’d seen her.

“Cale! I’m so glad you’re
okay.” Her hug was full of heart. She pulled back, turning shy as
she caught sight of Kyra, who stood silently watching
her.

“Analia?” Kyra breathed.
Tears welled in her eyes.

Anya nodded.

They moved as one, embracing the other with
desperate urgency. Kyra’s cheeks became damp, and Cale filled with
an unfamiliar feeling. As Anya peeked a quizzical eye at him, he
turned to focus on the doctor’s examination of Zoey.

Without warning, Marik slapped him on the
back, disturbing his balance. “Good to see you again, Calic.”

“You too, Marik. How was
your vacation?” he joked, selfishly thankful that it wasn’t he who
had been trapped on an icy planet.

“Eventful.” Marik smirked,
and then looked at the door as if expecting someone.

A strange redheaded female stepped through
the door, then squealed with excitement as she raced for Anya and
Kyra. They welcomed her in their circle. It hit him then, and
Cale’s jaw nearly dropped to the floor.

Marik was mated!

Marik exploded with laughter at Cale’s
dumfounded expression. Cale composed himself enough to offer a nod
of congratulations.

Without meaning to, his eyes darted to Kyra
who gushed over her sisters’ appearances. His heart twisted with an
ancient longing that collapsed into a swirling pit of devastation
so calamitous it threatened to implode in his chest. He quickly
schooled his features, reminding himself that Velicia was gone from
his life forever. There was no replacing her.

With a talent born from years of practice,
Cale buried his pain behind a wall of indifference. It felt like
acid in his throat. He knew that one day it would consume him from
the inside out, but he vowed he would have the stain of Kayadon
blood on his claws first.
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Sebastian entered the docking bay with Rex
close behind. The new demon displayed promise as a navigator and
had been shadowing him as a possible helmsman.

As they approached the group, Sebastian
easily determined which one was Kyra. The family resemblance was
evident even without the ears showing.

He was glad to see the doctor had finished
and was already taking his leave. As they crossed paths, Dr.
Oshwald assured him that there had been minimal injuries. The man’s
ability to heal with a touch had taken care of them quickly
enough.

Anya’s smile warmed Sebastian in a way that
was purely magical. He could feel her happiness, and it became his
own. Her eyes twinkled his way, drawing him to her like a planet to
its sun. He reached her without realizing he’d moved, and she
gracefully folded herself in his arms.

Cale’s back faced Sebastian as he spoke to
Kyra and the dark haired girl in another language. His younger
brother wasn’t the type to console or reassure, yet Sebastian got
the sense he was doing just that.

The day Marik had returned a mated demon, an
idea had passed around the ship that maybe Cale would too, although
Sebastian knew it to be impossible.

Finally, Cale turned to Sebastian and jerked
his thumb at Rex without truly acknowledging their newest crew
member. “Who’s this?”

“This is Rex. A new
trainee. You’ve missed a lot.”

“I gathered.”

Cale proceeded to introduce Kyra and Zoey.
After hearing the full story of their extraction from Earth, they
took a moment to debate what it would take to get Zoey back home
and if it was even an option at this point.

It wasn’t.

The human was stuck with them for the time
being. When Cale explained this to her, she didn’t look all that
upset. Kyra glowered at the girl, but it was a look that lacked
conviction.

Anya took an instant liking to Zoey, so
Sebastian was mollified to keep her on board.

Then it was as though Cale had never left.
“I don’t know about any of you, but after a landing like that, I
think a drink is in order.” Cale shifted his attention to Sonya.
“Is the pub closed?”

“It’s open. Ethan and Jade are working
tonight.”

Cale raised a brow at that. “What else has
changed? Don’t tell me you’re mated as well.”

“Of course not! Don’t be ridiculous.” Her
tail flicked with irritation, drawing the awed expressions of Kyra
and Zoey.

“Pity,” Cale replied. “I could have used a
new target in the training room.”

In a blur, Sonya dropped to the floor and
swiped Cale’s legs out from under him. He landed on the hard floor
with a grunt.

Sonya grinned sweetly. “That’s what you have
me for.”

Kyra and Zoey looked incredulous, but
everyone else laughed, including Cale. He jumped up and stalked
toward Sonya. Sebastian let out a sigh and waited for them to
finish. Sonya tried to slip past him, but Cale caught hold of her
waist and heaved her over his shoulder, trapping her legs against
his torso.

“Cale!” she growled.

“Now you’ll be buying me a drink, little
sister.”

Sonya tensed as Cale proceeded out the door.
“No, Cale. I don’t want to go to The Demon’s Punchbowl.”

“Too bad.”

Sebastian shook his head and then motioned
for everyone to follow. “Let us talk in the pub and get
acquainted.”

 


As Kyra headed down the hall, the commotion
from the group nearly overwhelmed her. Everyone was chatting
excitedly. Anya asked her questions about her life, Earth, Zoey.
She hardly had a chance to answer.

Zoey anxiously clung to Kyra’s arm, not
understanding a word from these otherworldly people. Kyra gave up
trying to translate for now. The demons were already contemplating
war tactics for when they faced the Kayadon. Nadua talked about
Undewla, the icy planet where she’d lived just as long as Kyra had
been on Earth. Nadua had been lucky, however. She’d been sheltered
by the Cyrellian royal family. Then Nadua spoke of Marik, and Kyra
thought she caught the word mate.

Through all of this, Kyra could only marvel
at how Cale interacted with his sister. Sonya’s black hair dangled
and swished as she cursed and pounded on his back. He hardly seemed
to notice.

Kyra found the ship to be warmer than she’d
expected. Almost cozy, with cream-colored walls and soft floors. It
wasn’t at all how she recalled the ships in her father’s fleet.

So this is a Kayadon ship?

Strange. And a touch alarming. Cale hadn’t
had a chance to elaborate about that. Kyra couldn’t seem to merge
the idea of gnarled, bony Kayadon living on ships this
aesthetically pleasing.

After winding through the ship, they reached
the pub, which reminded Kyra of a fancy, upscale club. The lighting
was low and a handful of tables filled the space. A row of stools
lined a bar, and there was even a dance floor.

Sonya sneered as Cale set her down. “Since
you insist, Cale, you can help me carry everyone’s drinks.” She
grabbed him by the horn and yanked him to the bar where Kyra was
surprised to find a familiar face: Ethanule!

Her face lifted into a bright smile.

Ethanule noticed her in the same moment and
rushed over. “Princess Kyralyn!” He bowed, exactly as he used to
back on Evlon.

The act shot a spike of melancholy straight
to her chest. “Please don’t bow, Ethanule. And you can call me Kyra
now.”

“See.” Anya chided, as if a point had been
proven.

Ethan gave a sheepish grin. “Apologies. An
old habit, I guess.”

“Very old, indeed,” she retorted with a
smile.

He took her hand and placed a kiss on her
knuckles. She blushed. No one had done that in ages.

A clatter of bottles hit the table, making
her jump. She gave Cale a questioning look, but he didn’t notice as
he distributed the drinks. Ethan motioned for her to take a seat,
and she perched herself next to Zoey who had claimed the chair next
to another demon. Sebastian said his name was Rex.

Then she heard Zoey mutter, “Hi,” in an all
too familiar tone. Rex smiled and returned the greeting in an
equally appreciative voice that was far too easy to translate.

Kyra shot to her feet.
“Uh-uh. No…hi. No
sideways glances.” She pointed for Zoey to switch seats with her
and narrowed her gaze at Rex. Zoey attracted the worst kinds of
males and this guy was a friggin’ demon. A strange demon at that.
Cale hadn’t even known who he was.

“Why do you get one and I don’t?” Zoey
whined, moving over.

Kyra set her jaw, though she couldn’t keep
her cheeks from flooding with heat. Cale’s expression remained
impassive, directed elsewhere, but he must have heard Zoey’s
comment.

I don’t get one, Kyra thought. She
understood their relationship perfectly, or lack thereof.

Teeth grinding, she gave Zoey a serious
look. In response she received a very sarcastic eye roll as Zoey
moved over. Kyra sat and took a long, and much needed, gulp of her
drink. It tasted sweet. She lifted the glass again and didn’t stop
drinking till it was empty.

Sonya snorted, amused, and then waved to a
woman behind the bar, presumably for a refill. All at once, the
demons lifted their glasses in some sort of silent salute before
taking a drink. Kyra got the sense it was a cultural idiosyncrasy
to which she wasn’t privy. As Ethanule pulled up a chair, Sonya’s
smile faltered. Kyra had to wonder if the two didn’t get along.

“So, Ethanule,” Kyra started. “Tell me what
happened after I left Evlon.”

His brow rose. “Starting out a little
thick.”

“Starting at the beginning. I’ve been in the
dark for a long, long time, and now I want some answers.”

The other conversations at the table died
down.

Ethanule swallowed and let out a breath. “We
were all taken by surprise by the attack. None of our seers, not
even your father, anticipated it. It was suggested later that the
Kayadon had some sort of cloaking magic, but we can’t be sure.” He
paused. “I sent you off in that little ship, expecting to see it
blasted to a million pieces, but others had started evacuating the
planet as well. The Kayadon were distracted enough, and you got
through.

“We sent Nadua next, then Analia and your
mother. Your cousins followed, and those who were closest to the
royal family. Most everyone else had to fend for themselves, and
those who didn’t have access off the planet went into hiding or
were captured…”

The group sat quietly, listening with mild
interest as though this were a retelling of a story they’d already
heard.

Ethanule took a drink before adding, “Your
father stayed behind. No one could persuade him to leave. He felt
responsible. Felt that his visions had failed him.”

The image of her father’s
bleak expression haunted her. She could still hear the sorrow in
his voice as he had spoken. I am sorry, my
daughter. I have failed…everyone.

A perky female bartender approached with a
tray of drinks and made her way around the table. When she got to
Cale, she lowered her mouth to whisper in his ear. Kyra’s mind
hissed, and she had to resist letting it escape through her teeth.
He smiled at the woman, but Kyra couldn’t hear his hushed response.
With a pout to her lips, the woman walked back to the bar.

Put the kitty claws away, she told herself.
She had no claim on Cale.

Luckily, nobody noticed her mental hissy
fit, and Ethanule continued. “The King spent the following fifty
years sifting through the future, and putting together the book
that helped bring us all together. When he finished it, it was
smuggled out and entrusted to the Serakians who enchanted it so
that only the three of you can open it. However, the king charged
me with decoding it.”

“Why?” Kyra asked.

“Because it holds secrets that can be used
against you, against all of us, and he convinced me that I could
survive to find you, even though I did not always believe it.”

Kyra gave him a grateful smile. “Father was
right to have put his faith in you.” She placed her hand over his
knuckles. “It must have been difficult all these years.”

He turned his palm up to grip her hand.
“Thank you, Majesty.”

She pursed her lips at the title, but
decided not to comment. “Well, what’s happening on Evlon now? Is
Father alright? Are they hurting him?”

“When the book started its journey, the king
sent me away, and I haven’t had contact since. That was three
hundred and fifty years ago.”

Kyra hid her disappointment and floundered
for another question. Her gaze slipped to Cale, who could either be
staring at her hand clasped within Ethanule’s, or lost in
thought.

“Tell her your theory,” Nadua urged.

Ethanule hesitated. “I believe the Kayadon
want something from us. Something they don’t have and have been
unable to get.”

Kyra sat back. “Our magic,” she
breathed.

He nodded. “That’s the only thing we can
come up with.”

Zoey bumped her shoulder. “What’s going
on?”

Kyra swiftly relayed the conversation.

“That’s what I said. Tell ‘em that’s what I
said.”

“Zoey agrees,” Kyra obliged. They all looked
at Zo, and she managed to smile brightly and shrink at the same
time.

“They’re keeping our people alive,” Ethanule
said. “They haven’t sold a soul into slavery, like they did...” His
eyes flickered to Marik, and he trailed off. “From what I can
remember, life went on as normally as possible. People tried to
live as best they could. But they lived on the edge of a knife,
trying not to get noticed by the Kayadon soldiers that patrolled
every village. Any poor soul who drew their interest…disappeared.”
There was an underlying message in Ethanule’s tone.

Kyra made an effort to unclench her fists.
The wars of Earth had been terrible to behold. Atrocities had been
inflicted on people by those who had absolute power but little
conscience—acts that should only exist in the most evil of
nightmares. The Faieara had always been a peaceful race. They knew
nothing of war, or—she shuddered to think—torture. Of their own
accord, her hands came up to cover her mouth as if that would
protect her from the truth.

Cale’s grip tightened around his bottle.
“We’ll rip every last one of their throats out.” A surprising
amount of venom coated his words.

Sebastian gave Cale a censured look and then
leaned forward in his chair. “We intend to do everything we can to
free your people, but I will not lie, our thoughts are on revenge.
People will die. Theirs…and no doubt ours. I’ve made it clear to my
crew that they are not under any obligation to join us, and many
will end their association with us at the next stop.” He paused.
“We need allies.”

Kyra nodded, trying to look at the situation
from a tactical perspective. “What has been done so far?”

“We’ve sent out encrypted messages on some
underground channels. Anyone who’s interested will contact us.”

“What if no one responds to it?”

“There are other options. The Kayadon pose a
threat to all the races. There’s nothing to say that when they’re
done with Evlon, they won’t move on to the next planet. That should
be a powerful motivator.”

“So where should we start?”

“Spaceports and cities,” Sebastian
replied.

Ethan jumped in. “I could entreaty my old
faction and some other pirates I’m acquainted with.”

Sonya scoffed but said nothing. He scowled
at her.

“How about the dragons?” Kyra suggested.

“Yes, the dragons,” Nadua agreed. “They are
our allies. Or…they were.” She looked at Kyra, then to Analia,
suddenly apprehensive.

“I have to believe they still are,” Kyra
declared. “I spent some time with the clan of Legura,
remember?”

“Yes, but...” Nadua replied. “Theirs is but
one among many. What of the other clans?”

“I cannot say. Perhaps if we get one clan,
the others will follow.” She glanced at Cale. “Didn’t you say you
had a dragon pilot on board?”

Cale grunted in affirmation. “Aidan. He’s
from the Kanisae Clan.”

“Could he ask them for support?”

Sebastian frowned, and Cale ran his fingers
through his hair. Not a good sign. “He was exiled.”

She cursed under her breath.

“However, we’ll ask him,” Sebastian offered.
“It couldn’t hurt.”

The table fell into silent contemplation.
Zoey’s eyes drooped, and Kyra realized how late it must be. “We
should get some sleep. Can we continue this in the morning?”

Sebastian nodded. “We were only expecting
one extra. Do you mind sharing quarters for the time being?”

“That would work out for the best, I think.”
Kyra wasn’t about to let Zoey out of her sight anyway. At least not
until she grew more comfortable here.

Sonya pushed to stand. “I’ll show them the
way.”

Cale made no reply except to relax deeper
into his chair and motion for a refill. Kyra’s lips thinned.
Apparently, she and Zo were no longer his problem.
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Sonya had just left Kyra and Zoey’s room
when an irate voice bellowed from behind. “What is your
problem?”

She turned to see Ethan beating a path
toward her. His expression said he hadn’t sought her out for his
pleasure. Thank the gods. At least he’d waited until she dropped
off the two newest crew members. It was difficult enough to keep
anything a secret around here.

“I figured it was clear,” she snapped,
sauntering toward her room with false nonchalance. The door
swooshed open at her approach, and she whirled on him. Her arm
stretched out to one side, palm on the door frame, an obvious
signal that he was not welcome.

“What is this grudge you have against me?”
His voice lost none of its barb.

Sonya only raised a brow, holding her
ground.

“And do not use the incident in the training
room as an excuse. Whatever your deal is, it goes further back than
that.”

She speared him with a look that, for anyone
else, would have been a warning to back the fuck off. She wasn’t in
the mood for this.

Ethan wasn’t taking the hint. “We are about
to go to war! So you and I are going to get past this.”

“Did you leave my pub solely in the hands of
Jade?” Sonya grumbled.

“You’re the one who hired her.”

“Ethan, just get back to work. We’ve nothing
to talk about.”

“The hell we don’t.” He moved so swiftly she
didn’t even see it coming. Grabbing her outstretched arm, he spun
her and seized her wrists behind her back while forcing her into
the room.

Dammit, she was sick of being overpowered by
guys today. And yet, a twinge of excitement blossomed.

Ethan walked her forward until her front met
the wall and the hard muscles of his chest crushed against her
back. The door closed them in.

Her breath caught when she felt his lips
flutter over the nape of her neck. Then he growled low. “Why do I
want you?”

Sonya got the sense he wasn’t looking for
her to answer. Still, she said, “If you knew what danger you are
in, you wouldn’t.”

“Are you talking about your little fang
show?”

She gasped. “You saw? And still you’re
here?”

“I know you wouldn’t bite me unless I ask
you to, and I have no intention of doing so.”

“I wouldn’t claim you if
you begged me.”

“Then there is nothing for me to worry
about.” His teeth found the shell of her ear with a soft
pressure.

An unwanted shiver ran over her. “I thought
you were here to talk.”

“I’m finding I want to do a lot of
things.”

“Do you really think I’m
going to let you do that
to me again?”

His lips curled. “Imagine my surprise when
the beautiful, flirty demoness turns out to be a virgin. One
question has been nagging me though. How is it possible?” His hold
eased a bit, but he didn’t let go. She could whip him with her tail
or gouge his eye out before busting in his nose with the heel of
her palm.

Instead, she said, “It’s an
easy accomplishment when you have two,”—she thought of Marik—“make
that three, overprotective brothers. Brothers who would show
you your own spleen if
they saw you now.”

Ignoring the threat,
Ethanule said, “You must have wanted a bed partner at
some point. Demons don’t
value things like virtue and virginity. Your kind are infamously
insatiable.”

She snorted. “Even if I did, who would risk
their lives for a lay? And those who didn’t fear my family—not that
there were many—never showed an interest.”

He seemed to digest this. “You’ve pleasured
yourself though.”

A burning entered her cheeks. Words died in
her throat.

“I’ll take that as a yes. You were too
responsive not to have.”

That did it! She bumped her midsection out,
meant as a warning, but he tightened his grip and fit his crotch
between the crease of her backside.

“Give me another chance,” he rasped.

“What?”

“The way we left things, your expression...”
He trailed off.

“And you what? Want a redo?” Her laugh came
out harsh.

“I want to taste you,” he said. “To feel
your flesh give way under mine and see rapture on your face as I
make you come in my arms. To use your body and teach you to use
mine until we are both too sore to walk.”

His speech made her blood rush, and again
she was rendered speechless.

His voice lowered to a husky tone. “Don’t
you want me to show you how good it can be?”

Images of tangled sweaty flesh flashed in
her mind. She gulped, knowing what a terrible idea this was, yet
found herself nodding.

He released her and backed
away as if she would attack. She should attack. She shouldn’t actually
be contemplating what he offered. But when he’d taken her that
first time, he unleashed something in her that was proving
difficult to restrain. Now it was all she could do not to throw
herself at him and rip his clothes to shreds so she could get to
the hard flesh that lay beneath.

He watched her warily, waiting.

She took a moment to look him over, giving
herself time to clear her thoughts. His clothes were different than
usual. A loose tan shirt hung over his torso and dark trousers
hugged his waist. The only embellishments were a single thick gold
earring close to the point of his ear and the haphazard beaded
braids that peeked out from under his white-blond hair.

She surprised herself by saying, “Take off
your shirt.”

He didn’t hesitate, shrugging the fabric off
and tossing it away. The planes of his chest looked smooth and
molded to perfection.

He studied her in a similar fashion, his
eyes hooded and darkening to that deep blue she’d only seen a
couple times before.

She gripped the wall at her back, looking
for something stable to cling to. Her breathing took on a new kind
of rhythm, and her skin prickled with awareness.

Ethan stood patiently, giving her the time
she needed. What he must see on her face, she couldn’t imagine. Her
body wanted this. That was for sure. Every nuance was jolting to
life. Then her fangs descended, and she hesitated once more,
pursing her lips tight. She eyed Ethan for his response, but he
appeared undeterred, though he knew what it meant.

She forced the thought from her mind. It
cannot be. Not him. Surely there was another for her. Someone more
fitting.

He took a step forward, sensing her inner
turmoil. “You won’t bite me,” he said with confidence.

“Never,” she tried to sneer, but it came out
far too breathy. He closed in, his movements slow as if approaching
a wild animal, and his scent enveloped her, clouding her mind.

Inches away, he whispered, “Tell me you want
this.”

“Gods, yes,” she blurted.

Their lips collided, leeching what was left
of her resistance. His hands went to the ties of her bodice and
hurriedly pulled at the strings. She kicked off her shoes and then
fumbled with the clasp of his trousers. Her skirt came next,
leaving her in only panties.

He pulled back to gaze down at her body. She
lifted her chin, trying to read his expression. Did he like what he
saw? This self-conscious feeling was foreign, and it angered
her.

He palmed one breast, rubbing his thumb over
her nipple. Her eyes closed as the sensation overcame her. She
leaned against the wall again for support.

She stifled a whimper when he leaned down to
take the bud into his mouth. Her skin was on fire, her heart
pounding. With measured intent, his palms smoothed to the underside
of her breasts, down her stomach.

She didn’t know what to do with her hands.
More than anything, she wished there was something to hold onto
besides him. She felt unstable on her feet. His lips followed the
path of his fingers, and she froze. Watching him descend, her body
began to shake.

At her hips, he slipped his thumbs under the
waistline of her panties. He paused to look up at her then.

For what?

What is she supposed to do?

He grinned wickedly. Down went the fabric.
The cold air touched her just before his tongue did.

She cried out. A quake rippled through her,
and she cried out a second time. If not for the wall, her ass would
have hit the floor. This was madness! How could this feel so good?
He laved her relentlessly, not knowing the fevered torment he was
causing. Or perhaps he did. He swept through her tender flesh as
though he were finding just as much pleasure in the task, savoring
her as though she were a delicacy.

Her body quivered fiercely. “Ethan, I’m
going to fall,” she managed through haggard breath.

“Lie down,” he ordered. His tone was so
rough it no longer sounded like him.

She obeyed without thinking, sinking to the
floor. He maneuvered between her legs, gripping her thighs, and
continued his assault. Her heart thumped faster, her breath coming
in gasps. She couldn’t think past what he was doing. Soon, she
began to shake again and her claws dug at the ground. With a cry,
ecstasy exploded, taking her vision.

After a moment, Ethan sat back, expression
triumphant. She still couldn’t move, reduced to a panting, puddled
mess on the floor. But she couldn’t bring herself to care. A smile
crawled across her lips. She couldn’t prevent it. That is until she
remembered her fangs were out. For whatever reason, Ethan didn’t
seem put off by them. In fact, he looked as though he wasn’t
finished with her.

Sitting up, she asked, “What next?”

He grinned at her enthusiasm, then demanded,
“On the bed.”

Normally his bossy attitude would have
grated, but at the moment it was strangely appealing. She stood and
walked to the bed.

Surprising her from behind, he grabbed her
waist, keeping her from crawling onto the mattress as he cupped her
breasts, teasing her already sensitive nipples. She moaned.

His shaft breached the apex of her legs,
sliding easily with the help of her dampness. She jumped at the
feel, growing slicker still. Slowly, he slid back and forth, not
entering, but stimulating them both.

“Bend over,” he said.

She gulped. At length her palms moved to the
mattress, leaving her in a vulnerable yet titillating position.

Her sudden nervousness must have been
evident because he offered, “If I hurt you, tell me and I’ll
stop.”

“Alright.”

The tip of his erection brushed her center
and she recoiled, remembering their first time. This was different
though. He pressed in with slow control, inching forward and giving
her time to get use to his girth.

“You okay?” he asked, tone like gravel.

“I’m good,” she assured. “It feels…” She
couldn’t come up with a word. “Okay, I guess?”

“Are you trying to wound my confidence?”

She laughed. “Is that even possible?”

He gave a sharp pump of his hips, and she
gasped as a spike of pleasure shot through her. “No,” he said and
then moved again, silencing whatever retort she was about to spit
out, replacing it with a soft moan. Once more he pumped his hips,
filling her and making her whimper.

As he pushed forward again, her hips pushed
back. He made a sound of approval and gripped her waist to increase
the speed.

A steady rhythm developed, and soon she was
panting with fervor as he ground into her with increasing force.
But it was good, and with each thrust it seemed to get better,
until she forgot herself entirely, forgot him, surrendering to the
moment. She cried out as a wave of pleasure overcame her, bursting
into a million pieces. Ethan groaned as his release came on the
heel of hers. After a few heartbeats, he pulled out of her and they
dragged themselves onto the bed.

She reached for something to cover
herself.

“No, don’t,” he said, and she paused. “May I
look at you a little longer?”

She chewed her lip, feeling a bit skittish.
Her fangs had yet to recede, and she felt exposed in a way that had
nothing to do with her lack of clothing. “Only because you asked so
nicely.”

“Oh, I get really nice after sex.”

“Is that so?”

“Damn near saintly.”

She snorted and leaned back on the mattress.
Her body was both relaxed and deliciously sore. He lay on his side,
his head propped on his palm, shamelessly drinking her in. After a
moment she had to concede, “That was so much better than
before.”

“Glad to hear it.”

Was he really not worried about her claiming
him? Marik had claimed Nadua without permission, but that had been
entirely by accident. Marik was still guilt-ridden over it. If he’d
been back on their home planet, he could have been sentenced to
death for it. It was considered dishonorable and abhorred to do
such a thing. Ethan seemed to be aware of that, and not for the
first time she was amazed at how knowledgeable he was about her
culture.

“How do you know so much about demons?”

He shrugged. “I spent some time with a group
of renegade demons before I met up with the Denaloids. They found
me amusing.”

At this she grew curious. Coming across
other demons was a rare occurrence. “Do you know where they
are?”

He frowned at her. “No. We separated long
ago.”

“Are you able to contact them?”

“We didn’t exactly promise to keep in touch
upon parting.”

Damn, any extra help would have been
welcome.

“Eager for your own kind?” he asked. From
his tone, she couldn’t decipher his mood.

“Well, sure, but I was thinking to recruit
them.”

He took a moment to respond. “I have a few
channels of communication that may reach them. I can attempt a
message. No guarantees.”

“By channels, you mean network of pirates.”
Her voice revealed her disgust.

His lips thinned. “Indeed. Now I’ve answered
your question, perhaps you will answer mine.”

She waited.



“What do you have against pirates?”

Silence reigned.

“Were you harmed in some way by one?”

She wasn’t ready to delve into that
particular topic, still struggling with the idea that she had let a
man like Ethan touch her in ways no one else had. She was still
reeling from it, her body thrumming with aftershocks. She didn’t
want to think about his past—or hers, for that matter—but she
couldn’t seem to stop herself. Briefly, she wondered if Ethan had
killed with the same cold carelessness as other pirates would. Had
he ripped apart families with a swing of his sword and a smile on
his face?

She suddenly felt weary and rolled off the
bed. “I need to wash up.” She paused. “You should too, before you
leave. Unless you think you could fend off my rabid brothers.”

He gave her a questioning look.

“My scent is all over you,” she
explained.

His lips curled into a sexy grin. “Then by
all means, let’s wash up.”

 


 



Chapter 18
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For the next few days, Kyra
and Zoey worked to become acquainted with their new
surroundings. Marada was large, to say the least, and full of amenities as if it
were meant as some kind of luxury ocean liner rather than a battle
ship.

Sonya explained that she and her bothers had
stolen it from a Kayadon noble in order to escape the devastation
of their home planet. Sonya also added, with her chin up, that they
wouldn’t have run like cowards if their mother and Cale’s mate
hadn’t conspired against them, slipping the boys a drug that
rendered them too weak to fight.

Kyra seized on the part about “Cale’s mate,”
hardly hearing anything after. Anya and Nadua were educating her on
the significance of the mate bond. It was considered sacred to the
demons and thought to be unbreakable.

Once a demon mated, it was for life.

Kyra swallowed hard and asked if their mates
might take a mistress, for whatever reason. Not that she was
signing up to be one. The answer was an emphatic “no,” demonstrated
by Nadua pulling out a thin dagger and stating that she would cut
off a certain demon’s member if that were so.

Sonya had nodded in agreement, as if that
were a normal reaction for someone to have at a simple
question.

Aside from noting how vastly Nadua had
changed, Kyra wondered, then, why had Cale made love to her if he
was mated to someone else?

The answer became clear, however, as Sonya
described the depth of Velicia’s betrayal, and again later, when
gossip about Cale’s exploits started flooding in. He was a favorite
topic amongst the female crew. From the stories, Kyra gathered he
was a damn man-whore!

Not that she hadn’t known that on some
level, but to be surrounded by—

Hell, she could hardly walk around without
imagining him with every woman she passed in a hall, or if he was
currently holed up in some floozy’s room—kissing someone else with
the same passion he’d shown her. It pained her to think of it.

Since their first night, she’d run into him
only a handful of instances, each time engaging in awkward small
talk. The conversations went something like:

“How are you getting along?”

“Very well, thanks.”

Afterward, he’d nod and walk on, and she
would do the same with her throat a bit tighter than before.

In her little sister, Anya, she was finding
a vast amount of inspiration. Their individual gifts were not
exactly the same, but a theory had formed that their magic may work
on the same principle: energy. But where Anya could read people’s
energy, control it, and even supply it through blood magic, Kyra
used energy to affect—or possibly just destroy—her immediate
surroundings.

They’d also determined that it wouldn’t be
wise for Kyra to attempt to harness her gift while on the ship.
Though, with each of Anya’s demonstrations, she wanted more and
more to try. She felt she’d been making progress back home on
Earth.

However, Anya was nothing less than amazing
when it came to her powers. With enough concentration, she could
gather energy to her and force it out of her like a blast. Almost
exactly what Kyra experienced, only on a smaller, and more
controlled, level.

Much more controlled.

Nadua’s gift was somewhat like their
father’s, only her visions weren’t limited to the future. At times
she could see the past as well. The drawback was that she had to
come into contact with someone in order for a vision to manifest.
With Anya’s help, they’d been working on breaking those
boundaries.

“Have you had a vision of me yet?” Kyra had
asked Nadua, remembering their tight-hug reunion. Nadua’s face had
become strange as she nodded, and Kyra frowned when Nadua revealed
it had been one of the first times she’d been forced to use her
gift.

It was obvious Nadua didn’t like getting
visions of everyone’s past, saying that they were of no use to her
and she didn’t need to see all the horrors of someone’s life. Then
in a low voice she’d added cryptically that she never touched Anya
if she didn’t have to.

Oh, Kyra didn’t even want to know what that
meant.

Zoey was getting along nicely. Probably
better than Kyra. She’d quickly become comfortable walking the ship
alone, usually to the salon or to one of the recreation rooms.

Kyra suspected that Zo hoped to run into
Rex. Kyra had yet to catch the two of them together, but one
evening Zo had entered their room with a smile that could rival the
brightness of the sun, yet refused to comment on her happy mood.
She’d only plopped onto a cushy chair situated by the window and
gazed out at the stars, looking pleased.

Today, she and Zoey introduced themselves to
the Serakian witchling named Portia, who bunked but a few doors
from them. She was petite as could be, small and thin like a pixie
with spiky black hair and deceptively sweet features. But boy,
there was power in that little package. Kyra could feel it. Even
Zoey had sensed something.

They learned that Portia had been dispatched
to perform a pretty serious spell to eradicate Nadua and Marik’s
mate bond.

Kyra wondered aloud, “Why would they send a
witch in training for such an important spell?”

The witch shrugged and replied, “Perhaps
they knew it was impossible to achieve. Those smug cocksuckers love
to see me fail.”

“Witch in training?” Zoey asked after Kyra
had translated a bit of their conversation.

Kyra elaborated, saying, “That’s what
witchling means.”

Then, out of the blue,
Portia leaned forward and openly sniffed Zoey. “That’s strange,”
she said. “You don’t smell
like a vampire.”

Zoey leaned back, not understanding. “Did
she just sniff me?” Then Zo stuck her nose in her armpit before
asking, “What did she say?”

Portia huffed with irritation. “Oh, this
translating crap is going to get old.” She uttered a few dark
words, her eyes flashing white.

Kyra stepped back, feeling power grow.
Before she could react, the witch reached out and placed the bud of
her index finger on Zoey’s third eye, finishing the spell with a
jolt.

Zoey stumbled backward and slapped her hand
over her forehead, breathing heavily. “Holy mother of hell! What
did you do?”

“Now you can understand me,” Portia said
sweetly.

Zoey’s mouth dropped open, as did Kyra’s,
and then Portia bid them good evening without much more explanation
and disappeared into her room.

“You okay?” Kyra asked, helping Zoey keep
steady on her feet.

“Yeah, just a little dizzy. That was
weird.”

Kyra agreed, but didn’t say anything. In the
morning, she’d inform Portia to ask before throwing spells
around.

Returning to their compartment, Kyra watched
Zoey closely for indications of side effects. Luckily, there didn’t
seem to be any. Zoey sat on the couch, working a puzzle that
someone had lent her, and after a while Kyra relaxed, flipping
through the massive book that Ethan had delivered to her room.

It was heavy as a brick and twice as thick.
Intricate gold patterns laced around the dark, leather-like
binding, and a thin flap wrapped to the front, acting as the lock.
When she’d peeled it open, it felt no more difficult as separating
two magnets, but for others it would seem as though nothing would
pry it free.

Blessed Serakian magic.

Most of the writing resembled nothing more
than gibberish. Ethanule had been able to translate much of it, but
for some reason, not all—a fact that clearly frustrated him,
evident by the tone in which he confessed.

Kyra recognized some drawings of
Kayadon—tight bony skin, eyes like splintered eggshells—as well as
a few sketches of what was now referred to as hellhounds, at least
by Zoey and herself. The creatures looked terrifying, even on
paper.

She fumbled back and forth through the
pages, hoping to find something useful, but what? She didn’t
know.

Zoey studied a puzzle piece at eye level,
trapped between her thumb and forefinger. She set it down on the
table and fell back on the chair with palpable boredom.

“You wanna go to the pub or something?” Kyra
offered.

Zoey perked up. “Sure.”

Kyra chuckled. “No need to twist your arm, I
guess.”

The music droned a soft beat tonight in the
pub. A few tables were free, but she and Zoey chose to sit at the
bar where they greeted Sonya, who had been taking on shifts due to
complaints about Jade’s service.

“The usual?” the demon asked, having
memorized their favorite drinks.

Kyra nodded, but Zoey asked, “You got
anything with bite?”

Kyra had to laugh, thinking that wasn’t the
best thing to ask when in the company of demons. She was about to
voice her musings when she realized Zoey had answered Sonya without
the need for translation. Sonya too scrutinized Zoey, as if seeing
her for the first time. Then her incredulous violet eyes shot to
Kyra, growing thin with suspicion.

Kyra’s features contorted quizzically.
“What’s the matter?”

“Has someone been teaching you guys
Demonish?”

“No. Why?”

She glanced back at Zoey. “Ask her who
taught her to say that.”

“No need,” Zoey replied. “I understood you
perfectly, and no one taught me to say anything in…whatever it is
you called it.”

“Stop fucking with me. You’re speaking it
right now.”

Kyra shook her head. “No, she’s speaking
English.”

The demons eyes narrowed dangerously. “No,
she’s not.”

Kyra and Zoey exchanged confused looks.

“Ethan!” Sonya called to the back room.

He emerged a few moments later and smiled
when he caught sight of them. “Ladies.”

Sonya gave them no time to reply. “Ethan, do
you speak any Demonish?”

“A little bit. Why?”

Pinning Zoey with a look, she ordered,
“Speak, girl.”

“What am I, a dog?”

Instead of responding, Sonya faced Ethan
expectantly. “Well? Did you understand what she said?”

Now it was Ethan’s turn to look suspicious.
“Well, yeah, but that’s because she’s speaking Denaloid. For what
possible reason would you have to learn that language?”

Zoey looked lost. “It’s English. You’re all
speaking it.”

Realization hit Kyra, and she muttered, “I
think we should ask Portia about that spell she put on you. I
suspect when you speak, people will hear it in their most common
language. In turn, you’ll hear them in yours.”

“The Serakian, huh?” Ethan smiled. “Well,
that’s convenient.”

Kyra thought so as well. That is, until Rex
appeared sometime later, long after everyone’s astonishment wore
off.

This time when Zoey said hi to him, he did a
double take. Not too long afterward, Kyra was all but forgotten as
the two fell into conversation. She tried to listen in at first,
but soon grew bored with the blatant flirting.

It was kind of an unspoken rule that Kyra
was now responsible for Zoey, but Zo was an adult, and if she
wanted the demon, then so be it. Nadua might vouch for Rex, but if
he did anything to harm Zoey, Kyra would go Bronx on his ass.

Turning on the stool, she
leaned back against the bar, taking in the crowd. Many different
races made up the crew. Some she recognized. Others not so much.
She mused that Marada had at least one thing in common with New York. It was like a
melting pot of cultures. She wondered if that was why she felt so
comfortable here. Or maybe it was that she no longer had to hide
what she was.

She tucked her hair behind her ears and
reveled in the crowd’s lack of interest. Her exuberance faded when
a familiar face caught the corner of her eye. She swiveled her
body, facing the bar so fast that her head spun.

Zoey noticed him too, and called out, “Cale!
Guess what?”

Sneaking a sidewise glance, she nearly
laughed at Cale’s confusion at hearing Zo. A man she hadn’t met
before was with him. He looked a little gruff with his tan skin,
dark eyes, and short brown hair. In the time it took them to
approach, Kyra lifted her chin and took a few calming breaths. Why
did the thought of seeing Cale now give her such anxiety? Sonya
offered her a look filled with a hint of pity.

That’s right. I’m just one
of many.

Zoey had the pleasure of teasing Cale a bit,
not giving in when he demanded to know how it was she could
suddenly speak his native language.

“It wasn’t me,” Sonya said when he gave her
an accusatory look. “I thought you were the one who taught
her.”

Cale took on the cutest perturbed
expression, and Zo folded like a cheap suit. Kyra shook her head,
not wanting to admit that look would have worked just as easily on
her. Damn him.

“Cale,” Kyra said, trying to prove she could
be just as indifferent. “Any news from the dragons?”

“Actually, that’s why we’re here,” he
replied. “Aidan wanted to meet you.”

She turned to the dark haired male. “Oh,
you’re the dragonshifter from Kanisae.”

“Yes. It’s an honor make your
acquaintance.”

“Your accent is nothing like the dragons of
Legura,” she observed.

“You’d be surprised at how dissimilar our
people are.”

“It’s not that surprising, considering
Legura and Kanisae are completely different planets. On Earth,
there are so many different cultures. Some like night and day.”

“I heard a little bit about that from Cale.”
He smiled. “I also hear you’re pretty powerful.”

She shot a bemused look at Cale. “I wouldn’t
say that, exactly.”

“Disintegrating a group of Kayadon sounds
powerful to me. Or is Cale making up stories again?”

“No, that happened. I didn’t really mean to,
though. It just sort of happened. I suppose if I could control it,
I’d agree.”

“Well, Cale thinks you’re the key to this
whole thing.”

Again she glanced at Cale with surprise.
“You do?”

Cale shrugged. “From what I’ve seen? Makes
sense. Nadua sees visions. Helpful for insight, but not combat.
Anya can read energies. She’d make a good sentinel. But your gift
seems geared for destruction.”

Destruction?

She pictured everything
around her burning, a sight seen more than once. Yet when she
imagined her home planet in flames, she had to bite back a sickly
feeling. She hadn’t considered fully till now that they were going
to battle the Kayadon. She
was going to have to go to war with a gift that
was precarious at best. What if it failed her when she needed it
most?

She swallowed. “Wars don’t always need to be
won through brute force.”

Both Cale and Aidan snorted. Even Sonya made
a sound of amusement as though she were being silly.

Cale commented, “How else do you expect to
win? The Kayadon are a violent race. They’ll only respond to brute
force.” Then he said with complete confidence, “Once you’ve
mastered your gift, those bastards are ash.”

“So, you figure that I’m just a walking
bomb?” She couldn’t keep the hurt out of her voice, although,
hadn’t she thought of herself that way all these years?

Cale raked his hand over the back of his
neck, sensing he’d offended her.

Aidan quickly changed the subject. “I’ve
sent a message to the dragon clans regarding the situation.”

“Have they responded?”

“So far I’ve only received a transmission
from the Okora clan of Legura. They want to meet with Kyra before
they agree to provide aid.”

“Okora?” Zoey interjected.
“Ky, isn’t that your last name?”

Kyra blushed furiously. “I, uh, cycled
through names on Earth. Okora was one of the ones I liked to use
every now and again.” Discreetly, she checked to see if Cale
noticed her flush. His face remained blank, uninterested. It hit
her then that she was seriously crushing on Cale, and he in no way
reciprocated her feelings.

In an attempt to patch up her ego, she
reminded herself he had a mate. Then, after deciding to bury her
feelings for him once and for all, she moved the conversation in
another direction. “Tell me, Aidan, how else are the dragons of
Kanisae different from Legura?”

“Do you know much about either?” he
asked.

“I know they are within the same solar
system. And I spent some time with the Okora clan when I was
younger.”

“Yes, I recall hearing news of that.”

“You did?”

“A Faieara princess visiting the Okora
princes?” He smirked. “We assumed a match was eminent.”

She repressed a sigh. If the Kayadon hadn’t
attacked, it most likely would have been.

“Well, to answer your question,” Aidan
continued, “the dragons of Kanisae are a little leaner, darker in
color. In our dragon form, we are almost all black or dark green.
The Legura are brighter, for some reason, with more range of color.
They’re a bit bigger as well.” He gave her a sly look. “But we’re
faster.”

She snickered at his show of pride, but all
humor left her as she considered her next question. She knew she
shouldn’t ask, but curiosity was eating at her. “May I ask why you
were exiled?”

 


As Aidan frowned at the Faieara’s question,
Sonya focused on Cale. He’d gone tense and was avoiding direct eye
contact with everybody.

Probably no one had caught the changes, but
Sonya knew him as she knew herself. He didn’t like hearing Kyra had
taken the dragon’s name. But what was it to him? Was there
something else going on between the two? Obviously they’d been
intimate—no surprise there—but Sonya couldn’t shake the feeling
that there was something more.

She pretended to clean the counter as she
watched the scene play out.

Aidan exhaled a slow breath. “The short
version is my clan demanded I compete in Phase Nine…after I had
already declared that I would not race. When I refused to yield, I
was cast out.”

“What’s Phase Nine?” Zoey asked.

Aidan answered, “It’s a universal
competition that spans the corners of space. All races are welcome
to enter. Winners receive of any number of things, such as wealth
or rare items, but mostly it’s about honor. However, it’s
notoriously vicious. Those brave enough to enter know they may not
survive to the end.”

Kyra cocked her head. “Why would they demand
you race?”

He shrugged. “Because I’d won it
before.”

Sonya could guess what the next question
might be and she wanted to save Aidan from having to endure it.
Before Kyra could open her mouth, she asked, “So, when are we to
meet with the dragons?”

Aidan gave her a grateful smile and said,
“There is a space city called Uli Rings.”

“I’ve been there. Let me guess, they want to
meet in Between the Rings.” The club was a popular destination,
named for its location in the center of the three rotating ringlets
that made up the complex.

“That’s the place. If we warp again we can
be there in a couple of days.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask about that,” Cale
finally rejoined the conversation, seeming to have regained
himself. “How is it we warped? Anya didn’t—”

“No,” Aidan interrupted. “We stockpiled fuel
before we got to Earth. Sebastian loaded up more than enough for
another ten warps, if needed.”

Sonya hid a guilty expression. Anya had
still been sneaking energy to the ship. Sonya didn’t like it, but
she’d been sworn to secrecy. Usually she would never have agreed to
such a thing, but the sneaky little chit was learning the finer
points of blackmail.

A masculine palm embraced her backside and
Sonya stilled, squelching a surprised gasp. Next to her, Ethan
feigned interest in the conversation with a smug expression.

She gnashed her teeth. The bar counter hid
his actions from the others, but he was still risking
detection—especially with Cale present—although her brother seemed
to have receded into his own thoughts again, completely unobservant
at the moment.

She bristled when she felt the pressure on
her ass increase. What the hell was he thinking? She suspected he
thoroughly enjoyed throwing her off balance, the bastard!

Two could play this game.

Ignoring how his touch affected her, she
slid her tail up his leg, making no secret as to where it headed.
Ethan went rigid, his smile frozen in place. When she met with her
target, he gulped loudly and she couldn’t help a triumphant grin.
Still nobody noticed. She felt so naughty.

His fingers dug in tighter, and she
responded in kind, this time rubbing along his length. He’d once
called her tail wicked. Ha. He had no idea.

“Woops!” Jade’s voice sounded from behind,
and they pulled apart. “I uh, thought I was working tonight.”

Sonya resisted the urge to
smack that insipid mischievous expression right off her face.
“You’re working tomorrow night, Jade, when we will resume your
training.” If I don’t kill you
first.

“Oh, then I’ll see you later.” She waved
seductively at Ethan. “Later, Ethan.”

Sonya speared Ethan with a violent look,
daring him to wave back. Her fangs descended as she approached the
Edge, the slightest hint of interest threatening to set her off.
However, his attention never wavered from her. His eyes, intense
and keen, darkened with hunger. She repressed an oncoming shiver
and sternly shook her head. Spurring her lust any further was a
terrible idea.

As if reading her thoughts, he seemed to
come back to himself and offered an apologetic look—something she
had never seen before. The sight took her aback. And, surprisingly,
it was enough to ebb her fury.

For now.

 


 



Chapter 19
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Cale ground his teeth.

Isn’t that your last
name? Zoey had asked.

Kyra’s blush said more than she probably
intended. And for some reason, red had flashed across Cale’s vision
as his mind invented all sorts of loathsome scenarios that might
inspire Kyra to desire the name.

Most involved her lusting after an overgrown
lizard.

She’d lived with the dragons—princes, no
less. In their home? For how long? And for what reason?

When Aidan insinuated a possible match,
Cale’s blood reached boiling point, feeling as though it would burn
through his veins. A familiar rage came over him, and he dug his
nails into his palm to assuage it. For a time, he regained a
measure of focus, losing track of the conversation again when
Kyra’s face lit up at the prospect of seeing her old acquaintances.
Still, he managed to conceal his turmoil.

Why did he care, anyway?
They’d had one good night together. A really, really good night.
But that was where his interest ended…usually. Almost as soon as
they’d boarded Marada, he’d decided to distance himself, get back to his routine.
Taking her to his bed again would only increase her attachment.
And, an errant part of his mind added, his own.

On the first night back, he should have been
relieved to be free of his charges. He’d accomplished his task.
Kyra was safe, and now everyone could concentrate on the next
objective. But he’d be lying if he said he didn’t crave her touch.
Aside from that, he found it impossible to look at her without
growing stiff, and for the last few days, she’d had complete
dominance over his thoughts.

A couple of times, he’d tried seeking her
out to prove he could maintain an easy acquaintance, but with each
attempt words had failed him. All he’d wanted was to guide her into
the nearest darkened room and finally have her sweet cries in his
ear as he lost himself inside her.

Player.

That’s what she thought of him.

The definition was turning out to be more on
point than he had allowed himself to admit. He heard whispers
around the ship, speculating on his newest conquest—whether it was
the Faieara or the human. Or both.

He recalled having no interest in Zoey. She
was desirable enough, and it was true that he’d had ample
opportunity. He had even inadvertently caused her to become aroused
on occasion back in the hotel room while Kyra had been unconscious,
though he hadn’t even entertained the notion of seducing her.

Sonya’s nearly inaudible growl pulled Cale
from his thoughts. Seemed something Jade did had really pissed her
off. He watched Jade saunter away, and before disappearing out the
door, her gaze shifted to him with clear invitation.

Jade was always up for a quick screw.

If he went with her now, perhaps she would
break him of his dangerous new obsession. Yet more than just his
brain lacked enthusiasm for the idea. Besides, he overheard Aidan
ask Kyra about her visit to Legura.

“My father was grooming me to take the
throne,” she explained, “and wanted me well acquainted with our
allies.”

Cale seethed. Exactly what did she mean by
“well acquainted”?

Aidan countered, “I remember hearing you
were very young at the time. He was preparing you even then?”

“Nineteen wasn’t so young,” she protested.
“But I guess my father was rushing me in my studies.”

“Studies?” Cale heard himself ask. “Your
visit was purely for educational purposes?”

“Yes, to learn the language,” she replied.
“And culture. But also to develop a positive relationship with the
Okoras and strengthen the alliance between our people.”

“And how did you go about
strengthening this alliance?” From the corner of his
eye, Cale saw Sonya raise a brow just as he registered the snide
innuendo in his own tone.

Unamused, Kyra remarked, “Well, Cale, I
simply slept with every male in the clan. No surer way than
that.”

Obviously she was
joking—she’d better be
joking!—but aggression flooded his mind
nonetheless. Everyone suddenly focused on him, displaying a range
of expressions, none of them good. For something to do, he swigged
his drink, pretending he didn’t care if she slept with all the
clans in the universe.

Because he didn’t.

 


Cale’s throat drew Kyra’s gaze as it worked
to guzzle the last of the beverage. She wasn’t sure what his
outburst had been about, but if his intention was to irritate
her…well, he succeeded. A small part of her suggested he might be
jealous, but her more rational side discarded the conjecture.

When he brought the glass down, his features
remained tight. She tried to imagine what he might be thinking.
Most likely he was trying to fabricate an excuse to cut out. Hard
to miss Jade’s unabashed eye-fuck as she’d slithered out the door,
inspiring in Kyra a shocking urge to rip out the girl’s hair.

God, I need to get a
grip.

She’s never felt so possessive over a male
before. The intensity of it was rather frightening. Especially
because she could imagine herself seated in a darkened room, a
bourbon in one hand and a bat in the other, waiting for an
unsuspecting Jade to enter.

Suddenly Portia pushed her way to the center
of the group. “What evil plots are we discussing this evening?”

In an instant, the heavy tension dissipated
as Zoey fawned, thanking her repeatedly for the language spell.

Portia simply waved her hand, replying,
“You’ll pay me back later.”

Kyra recalled the awkward sniffing from
earlier and asked, “Why did you think Zo was a vampire?” Even she
had thought them nothing more than a human myth.

“I was warned that there would be one aboard
this ship, but now that I think of it, they could have just been
screwing with me.”

“Are there really vampires?” Zoey
sputtered.

Portia shrugged, not answering, but Zo lost
interest when Rex muttered something in her ear. She let out a
flirty giggle, and they fell back into their private bubble. Ethan
and Sonya returned to serving drinks, and Kyra was left to converse
with Cale, Aidan, and Portia.

A demon, a dragon, and a witch, oh my.

She chuckled to herself, realizing the
alcohol must be starting to affect her.

“So Cale,” Aidan said, moving to a new
topic. “What do you think of Sebastian and Marik mating Kyra’s
sisters? A lot’s changed, huh?”

“Aye,” Cale said with a bit of a bemused
look in his eyes.

“Some of us had wondered if…” Aidan trailed
off as his gaze shifted to Kyra. “I mean, we all thought it was a
funny coincidence, you know, them being sisters and all. What are
the odds?”

Kyra’s brows furrowed. “Why should it be so
strange?”

Aidan smiled, growing slightly more
enthusiastic. “Well, it’s said that demons only have one mate out
there.” He held up a finger in emphasis. “A single destined mate
that they wait all their lives to find.”

“One? In
all the universe?” Kyra
asked, disbelieving.

“That’s what they say.”

Cale’s jaw locked.

“That’s just silly.” She raised her glass to
her lips, but paused, realizing how that may have come across. “No
offense, Cale, but that sounds ridiculous. Idiotic, actually.”

His only response was a tight shrug, but his
expression had gone cold.

Unfortunately, she didn’t seem capable of
stopping. “What if a demon’s mate is from another planet that
doesn’t travel space?”

Like Earth, her mind whispered. With a bit
of a struggle, she kept her head from turning to Rex and Zoey.

And still her mouth went on. “If that were
the case, then you would never ever meet them in all your life!
What would you do then? Just live alone, taking the occasional
random partner who doesn’t mean anything?” She stifled a wince.
Ouch, that was close to home. “Again, no offense, Cale.”

His gaze narrowed. “You’re drunk.”

“So?”

“So, I’m going to let that slide.”

Something else came to mind. “And what if
one of said mates dies? What happens to the other? Are they dammed
to a loveless existence? Could there never be another?” She wasn’t
sure if her last question was rhetorical or directed specifically
at Cale.

He answered anyway. “No, there can’t.” His
tone demanded she shut her mouth but…

“Why not? Do you still love her? Is it a
loyalty thing?”

“It’s because there can’t!” His words
reverberated off the walls and the room went quiet. She saw a
glimmer of red in his irises and managed to lock her jaw.

Sonya appeared between them. “Hey, Cale, how
about you and I head over to the exercise room? It’s been too long
since I introduced your face to the mat.”

“Later,” he said dismissively. To Kyra, he
sneered, “What is it you think you know about me?”

“I, uh…” She shook her head, realizing she’d
gone too far.

He hollered, “You think you know what I’ve
been through?”

“No,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean—”

He moved closer, his demeanor menacing. “You
don’t know shit!”

“Okay, I get it. I don’t know shit. I’m
sorry.” She should look away, but couldn’t. Pain flashed across his
face and it dug into her heart. She noted two things then: Cale was
still in love with his mate. And she…she was in love with Cale.

He mistook her expression for pity. “Don’t
look at me like that!” He turned to make his way out the door,
knocking a chair out of his way as he went.

 



Chapter 20
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Rage roiled through Cale like a blaze out of
control as he stormed down the hall. Those in his way wisely took
evasive action. He should have taken Sonya up on her offer. His
aggression was nearing the point of no return.

Everyone knew of his past. Why had it
bothered him so much that Kyra did too? Anyway, it was none of her
business. Who was she to judge him?

He’d been furious with Velicia after her
betrayal, but over the years he’d convinced himself that she had
merely been led astray by his wretched mother. Velicia had been a
victim, same as he, same as the rest of his family. His biggest
regret was leaving her behind. He should have gone back for her. If
she were here now, she would know just how to sooth him.

“Cale!” Kyra’s voice bounced down the
hall.

He stilled. As she jogged toward him, her
delicious feminine fragrance surrounded him. Calling to him. Making
instinct war with common sense.

“I’m sorry,” she started. “I didn’t intend
to upset you.”

“I—Am—Not—Upset.”

“Uh, you look pretty pissed,” she
argued.

“Pissed I’ll agree to.”

She had no idea the danger she was in, the
tumult coursing through his veins. Desire flared inside him so
strongly he had trouble deciphering what it was he wanted. He
needed to get away from her, before he totally lost himself. He was
on the verge of something he couldn’t describe. A new kind of pain
made itself known, crawling up his spine, over his shoulders.

“Cale, would you please just talk to me?”
She paused. “Look at me, at least.”

His grip on sanity faltered, and he careened
closer to the Edge. Falling. He had to keep control. He could hurt
her if he didn’t.

He made the mistake of meeting her eyes.
Their lovely gemstone depths captured him completely. Their color
continued to stun him, even though her irises looked unusually dull
today, sad.

They should be brighter, sexier, with a
golden heat. He wanted to infuse them with the inferno that
currently coursed through his every nerve. He wanted to see the sun
in her eyes again.

Something inside him shifted.

A sliver of his rage waned, even as he
gripped her wrist and led her down the corridor.

“Cale, I’ll follow. You don’t need to drag
me.”

He didn’t let up as he walked with purpose.
She stumbled to keep pace. Reason abandoned him. He hardly noticed
the rooms they passed, the doorway they entered, the scent of the
pool in his nostrils. Pushing her into the changing room, he locked
them inside and stalked toward her. She backed up, studying his
expression with a hint of fear.

He didn’t like that, but couldn’t seem to
stop himself. “I am going to have you now.”

Her reply was breathy. “Yeah, I got
that.”

He grasped the slender arch of her neck, and
she came to him with almost no resistance. Their mouths gnashed
together, his tongue plunging, sliding between her parted lips,
tasting her with every silky touch.

A needy whimper bubbled from deep inside
her, enflaming his desire. But then she went quiet again, spurring
his urgency to hear more of those sweet sounds.

Hooking her waist, he twisted their bodies,
forcing her against the wall and capturing her there. His thigh
found its way between her legs, and he lifted it high against her
center. He was rewarded with an erotic moan as her scent washed
over him, somehow managing to increase his lust further.

He lifted her arms over her head, seeking
her total surrender as their tongues danced. She met his passion
with equal savagery, rolling her hips against him. His shaft jerked
painfully.

He growled, going mindless. Yet some part of
him clung to a thread of lucidity. His mind cried danger, telling
him that he was riding the Edge in a way he’d never before
experienced. One unsteady step, and he wouldn’t be able to keep
from slipping into its murky depths.

He pulled back and lost his breath. Her eyes
glowed under heavy lids, like liquid honey. The most beautiful
thing he’d ever seen, even while the burning in his veins turned
into molten lava. He ignored it. All he could focus on was her.

As he took in her beauty, her expression
grew beseeching. Why? Had he done something wrong? Was she hurt?
His body shook with need.

He was about to release her when she
muttered seductively, “Cale, don’t stop.”

With a relieved groan, he resumed his
frenzy, losing himself once more in her soft warm flesh. Opposing
thoughts battled in his head, fighting for supremacy: Take her now,
make her come, slow down till she begs.

He wanted all of her, to wring every last
cry of pleasure from her and then some.

“What do you want?” he asked.

After a hint of surprise wore off, her
features turned defiant. With a wry smile she replied, “I want you
to make me scream, Cale. Do you think you can handle that?”

A huge grin spread across his face at the
challenge. That he could do. He had her clothes off her in seconds.
She reached to undress him next, but he caught her around the waist
and lifted her over his shoulder. A confounded sound pushed out her
lungs.

The dressing room was fairly bare, with only
a counter adjoined to a mirror and a small couch in the corner. He
dropped her on the couch, riveted as her breasts bounced with the
impact. She looked up at him quizzically, then turned hungry when
she realized he what meant to do.

He knelt between her legs, forcing her
thighs over his shoulders. Their eyes locked as he lowered to take
his first taste. His mind blanked, and the Edge fell away. If he
wasn’t already on his knees, he would have toppled over.
Desperation devoured him, desire becoming a demand. His tongue
slipped greedily over her tender flesh, caressing every inch while
she gave herself to him completely.

Deliriously, he engulfed her, exploring her
sex till he found the spot that made her shutter uncontrollably. He
lingered there until her trembling became gasping, gasping to
panting, panting to moaning. Her body moved in sync with his touch,
thrusting as each swipe pulled another cry from her.

Yet she still held back.

Wicked female!

 


He had her and he knew it. It was only a
matter of time before Kyra could no longer stifle the ecstasy that
was ready to explode out of her. She battled to hold back the
pleasure that bordered the sweetest agony. Fought to contain
herself with each devious caress of his tongue. But in the end, she
lost.

As her release tore through her—consuming
her heart and soul—she screamed.

When her sight came back, Cale beamed
triumphantly. There was only one way to wipe that smug expression
off his face. She sank out of the chair, joining him on the floor.
He feigned mild interest as she pulled at his waistband, loosening
his pants.

He hissed when she wrapped her hand around
his engorged shaft, running her palm along his length.

Moving like a predator, he gripped her ass
and shoved her front against his, dipping his head to the valley of
her neck—licking, sucking, nipping. She moaned again, nearly ready
to give him control once more, but she pushed against his chest,
determined. He gave a sound of protest, but allowed her to maneuver
him against the counter as she knelt before him.

The intensity with which he watched her made
her shiver.

She gripped his shaft again, and the edges
of his jaw tightened. She grinned mischievously, capturing his gaze
as she inched her lips closer. His shaft jerked in her hand, and he
swallowed loudly, almost looking as though he were in pain.

Taking pity, she closed her lips around him,
sucking to the hilt.

“Fuck!” he cried, and then delved into a
stream of incoherent curses.

She pulled out slowly, twirling her tongue
around the tip and then sucked him back in, reveling in his
rumbling masculine groans. As if he couldn’t help it, his hips
began to thrust gently. She wrapped her fist around his base,
working him as she stroked him with her mouth.

“Gods of mercy, Kyra, you’re going to make
me come.”

She would have too, but he took control once
more, lifting her to her feet and bending her over the counter.

She glanced up at him in the mirror. He had
become fierce, daunting, and her heart thundered at the change.

He rasped, “I’m winning this one.” Then he
gripped her hips, pushing her legs apart with his knee. She felt
his shaft rub against her entrance with surprising gentleness,
coating himself with her essence. She swished her hips in
invitation, and he growled, pressing into her.

When her eyes closed on a gasp, he demanded,
“Look at me.” She did, also seeing how lustful her own gaze had
become. She was like some strange wanton creature.

He pushed into her again, and they groaned
in unison. Eyes locked, he began to thrust. She gripped the
overhang and mirror for a bit of stability as he moved to a
delicious rhythm.

Still they watched each other, breaths
ragged, the passion surging as his tempo became savage. Their cries
mingled as flesh pounded against flesh and luscious pleasure raked
through her. For the second time, she screamed as the bliss took
her.

With a guttural sound, he stilled, giving
one more deep thrust as his seed burst forth. Then he hunched over
her with one arm on the counter, propping him up. His breath
fluttered coolly over her sweat-dampened skin.

He stood then, turning away and buckling his
pants. She hadn’t even gotten him fully naked. Meanwhile her
clothes littered the floor, and a red mark from the edge of the
counter top ran along her belly. She might endeavor to be
embarrassed if she had the energy. However, when he headed straight
for the door, she did plow headlong into anger.

“Where the fuck are you going?” She scooped
up her panties and stepped into them.

He gave her his profile. “What? I’m headed
back to the pub.”

She stabbed her feet into her jeans. “You’re
just going to leave me here? Without a word? A second glance?”

“I’m looking at you now. What do you want me
to say? That was great, thanks?”

“Fuck you, Cale.” She slipped on her shirt
and brushed passed him, muttering to herself, “I’m such an Idiot.
What did I expect?”

Cale fell in step behind her. “I told you
what to expect from me, and that’s exactly what you got.”

“You’re right, Cale. Not only am I an idiot,
I’m a bad listener to boot.” Once in the hall, he continued to
follow her. “Go on to the pub and leave me alone!”

He gripped her upper arm, halting her
mid-step. She frowned at him.

“What do you want from me?”

What did she want? Everything! But a much
more honest part of her conscience concluded that, at the moment,
she was so pathetic as to want almost anything she could get.

“Nothing,” she decided.

The sound of footsteps echoed down the hall.
Kyra turned to see Anya rushing toward them, her face panicked.

“Cale, Kyra!” she called. “Come quick.
Something’s wrong with Nadua.”

Kyra ripped her arm away from Cale and
followed her sister.

As they went, Anya spoke rapidly. “We were
practicing together, trying to explore our gifts. I told her how I
can reach out with my mind and touch everybody’s energy, and she’s
been trying to do it too.”

“How long have you been doing this?” Cale
asked, surprising Kyra that he’d come along.

“Almost since she came aboard,” Anya
replied. “She’d been doing well, I could tell, but today she…I
can’t even describe it. I could hardly take it myself. Her energy
just…flared out of control.”

 


Cale heard the screaming before they entered
the training room. Nadua was writhing on the floor, eyes shut
tight, arms cradling her head.

Anya waited by the door, obviously having
trouble blocking whatever it was that was happening.

Kyra rushed to her side. “Nadua! Can you
talk to me? Nadua!”

The screaming continued. “Too much! Stop!
Stop it!”

Kyra placed her hand on Nadua’s arm. Nadua
responded violently, thrashing. He lunged forward to hold the girl
down as Kyra ducked flailing limbs.

“Anya! Make it stop!” Nadua screeched.

“I can’t! I can’t!” Anya chanted, sinking to
her knees and bringing her palms to the sides of her face.

“What the hell is going on?” Cale
demanded.

His outburst went ignored.

Kyra reached for Nadua again. “Open your
eyes,” she cooed. “Look at me. Nadua?”

“Kyra?” Nadua whimpered. “I can’t make it
stop.”

“What’s happening?”

“It’s everything! It’s too much.” Nadua
opened her eyes, and Cale cursed. There were no whites, no irises.
In their place were two pools of black, dotted with specs of
color.

Kyra sucked in a breath, whispering,
“Father’s eyes.” Then she placed her hands on Nadua’s face, forcing
the girl to look her way. “Listen to my voice. I’m here, okay? I’m
what’s real.”

“Okay,” Nadua huffed. “Okay.”

“What are you seeing?”

“Everything. I can’t make any sense of it.
It’s past, present, future. All at once.”

Suddenly, Nadua let out a harrowing wail.
Anya followed suit, curling into herself. When Kyra crumbled as
well with an equally pained cry, Cale considered knocking Nadua
unconscious, but his vision faltered.

It felt like he was still in the training
room, but it looked as though he were somewhere else completely. To
be more accurate, several somewhere elses. He was in the pub, some
random room on the ship, the surface of a planet he’d never seen
before, back home…His mother sat with a young Velicia…Then he was
on another unfamiliar planet. So many people’s memories gnashed
together.

“Kyra!” he called, hoping she could hear
him. “I’m seeing some pretty weird shit!” As the pictures flew by,
people appeared and disappeared mid-action, like apparitions. His
brain started to pound with the overflow of information, and he
couldn’t imagine what the others were going through.

“You see it too?” Kyra replied. “Anya? How
about you?”

No response.

“Anya!”

Still no response.

“Kyra,” Cale hollered in a warning tone.
“I’m going to knock your sister out.”

“Don’t you dare!”

“Damn it. Then what do we do?”

Nadua continued to struggle under him,
probably getting the brute force of her own personal mind-fuck.

Kyra’s voice sounded. “Nadua, listen to me!
Remember what Father said. Focus on your anchor. Let the magic flow
through you like water. Your anchor keeps you still.”

Cale felt Nadua attempt to relax, yet the
images continued to block his sight. Her harsh breathing slowly
became more rhythmic, controlled. He began to notice some
reoccurring visions. Marik appeared more and more. His face, his
smile.

Blech.

It was strange to see him through Nadua’s
eyes. Instinctively, Cale assumed that Marik was this “anchor.”

Thankfully, like a fog blowing away, the
visions faded. Though Nadua’s eyes were still black, both he and
Kyra seemed to be free of…whatever the hell that was.

Anya was out cold.

When Nadua fully calmed, he released her and
stepped back to check on Anya. Kyra clasped Nadua’s hand, offering
more encouraging words.

Once Cale determined Anya was breathing, he
stepped to the transmitter to call for Sebastian. As it was, he’d
get his head ripped off for not contacting him sooner.

Kyra sighed. “Cale, I think we’re fine now.
You can go. Thank you.”

Dismissed?

“I’ll stay.” He surveyed her with a glance.
She didn’t look hurt. Tired, maybe.

He scrubbed a hand down his face, processing
everything that had just occurred. He knew he’d upset her earlier.
Unintentionally, but still. Being with her this time had been so
overwhelming, so significant. The power of it had pushed him far
past the Edge and then back again. Never had he experienced
lovemaking like that…with anyone.

No. Surely he had with Velicia.

Hadn’t he?

Seeing Kyra watch him in the mirror, her
eyes aflame, burning for him…something in him responded with a
staggering ferocity. He felt scorched inside and out, balls to
bone. It had thrilled him just as it had terrified him. But then it
had been as if acid flowed through his veins. He had expected the
pain, but not to the degree with which it manifested. It lingered
still.

At the time, his mind had become so
convoluted he had to get away. To clear his head. But the hurt in
her tone had deemed it impossible for him to leave her.

What was happening to him?

Sebastian burst into the room, and Cale
backed away from Anya, knowing to steer clear of a demon and his
mate—especially if she were in trouble.

Sebastian scooped her limp body into his
arms and bellowed, “What happened here?”

Marik appeared next, heading straight for
Nadua. Cale noticed that the girl’s eyes had returned to normal.
She reached for Marik as he bent to lift her off the ground,
ensuring him, “I’m fine.”

“All of you come with me, now,” Sebastian
ordered in a dark tone, before disappearing out the door. No doubt
headed for sickbay.

On the way, Kyra described the whole
episode. Her account wasn’t much different than Cale’s. She’d seen
the visions and made about as much sense out of them as he had.
Anya roused just before they reached sickbay, insisting that she
didn’t need the doctor, but Sebastian pressed.

“I hadn’t seen any visions,” Anya said,
after hearing what the others had experienced, “but when both of
you touched Nadua, the energy tripled. It was overwhelming. I don’t
remember much else. I guess I just blacked out.”

Nadua displayed interest in the fact that
Cale and Kyra had seen everything she had, and she had somehow
transferred the visions to them. “Normally, I receive a vision of
someone only after I’ve physically touched them. But this was
different. There were visions of every person on the ship, even
those I’d never touched.”

Anya explained that they’d been working on
expanding their powers, pushing past the boundaries. Now that
everyone had calmed down, she was rather excited.

When Sebastian began to protest the
continuation of this training, both Anya and Nadua insisted that
they needed to find out how far they could take it. Kyra nodded in
agreement. Sebastian made one more attempt to dissuade them, but
Cale knew his brother was fighting a losing battle. Anya got that
familiar determined gleam in her eye and there was nothing else
Sebastian could say.

Cale actually approved of their practice, as
haphazard as it had turned out to be. He was all for testing
boundaries and was impressed with Anya’s dedication. From what he’d
heard, she had become quite talented with her magic. It gave him
hope that Kyra might someday master her own gift.

Kyra had become quiet, a contemplative frown
on her face. Cale thought of how things would have turned out had
she been the one to lose control.

Instead of a headache and a little peek into
another person’s existence, she could destroy everyone on
board.
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Kyra stayed out of the way as Marik and
Sebastian fussed over her sisters, their features raked with
concern. Cale remained on the opposite side of sickbay from her,
his arms folded, cold and uncaring. The contradiction was
blaring.

She was tempted to describe herself as one
of those pathetic ex-girlfriends, only she had never even been
considered a girlfriend. She reminded herself that it was the worst
possible time in her life to be jonesing for some jerkoff. A drop
dead sexy jerkoff who gave her mind-bending, soul-shattering
orgasms—and was already mated!

Weariness blanketed her, and she suddenly
felt desperate to get away.

Luckily, Sebastian gave her an out. “I need
to get back to the control room. Anya, I had better find you in our
bed resting when I get up there. No more training tonight.”

Kyra slipped through the door after saying a
quick goodnight to her sisters. The hall seemed to go on forever as
she made her way to her room. Then she remembered she’d left Zoey
in the pub with Rex.

“Damn,” she muttered.

“Damn what?” Cale’s close proximity startled
her.

“Damn none of your business, Cale.” She
sneered, not slowing her pace.

“Fair enough,” he replied, unconcerned by
her sharp tone.

After a moment of silence, she asked, “Are
you just going to follow me?”

“I want to make sure you’re alright.”

“That’s sweet of you,” she said with heavy
sarcasm. “But really not your concern.”

“Of course it’s my concern.”

She rounded on him. “Why is that, Cale?”

“Because…” He struggled for words. “Because
it is.”

She rolled her eyes and then continued on
her way.

“Are you heading back to the pub?”

She sighed, realizing he had no intention of
letting her be. “Yes.”

“Good, I’ll join you.”

“I’m not going there for a drink, but you
have a blast.”

“You’re prickly.”

She bit back a retort, resolving not to
fight with him. By the time the pub came into view, she’d had to
hold her tongue three more times. For some reason, his attitude had
done a one-eighty. Before, he’d been ready to cut and run; now he
was acting all fuzzy bunny.

Why the change?

At the entrance, she scanned for Zoey, but
she and Rex were gone. A lead weight dropped into the pit of her
stomach as a very unladylike curse left her lips.

She rushed to ask Sonya, “Where are Zoey and
Rex?”

Sonya raised her brow at the urgent tone.
“They left a little bit ago.”

“Where?”

“I don’t make it a habit of asking people
where they’re going.” She paused. “But by their affectionate
display, I suggest you check his room.”

“Great.” Kyra let her head drop.

“And you let them go?” Cale growled.

Kyra faced him, bemused.

Sonya too looked taken aback. “No one
informed me I was supposed to be babysitting.”

Exasperated, he started toward the exit.
This time Kyra followed. She had to hurry to keep up with his long
strides. “You going to find them?”

“Yup.”

“No offense, but why do you care what Rex
does with Zoey? You have your sights set on her next?”

Through gritted teeth, Cale muttered, “Why
does the term ‘no offense’ always precede something offensive?
Better yet, did you really intend not to offend me, or was that
your goal?”

She frowned, not answering.

They rounded a corner, and he halted so
suddenly she ran into him, nearly losing her balance.

“A little warning, please.”

He grabbed her by the wrist, both righting
her and acting as a warning of its own. “Well?” he demanded.

She met his gaze with icy coolness. “Yeah, I
was hoping you’d take offense.”

“Why?”

Because you hurt me, she wanted to scream.
Instead, she ground out, “Let—Go—Of—Me.”

Releasing her, he strolled to a nearby door,
raised a fist, and pounded against the metal. They waited in
awkward silence till the hatch slid open and a shirtless Rex
appeared.

“Is Zoey in there?” Cale’s voice was full of
malice. Whether it was because of their spat or a true concern for
Zoey, Kyra was unsure.

“Cale?” Zo questioned from inside. She was
dressed in a long shirt and nothing else.

“You alright?” Cale ground out.

“Uh, yeah. What are you guys doing?”

Focusing on Rex, Cale morphed into pure
aggression. Rex lifted his chin in response. Kyra was about to step
between them when Cale finally spoke, his words dripping with
hostility. “You harm her, and I will feed you your own intestine
after I’ve ripped it from your gut.”

Rex’s lips thinned, but he was otherwise
undaunted. “Noted.”

“Very well.” Cale turned to leave.

Kyra’s jaw dropped. She was left glaring at
the door as it closed. “That’s it?”

Cale responded in a softer tone, “She’s not
a child. She’ll be fine.”

“I realize that, but…” Kyra rushed to catch
him.

“You’re afraid Rex will turn out to be an
asshole like me?”

Whatever she’d been about to say floundered
in her throat. “I don’t think you’re an asshole.”

He offered her a dubious look.

“At least, not all the time,” she qualified
and found herself smiling. “You’re a sporadic asshole.” At that,
she thought she saw his lips curl ever so slightly. “I thought that
was actually very sweet, what you just did. You really do care for
Zo?”

He was quiet for a long while, and she
assumed the conversation was over. Perhaps that was for the best.
Her muscles screamed with exhaustion and more arguing would just
drain her further.

Then he replied, “Not just Zo.”

Her step halted, and he slowed, giving her a
rare venerable expression before he schooled his features.

“I don’t know what happened between us
before,” he confessed. “It was like nothing…It was…” He trailed
off.

“Incredible,” she finished with a sigh.

His features twisted into a sexy grin, and
she realized she’d just given a steroid boost to his ego.

“I just didn’t know what to make of it,” he
added. “Still don’t.”

“So, you ran.”

He shrugged.

As apologies go, it wasn’t great, but it was
at least an explanation she could understand. A bit of her anger
drained away. She hadn’t been paying attention to which direction
they walked, but somehow they’d made it to her room. A part of her
was tempted to invite him in, but she decided against it.

“Goodnight, then. Thank you for your help
with my sisters, and Zo.”

 


Cale was about to protest, but the evidence
of her exhaustion showed. Though she seemed a little less vexed and
might not check him if he guided her into the room to take her for
the second time tonight.

His gaze dipped to her breasts, and he grew
stiff at the prospect. With exaggeration, she cleared her throat,
giving him a censured look.

Bollocks.

He leaned toward her anyway, slowly, so she
knew exactly what he intended. As if she couldn’t help it, her head
tilted for him, and he laid a soft kiss on her lips.

“Sweet dreams, Kyra,” he said, in a tone
meant for the bedroom. She shivered, and he couldn’t keep from
smirking— especially when her eyes narrowed, as he knew they
would.

To his disappointment, she disappeared
behind the door. Meanwhile he’d given himself a raging cockstand
that needed tending to.

As he headed for his room, a familiar voice
stopped him. “You too, Calic?” Jade purred. “I’m beginning to
wonder if there’s something more going on with those Faieara that
they have all the demons on this ship wrapped around their little
fingers.”

“I don’t catch your meaning,” he muttered,
for some reason irritated by her presence. Yet something in her
words tugged at him. He continued his stride, hoping to leave her
behind, but she shadowed him.

“Well, first Sebastian,
then Marik, and now both you and
Sonya? It just seems strange, don’t you
agree?”

“It’s not like that with…Wait, Sonya?”

“Yeah, she’d getting all cozy with Ethan.
Just like you with that new girl. Why haven’t you ever kissed me
like that, hmm?” She pouted. “It makes a girl feel a little
undervalued.”

“Sonya and Ethan?” Cale replied, ignoring
the rest of her comment. He hadn’t paid much attention to Sonya
these last few days, but surely she wouldn’t…with Ethan?

“Mm-hmm.” Her lips quirked into a
mischievous smile, but Cale hardly noticed as he was already headed
in the opposite direction.

 


Kyra awoke to a soft knocking at her door.
Her gaze went to Zoey’s bed, which looked as though it hadn’t even
been slept in.

Dragging herself from under the warm cocoon
of covers, she shuffled to the door. A bright-eyed Sonya stood on
the other side with Portia beside her.

“I thought we could all grab some breakfast
and get to know each other.” Sonya’s cheerfulness was sickeningly
contagious.

Kyra dug a fist into her eye, sweeping away
the sleep. “I’m going to need a minute.”

“Of course, we’ll wait.” Sonya sauntered to
the couch and flopped down. Portia followed suit.

Slipping into the changing room, Kyra
rummaged through the small cache of outfits and found a simple tan
dress. Then she searched for something to cover her bare shoulders
and came up empty. In the bathroom, she washed her face and teeth
and pulled her hair in a messy ponytail to get it out of the
way.

As if on cue, her tummy grumbled, and she
stepped back into the main room. “Ready.”

“Where’s Zoey?” Sonya asked.

Kyra snorted. “Guess.”

“Ah. Just us then.”

The salon was packed with crew members.
Almost instantly, Kyra realized that something was amiss. Most
everyone looked irritated or famished. Anya pushed through a set of
doors, carrying a tray of food. After delivering the plates to a
set of tables, she spotted Kyra and approached with a wave.

“Why is it so busy in here?” Sonya
inquired.

“Marik had to step away for a minute.
Something about a meeting in the training room.”

“A meeting?” Sonya replied. “Who’s cooking
then?”

Anya grimaced. “Myself and Nadua.” A loud
crash emanated from the galley, followed by a string of curses.
“Oh, I think she burnt herself again.” Anya rushed away, promising
to return with something edible.

Sonya’s brow wrinkled in thought, but she
said nothing. Long moments later, Anya emerged with a tray of
steaming bowls for them. The contents didn’t look quite right. It
was then that Kyra realized she would never again taste a Philly
Cheesesteak, and her shoulders slumped.

Without taking a bite, Sonya blurted,
“What’s the meeting about?” There was an edge to her voice that
caught Kyra’s attention.

Anya’s head tilted to one side. “I thought
you would have known about it.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because when Bastian and Cale came to get
Marik, I heard your name mentioned.”

“My name?”

“Yeah, and Ethan’s. I figured…” Anya trailed
off as color leached from Sonya’s face. “What is it?”

“I will kill them.” Sonya bolted out of her
seat.

Before trailing her, Portia said, “This
should prove to be entertaining.”

Kyra met Anya’s stunned gaze and then raced
after the other two. Sonya was long gone, but it was easy to catch
Portia. When they reached the training room, Kyra nearly stumbled
into Sonya, standing motionless in the door frame. Past her, the
demons had Ethan surrounded, looking ready to pounce. Ethan’s heavy
breathing alarmed Kyra. All four males had a calculating gleam in
their eyes. What was happening here?

Without warning, Cale swung his leg out in
graceful high kick. Ethan’s back bowed, dodging the blow. At the
same time, Marik rushed forward with a swipe of his fist. Kyra
covered her mouth, expecting to see Ethan tumble to the ground, but
he dodged again in another smooth maneuver. Sebastian attempted to
catch him off guard with a combination of moves, none of which hit
their mark, and Cale struck out again. Ethan evaded with swift
expertise, and Kyra’s heartbeat eased.

The movements became so fast it was hard to
keep up, but each strike missed Ethan.

Watching Cale made something in her gut
twist. He was gorgeous in his fighting stance with his shirt
bundled in the corner of the room. The muscles on his chest gleamed
with a light sheen. Unconsciously, she licked her lips.

As if sensing her, Cale’s gaze darted her
way. For a breath, hunger replaced his expression and a thrill
spurred through her.

Sonya clenched her fists, her irises
darkening to a deep red that was reminiscent of Cale on the
Edge.

Kyra took a tentative step back, pulling
Portia along with her. The males finally noticed them and their
gazes fixed on Sonya.

“What do you think you are
doing?” Sonya snarled.

“Look at you,” Sebastian muttered. “It’s
true, isn’t it?”

Kyra observed that fangs peeked out from the
corners of Sonya’s mouth.

“No!” Sonya countered. “It’s none of your
business.”

“Of course it’s our business. We look out
for you.”

“I resent that! I can take care of myself.
And I don’t appreciate you trying to scare away the only guy who’s
ever had the guts to sleep with me.”

At that, the room fell silent. Kyra wondered
if she should leave. This didn’t seem like something she should be
listening to, but she couldn’t make her feet move.

The demons shared a look.

“What?” Sebastian barked.

“You heard me. You scare away any guy who
merely looks at me. And don’t tell me it’s not on purpose.”

“Of course it’s on purpose,” Sebastian said
matter-of-factly. “But we never thought we actually succeeded.”

“Yeah,” Cale added. “We just figured you
were really discreet.”

Sonya rocked back on her feet, and Ethan
came up behind her, placing his hands on her shoulders. In that
moment, something passed silently between him and the other males.
Kyra couldn’t fathom what it was, but Sonya bristled.

“You’re approving?” she scoffed. “You think
I’m going to claim him?”

“You’re not?” Cale replied, incredulous.

“Why? So I can end up like you?”

He stilled. Then his lips peeled back and
his eyes narrowed dangerously. Sebastian placed a hand on his
shoulder in an attempt to calm him, but Cale didn’t respond—merely
continued to glare at his sister.

In a proud tone, Sebastian said, “You’re
lucky to have a male that can take on three demons and walk away
without a scratch. He’s one slippery son of a bitch.”

“I don’t want that and neither does he.”
Sonya gestured wildly at Kyra. “Why would he, when he’s supposed to
marry a princess.”

“What?” The word squeaked out on a breath.
She looked to Ethan, feeling dizzy. His lips pressed together.

Sonya noted her shock and explained, “Your
father made a deal with him. You’re supposed to be married when
this is over.” The demoness didn’t sound disdainful or jealous,
just accepting.

Kyra sank to the floor. A heavy tension fell
over the room as all eyes turned to her. She glanced up, seeking
one pair in particular. He looked…uncaring.

“I have a theory about all this,” Cale
declared. The coldness in his tone was like a slash to her heart.
“What are the odds that Sebastian and Marik find their mates so
conveniently? And now Sonya…with a pirate?”

Sonya opened her mouth to protest, but
Sebastian cut her off. “What are you saying?”

“Our kind may be unnaturally attracted to
Faieara.”

“I love my mate.” Sebastian
growled.

“As do I,” Marik hissed, both giving Cale a
look of warning.

“That may be true, but it doesn’t change the
facts. Think about it.”

“What about you, Cale?” Sebastian
challenged. “You were never attracted to Anya.”

“Not like you were.”

Kyra heard a deep menacing rumble, but her
eyes were frozen to the mat.

“Beat the shit out of me later, Bastian.
Marik, what about Rex? Rex and Nadua?”

Silence followed the question before Marik
replied, “If he was attracted to Nadua, he was wise enough not to
tell me about it.”

Kyra’s insides churned violently, like a
storm readying to unleash a thunderous devastation. She silently
begged Cale not to proceed with this train of thought, because she
knew what he would say next.

“I want her like I wanted…” He trailed off.
“But it’s not real. It can’t be.”

Her throat burned as she swallowed back
tears.

“I’m mated and cannot possibly…I cannot
truly be as attracted to her as I seem to be. I cannot want her at
all.”

No one said anything.

Kyra felt like shrinking into the floor, so
small a crack would swallow her up. Her legs managed to lift her
off the ground, and she made it out the door before she even
realized it.
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“You should go after her, Cale.” Sonya
wanted to smack her brother across the face, but she stayed near
Ethan, feeling the undeniable urge to protect him. Not that he
needed it. He had been magnificent.

Cale replied robotically, “It would be
heartless for me to further any contact between us.”

“Well, you’ve got the heartless part
correct,” Ethan retorted. “Do you have any idea how many rugs just
got pulled out from under her?”

“Enlighten me, pirate,” Cale sneered.

“Don’t talk to him like that.” Sonya
surprised herself by snapping back. She stubbornly ignored Ethan’s
astonishment, amending, “Only I can do that.”

Cale laughed without humor. “Don’t you see?
It’s happening to you too. You of all people…with a pirate?”

Ethan turned quizzical. “Explain that.”

“Cale,” Sonya warned. It was her decision
whether to tell Ethan of her past or not. And now was not the time.
She tried to convey this with a look, but Cale wasn’t taking the
hint. He was in full destructive mode.

“Our father was murdered by—”

“Stop it!” she screamed.

“She was there when—”

Just as she was ready to reach for one of
the training swords, Sebastian snaked a fist around the back of
Cale’s neck and forced him from room. Cale put up no
resistance.

Marik lingered a moment longer. “Don’t
listen to him,” he encouraged. “If Ethan truly is yours—”

“He’s not…we’re not…” She was finding it
hard to deny. Her mind scrambled for reinforcement. She reminded
herself, for the hundredth time, that Ethan was a despicable
pirate, but that excuse was starting to lose weight. However,
Cale’s theory did provide a rational explanation, and therefore
must be considered. If wayward magic were involved, then that would
remit everything. She could brush aside her desire and get on with
her life.

Marik interrupted her thoughts. “Well,
whatever this is”—he motioned to Ethan—“don’t let your past
influence you.” His words held an edge more personal than he
probably wanted to admit. She still didn’t fully know what went on
between him and Nadua, but considering Marik’s history, it couldn’t
have been easy for either.

Yet they are
happy.

Part of her knew he was
right. The horrors of her past, the stigma she’d applied to Ethan,
were no longer pragmatic. But aside from that, there was the fact
that Ethan didn’t want to be her mate.

She suspected the only reason Ethan was
enamored by her was because she continued to despise him so
thoroughly. He enjoyed the challenge. That was all.

After Marik left them alone, she warily
faced Ethan, expecting him to demand she expand on Cale’s garish
comment.

Instead, he gave her an impish grin. “You
rushed to my defense.”

“It’s not what you think. I just didn’t want
to have to find a new employee for my pub while your guts were
being scraped off the walls.”

“Ah, of course. That makes more sense.” He
moved closer, placing his hands on her hips as if it were the most
natural thing to do.

Then she did something she never in a
million years thought she would do. She rested her forehead against
his shoulder. It was an involuntary move that felt far too
gratifying.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she
muttered, knowing he would catch her meaning.

“I didn’t ask.”

“You want to, though.”

“Yes.”

She quickly changed the subject. “Do you
think Cale is right? About…” She couldn’t finish.

“It’s something I’ve considered.”

“You have?”

“Yes, ever since I figured out you wanted to
sink your teeth into me, and not just to tear out my throat.”

She pulled back, seeing a teasing glint in
his eyes. Damn sexy, irritating male. “That is never going to
happen. I’d slit you from navel to nose before that happens.”

“I’ve also figured out, the more you
threaten my life, the more you want me.”

“You’re delusional. And possibly
masochistic.”

“You may be right about that. It’s a good
thing I heal fairly quickly.”

She laughed despite herself. “How is it
you’re so fast? I’ve never seen anyone dodge like that.”

His grin widened. “Another facet of my gift.
A family trait, actually.” He paused as if deciding to continue or
not. “I’m able to read intent.”

She thought about that for a moment. “You
cheat?”

“Utilize my advantages,” he corrected. His
arm slipped to the small of her back.

“Tell me then, what are my intentions at the
moment?”

“You intend not to let me kiss you right
now, no matter how hard I try.”

She smirked, but did not refute.

“And I intend to do a lot more than just
kiss you.”

Her eyes widened just as his grew dark with
desire. Once she regained her composure, she tensed for battle.
“Game on then.”

 


“Are you completely daft?” Sebastian dug his
fingers deep into Cale’s neck, leading him down the hall.

Cale hardly felt it. His own conclusion had
been like a kick to the gut. It all made sense now. Kyra, whether
she realized it or not, was weaving a steel web through every
corner of his brain, directing him to only think of her. To only
want her. He couldn’t even notice other women now. They did not
exist.

Jade had tried to entice him, and he had
barely even registered the attempt.

From the moment he laid eyes on Kyra’s
beguiling features, smelled her enthralling scent, the beginnings
of a cage forged, intending to close its door on him. And if not
him, the next poor fool to cross her path.

A territorial growl rumbled through him.

And yet, even with the foresight of his
impending capture, he wanted to fall headlong into her trap. How
could he already be so lost?

Sebastian launched him into a small meeting
room, closing the door behind. There was a table and some chairs,
not too much to break. Cale turned, ready to take out his
frustration on his brother, knowing Sebastian would understand and
let him rage as he needed to.

He swung his fist out, but Sebastian grabbed
it midair, wrenching his arm behind him, and slammed his face
against the wall. “I’m not fighting you now.”

“Dammit, Bastian! I need this.”

“What you need is to listen to me.”
Sebastian’s tone gave pause. He’d never used his
I’m-this-close-to-killing-you voice on Cale. “If you ever again
question the validity of my mate bond with Anya, you will no longer
be welcome on this ship. I will toss you out into space with my own
hands.”

“I’m not saying your matehood isn’t
sanctioned. What I’m saying is I’m already a mated male, and I’m
feeling the drive to make Kyra mine. It’s impossible!” Spikes of
pain pierced his chest. His heart wanted to collapse in
devastation.

It. Was. Impossible.

“I don’t give a fuck how you’re feeling.
Deal with it and stop being a dolt. We are about to fly headlong
into a Kayadon fuck-fest and all I care about is that my mate, my
family, and my friends survive the onslaught. In that order! And
for that plan to succeed, we need your girl to survive as well. So
if you’re feeling the drive to make her yours, then, suffice it to
say, you’re feeling the drive to protect her with your life.
Correct?”

Cale’s silence answered for him.

“Then all the better—”

“You want me to ignore the fact that I want
to claim her?”

“No. I want you to embrace it, use it, at
least until we’ve finished mangling our enemies.”

“What would Anya say if she heard you
now?”

Sebastian didn’t hesitate. “She’d say I was
being callous, but you know better.”

Cale did. Sebastian saw opportunity in the
situation. If Cale’s body recognized Kyra as his, then it would be
easier for him to tap the supreme strength of the Edge when it
became necessary. The mere thought of her in danger already had his
muscles coiling.

Movement to the right caught their
attention. The curious witchling perched on the edge of the
table.

“How did you get in here?” Sebastian
barked.

She pointed to herself. “Witch.”

Sebastian released Cale from the wall. “And
why are you here?”

“I was intrigued by what Cale suggested. Why
is it you think magic is involved?”

With unrestrained annoyance, Cale recited
his mated status. In a calmer manner, Sebastian explained demon
mating. Portia listened with a bland expression.

“Hmm,” she muttered when Sebastian finished.
“Finally, something for me to look into.”

“What do you mean? Can you fix it?” Cale
asked, hopeful. Sebastian’s lips thinned.

“I doubt it, but it will be interesting to
research.” With that she popped out of the room, vanishing as if
she had never been.

 


Kyra spent the rest of the day in seclusion,
contemplating her reaction to Cale’s words. Could there be some
invisible force drawing them together? Were her feelings for him
unsound?

For a time, the idea suffocated the breath
out of her. The way Cale had spoken, one would think she was some
sort of succubus.

Now she sat on the couch, her father’s book
weighing down her lap while her eyes roamed the nonsensical
symbols.

From nowhere, Portia appeared directly at
her front, making her jump.

“Holy cow! Did you just teleport?”

“Astral dimensional navigation,” the
witchling explained.

Kyra cocked her head in blatant
confusion.

“It’s totally different.”

“Whatever.” Kyra focused on the book again,
too weary to care if Portia was joking. “Did you need
something?”

Portia took a seat next to her, her
expression coy. “Nothing, really. Just wanted to chat. What do you
think of Cale’s comment earlier?”

Kyra let out a tired breath. “I don’t know,”
she finally replied, grateful to have someone to confide in. “It
doesn’t feel like I…Are you sniffing me?”

“Hmm?” Portia leaned back innocently.

Kyra placed the heavy book on the table, and
then rose awkwardly off the couch. “Seriously, what is with the
sniffing?”

“I was just checking. Most magic has a
unique bouquet. If you’re using, I should be able to scent some
kind of residue. Like your book there.” She pointed. “It reeks.”
Then she muttered absently, “Familiar though. I think I know the
person who spelled it.”

Of course! Magic sometimes left a trace. At
least if Cale was right, Portia might be able to confirm it. Then
she could deal accordingly.

“And?” Kyra prompted when Portia went
silent.

“And I think she owes me some money.”

“Portia!”

“Huh? Oh, I don’t sense anything that
screams lust spell or anything like that.”

“What about love?”

Portia scoffed. “There are no love spells,
only lust, infatuation, obsession. All emotions can be manufactured
for a time, with the exception of love. It’s theorized that love is
not an emotion, but a state of being. So, are you in love?”

Kyra clamped her mouth shut and then open it
a second later, “No! Absolutely not. No.”

“You said no twice—technically thrice.
That’s two too many.”

“I’m not in love,” she insisted again.

Portia eyed her suspiciously. Just when Kyra
was about to stupidly continue the train of denial, the door to the
room slid open.

“Hey guys.” Zoey stepped inside, wearing the
same clothes from the day before. “What’s up?”

Kyra exhaled with relief. “Zo, are you
okay?”

“’Course.” She wiggled her
eyebrows suggestively. “Better than okay. What are you guys doing?”
she asked, claiming a spot on the couch.

“Smelling Kyra,” Portia blurted, “but she’s
clean.”

Portia remained perfectly serious, but the
dumfounded expression on Zoey’s face nearly made Kyra double over
with laughter. Then her stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten
today.

“You hungry, Zo?”

Zoey nodded. “Famished. I just need to
change clothes.”

While Zoey dug through their clothing stash,
Kyra entered the bathroom to splash a bit of water on her face and
readjust her ponytail, trying and failing not to think of Cale.

He had been so cold, sounding as if he
thought she betrayed him. But had she? Had merely wanting him been
a catalyst? Had she somehow entranced him without realizing? Portia
said she was clean of that sort of magic, but not all magic left a
trace. There were a few exceptions. Could she trust Portia’s
senses?

She studied her reflection as if seeing
herself anew. The person looking back at her had light smudges
under her eyes, a completely lost expression on her face. Even her
strawberry blond hair looked dull.

Was it just magic, or had she truly fallen
for Cale? Is that why the girl in the mirror looked utterly
defeated now that she was sure he would never return her
feelings?

Through the years, Kyra had been careful to
guard her heart. Keeping it safe and protected, knowing she could
never let herself become attached by love. Yet it had crept up on
her like a shadow in the night. Somehow, she had given away her
heart.

And the first thing Cale did was crush it
under his boot.

She stifled a flinch.

Well, then, she would just have to take it
back from him and patch it up. She was used to heartbreak—the loss
of her home, her family, countless friends and lovers. It had all
worked to harden her. To prepare her for this, the devastation that
outdid four hundred years of sorrow.

Shoulders squared, she walked back into the
room a new woman. “Okay, let’s go.”

Zoey leaned over the book, her face
contemplative. “What is this?”

“You know what that is, Zo. I’ve shown it to
you.”

“Yeah, but what you showed me was gibberish.
This is written in English.” They shared a look as realization hit
and, in unison, slanted a glance at Portia.

The witch looked confused for a moment. “Did
my spell do that?”

They nodded.

“Huh. It must have been more complex than I
realized.”

Kyra managed to choke, “You put a spell on
her, and you don’t even know what it does?”

“Hey, I’m still in training. And at least it
worked how it was supposed to. For the most part.”

Kyra paused. Did that mean there was a
chance it wouldn’t have worked properly?

She didn’t have a chance to inquire. Just as
Portia popped out of the room, the witch grumbled,
“Ungrateful…”

 


Cale paced his room, mulling over
Sebastian’s suggestion. Going along with his instinct was a
tempting prospect. It’s not as if he could actually claim Kyra, and
it would give him an advantage when they faced the Kayadon.
However, it wouldn’t be fair to Kyra.

He reminded himself that it wasn’t fair for
her to beguile him, even if she hadn’t intended it. He paced some
more. What if she had intended it? What if they were all being
manipulated, knowingly? Sebastian would kill him if he said that
aloud, but he couldn’t help his suspicions.

Had Kyra purposely sought to bewitch him,
without realizing her efforts were being wasted on a mated
demon?

It would be the perfect strategy, maybe even
engineered by the foresight of the king himself. Was there
information in the book with instructions on enslaving his
kind?

What better race to bring to heel than the
demons with their vendetta against the Kayadon, and what better way
to do it.

An army of mated males.

He shook his head. Kyra wasn’t so heartless,
was she? Certainly Anya wasn’t. Besides, Anya had Sebastian wrapped
around her finger long before the book came into play. She had also
tried to sacrifice herself to save him…all of them, actually. He
had no doubt their love was real.

Pushing away a renewed sense of envy, he
recalled how quickly he had delved into a murderous rage when Anya
pretended to have betrayed them in an attempt to keep everyone else
from harm. How easily he’d believed it. Was that what he was doing
now? Jumping to conclusions? Seeing things that were untrue?

He froze. What if…could his feelings for
Kyra be real? But how could that be possible?

“It’s not,” he said aloud, growing more
confused by the second. “Dammit.” He needed to see Kyra, to hear
her confirm or deny the accusation. Once he knew for sure, he’d
finally be able to focus on the impending battle instead of this
nonsense.

He bound down the hall, determined to get
his answers, but when he pounded on her door, no one answered. He
tried the salon next, not finding her there either. The Sanctuary
wasn’t empty, but no Kyra. Or Nadua or Anya for that matter.

Reluctantly, he entered the pub. Sonya
jutted her chin, glaring as he approached. He ignored her ire.
“Have you seen Kyra?”

Her tail flicked angrily. “Yes.”

“Well, do you know where she is?”

“Yes.”

Taking in a calming breath, he returned her
indignation with a sour expression. “Will you tell me?” he said
through clenched teeth.

“Nope.”

He bared his and restrained a hiss. Then he
noticed Ethan wasn’t tending the bar. “Where’s Ethan?”

“Just like everything else, none of your
business.”

Aggression surged. “Is he with her?”

Sonya shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“No.”

Of course it matters!

Kyra would probably want to speak with him
about their arranged marriage, something Cale had forgotten until
Sonya’s declaration earlier, and had refused to think of till now.
His mind flooded with unwanted images of Kyra smiling up at Ethan
as they embraced for a kiss.

Red covered his vision, but through the
haze, he realized she could be happy with Ethan.

Happier than I could make
her.

He tensed. Why was he even allowing himself
to react this way? She was not his. Never would be. A wiser demon
would step back and let her fall into the arms of another.

Fuck
wise.

“Dammit, Sonya, tell me where they are!”

At his booming voice, something changed in
Sonya. Her tough demeanor eased into concern. “It’s true. You
really are acting like she’s yours.”

He realized then that his fangs had
descended as he teetered on the Edge. Running his hands through his
hair, he struggled for control. “It feels like it. Yes.”

“Is it just as you remember? Like with
Velicia?”

“Nearly,” he admitted, omitting that this
was more intense than he recalled. Because of the magic, he
rationalized. “What about you? Isn’t it driving you crazy that they
are together?”

“Maybe if they were alone, but they’re
not.”

Cale relaxed slightly, and his fangs
receded.

Sonya continued, “Then again, I’ve decided
never to take a mate. It’s too much trouble.”

“You wouldn’t be saying that if it were
real,” he reasoned.

“Then maybe your theory is correct,” she
allowed, but her expression turned strange as though she were
forcing the words to sink in. “That Zoey girl found something
interesting in the book, so they’re all speaking with Aidan and
Sebastian about it in the control room.”

“Why? What did she find?”

“Ethan said something about transmission
codes before they left.” Almost unconsciously, Sonya began mixing
him a drink. Her disposition had changed completely, and Cale knew
he was already forgiven for his behavior in the training room. His
baby sister could never stay mad at him for long. She set the drink
down and then twisted her fingers together, nervously.

“What is it?”

“I wanted to ask you something.”

He raised a brow at her reluctance. Sonya
was never shy about anything. She’d once told a rather ignorant
Hakin prince, who had offered to purchase her from Sebastian, that
she could lay eggs in his groin that, when hatched, would burst out
of him in a very painful manner.

“And if you survive that,” she’d added, “I
can show you some very unique places to store your scepter.”

Throughout the rest of that evening, she’d
feigned infatuation until the prince had been compelled to retreat
with his guards.

Now Sonya looked downright timid.

“What is it like?” she asked. “To claim
someone?”

The question, innocent enough, nearly
knocked the wind out of him. He hadn’t thought of that night in so
long. It was always painful to do so. He struggled to remember,
while keeping his face blank.

Velicia had come over for dinner. It had
been only a week that he’d suspected she was his, though she’d
moved to their village a month prior. Bastian and Sonya had gone to
trade in the next town, and only Cale and their mother were at home
to greet her.

His mother had set out drinks for the two of
them and then prepared a meal in the other room. Velicia had been
coy and shy, sipping her cup and giving him bashful looks. He found
it hard to believe now that he had found that look irresistible,
when all he found sexy these days was a pair of fierce strange
eyes, meeting his gaze head-on.

As the night drew on, Cale had grown more
and more desperate for her. He recalled the lengthy dinner being
torturous.

Finally his mother had retired for the
evening, telling Velicia that it had been nice to meet her and
giving Cale her approval with a silent nod.

Left alone, the two had talked a little
longer, learning each other. Then he stole a kiss and hadn’t been
willing to let go. Velicia had felt it too, and swept aside her
hair, presenting her neck. As his teeth pierced her, she moaned,
and he drew greedily. When it was over, he had felt completely
connected to her.

To Sonya, he said, “It is pleasant. Like you
and your mate are joined for an instant.”

His mask slipped, and Sonya’s eyes began to
water for him. “I’m sorry, Cale. You deserved better.” She took his
glass, chugging the last of its contents. “What do you think I
should do?”

“You know I can’t answer that.”

Sonya’s voice lowered to a tone he’d never
heard her use before, barely audible. “I’ve never been scared of
anything like I am of this.”

“I can tell. It’s not a good look for you.”
He grinned as she glowered.

Her fist connected with his shoulder, but
there was no power behind it. “Ass.”

“Just being consistent,” he corrected.

She handed him another full glass and asked,
“What are you going to do about your…situation?”

“I have no idea.” He downed the mixture in
one smooth gulp while something spurred the back of his mind.

Had that been the first time Velicia had met
his mother? Surely they’d been introduced before then.


Chapter 23
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“That’s the last one, Captain,” Aidan
shouted across the control room.

“Good,” Sebastian replied from his station.
“If anyone responds, I want to be informed immediately.”

“Yes, sir.”

The book had contained a long list of
possible allies, with individual messages to each, as well as
encrypted transmission codes. Ethan had been ecstatic when he’d
learned Zoey was able to translate what he could not.

Sebastian too was impressed. To Zoey, he
said, “That was a good find. We’re lucky to have you aboard.”

Zoey beamed. “Thanks! But it was just kind
of a lucky accident.”

Sebastian chuckled. “I think you’ll find
that coincidence had nothing to do with it. At least that’s my
belief.”

Kyra cocked her head. “What do you
mean?”

Ethan answered, “Your father seems to have
put more thought into this book than I’d anticipated. He gave me
the key to decode it, but I’d been unable to decipher the last few
pages that Zoey here can now read with no problem. Like Sebastian,
I think the king anticipated that, and didn’t want these
transmission codes discovered until just now—right when we have
collected the three Faieara princesses, and are on our way
home.”

“But why?”

“Perhaps if we had informed anyone of our
plans ahead of time, we risked failure in some way. There is the
chance one of the recipients would seek to align themselves with
the Kayadon in hopes of saving themselves their wrath.”

“That’s still a chance though, isn’t it?”
Kyra asked.

“Yes, but before now someone could have
interfered with our search for you. Now they can only warn the
Kayadon of our coming, which has probably already been done due to
the run-in you had on Earth.”

Kyra pressed her lips together, wishing
they’d had a cleaner escape. “So what do we do now?”

Sebastian replied, “Our next step is to stop
at space cities on the way to Evlon, to recruit and get the word
out. Mercenaries can be bought, or promised some kind of
compensation at a later date. That is, if we win.”

Kyra considered that for a moment,
struggling to imagine what a hardened mercenary might demand as
payment.

As if suddenly remembering some detail, Zoey
flipped through the book. “There’s a note about that. It says…” She
fingered through a few pages till she found what she was looking
for. “Ah, it says rare jewels found in the Detirian Mountains can
be promised as payment for aid. It also suggests that land be
bartered, specifically at Princess Kyralyn’s discretion.” Zoey
looked up. “Is that your full name?”

Kyra nodded.

“Pretty.” Zoey smiled at her before
continuing. “Any magical compensation would need to be previously
agreed upon by all parties involved.” She looked up at Kyra. “Jeez,
it’s starting to sound like lawyer talk.”

“Father’s trying to see every angle. Giving
us the most advantages possible.” Kyra recalled her father saying
once that his visions were like following a string in a web, with
millions of possible paths.

Zoey turned uncertain. “There’s also this
weird part…I wasn’t sure if I should mention it, but…”

Ethan tensed. “If there is anything you
find, do not keep it from us.”

“Alright, but, well…it says there is a
message for the dragon king of Legura on the very last page of the
book, but when I looked, the page is blank.” She turned to the
section in question.

Indeed it was empty.

“Strange,” Kyra muttered. Louder, she asked,
“When are we to meet with them?”

Sebastian replied, “We approach the Uli
Rings as we speak. We need but dock and then notify the dragons of
our arrival.”

“Very well.” Kyra felt herself switch into
the role of royalty, as if it were a second skin. The transition
surprised her, but she masked it. “I’ll be in my room preparing.
Please inform me when we are to leave. Zoey?”

Zoey snapped the book shut and followed her
out the door.

“Kyra,” Ethan called from behind, catching
them in the hall. “I wanted to speak with you about what Sonya
said. I’m sorry you had to find out like that.”

“Yes, that was a bit shocking. Exactly what
did she mean?”

“Only that your father promised me my choice
of bride if I succeeded in bringing you all home. Sonya assumes
that with your sisters mated that I will want you as my wife.”

“And do you?” Arranged marriages had never
been part of their society. She doubted either Ethan or her father
would hold her to such a promise if she opposed it.

Ethan looked torn. “The thought…the status
it would bring me among our people…it was the driving force behind
all my endeavors.”

He ran his hand through his hair. It
reminded her of a frustrated Cale, just before he’d kissed her with
a passion she had never experienced before. Feeling a burning in
her throat, she pushed the memory out of her mind.

Ethan continued, unaware of her internal
struggle. “Now? I no longer know what I want.”

She let out a weary sigh. “That makes two of
us.”

 


Cale glanced up as the sound of grinding
gears echoed through the pub. A repetitive bout of clashing metal
resonated as the ship jerked.

They were docking, which
meant they must have arrived at Uli Rings. This was where many of
the crew would be parting ways with Marada. Cale didn’t fault them their
cowardice. They signed on to work on a merchant ship, not a war
ship.

He was halfway through his fifth drink, with
a decent buzz going, by the time Sebastian found him.

“We meet with the dragons soon. Anya wishes
to be there, as well as Ethan and obviously Kyra.”

Cale set down his glass. “I’m going as
well.”

“I figured,” Sebastian replied. Then he
looked at Sonya expectantly.

“Of course I’m going. Don’t be stupid.”

The pub was already empty. Not surprising.
Whenever they docked, the crew disregarded the pub in exchange for
the more lavish entertainment of space cities.

Sebastian nodded. “I’ve given the crew leave
for ten hours. I expect less than half to return.”

“We’ve run the ship with less.”

“That we have.”

Together, they made their way to the docking
bay.

Cale stepped off the ship and was greeted by
a barrage of fawning workers, dressed to entice both men and women
alike. A band played to their left as they made their way to the
registration office where the crew lined up to declare either their
permanent or temporary status.

Aside from the bright lights and white
floors, most of the complex was composed of a thick clear barrier
that allowed a view of space, as well as the other two circulating
rings. They were truly massive, and looked even more so from this
angle.

He spotted Kyra far ahead in the queue,
along with Ethan and Zoey, who held the book in her arms. Why would
they allow the earthling to tag along? Zoey was naive to all the
cultures of space. If she were separated from their group, she
could end up as some vagabond’s pet. So could Kyra, for that
matter. Rex was with them as well, but that didn’t ease his mind.
Marik might vouch for the demon, but he had yet to prove his worth
to Cale.

Kyra turned her head, scouting the crowd.
Her gaze skimmed over him with a brief detached nod before turning
away. In that look, she’d offered neither affection nor disdain,
though he was expecting the latter. In fact, she’d been completely
unreadable. He considered it a temporary truce between them.

He noticed Sonya watched Ethan just as
closely as he watched Kyra. However, when Ethan scanned for Sonya,
he gave her a hooded once over and a crooked smile. Sonya playfully
swiveled around, looking over her shoulder at him, while wiggling
her hips and fluffing the back of her too short skirt. Then she
flipped back around, giving Ethan a lewd gesture. Ethan’s smile
only grew.

Cale ground his teeth in what he hated to
admit was pure jealously.

Kyra should wiggle her ass at him like that.
Thinking it made his eyes go to the area in question. The material
of her outfit hugged her curves in a manner that should be illegal.
Her backside was practically on display, and all the males around
her were taking notice. Locking his teeth didn’t prevent the growl
from rumbling out of him.

Sonya bumped him. “Cale, stop acting like an
ass.”

“Me! What about you, shaking your tail like
some—”

“Finish that sentence, and I will shove my
fist through your spine.”

Sebastian pushed between them, snarling
under his breath, “Enough.”

Next to him, Anya’s head darted wildly
around, taking everything in. The largest of the rings was
dedicated in part to arrivals and departures, so there was no lack
of furor. Species of all kinds surrounded them. Liygards, with
their dark armored skin, huddled together in a group. A couple of
stubby Udeki rummaged through a heap of luggage, arguing in their
crude, spitty language. Cale would say they were a couple, but
there was no way of distinguishing a male from a female without
getting slapped, or worse.

Merchants vied for the attention of
newcomers, hoping to procure that first sale. Anya showed interest
when a jeweler strolled by with a pallet of necklaces. Sebastian
immediately offered to buy her as many as she wanted.

Cale rolled his eyes, never understanding
the need to provide useless baubles to one’s mate. He looked to
where Kyra now stood. She had finished registering and was waiting
for them to get through the line, admiring a display of
trinkets.

Remembering her gift to him, he reached for
the small knife in his pocket. He would need to check it—weapons
were prohibited. Although it was much more than a mere weapon. It
was a multipurpose tool. Each time he examined it, pride swelled
inside him. It was something no one else would have seen, making it
rare and therefore valuable.

Kyra had bought it for him as if it were
nothing. The clothing too had been given freely. His lips thinned,
recalling how thoroughly she had provided for him and Zoey. Now she
hadn’t the means to buy herself a simple necklace. Any wealth she’d
accumulated had been left on Earth. To be fair, he should repay her
with a trinket or two, if she desired.

 


Kyra had only visited a space city twice in
her life, to and from the dragon clans. The small city of Gri had
been a dungeon compared to Uli Rings, and she was only in the
terminal. The metal gleamed as though new. High on the walls,
colorful plants hung down from sconces, contrasting beautifully
against the dark, star speckled view.

She couldn’t wait to see more.

Zoey looked positively stunned by everything
around her, but she huddled close when a strange or dangerous
looking individual passed by. When Rex reassured her that demons
were among the most formidable of species, she relaxed.

A few shops lined one wall, and Kyra browsed
the selection as they waited for everyone to join them. Many of the
items were gaudy and uninteresting. However, one necklace did catch
her eye. Thin strands that looked like metallic silk wove around
extraordinary stones, known to alter color at random.

A familiar voice spoke from behind. “I can
get it for you if you like.”

“No, thank you,” she replied in an even
tone, continuing to browse without actually seeing and trying to
dull the sudden pang in her chest.

“You don’t want it?”

“I don’t want you to get it for me.”

“Why not? I can afford it.”

“Save your money, Cale.” She sighed, heading
back to where the rest of her group stood. On the way she caught
his expression. Completely blank. He hadn’t offered her the
necklace because he cared for her. It was to be her consolation
prize. A parting gift to commemorate the end of their relationship,
if that was even the correct term for it.

She wasn’t sure why the
idea hurt so much, or why she hadn’t just let him buy the thing out
of spite. Many women would have. Only, if he were to buy it, she knew she would
never wear it. It would be as if it were tainted. A beautiful
reminder of what she could never have and would forever
miss.

After a few moments, their group was
complete and they moved on, heading for the center of the
complex.

Traveling between the rings turned out to be
an endeavor. A number of transport units carried passengers back
and forth. Because the sections were constantly moving
independently of each other, the units detached and became like
miniature ships, large enough to fit their entire group without
feeling crammed together.

When they reached the middle ring, the unit
reattached with only minor jostling, and the doors swooshed open,
inundating Kyra with a combination of scents and sounds. Stepping
out, she noticed three restaurants within the first twenty feet,
along with a small market place. It seemed every race imaginable
mingled together, walking casually or shopping in groups.

“This way.” Sebastian took the lead, Anya by
his side. They all followed.

Kyra found herself walking behind Zoey and
Rex. Somehow Cale ended up next to her, with Aidan on her other
side. By the way they towered over her, it almost looked as if she
had her own set of guards.

Too bad one of those guards was an
emotionally stunted jackass, with all the sensitivity of a kidney
bean.

She peeked at him using her peripheral
vision. A muscle creased between his eyes. She wondered if he
wasn’t comfortable around so many clamoring people. Or maybe he
didn’t like being off the ship. But how could he not? This place
was stunning. Plants grew from everywhere, creating a wonderful
earthy atmosphere in the midst of a closed artificial world.

Shops displayed exotic flowers in pots.
Vines crawled up the walls. The fresh scent of a forest titillated
her nostrils. And though it was as packed as any New York street,
it didn’t feel overcrowded.

Zoey turned around to say, “I feel like I’m
in a gimongous mall of the future.”

Sonya commented, “This is the business
district, although there is a small section dedicated to living
quarters. The third ring is almost completely apartments.”

Their meeting place, Between the Rings, was
like a nightclub and a strip joint combined, only it catered to all
tastes—and being a multiracial facility, that was something to see.
Both she and Zoey canted their heads at a tiger furred humanoid
with ears like a chinchilla, wearing a beaded wisp of an
outfit.

Zoey whispered, “Thunder, thunder,
Thundercats…hooo.”

Kyra covered her mouth to hold back a guffaw
of laughter. Then she caught sight of a familiar group of faces,
seated at a large table. King Mar of the Legura Clan had always
seemed massive in size, but now his three sons matched his strong
physique. Yet, in small ways, they still resembled the young
mischievous lads she remembered.

Gavin spotted her first and rose from his
seat in a gentlemanly manner. The rest followed his gaze, and then
did the same. Aside from the royal family, a few guards stood
nearby, and no doubt more remained unseen.

With a catching smile, Tristan—the second
eldest—sidestepped the table and approached her with his arms out
in greeting. “Kyralyn. Look at you. You’ve no’ changed a whit.
Beautiful as ever.”

She was about to say he’d changed a great
deal, but a strong hand clasped her elbow, pulling her away from
Tristan. Cale placed himself at her front, causing the other male
to scowl. One of the royal guards stepped forward, but Gavin waved
him back, stepping forward in his place.

“What’s this?” Their father grunted. “Are we
no’ allies, lady Kyra? Are we suspected of some kind of
treachery?”

“Of course not, my lord,” she replied.
“Cale, here, is just uninformed of our intimate acquaintance. Step
aside, Cale,” she ordered, barely able to cover her chagrin.

“Like hell I will. What do you mean by
intimate? We’re here to talk, not to pass you around to a bunch of
dragons.”

Tristan hissed, “You allow this guard to
disrespect you in such a way, Kyra? I could break his neck if you
wish.”

She’d forgotten how important honor was to
the dragons. They would war in the name of honor and defend it to
the death. And from what she’d gathered so far, the demons were
quick to insult.

Not a great combination.

“I wish only for peace,” she assured,
maneuvering around Cale. “And he’s not my guard. He’s not anything,
actually. Please, we mean no disrespect.”

Cale frowned as if he she’d wounded him.
Sebastian chastised him with a look, but she couldn’t tell if Cale
had noticed.

Finally, Tristan’s grin reappeared, and he
gave a hearty laugh as he scooped her up in a bone-crushing hug.
Aidan and Sonya both took hold of Cale, keeping him in place. Why
was he acting so possessive?

Kyra gasped, as Tristan gave another
squeeze. “My god, you’re stronger than I recall,” she said when he
let her down.

He gave apologetic expression. “Forgive me,
Kyralyn. I doona notice it these days.”

Despite their greeting, King Mar and his
sons exchanged uneasy looks with her entourage. Immediate
peacemaking became necessary. She proceeded with introductions,
explaining that the demons had played an intricate role in the
retrieval and protection of her and her sisters. The dragons
nodded, as if appeased by the noble deed, and a little of the
tension eased. When she introduced Aidan, the king’s eyes flashed
in recognition. Aidan responded with a tight nod.

Next she introduced the members of the clan,
starting with King Mar. Gavin, his eldest son. Tristan, the second
eldest. And Lear, the youngest. All but Lear boasted light hair.
Lear inherited the dark locks of his mother. What Kyra didn’t
mention was, in their dragon forms, they were beautiful, fearsome,
and frightening, but somehow the conversation found its way
there.

“I can remember the first time I shifted for
you,” Tristan teased. “You went as pale as the moons.”

Kyra chuckled. “That’s only because you gave
me no warning at all.” To the others she explained, “It was only my
first week there and he decided to surprise me in the
courtyard.”

“You did no’ scream as I expected.” No doubt
Tristan considered that a compliment. “Instead, you demanded I take
you for a ride.”

“I did not
demand. It was a request.
And I had no idea it was an insult until we got back and everyone
was outraged.”

Mar shook his head in a show of mock shame.
“And yet you insisted on scooping her up every chance you got,
evading your guards to do only the gods know what.”

 


Cale’s nails gouged into his palms as he
imagined what it would feel like to have Tristan’s guts between his
fingers. Sebastian made it clear without speaking that he would
stop him if he made a move. Under her breath, Sonya told him he
should go back to the ship and wait for them to return.

They both knew the rage unfurling inside
him. Even he realized he was having trouble holding it
together.

That male wants what’s mine!

The confusion that coiled inside Cale’s
brain writhed painfully as he tried to push the thought away.
Reason warred with desire. Someone pulled on his arm—Sonya, trying
to take him away from her.

Never!

“I’m fine,” he lied, keeping his tone as
even as possible.

Sonya cursed under her breath, not believing
him yet not fighting him either.

The only thing that kept him from slipping
over the Edge completely was Kyra continuing to meet his gaze—if
only to question his behavior. Having her jeweled eyes on him
calmed him enough to stifle the worst of his ire.

Mar gestured to the table. “Sit, and let us
discuss the reason for our gathering.”

Cale clamored for a seat next to Kyra, but
to his extreme disappointment, she offered him a withered
expression before moving to the opposite side of the table…between
two dragons!

Cale took a calming breath. Didn’t matter.
It would make it easier to look into those steely eyes. They locked
gazes as if she read his thoughts, but too soon she turned away,
straightening her shoulders to address the dragons.

“Do you know what’s happened on Evlon?” she
started.

Mar leaned back in his chair. “Vera little.
We have been unable to establish contact.” He went quiet then with
his brows knit. Cale got the sense he wasn’t saying all. A quick
glance at Sebastian and Anya said they both agreed.

Getting right to the point, Kyra proceeded
to explain her family’s escape and her father’s prediction. “We’re
on our way to Evlon now to liberate my people, and if possible,
save my father. Your clan has always been our most valued ally, my
lord. We asked you here to implore you for any aid you can
provide.”

They all waited for the king’s response. He
took his time. “You know I have been friends with your father,
Alastar, since before you were born.” At Kyra’s nod, he continued.
“I am well aware that his predictions canna be counted on as fact.
Alastar knew this as well.”

“I agree, my lord. Which is why we come to
you. We’ll need help if we are to succeed. The strength of your
clan could be the advantage we require.”

“You’re talking war…with a technologically
advanced culture.”

She quirked a brow. “My lord, I never said
they were technologically advanced.”
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Kyra narrowed her gaze, realizing something
was amiss. The way Tristan avoided eye contact told her they all
knew more than they’d let on. She struggled to loosen her jaw,
suddenly wondering if coming here was a bad idea. “My King, you’ve
been a cherished friend to me and my family. I’ve held great
respect for you all these years, and I know my father has as well.
We have never wronged you in any way, have always shown you
graciousness and honor, and in return you have done the same for
us. Or so I believe. Am I wrong?”

“Of course no’, lass. Doona vex
yourself.”

“I call on your honor now, my lord. What do
you know of the plight of my people?”

Mar let out a breath. “It is no’ what you
think, Kyra love. We are…ashamed. Your father came to me in his
ghostly form, long ago.”

Ghostly form was what the dragons called her
father’s power to leave his body and project himself across vast
distances. Kyra had seen him do it once. He’d looked nearly
transparent, and could neither affect anything nor be affected by
any outside force. But he could observe or deliver messages.

“It must have been just
after the attack,” Mar continued. “He stayed with me up until the
Kayadon found his body, describing what he saw. We know they came
in large ships and displayed substantial power. He beseeched us no’
to take action, but we could no’ ignore the situation. We deployed
seven ships. No’ one survived. But that is no’ what brings us
shame.”

Kyra swallowed.

“The reason your father came to me was to
request I hide his bride and youngest daughter. Naturally I agreed,
but during the transport, they disappeared. We searched for them
but…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “We could no’ track them
down.”

Stunned, Kyra looked at her sister.
“Analia?”

Anya grew visibly uncomfortable by the
sudden attention. “It’s a long story. One I don’t want to get into.
It no longer matters and everything worked out as it was supposed
to.” She leaned into Sebastian, who put his arm around her and
kissed the top of her head.

Nadua had hinted at what their sister had
been through. Now Kyra believed it was worse than she wanted to
imagine. To the dragons she said, “If you wish to make amends, then
help us now.”

“Our technology has improved since that
defeat, but that does no’ change the fact that our best ships had
been decimated effortlessly. They had no’ even made it to the
surface of Evlon. How do you expect to defeat such an enemy?”

Kyra claimed the book from Zoey, opened it,
and slipped it in front of Mar. “My father has given us information
about the Kayadon that we can exploit. Ship schematics, weaknesses.
He’s mapped out their patrolling schedules and pinpointed windows
of opportunity.”

There was even more than that, such as
locations where some of her people have taken to ground and a list
of weapons and battle tactics. Her father had been thorough.

Mar looked marginally impressed. “Still, my
people and I would be risking much. If your plan fails, these
Kayadon might target my planet, as well as the other clans.”

Aidan spoke then, his tone nearly a sneer.
“Why don’t you tell them what you want, Highness.”

Mar turned deadpan before a smirk crept onto
his face. “Aidan Swantel of the Kanasae. Ousted, correct? As I
recall, you once rejected an invitation to join my clan.”

“I did. As I recall, the invitation came to
me with conditions.”

“Do you no’ wish to reconsider?”

Sebastian leaned into the table. “What is
this about?”

Aidan responded in a flat tone. “They want
me to race Phase Nine in the name of Legura. And to do so I would
need to be a member.”

Sebastian’s brows shot up as Cale sneered,
“Is that the terms then? Aidan races, and you’ll offer assistance?
With allies like you, it’s no wonder the Faieara are still under
Kayadon rule.”

At that, the dragons shot to their feet. In
a coordinated motion, the demons rose as well. Kyra could see where
this was headed. “Everyone simmer down. No offense was intended,
right Cale?”

Cale shrugged, keeping his attention on the
dragons, Tristan in particular. “No, they took it right.”

Rex and Sonya both snorted in laughter.
Sebastian looked unamused, but ready to defend his brother if it
came to that.

Kyra heaved a sound of exasperation. She was
completely losing control of the situation.

“We don’t need these amphibians,” Sonya
added in a mocking tone. “They probably boast little more bravery
than their own larvae.”

Tristan hissed, “And you the intellect.”

With that, she lost Ethan, the last rational
male member of the group. Anya just shook her head.

“Enough of this,” Kyra barked desperately,
seeing the dragon guards move in. “Enough!” But no one
listened.

Then Aidan muttered a simple phrase that
gave everybody pause. “I’ll do it.”

After a moment of silence, Sebastian
commented, “Are you sure?”

“Yeah,” Cale added. “We can proceed without
these—”

“I’m sure,” Aidan interrupted, probably
knowing Cale was about to offer another slight. “I’ll join the
Lagura and race Phase Nine one final time.” He stared across the
table at the king. “I choose my own crew and my ship, and when it’s
over you never ask me again. Win or lose.”

The king debated, no longer concerned with
the agitated demons. Finally, he gave Kyra a nod. “Then you’ll have
the full backing of our clan.”

“Thank you,” she replied, a little taken
aback by the swift shift in mood. “What of the other clans? Would
you be able to persuade them to join the fight?”

“I will try, but I cannot guarantee it.”

“I trust you’ll do your best,” she said.
“Oh, there is one other thing.” She brought his attention back to
the open book. “My father indicated that there should be a message
for you on the last page, but to us it blank.” She suspected it was
bespelled to appear only for him, a common way to pass secrets
through space. Turning to the page she asked, “Do you see
anything?”

The king sat, looking it over. His eyes
traveled as if there was indeed a message there. As she waited, she
watched his mouth drop into a frown. Then his head darted to his
sons, “You canna read this?” he asked…hopeful?

“No’ at all,” Gavin answered for them.

The king turned back to the page and
continued reading silently. His face paled further and sorrow took
root in his eyes. Kyra fidgeted with curiosity, but when he
finished, he softly closed the cover. It was clear he wasn’t going
to enlighten them. At least not now.

He stood. “We will take our leave to implore
the other clans for aid. Till next we meet again.”

After saying their goodbyes, Kyra snapped,
“What the hell is wrong with all of you?”

“I thought that went well,” Zoey said in a
sarcastic tone, taking command of the book.

“What do you think that message said?” Sonya
changed the subject as if their ridiculous behavior had been
completely acceptable.

“Whatever it was, he didn’t like it,” Ethan
replied.

Rex had lost interest in the conversation
altogether and surveyed the dancers. “Can we stay for a drink?” he
said absently.

“I’m surrounded by madness.” Kyra buried her
head in her hands.

“Is that what I’m getting myself into?”
Tristan said from behind.

Kyra looked up to see everyone bristled once
more. The other dragons were nowhere in sight. “Pardon?”

“I’ve decided to ride with your ship…as mad
as it apparently is.” He claimed the seat next to her. “Mind if I
buy the first round?”

 


On the third set of drinks,
Cale became aware that everyone was against him. Just because the
dragon was being civil, Sebastian had agreed to allow him on the
ship. Aidan, previously the only dragonshifter on
Marada, was showing
interest in getting to know his new…kin. Ugh.

Sonya would have remained his only ally, but
she and Ethan had gone off on their own. He hadn’t even noticed
they’d gone till a moment ago, what with all his attention on
Kyra’s every action. She was too friendly with the bastard, smiling
at him, sharing stories. Did she not realize what she was doing to
him? Every now and again she would raise a brow in his direction,
making him wonder what she saw in his expression. He couldn’t
fathom what his face looked like at the moment, though Sebastian’s
constant watch gave him a clue. Anya too presented him with odd,
studying looks.

“Did your father tell you what he read in
the book?” Kyra asked Tristan.

His brows knit together. “He would no’ speak
of it, but it seemed to distress him somewhat. Did it no’?”

“I thought so too.”

“If it is important, he’ll tell us in
time.”

Cale couldn’t help it. “He cut out of here
pretty quick. You sure he wasn’t spooked all the way back to his
castle?” The disdain on the dragon’s face was satisfying.

Tristan growled through his teeth, “My
father is no coward.”

“I’m sure you think so.”

“Cale!” Kyra scolded.

Rex and Zoey sat to the side, wide-eyed and
uncomfortable. Rex cleared his throat. “I think we’ll head back to
the ship.”

“Great idea,” Zoey said, already quitting
her seat.

“We should all get back,” Sebastian ordered.
“Cale, maybe you should go find Sonya and Ethan.”

Cale was about to declare that there was no
way Sebastian could expect him to leave his “mate” with a rival
male when, to his surprise, Kyra offered to join him in the
search.

A triumphant grin spread across his lips.
That is, until he saw the wrath behind her eyes. Still, when he got
her away from that dragon, the feeling returned, but he tried to
keep it to himself.

Once they were far away from the others, she
rounded on him. “What is your damage?”

“My what?”

“Are you mental? Bipolar?”

He frowned.

“After everything you said? Why are you
acting like a jealous lover?”

“Because I am,” he said honestly. “I can
give you a reminder if you need.”

She threw her hands in the air. “You risked
us losing the dragon’s assistance. I would think you’d be a little
smarter than that. Especially since whatever it is you feel for me
is false.” She flinched on the last word, and it sent a crack
through his chest.

“What I’m feeling might not be real, but
it’s too strong for me to ignore. My kind are very protective of
their…mates.” As expected, surprise flashed across her face. Saying
it aloud had been like a quake inside him as well. One that he
liked.

“You can’t possibly mean that.”

“Seeing you only smile at that dragon makes
me murderous. Knowing you have a past with him”—he grit his
teeth—“is killing me.”

She seemed to be digesting his words, not
bothering to disguise her emotions. Anger. Confusion. Horror.
Finally, resolution. He didn’t like the way that one looked.

“In the training room, you were revolted by
the idea of wanting me. Thinking I used magic on you in some way.
You said we were impossible. I took that as the end of our
relationship.” She air quoted the last word.

Something in him snapped. “Nothing ends
between us,” he hissed, grabbing her elbow and steering her into a
darkened corner. Stubbornly, she jutted her chin. He longed to kiss
that look off her face, until her lips were swollen from his touch
and the heat that drove him mad with lust ignited behind her dark
lashes.

Instead, he pressed his body against hers,
pinning her to the wall. She stilled, and he knew she could feel
his stiff erection straining between them.

“That’s for you. Only you. Do you
understand? I only want you.”

Her mouth opened, but she said nothing as
she searched his eyes. For a moment, he imagined she had the same
desire to kiss him until everything else drifted away.

Then her expression fell, and it was like a
knife through his heart. “We’re finished, Cale.”

“No.”

“I don’t want you.”

“You lie.” Finger bent under her chin, he
forced her to gaze up. She looked wrong, cold.

“Don’t,” she whispered, predicting his next
move.

In an act of desperation, he claimed her
lips with his, cupping the back of her neck to hold her in place.
But she didn’t return the kiss.

Defeated, he pulled back with a growl. “Is
it the dragon you want? I’ll kill him if he touches you.” Then a
mind-numbing thought nearly drove him to his knees. An image of a
younger Kyra and the blond male...together. “Has he…? Have
you…?”

She ducked her head, cheeks burning, giving
him his answer. An icy rage broke inside him.

“It’s none of your
business,” she snapped, pushing at his chest. He didn’t budge. “Are
you forgetting all the women you’ve
had? Is there a single woman on
Marada who hasn’t seen
your O face?”

O face?

“And you have the gall to judge me?”

“I have the gall to rip your pretty boy’s
face off when next I see him.”

“You’ll do no such thing.” She thrashed, but
he easily quelled her struggles. When she went limp in the next
instant, he grew alarmed. Her features twisted with grief, her eyes
glistening. “Why are you hurting me like this?”

Instantly, he released her. Had he been too
rough? Then he realized she wasn’t talking about physical
wounds.

“My heart can’t take it, and you’re
distracting me from what’s important. I need to focus on saving my
people. They need me.”

I need you.

The plea rose up from the depths of his
soul. He managed to choke it back, but the truth of it rocked him
to the core.

Slipping past him, Kyra had one more dagger
to throw before she left him reeling. “Once this is over, I don’t
want to see you again. For now, if you have anything to say to me,
you can go through Anya.”

 


It had been nearly impossible to get the
words out. After telling him she didn’t want him, she’d nearly
broken down in tears, her mind screaming to take it back. But she’d
been resolved. Cale occupied most of her thoughts, and she found it
difficult to focus when he was near.

The meeting today had been a prime example.
Aside from the fact that she was a rusty diplomat, she had been too
concerned about Cale meeting the dragons—Tristan, specifically—than
procuring their help. And it had gone as horribly as she’d
feared.

A dark part of her had been pleased to see a
jealous Cale, thrilled at the sight, because in a small way it
proved that he did care for her. At least a little.

Unfortunately, a little wasn’t enough, and
she would not be cowed by a rampaging demon who wasn’t even sure if
he liked her, or if he was just under a spell.

She traveled back to the ship alone, finding
herself musing over a bit of self-discovery. She’d lived her entire
life never knowing she could be turned on by scary sexy.

Just remembering the intensity of his gaze
had a shiver streaking through her.

Thankfully, he hadn’t followed her. If he
had, and continued with his barbaric you-are-mine talk, she feared
her resistance would have faltered.

Many of the crew had yet to return, so she
managed to make it to her room without being seen. A small gift
from fate, because once inside, everything she’d been holding back
burst out of her as if a dam holding back her frayed emotions had
just crumbled into dust.


Chapter 25

[image: tmp_f3f3cfde586aab4da956014af1c38b95_KY1wmG_html_m2fd829fa.jpg]

 


Sebastian entered the control room,
signifying the end of Cale’s shift. They’d been traveling for weeks
now, and were nearly to Evlon. After stopping at a few more
spaceports, the crew was now replenished…mostly by hired
mercenaries. And they’d found others who showed an interest in
joining the fight, whether for a price or just for kicks. Didn’t
matter. They’d take it either way.

Cale glanced at his brother. “Have you seen
her?” It was always the first thing he’d ask.

“She’s with Anya and Nadua in the
Sanctuary.”

Cale let out a relieved
breath. It was when Sebastian couldn’t answer that question that
things became difficult for him. It meant she could be anywhere…or,
more specifically, with anyone. Which she was, often! That
bastard dragon was practically her shadow.

After Kyra had ordered his “banishment”,
he’d sought out the dragon for a “conversation”. The confrontation
had been a destructive one. Both walked away bloody and bruised,
cursing the other, with nothing resolved. Tristan refused to heed
his warning to stay away from Kyra, and Cale could do nothing about
it, save locking Kyra in her room for the rest of the trip.

Knowing her, not even that would stop
her.

He’d tried to reason with her a couple of
times, after giving her a few days to cool off. Unfortunately, she
was less than thrilled with his “stunt” as she’d called it.
Apparently the dragon couldn’t keep his mouth shut, although the
bruises on his face might have given the story away. And before
Cale could even get a word in, she’d stuck her palm in his face,
saying, “Didn’t I tell you to go through Anya?”

“I’m not one of your subjects, Your
Majesty!” he’d roared. Looking back, he had to admit, sneering at
her like that may not have been the best method of persuasion.

Since then, Sebastian kept him busy with
double shifts and odd jobs. Then Marik started to spend time
watching over him, though Cale knew Marik would rather be with his
mate.

And for the first time in ages, Cale could
empathize. It was possible Kyra truly was his.

As it turned out, Velicia had been just as
wretched and conniving as his mother, and his mother as cunning as
she was selfish.

Yesterday, Cale had approached Nadua after a
dream jerked him awake. It was of a memory that hadn’t belonged to
him until he’d accidentally pulled it from Nadua that day, who in
turn had garnished it from someone else.

Nadua had been reluctant to help him at
first. Aside from the fact that she was still struggling with her
gift, he was the man who had upset her sister.

When Cale heard that, his
heart had clenched painfully, remembering Kyra’s words.
Why are you hurting me like this?

But there must have been something Nadua saw
in his expression, because with a curt nod she had taken pity on
him.

It took some time, and a lot of patience on
Cale’s part, but eventually the girl was able to pluck at that
memory again and transfer it to him without being overwhelmed.

Cale rolled into the past
like a heavy mist. He watched, boiling over with rage as his mother
sat in Velicia’s home, plotting to induce a mate bond—with
either of her two
sons—using an elixir she’d discovered years before while a very
young Sonya played at their feet. Worse, Cale discovered that his
father had been proof that it worked.

By the time Cale came out of the trance, he
had gone far past the Edge and had terrified Nadua with his
unending bellow. At some point Marik had entered the room. They
must have fought, but Cale couldn’t be sure. He was too far gone.
He awoke some time later to Nadua pressing a cool rag to his head
and a very pissed, yet mitigated, Marik.

“So how ‘bout you tell me what’s going on,”
Marik had barked. “Or do I need to knock you out again?”

“Your mate hasn’t informed you?” Cale had
asked, a bit surprised.

“Just that something from your past set you
off,” Marik gritted in response.

“It’s not my place to say more,” Nadua
proclaimed.

“Then that’s all you need to know,” Cale
said to Marik before leaving without a second glance.

Marik had yelled after him, “Get your shit
together, Cale!”

That was exactly what he planned to do.

The Serakian’s room had been his very next
stop. “Is there anything you can do to break the bond?” he’d asked,
still catching his breath.

Portia’s first response had been to shriek
and then to knock him on his ass with a blast of heavy magic.
Perhaps he shouldn’t have burst into her room in the middle of the
night, but what else could he do? He must rid himself of Velicia
and regain the ability to claim Kyra, or lose her forever.

Haven’t I already lost her?

Once the Serakian stopped screeching at him,
she’d informed him that she could do nothing to help. “I’ve been
researching the thing you call a mate bond since I boarded the
ship,” she’d said after exhaling a tired yawn, “even though the
Seer threatened to take my life if I even thought about it.”

“Seer?” Cale had never heard the word.

“The red-head,” she’d explained with a roll
of her hand. “Nadua, I think her name is.” Then she continued, “The
bond is too solid, like nothing I’ve ever seen…though we do have a
name for such things.”

“Spare me,” Cale snapped. If the witch could
not help him, then he had no use for her at all. He’d spent the
next few days shamelessly wallowing, alone and on the Edge, cursing
his mother anew, and now Velicia as well.

Finally, Sebastian had dragged him to the
training room and knocked the shit out of him for a time, which
marginally helped.

Kyra still wouldn’t talk to him.

Now all he looked forward to was rivers of
Kayadon blood and their headless corpses, writhing under his
feet.

Cale relinquished command of the ship to
Sebastian but decided to stick around. “Have you heard back from
those transmissions we sent out?”

“Not yet.”

“What of the dragons? Where are they?”

“Still in talks with the other clans.”

Cale scoffed. If it wasn’t for Tristan’s
presence, he’d assume they weren’t coming at all.

As if reading his thoughts, Sebastian said,
“We will proceed as we would with or without them.”

“What’s the plan then?”

“I’m taking the book’s contents into
consideration, but I don’t want to rely solely on it. Portia’s in
the process of working a concealment spell for the ship. And Nadua
is scanning the future for anything that could help or hinder.
Although she still can’t call visions on command, she may catch
something.”

“Anya’s a good teacher,” Cale declared. He
had yet to reveal what he’d learned of their mother. He wasn’t sure
if he should even burden his siblings with the information. Not if
there was nothing to be done, and it would only inspire their
pity.

“Aye, she gives you the credit though.”
Sebastian looked both prideful and irritated by that. “Says without
your pushing, she wouldn’t be as far along as she is, and wouldn’t
be such a help to Nadua.”

Cale’s chest bowed slightly, but then he
found himself asking, “Was anyone else around when she said
that?”

Sebastian saw right through him and shook
his head.

 


Laughter burst out of Sonya as she landed on
the bed, bouncing lightly before Ethan crawled over her. His
expression was a wicked gleam of dark promises.

The Faieara male was insatiable.

They both were.

The last few weeks had been blissful bouts
of sex coupled with long hours of teasing each other while trying
to keep the pub running smoothly.

Needless to say, the patrons got kicked out
more often than not.

As strong hands pulled at the laces of her
bodice, she flipped their bodies so that she was on top, straddling
his waist. He gave her a wry look, which she returned, fully
intending to keep her current position. But just as expected, with
one swift and calculated move, she was back under him in
seconds.

“There’s more to your gift than just
anticipation,” she accused. He was far too fast.

Clasping her wrists, he raised her arms over
her head, holding them there with one hand.

He liked to be in control. But then, so did
she.

“Nope,” he boasted, placing a hard
triumphant kiss on her lips. As he trailed a path down her neck, he
added, “The rest is just a lifetime of practice. A side effect of
survival.

He’d revealed to her a little of his
involvement with the pirates. He’d had to be cunning and brutal,
passing from group to group, growing his reputation.

He nibbled at the sensitive flesh just above
her collarbone. She groaned, wondering if he realized that made her
fangs lengthen and her mind go wild. Claiming him was becoming a
forethought, growing harder and harder to ignore. Not only did she
no longer despise the idea…she was starting to crave it. She’d been
suppressing the urge for some time now, fearing they were reaching
the inevitable fork in their liaison.

They would need to separate soon if she were
to ever to get back to any form of normality. Already she feared
her mind would break when it happened…and it was sure to
happen.

Though Ethan continued to deny any
attraction to the newest Faieara princess, or a desire for the
promised union, he’d also not shown an interest in a mate bond with
her.

And she never expected him to.

 


Ethan pulled back to gaze at her. Her violet
eyes defied him in the most delicious way. That mocking smirk of
hers was branded into his memory. She could offer him the sweetest
kiss one moment and then knock him on his ass the next.

And he loved it.

How had this female enchanted him so
thoroughly?

Just before taking her lips, he’d caught a
glimmer of her little fangs. A beautiful snake, waiting to strike.
So why was he still drawn to her? Every day he wanted more.

Some part of him realized what was
happening, but he wasn’t ready to admit it aloud. There were still
things between them that needed to be resolved.

Yet, at the moment, his mind was drunk on
her delicious scent. Her wild, free nature always took him by
surprise.

The first time she’d taken him into her
wicked mouth, he thought he would die from shock. She had been
eager to give him such pleasure. And even though she’d had her
fangs at the ready, he had not been afraid.

He’d been turned on.

Now every time he envisioned her fangs
sinking into his flesh, he found himself unconsciously nipping at
her…actually encouraging her. What only months ago he considered a
barbaric act, was now the most erotic idea imaginable.

But that couldn’t be what
he wanted. Could it? Sure, he’d mulled it over on occasion,
but…certainly she didn’t. He pulled back once more to look at her, seeing
undisguised desire pool behind hooded lids. A single fang nibbled
at her bottom lip, mesmerizing him for an instant.

He moved in to claim her lips, maybe brush a
fang with his tongue, but she turned her head. “Don’t. I…I need a
minute.”

Her breath heaved, and he was drawn to the
rise and fall of her breasts moving under the tight bodice, its
loosened strings dangling haphazardly over her chest. Pulling at
them, he finished undoing the knots, freeing her from the garment.
When he bent to take one taut peak between his lips, she moaned
softly, arching for him, but the change in her mood finally
penetrated the haze of lust.

Not ready to let her go completely, he
positioned himself by her side and pulled her into the line of his
body. “What is it?”

Again she nibbled that lip, looking far too
sexy and…guilty?

Then it hit him. “Ah, you want to put those
pretty fangs in me.” It wasn’t a question, but she nodded in
answer.

 


Sonya expected him to fling away from her,
but he didn’t. And he seemed unalarmed by her admission.

He wasn’t terrified that she would
inadvertently claim him as hers forever, even while her teeth had
been brushing over his shaft. But then, even if she did take him as
her mate, he wouldn’t be bound to her like she would be to him.

“You don’t want that? Right?” she finally
asked.

At length, he shook his head. The movement
was minuscule. Almost unnoticeable. However, and to her great
surprise, her disappointment was substantial.

Schooling her features, she gnashed her
teeth, trying to will her fangs to recede and feeling horrified
that she’d ruined the mood—and possibly their relationship in one
fell swoop.

A stretch of silence hung heavy between
them. What was he thinking?

He changed the subject. “Tell me about your
home.”

She frowned, rolling off the bed. He didn’t
try to stop her. He just laid there, looking sexy as hell in his
lose white shirt, ready to ravage her if she demanded. But her
throat had suddenly grown tight, her mouth dry.

He wasn’t asking about her home world. It
had been obvious, ever since Cale’s outburst, that his curiosity
festered. Every now and again, he would pick for information about
her father.

The problem was, she hadn’t even discussed
that night with her brothers. Not really. All they knew was that
Sebastian had come home to find their father’s lifeless body, and
her huddled in the cupboard, frozen in shock. She wasn’t ready to
relive it.

“First, tell me about Evlon,” she
hedged.

Arm bent, he rested his head on his palm,
giving her a patronizing look. “Two suns orbit my world,” he
started. “Our ancient ancestors worshiped them, believing that,
united, they fuel the magic that encompasses Evlon.”

Sonya felt her anxiety wane, and she
rejoined him on the mattress, her curiosity piqued. His arm opened
in welcome, and he rested his hand on her hip. “Is it true?” she
urged him on.

He smiled elusively. “Your turn to tell me
something.”

She hesitated. “We didn’t have royalty like
you. Instead we had village councils. Elders who presided over each
town. They mostly just settled disputes between landowners and
discussed matters that pertained to everyday life. Pretty dull
stuff to be honest.” She glanced up at him, “So, is it true?”

His lips thinned, but amusement quickly
curled the corners. “Partly, I believe so. For example, twice a
year, the suns align in the sky. Somehow it causes a…unique effect
on us.” He smiled as if remembering. “I haven’t felt the power of
it in so long. I can’t imagine how it would overwhelm me now.” Then
he paused, giving her a meaningful look.

“Well? What happens to you?”

“Uh-uh. Your turn.”

Again she frowned, not liking this game.
“There isn’t much to tell,” she said honestly. “We lived simple
lives, only starting to delve into science and technology when the
Kayadon arrived. Very few of us had ever been off planet before
that, though we’d been aware of the outer races for some time.”

“Hmm.” He leaned back on the mattress and
clasped his hands behind his head.

She waited for him to speak. After a while
she whined, “Well?”

“Well what?”

Poking him in the side, she growled, “Tell
me!”

He rolled on top of her, whipping her arms
above her head. She jutted her chin, growing irritated, yet aroused
at the same time.

He smirked. “At twilight, the sky turns
violet, with streaks of crimson. It will forever remind me of your
eyes.” She blinked twice, taken aback by the sudden tenderness in
his voice. Yet his next words stole her breath. “I love you, you
silly woman. Why won’t you let me in?”

After choking on a gasp, she rasped, “You
what?” Her heart sped, pounding harshly against her chest. She
became aware of the hard muscles of his body over hers. He was
making sure she couldn’t move.

 


“I love you,” he repeated irefully. He
hadn’t intended to blurt it out like that, but he could no longer
hold back. Her stubbornness was never ending. She evaded him at
every turn.

“But…you can’t,” she insisted, eyes going
wide.

“Can’t I?” he said. He could sense the panic
flooding her. If he wasn’t holding her in place, she would have
bolted by now. Was the idea of mating with him so revolting to her
that she would deny her very nature? Still her fangs advertised her
desire.

“You’re the one who doesn’t
want to be with me like that. You just said so.”

“You misunderstand. What I want is for you
to be upfront with me. This pirate thing hangs between us. How can
we overcome it if you won’t talk to me about it?”

Swiftly, she fired off, “It’s nothing. I’m
over it anyway. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“That sounded convincing.”

“Shut up! Get off of me!” She bucked but he
held fast.

“I just told you that I love you, and you
want to run away?”

“Do you think I should love you back just
because you’re supposedly my mate?”

“Pretty much. Yeah.”

“Well, sorry to disappoint you.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Why are you
being so stubborn about this?” He didn’t believe for a second she
didn’t love him. Why was she denying it?

“Because, since you couldn’t trick it out of
me, you’re trying to force it. You’re always making me do things
I’m not ready for!”

Her words sliced through him, and he finally
released her. As if she couldn’t get away from him fast enough, she
scrambled off the bed, refusing to look at him as she laced her
bodice. He could tell she was going to leave without a word.
Probably wouldn’t talk to him for a full week or two, maybe
never.

“Wait, Sonya.”

She paused halfway to the door with her back
to him.

“You’re right, I’m sorry. Please don’t go. I
can tell you keep me at a distance, and it’s driving me crazy, but
I won’t bring it up again. Alright?”

Her shoulders hunched, and he thought she
might be wavering. An agonizing moment later, she turned to face
him.

“You keep me so off balance,” she admitted.
“I have no idea how to deal with”—she gestured between them as if
words had escaped her—“all of this.”

He pursed his lips together, unsure how to
proceed. Finally, he said, “If you come back to bed, I’ll tell you
what happens when the suns align.”

Repressing a grin, she replied, “Resorting
to bribery?”

Already he knew he’d won. “Usually the best
course of action.”

He saw the debate warring inside her. She
wanted to resist, yet at the same time she wanted to submit. He
imagined she had never experienced those conflicting emotions at
the same time, at least before he’d come along.

Taking the choice from her, he pushed off
the bed and crossed to her. Her gaze followed him cautiously, as if
expecting an attack.

“No longer curious?” he drawled in a husky
voice.

She averted her gaze, and one smooth
shoulder hiked nonchalantly.

Cupping her face, he trailed his thumb over
her cheek. “It would be better for me to show you.”

He dipped his head, and their lips drew
together like a pair of magnets. After a few strokes of his tongue,
she melted into his arms.
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The Sanctuary provided a measure of solace.
It looked jungle-esque, full of a variety of plants, flourishing
under the artificial light. A faux river twisted through a grassy
plain. This room was no doubt the jewel of the ship, providing the
crew with peace and life among their metallic world and the
never-ending black space.

While her sisters practiced their respective
gifts among the forest-like backdrop, Kyra burrowed her back into
the soft grass, arms folded behind her head, gazing up at nothing.
This place didn’t smell quite like home—either of them—but the
pungent scent was pleasant anyway.

As Anya played with moving currents of air,
Nadua sat in a meditative state. Kyra supposed she was seeing hints
of the future, or perhaps the history of those on the ship. Nadua
was still learning to master it, but her control grew by leaps and
bounds with the help of Anya’s insightful instruction.

Kyra paid close attention to her little
sister’s advice. Though she was young in many ways, she was proving
wise beyond her years in others. Of all of them, Kyra would boast
that Anya’s gift was the most powerful. Certainly the most
useful.

A bit of shame crept through Kyra. Her magic
was still raw, nearly unmanageable. She’d been making some progress
back on Earth, if only a fraction. But now, for fear she would
destroy the ship and everyone aboard, she could not join her
sisters in training.

Her view of the ceiling was suddenly blocked
by Anya’s beaming smile and the curtain of her golden locks. She
should have known Anya would sense her melancholy.

“Hi,” Anya chirped, settling back on her
knees. “What’s wrong?”

Kyra sighed and sat up. “I’m just worried
that I won’t be much help when the time comes.”

Nadua joined the conversation. “I worry
about that as well. I can’t exactly pull visions out of thin air.
They come when they come.” She shrugged.

“At least you don’t involuntarily explode
and then subsequently pass out,” Kyra countered

“Yes, at least that doesn’t happen,” she
gave a half-hearted laugh, followed by a sorrowful expression. Kyra
returned a thin smile and shrugged.

They relaxed into a small circle, and Anya
asked, “What does it feel like when you use your gift?”

Kyra thought back. “My body
gets really hot. I think my skin even begins to glow. Then I get
the feeling something is trying to break out of me, like a wild
animal or something. At first I try to keep it in, because I know
what will happen if…when it gets out. But then…then it creeps into
my head. Takes over. And I begin to want to let it go because…” she
paused. “Because I crave the destruction that I know is
coming.”

Kyra expected them to look at her like she
was crazy. In so many words, she’d just admitted a belief that her
magic had a mind of its own.

Instead, Nadua confessed, “It feels similar
when I have a vision. You know, without the destruction and dark
thoughts. I lose myself, and it’s like I’m propelled into another
time. A place that I can neither affect nor leave at will. I get
sort of stuck.”

“I’ve had experiences like yours, as well,”
Anya said. “When Ethan held us captive on his base, before we knew
who he was,” she added with emphasis, “I unleashed my gift to free
Sebastian and the others, and for a moment I was not myself.
Something terrible overcame me. I can’t even explain what it
was.”

The shiver that followed her words was
telling. Anya had been frightened by whatever she’d endured, just
as Kyra was frightened of herself.

“It will all work out,” Anya encouraged,
once again sensing her dismay. “Father believes in us, does he not?
And he must know that we will be triumphant.”

Kyra and Nadua shared a
look. They knew better than she that their father’s visions were
not always accurate. There was
a chance that they were merely racing to their
doom.

The thought was disconcerting. Her mind
drifted to Cale, and she suppressed another sigh. What if they were
just careening towards their inevitable demise, and she only had a
limited amount of time with him—the clock ticking down?

Were they wasting time with this animosity?
So he believed she bewitched him with magic. She knew better. She’d
just been hoping he’d figure it out himself and come to her
for…what? Forgiveness? Hell, at this point she’d take a breathy,
“I’m going to take you now.” But that didn’t seem to be happening,
and their separation felt…wrong.

The few times he’d approached her, he’d been
ill-mannered and terse, and, of course, she’d been the same. He had
a talent for making her hackles rise. Yet, at night she wished for
his arms around her, almost to a maddening degree.

Nadua and Anya went back to practicing,
leaving her to her thoughts. She leaned back in the grass, running
the heel of her palms over her eyes.

Why hadn’t he come to apologize yet? She
knew the answer: he didn’t think he’d done anything wrong.

Then, an idea sparked.

It was possible that he’d only acted so
barbarous because that was the way of his people. His actions on
Uli Rings had suggested he did in fact want her, though his
approach left something to be desired. What if he was waiting on
her to come to him and reconcile? Perhaps, just as on Earth, he was
giving her space now.

She cursed herself, realizing she was merely
making excuses, and it was only a matter of time before she talked
herself into going to him. How pathetic.

The doors swooshed open and they all turned
their heads to see Tristan enter. “We draw near your home,” he
announced.

 


“There it is!” Kyra breathed.

They all gathered in the control room to
witness their approach.

Evlon had slowly grown from an insignificant
speck of light, to a small green globe that could fit in her
palm.

They were still so far away, but the tiny
glimmer of the world she’d once known had her heart racing. She
choked back a cry of relief that it was still—at least as far as
she could tell—intact.

Seeing it even managed to take her mind away
from the fact that Cale stood but feet from her. She’d been caught
off guard at seeing him in the control room, and her body had
responded as if they hadn’t been parted for weeks. To her
embarrassment, he’d noticed, and she’d watched his gaze turn
hungry.

Then Tristan followed her in, and Cale grew
cold, a painful reminder that the only reason he desired her now
was for competition’s sake. The fact of the matter remained, he’d
been ready to cast her aside until the dragon had entered the
scene. The realization burned like a hot poker to the heart.

There she stood in the control room,
surrounded by Tristan and her sisters—Cale with his family, and
Ethan—feeling as lonely as her first year on Earth.

Everyone seemed to take position between her
and Cale. Whether it was planned or a coincidence, she couldn’t
decide. But at the moment, she was just grateful for the distance.
If Cale ever wanted to be with her again, she wanted to be sure it
was because he cared for her, and not just because of a jealous
rivalry.

She recalled his horrified expression when
he’d learned of her liaison with Tristan. It was true they’d been
together in their youth, but it was so long ago, it hardly mattered
now. That time had been new and exciting for both of them. Each had
been infatuated with the other, and she would forever cherish the
memories of first love. But whatever she had felt for him then
paled in comparison to what she felt for Cale now. Even if her
feelings were solely one-sided.

Kyra had been surprised to find hope, on
Tristan’s part, of rekindling their former romance, but she made it
clear that wasn’t going happen. To her relief, he hadn’t been too
disappointed. Now he just enjoyed screwing with Cale.

She heard the undertones of a menacing growl
when Tristan placed his hand on her shoulder. After she gave
Tristan a chastising look, he removed it, giving her a roguish
grin.

The tension in the room skyrocketed.

Then Portia entered. “I’ve finished the
spell,” she announced. “We should be as invisible as a black
hole.”

“Good,” Sebastian said. To his crew, he
ordered, “Divert energy to shields. Keep our weapons hot, but do
not fire unless I command.”

Kyra gasped. “We’re not going to attack now,
are we?”

“No, I’m just being cautious. Once we get
through the atmosphere, we’re going to try to land. Ethan has
mapped a location he believes will best suit us.”

“Yes,” Ethan interjected. “The area should
conceal us, as well as bring us close to where the book indicates a
faction of our people might be hiding, somehow out of reach from
the Kayadon. Probably with the use of magic.”

“How long till we get there?” Cale asked,
showing a hint of impatience.

Aidan answered, “Half a day at least. And if
you’re all going to hover in here, I swear to all the gods, I will
ram us into the first enemy ship I see.”

Tristan grumbled in her ear, “I canna
believe he ran Phase Nine, let alone won the thing.” Then louder,
he said, “Come, love, let us find entertainment elsewhere. We can
do nothing to help here.”

She felt the heat of Cale’s glower follow
her out the door. Forcing herself not to steal a glance, she could
imagine his irises the color of lava.

“I wish you wouldn’t antagonize him,” she
said, halfway down the hall.

“Sorry, lass. I canna help myself.”

“Yes, you can. You just don’t want to.”

She’d found Tristan’s personality to be just
as she remembered it, playful and easygoing, but under the surface,
there was strength and maturity. Traits inspired by his father’s
influence, and no doubt, nurtured by his mother.

“How is your mother?” she asked, ashamed
that she’d not thought to before now.

“She is well. No’ much different than you
might recall. She wishes we would all find wives and settle down.
Goads us constantly. It’s a shame she never bore any lasses like
yourself to fuss over.”

“She was quite fond of me, wasn’t she?”

In fact, the boys had been shocked by how
quickly Edel had taken a liking to her. They’d led her to believe
their mother curt and barely cordial to anyone who wasn’t family.
But then, Kyra supposed the queen had been eager for a match, just
like everyone else.

“That she was. I’ve no’ seen her so vexed
than the day you were called home. You know she would love to see
you again.”

“Maybe in the future I can visit her.” If
there was a future for her, that is. “How is your clan’s
relationship with the witches?” Though not as powerful as the
Serakians, the witches on Lagura wielded impressive magic and often
used it against the dragons.

His look said it for him. “No’ well. They
are as devious as ever. Father is in talks with a handful of
covens. They demand presence on our council, but I fear it would be
our downfall.”

Kyra didn’t know what to say. She was
worried about her own people’s downfall.

Many of the crew gathered in the salon where
the wall length window offered the best view. She assumed Cale had
remained in the control room with Sebastian, but she couldn’t be
sure. She and Tristan claimed a free table, and Marik brought her a
tea-like beverage that she sipped while trying to concentrate on
surrounding conversations.

Her sisters seemed to be in the same frame
of mind as she, because they didn’t speak much either. A
rambunctious table of mercenaries offered some entertainment by
regaling stories, but Kyra could hardly feign interest.

The rest of the day passed slowly. The
watched pot theory was true, and Kyra had to command herself to
stop glancing out the window to see if Evlon had grown at all. But
eventually the day did pass, and against the darkness of space her
home suddenly took up much of the view.

As small details bloomed, her heart warmed.
The land became more defined by coastlines. Fractals of light
bounced off winding rivers, broken up by dense patches of forest.
It was beautiful.

Then her heart dropped into her stomach.

Among the stars, a distant ship loomed. They
all seemed to notice it at once, and the room stilled. The large
metal craft sat motionless, like a spider waiting for prey.

She held her breath as they began to drift
closer. Anxiety crawled up her spine. But the Serakian’s spell must
have been working. The foreign ship made no move toward them.

A part of her wanted to rush back to the
control room for assurance, but she would only be a nuisance.
Besides, if they were about to be blown to smithereens, she’d
rather be the last to know.

Evlon continued to expand toward them. A
mass of land turned into a large expanse of treetops. The sky
shifted from black to a vibrant blue. As they sank through a hazy
layer of clouds, light droplets of water began to build against the
window.

She wasn’t expecting to see a familiar
structure, but the haze cleared and beyond a stretch of land,
nestled at the base of a far off hill, her childhood home
appeared.

“What is that?” Anya asked, sounding in
awe.

“The palace,” Kyra replied mournfully.

The white marbled walls looked stark against
the flourishing green hills that rose up around it. Was their
father still there?

They were too far away to determine if life
went on behind the windows, or in the small city that surrounded
it. Still, she strained her eyes hoping to catch a hint of movement
before they ducked under the thick canopy.

As they descended, the light became obscured
by thick trunks and a plethora of giant leaves that fanned out in
all directions. With her heart pumping adrenaline into her veins,
she watched as the trunks whizzed by, the movement slowing by small
increments till the ship came to a crawl.

She glanced at her sisters, whose
expressions mirrored hers, a mixture of excitement and trepidation.
What would they find when they stepped foot outside? Would all be
as they remembered? Would they find their people surviving? Or
would they discover their home and its people beaten into
submission, a shadow of what was?

Finally, the ship settled. Her pulse jumped
into hyper drive, and she had to take a deep breath in an attempt
to stave off a bout of dizziness.

She found herself wishing Cale were here.
His strength and confidence would no doubt rejuvenate hers.

Outside the window, there were signs of a
breeze gently caressing the large foliage, but inside the salon,
her breath was the only sound she heard.

Anya propelled out of her seat, “Let’s go!
Let’s go,” she shouted with unrestrained glee.

“Wait. We don’t know if it’s safe yet,” Kyra
warned.

“Can’t you feel it? It’s so lovely.” Her
smile was exuberant.

Kyra did feel something. Under her nerves
was a deep sense of belonging. It flowed through her, coating her
every cell, down to her marrow.

 


Cale pushed his way past the waiting crowd.
The hatch to this foreign land was about to open, and he was
desperate to find Kyra. Aidan had scanned for danger and gave the
all clear, but that didn’t mean shit to him.

Neither did the fact that they’d slipped
past Kayadon ships, posted just beyond the outer atmosphere, with
the ease of a child. He still didn’t know if the cloaking spell
would work outside the ship, and the witch had disappeared before
he could inquire.

Once more, he scanned the myriad of faces,
still not seeing Kyra. If she was here, her scent was being masked
by the smells from the tightly packed crew members.

Just when he was about to bellow her name,
he caught a glimpse of Anya. She was talking to someone. He
couldn’t see to whom. Muscling his way forward, he spotted the back
of Kyra’s long coppery locks.

Anya noticed him first, then Nadua, who was
standing next to—he growled—Tristan. At least she was putting space
between the dragon and Kyra. Marik was there as well, which
alleviated a bit more of his anxiety.

“Where is Sebastian?” Anya asked.

“Right behind me.”

Kyra stiffened at his voice, but she didn’t
turn to look at him. He didn’t give a damn if she wished him away.
Nothing would make him leave her side now. Not until he was
absolutely sure of her safety. And since this world was unknown to
him, it would take a great deal of convincing.

Luckily, she didn’t make a fuss. Tristan,
however, gave him a mocking grin. Cale bared his fangs in
return.

See, Kyra, we can be
cordial.

Just so long as the dragon didn’t touch her,
the dragon got to live.

Finally, she glanced at him. A fleeting look
at first, but, as if she couldn’t help it, her expressive eyes fell
on him a second time, lingering. He met her gaze head-on, longing
to see that familiar warmth in their depths. To tell her what a
fool he’d been.

Before he could, she opened her mouth to
speak. Then, as though thinking better of it, she paused for a
moment and tried again, choosing her words carefully.

He realized he was holding his breath,
anticipating what she might say. Even if she were only to yell at
him, it would be better than the nothingness he’d been hard-pressed
to endure.

A single syllable was all he got when
Sebastian appeared, cutting her off.

“Open the hatch,” he ordered, claiming Anya
by the hand.

Hissing sounds erupted around them as the
hatch jerked free and a rush of air pushed inside. Fresh air that
smelled of rich soil and life and something else he couldn’t
describe. Cale blocked his eyes from the sudden brightness.

 


The door slowly opened, revealing inch by
inch a land Kyra barely remembered, but could never forget. Her
happiness nearly brought her to her knees as she sucked in a lung
full of the vaguely familiar air, infused with a faint
sweetness.

When the ramp unfolded, she took a tentative
step forward, but a hand gripped her by the arm, holding her
back.

“Let a team go first and make sure it’s
safe,” Cale muttered softly.

He’d pulled her close, and she could feel
the heat of his chest seep into her back. Hearing his voice made
her want to lean into him, but she resisted the urge. She was still
angry with him, wasn’t she?

Yet, before, his expression had held a
hidden emotion, just behind his tough, indifferent mask, and she’d
almost admitted to him that she missed him.

Sebastian sent a group out to investigate
the area, armed with both lethal and non-lethal weaponry. They
weren’t gone long before they returned…with Portia in tow.

“I popped ahead to work a number of
concealment spells. We should be practically invisible up to three
hundred paces out, no farther. Actually, to be safe, make that two
hundred.”

“Uh, very good, Portia,” Sebastian said.
“Thanks.”

After getting a nod that the area was safe,
Kyra made a second attempt to exit the ship. Again, Cale held her
fast. “You’re not going out there without me,” he warned.

“Then let’s go,” she replied
impatiently.

His eyes widened with surprise, but then he
nodded and released her.

Five steps was all it took. Five steps, and
her world changed once again. Her feet sank into the soft green
turf. The breeze lifted tendrils of her hair, surrounding her in a
warm embrace. Anya came to her right, their hands threaded
together. Nadua mirrored her action on the left, giving her palm a
squeeze. In that moment they were connected by the same
thought.

We are
home.
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Cale kept a close eye on
Kyra as he scoped out the area. He dare not stray too far. Just
feet from the ship, she’d climbed up onto a high arching root that
was as wide as two of Marada’s
shuttles combined and three times as tall. As she
leaned on the base of the trunk, she looked no bigger than an
insect in comparison.

However, much more beautiful.

She wore a pair of shorts that cupped her
ass like a damn second skin. He couldn’t help become aroused at the
thought of gripping her with the same closeness. She must know that
from his angle he was finding it impossible to divert his gaze.

She peeked down at him as if reading his
thoughts, and he pretended to examine a flower bud as large as his
head until she looked away.

Kyra had demanded Zoey remain on board the
ship, but Zoey stubbornly refused. They’d argued for a while, but
in the end, she had made the earthling promise to stay by Cale. His
chest had puffed up a little by the fact that Kyra chose him over
the dragon, though Tristan remained nearby as well.

Nadua planted herself in a patch of sun with
her face tilted toward the rays. Sebastian took Sonya, Ethan, and
Anya to check the area. Everyone else meandered around, exploring
this strange new land. Cale couldn’t help comparing it to what he
remembered of his home world. There were a few forests on his
planet, but nothing like this. Most of the land had been wide
plains with few hills and valleys scattered throughout.

This land was ripe with oversized
vegetation, some of the leaves the size of a man. A blanket of
green high above them obscured most of the sunlight. The rasping
and chirping of creatures that continued to remain elusive made him
uneasy.

His “banishment” seemed to be temporarily
lifted because just after they’d left the ship, Kyra had started
identifying noises for him. Or maybe that was only because she was
so overcome with excitement.

“Hear that?” she called when loud clacking
began to echo from above. “It’s a group of serbu. They live at the
very tippy tops of the trees, and when they sense predators they
all bang on the branches in warning.”

“Predators?” Cale seized on the word.

She looked down at him, amused. “It’s
probably us. They can sense our vibrations. They’re the cutest
little things, with large furry ears and long tails.”

“And if it’s not us?” he questioned, ready
to climb up there and drag her back to the safety of the ship.

She took a seat on the root, swinging her
legs, unconcerned. “Don’t worry, Cale, I’d protect you.”

“Would you now?” he said precariously, once
again taken aback by her lighthearted mood. She was so happy. His
heart soared to see her smile.

He realized then that he would do anything
to keep her that way. He would single-handedly destroy all the
Kayadon if he needed to. Not because he craved vengeance, but
because it would be the greatest gift he could give her.

 


The next two days were dedicated to securing
and exploring the area, and Cale running after Kyra as she
reacquainted herself with Evlon. The girl was insatiable, climbing
and hiking and racing all around. He nearly passed out from stress
when she ascended to the top of a tree, curious if she could catch
a glimpse of the palace.

From behind him, Sonya asked, “Well, what do
we do now?”

Ethan approached with the book. When he
called for Kyra to open it for him, she climbed down and dropped
from a low branch, landing gracefully on her haunches.

“Where did my sisters go?” she asked,
looking around.

“They insisted on going with Sebastian and
Marik to search the area,” Sonya replied. “I doubt they’ll be gone
long.”

Kyra took hold of the book, placed it on the
flat surface of a nearby rock, and pulled it open. Then Ethan
shifted through the pages till he found what he was looking for.
Cale peeked over his shoulder at a map taking up two full
pages.

Ethan pointed to a spot on the lower left.
“We should be here.” His hand moved slightly to the right. “There
should be a group of Faieara here. Not too far away from where we
are now. We just need to find them.”

Sonya sauntered closer. “Then it looks like
we’re going for a walk.”

 


By the time everyone returned to the ship,
one of the two suns had set. Kyra assured them it would be hours
before the second one followed. This was the time of year when the
nights were short, and the days long.

Kyra, her sisters and their mates, as well
as Cale, Ethan, and Sonya prepared to leave. Kyra had put her foot
down when Zoey wanted to come, and this time she’d won. Thankfully,
Portia promised keep an eye on “the mortal”. Rex and Tristan stayed
behind as well. Sebastian left Aidan in charge of the ship.

Before they set out, Sonya handed Kyra
something that looked like a pistol. “Cale said you’re good with a
gun,” she explained, pointing to a switch. “This has two settings.
Flip it this way and it will send a pulse that should knock anyone
unconscious. Flip it the other way and it will take a head
off.”

Kyra nodded. “Setting phaser to stun,
captain,” she joked. When Sonya only raised an eyebrow, she
grumbled, “Zoey would have laughed at that.”

Soon after, Ethan disappeared into the thick
foliage, followed by the rest of the group. She and Cale took up
the rear.

The landscape was just as she remembered.
The trees stood tall as ever, and the sounds of wildlife went on as
though it would be so till the end of time.

Being here made her realize that she
couldn’t continue to be mad at Cale. He had done so much for her,
fought for her, just to bring her this far. If it weren’t for him,
she would still be on Earth, missing her family, and preparing to
invent a new life for herself. Or worse, captured by the
Kayadon.

She turned to him then, with a silly grin
that she seemed unable to wipe off her face. She noticed each time
she looked his way, his expression became stunned as if he had no
idea why she might be smiling.

“Thank you,” she said genuinely, “for making
this happen.”

He nodded stoically, but she thought she
sensed pride in him. And he should be proud. They all should
be.

She’d heard that, before Anya, Cale and his
family had been living as peaceful merchants. The demons’ lives had
been completely upheaved, without one word of complaint.

But then, they had their own reasons for
wanting to come here, didn’t they? Their eyes lit with bloodlust at
the very mention of the Kayadon. She could understand why. What
happened to their planet was terrible. She hadn’t mentioned it
aloud, but it was one of her greatest fears that Evlon would end up
like theirs.

The path was not an easy one. The terrain
was overrun with thick roots and boulders. Ethan checked the map
several times to verify their course. He seemed to know where they
should be going, and she trusted his judgment.

When they were young, Kyra and her sisters
would venture out of the palace often, but never far enough that
they couldn’t find their way back. Ethan had been a soldier in the
king’s army, and would have been expected to know the land as far
out as the seas by heart.

Brief glimpses of the palace through the
dense forest indicated they were quite a ways away. A valley
separated them from it. But, according to Ethan, that was not where
they were headed.

“What is that place?” Cale asked when he
caught her staring.

“That’s where I grew up,” she said, trying
not to sound forlorn. She assumed she failed because he placed a
hand on her shoulder for comfort. She gave him a grateful smile,
and they continued walking.

Her mood lifted later, when they came across
a cluster of jumping lasmin. The demons went tense as the tiny
creatures bounced wildly around them. Cale positioned himself at
her front, ready to defend.

“They’re harmless,” she quickly assured.

Round and soft, like a ball of cotton, their
extremities would jut out just as they were about to come in
contact with a hard surface, then spring off and tuck themselves
into a ball as they flew through the air. They made little to no
noise.

As the lasmin moved on, so did they.

After a few more minutes of hiking, she
noticed Cale was not being his usual self. He was quiet and
reserved, yet paid attention to every move she made, as well as
their surroundings. She didn’t know what to make of it.

“You don’t have to be so protective,” she
finally told him. “There are very few native creatures who pose a
threat. Some of the plant life can be more deadly than anything
that moves.”

At that, he started to take note of every
leaf and twig.

The path then turned rockier and slick with
moss. No one spoke as they all concentrated on keeping their
footing. Kyra was an expert hiker, so she had no difficulty now.
Nadua seemed to be doing fine as well. It was Anya who gave her
cause for worry. Her younger sister slipped often. She remembered
that Anya spent the majority of her life on ships with flat
surfaces and elevators. Eventually, Sebastian pulled her onto his
back.

When they stopped to rest, Kyra felt giddy,
immersing herself in every aspect of Evlon. The oringa trees were
exactly as she recalled: obscenely oversized and equally lovely.
Stones that littered the ground sparkled with an almost reflective
quality, every one unique in color. The air was like nothing she
could describe. Each breath was an experience.

She stole a moment to herself, sneaking her
way to a small clearing that overlooked the valley. She should have
known Cale would follow, but it didn’t bother her.

“Do you see that hill there?” she said
without looking at him. It was one of the tallest hills in the
vicinity, packed with rocks and painted the colors of life.

Cale grunted in affirmation.

“On the other side of it, there used to be a
set of stairs. Never-ending stairs,” she said, “to a child at
least. My mother took me up them once. At the top, there is a
shrine dedicated to the seven sisters of wisdom…or there was.
Perhaps it’s still there.” She squinted at where she thought this
shrine might be, but foliage blocked her view. “It sat at the
center of a beautifully groomed garden. Quite a sight to see.”

She realized she was babbling, but Cale
seemed content to listen, so she continued. “We sat there for some
time, saying nothing. Eventually, I asked my mother what we were
doing, and she said she was praying for pure understanding, reason,
and knowledge. She said wisdom was a gift that could never be
mastered but must always be practiced.” Kyra paused as a wave of
emotion smashed down on her. “Her words moved me, and I prayed as
well. That night the seven sisters sent me a message that I’ve
never forgotten.”

“And what is that?” Cale asked.

She plucked a leaf from a small nearby plant
and placed it in his palm. “This is no longer attached to that
plant, but it would be wrong to say it is not still connected.”

Cale examined the leaf dubiously.

“And everything seen or unseen holds the
same truth.”

“Alright.”

“I guess it’s not easy to explain.”

“No, I get it. We’re one with the universe,”
he said drolly.

She pursed her lips, but the corners curled
in a half grin.

“Where is this coming from?”

She shrugged. “Well, it’s like you and
me…all of us. We’re all connected in so many ways. So many things
have had to fall into place for us to get here.” She paused, not
sure where she was going with this. “I guess I’m just hoping it
wasn’t all for nothing.”

“That’s impossible.”

She cocked her head. “How so?”

“The fact that so much has fallen into place
tells me we’re on the right path.”

She forced a thin smile. “There were a few
close calls, though, weren’t there?”

“Aye, a few.”

“And it seems like there is still so much to
do.”

“Nah. Getting here was the worst of it.”

“I fear you’re wrong about that. And I still
don’t know the extent of my gift. Not like my sisters.”

“I will help you. We were doing well on
Earth, were we not? As soon as we get back, we can resume your
practice.”

“What did I accomplish back on Earth,
really? The stump still lives.”

When Cale didn’t respond, she looked at him.
His strong jaw was set in a tight line, but his expression was full
of emotion. He closed the distance till only an inch separated
them. She swallowed, suddenly nervous, but held his gaze.

In a grave voice, he said, “I will not let
you fail.”

Her throat went tight, and she had to look
away. “Promise?”

“I swear it. Even if I cannot win back your
affections, I will never forsake you.”

Her breath left her. Did he
really not know that he’d never lost her affections? They were merely
restrained by a thread of stubborn willfulness and the fear that he
didn’t truly want her. But as she met gaze again and saw passion
build behind his cobalt irises, the thread snapped.

 


The scent of her arousal called to him,
muddling his mind. Danger lingered near, he told himself. He could
not allow himself to be distracted by the burning lust firing in
his veins. But when her eyes flashed gold, like liquid honey, it
shattered the last of his control.

Their lips came together with bruising
force. His arm clasped around her waist, caging her against him. As
her hands came around his neck, she darted her tongue out to taste
him. It was enough to drive him mad and siphon the last of his
restraint, ready to take her here, now, among the dirt and rocks.
He gripped the thin fabric of her shirt, ready to tear it off her,
but a touch of reason pricked his brain. She would have nothing to
replace it. Others might see her.

See what is
mine.

He moved his palm to claim her breast,
feeling her through the material. A needy moan from deep in her
throat nearly undid him.

She licked across his lips in an almost
desperate way, and then their tongues danced, fighting for
dominance. Her nails scraped through his hair, the way she did when
she was nearing the edge of her own mindlessness, and his shaft
took note, hardening in anticipation.

He pulled back, panting, “We cannot do this
now.”

She too breathed heavily. “You’re right. I’m
sorry.”

“Don’t be. If we had the time I would have
you bent over the nearest rock,”—he put his lips to her ear—“for
hours.”

The shudder that ran through her was more
than gratifying. At the first opportunity, that was just what he
would do.

She pulled away, and he had to force himself
to let her go. Once more composed, they returned to the group.
Sebastian gave him a look that said he was aware of what had
transpired. His brother only wanted him to use Kyra as a source of
strength. He imagined Sebastian disapproved of his persistence in
pursuing Kyra for more.

Cale wasn’t sure if he should reveal his new
belief that Kyra was his true mate…should have been, he mentally
corrected. Sebastian already pitied him—they all did. If they knew
how truly hopeless the situation was, he’d never get another look
that wasn’t tainted by sympathy.

As expected, acid crawled through his veins,
the consequence of a simple kiss. But he loved the pain now. Now
that he knew what it meant. It was a reminder that she could have
been his—as well as a punishment that he had been so thoroughly
duped as to have lost the power to make it so…forever.

 


Kyra’s heart still raced as they resumed
their trek. How was it that Cale’s presence could so easily
overwhelm her? Her body still screamed for his touch, thrumming
with excruciating desire.

She was grateful that he’d put on the
brakes, even though it proved she’d been much more affected by the
moment—lost even—than he. But she could hardly muster up the proper
amount of outrage over that, too preoccupied with how rigid his
shaft had been. Still was. As they walked, he continually adjusted
himself, giving her a perturbed expression. The feminine part of
her mind grinned with sexual triumph. And yet another, friskier,
part was unable to stop from teasing him. A touch here, a look
there. She knew her outfit was enticing and used it to her
advantage at every opportunity. With the uneven terrain,
opportunity was plentiful.

In a tone as rough as the stones around
them, he grated, “You are asking for it,” just as she was bent in a
suggestive angle, climbing a rocky slope.

Through a Cheshire smile, she replied
innocently, “What am I asking for?”

When they reached the top, he spun her. His
strong palm clamped on her backside, fingers biting into flesh and
forcing her onto tiptoes. She had to grip his shoulders for
balance. He didn’t say anything, but his expression became fierce,
eyes bright with amusement. He liked her teasing.

Duly noted.

“You intentionally test my self-control.”
His deep timbre rolled over her like a caress.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m
merely hiking.”

“Your way of hiking is wicked,” he breathed,
leaning down to take her lips.

From far ahead in the trail, Sebastian
warned, “Calic!”

Cale hissed out a growl and proclaimed, “You
will stop distracting me, vixen.”

Fat
chance.

Three more times Sebastian had to scold
them. However, she got the impression that the others were slightly
tickled by their antics.

It wasn’t long before they came to a large
flat-bottomed, oval crater, half the size of a football field. The
site looked old and overgrown, shaded from the sky by long reaching
branches of the oringa trees. From the cliff-side, tangled roots
reached out and down toward the base. Exposed rock peeked from
under vines that blanketed almost everything.

Ethan stopped at the edge, craning his neck
in all directions. “This is the landmark indicated on the map. Some
of our people should be nearby.”

Almost instantly, an odd chill came over
them. Kyra got the eerie feeling they were being watched. Anya
glanced around curiously, and the others closed in, as if sensing
it as well.

A light breeze fluttered through the high
leaves, creating a soft rustling noise. Along with it came a low
harmonious musical tone, almost like a flute. Around them, the
woods went quiet, as if all noise was sucked away, but for the
flute’s song.

“I don’t like this,” Sonya whispered.

“I know that instrument,” Ethan muttered
ominously.

Kyra had a vague inkling of familiarity as
well.

That
sound—

“Everyone!” Ethan bellowed. “Anything you
see or hear in the next few moments will not be real. Someone is
weaving an illusion—

Kyra sucked in a harsh breath just before
her world burst into a burning maelstrom of flame and smoke.
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All around her, trees burned, smelling of
ash and brimstone. Everything bled as though filled with the blood
of her people. The sky turned black as coal. Soot covered every
rock and coated her lungs, making it hard to breath. The trunk of a
nearby tree buckled, crashing down with a terrible crunch. It was
her worst nightmare.

Her world was being destroyed before her
eyes.

In the background, under the deafening sound
of carnage, the flute played on.

“Illusion,” she told herself. “It’s not
real.” Then she called out for the others, realizing no one joined
her in this personal hell. “Cale!” she screamed as another tree
crashed to the ground.

She saw him then, staring
at her from a short distance away. His lips curled in a hateful
grin, his features dark with menace. “Looks like it
was all for nothing,” he
hissed.

“No. Not real, not real,”
she chanted. This had to be another part of the nightmare spell.
Cale laughed cruelly. “You really are pathetic. You thought you
could win against a legion of warriors, when they took your home in
the matter of seconds and made it theirs. You thought you could
help your people? You can’t even help yourself. Your magic is
useless,” he scoffed. “Worst of all, you thought I could
love you.” He spat the
word as if disgusted by having them on his tongue.

“Stop it!” She covered her ears, hoping to
block it out.

The flute played on.

“Do you know how many females have loved me?
It’s a game I play for amusement, to pass the time. I keep count,
and I laugh at them all. I laugh at you.”

“Stop it!” she screamed again, feeling the
beast in her stir. “No, no, no.” She grabbed her chest, telling
herself it wasn’t real. Under her palm, her heart sped and her
magic shook itself out as though from a long nap. She could feel it
growl with hunger. “Cale! Cale! Please, I need you!”

The dream Cale laughed again, sounding evil
and wrong, but underneath was another voice. Another Cale sounding
utterly panicked. He was shouting for her, screaming, “Kyra, don’t
die! Please don’t die!”

He must be nearby, stuck in his own
nightmare. Outside her illusion, the forest was not aflame and her
friends were still close. If she let her magic get free, they could
be hurt. She pushed her magic down, forcing it into submission, and
straightened her body to stare at the evil Cale. He glared right
back.

Without warning, a pulse of energy knocked
her to the ground. Soon afterward, she heard Anya cry out. The
desperation in the sound cut at Kyra’s heart. The fire burned
higher.

The flute played on.

That sound. I know that sound.

Kyra pulled herself to stand, unaffected as
yet another tree crumbled. With flames rising around her, she
bellowed into the depths of the forest. “I am Kyralyn, daughter of
King Alestar and future queen of the Faieara. I command you to stop
this at once!”

The flute cut off.

The fire slowly died. Broken trees vanished,
and the sky transformed to its natural color. She noticed Cale
first, kneeling. Anya appeared next, huddled in a ball. The others
came into view, like mist taking corporal form. Each looked shaken,
but recovered for the most part.

Sebastian quickly moved to gather Anya in
his arms. Tears streaked her face. Ethan attempted to embrace
Sonya, but she gave him her back.

Cale stood then, his face a mask of pain. He
covered it quickly, but there was unevenness in his voice when he
asked her, “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” she assured. “How about
you?”

He nodded and replied in an off tone, “It
wasn’t real,” as if he were still trying to convince himself.

“No. It was an illusion spell. And whoever
cast it is still watching us,” she said. Cale growled low in his
throat. His eyes darkened with rage, and she could tell he was
ready to go hunting. Anxiety flooded her. “Wait, Cale. Please don’t
leave me. I nearly lost control of my magic before. I need you.”
And she meant it. Somehow, he kept her centered.

Something unfathomable flashed across his
face then. An emotion she couldn’t place. She held out her hand to
him. Without hesitation, he crossed to her and took it, bringing
the backs of her fingers against his cheek. The intimacy of the
action took her by surprise.

“I, um…” Words stuck in her throat.

A nearby noise claimed their attention. From
atop a towering stone, a female with green hair and matching green
eyes cautiously peeked out at them. The woman examined each of
their faces till she came to Kyra. “Is it possible?” she
breathed.

Kyra recognized her instantly. “Hello,
Siella. I see your power has grown.”

“Blessed gods! It
is you!” Siella shouted.
Then she raised a small rounded instrument to her lips and began to
play once more. The demons tensed, but the tune was different than
before.

“It’s okay,” Kyra said. “I believe she’s
calling someone.”

As Siella’s song ended, she gazed warily at
the demons who were still visibly bristled from the spell. “Please
accept my apologies. We’ve not had peaceful visitors in a very long
time.”

When that did nothing to ease them, Kyra
added, “Siella is a friend. We’ve known her since childhood.
Remember, Nadua?”

Nadua nodded. “Yes, I do. She had the gift
of song, as I recall.”

Siella lifted the instrument. “I have to
filter it through this now, otherwise the illusions can become
reality.”

Kyra shivered at the thought.

Ethan spoke up, his tone
scathing. “Siella, I know it has been a while, but you
are in the presence of
royalty.”

Siella jumped down from the rock and bowed.
“Forgive me, Your Majesties.”

“Ethan, Siella, please. That’s not
necessary.” Kyra noticed then that Ethan looked utterly pissed.
Sebastian too. Anya still shook with fright. Sonya had slipped far
from the group, her expression unreadable. In an attempt to soften
the mood, Kyra asked, “Siella, who did you call just now?”

“My guild brothers and sisters.”

“Guild?”

“Yes. The last of the free have gathered
into small guilds. Mine is called the Alliance of the Blood.
Because, of the forty-three of us, forty are bound by blood magic.
Myself and two others being the exception.”

Nadua inquired, “How many guilds are
there?

“We are unsure of numbers. Traveling is
dangerous, and any guild left has only survived by remaining well
hidden, even to our own kind.”

Kyra digested this information. “What of the
towns? Do they still stand?”

“Most do, but the Kayadon control them.
Every once in a while, a Faieara will escape. But unless they are
lucky enough to come across a guild that will shelter them, they
are usually hunted down and recaptured.”

“Would a guild ever turn away such a
person?”

“I cannot speak for other guilds, but ours
would not. In fact, there was a couple that found us a few years
back. They escaped from the city near the palace, I believe.”

That was promising news. “What of our
father?”

“I know not, Majesty.”

Suddenly, the ground at their feet began to
rumble.

“Ah, the entrance appears.” Siella gestured
toward the crater.

At the base, a flurry of stone and sand
swirled, roots parted, and an impression in the rock burrowed
deeper, growing into a cavernous opening. Moments later, five males
stepped out, their expressions unreadable.

“How goes it, Siella?” one asked in a
guarded tone.

As Siella formally announced Kyra and her
sisters, the male’s features transformed into a mixture of
disbelief and shock. Kyra didn’t recognize any of them, but she
thought a couple recognized her by the rise of their brows, or
perhaps it was Ethan. One of the men darted inside without a
word.

Siella informed them, “He’s gone to fetch
Azule. He’s our guild’s leader. By the gods, Kyralyn, where have
you all been? Everyone thinks you’re dead.”

Momentarily thrown, Kyra looked to Cale. For
some reason, she didn’t want to admit to hiding on a far away
planet while her people suffered under Kayadon rule.

Cale seemed to read her and stepped forward.
“She’s been with us under the guidance of the King.”

Not exactly a lie, although it made her look
more knowledgeable than she had been. Kyra gave him a grateful
smile.

Azule emerged with an entourage of Faieara
taking up his flank. Kyra quickly counted fifteen, all dressed in
ill-fitting green and brown outfits, same as Siella. She got the
impression the colors were deliberate camouflage. Against the
backdrop of the forest, Siella could virtually disappear.

Siella directed them to a hanging vine used
for scaling the wall of the crater, and then slid down to
demonstrate its safety. These vines had always been strong and
often utilized as rope.

Ethan descended first, followed by Cale and
then the others with Sonya the last to join them at the bottom. As
soon as they hit the ground, the demons took up a defensive
position. Kyra blushed at that, worried they would insult Azule or
his guild, but she understood the necessity for caution. These
might be her people, but that didn’t automatically make them
trustworthy.

“Your Majesties.” Azule bowed, and his long
raven-colored hair reached for the ground. “It is an honor to
receive you.”

“Thank you. We’re relieved to have found
your guild,” Kyra replied.

“I can’t help wonder where you’ve been all
this time.”

“The story is a long one,” she offered. “As
I’m sure is yours.”

Kyra noticed Azule had yet to extend an
invitation inside and assumed it was because of the demons. Their
demeanor was naturally predatory and their horns cried,
“Beware.”

She took the lead and introduced everyone in
her party, making a point to emphasize the marital status of Nadua
and Anya. The other Faieara took note with unrestrained
surprise.

Azule took a long moment to assess them all
with a keen eye as though a debate battled in his mind. Finally he
said, “We welcome you all. Please do come in, and we can speak
within the safety of Evlon.”

The demons looked uneasy about entering the
unknown territory. Kyra turned to her youngest sister and
whispered, “Do you sense any malice?”

Anya had recovered from the illusion spell,
but she still clung to Sebastian as if he might evaporate without
her. “No. Mostly, I feel kindness from them.”

“Mostly?”

“Some are apprehensive.”

“I suppose that’s to be expected,” Kyra
mumbled. Then she glanced up at Sebastian. “I think we should go
with them.”

Sebastian eyed the group of Faieara with the
same scrutiny they’d received, before saying to Ethan, “What do you
think?”

Ethan nodded. “The king has led us here for
a reason.”

“Well, your king has not been wrong thus
far,” Sebastian replied, turning to Cale and Marik for their
opinions.

Cale shrugged. “I trust Kyra and Anya.”

Marik agreed.

Kyra took Cale by the hand, partly to show
appreciation for his statement, but also because she knew he would
insist on being by her side as they followed Azule inside.

The entrance to the cave was dark and
naturally ominous, but with Cale squeezing her hand, she felt
secure. Until they’d taken a few steps inside that is, and the cave
door closed up behind them. Their only exit morphed into same rough
texture as the rest of the cavern, looking as if it had never
existed. Thankfully, small fire crystals embedded in the wall lit
the way.

Seeing their worried faces, Azule assured
them, “It opens and closes with the use of a spelled amulet. We all
wear one.” He revealed a trinket from under his neckline. “Whenever
you wish to leave, just let anyone of us know. Stay close,” he
added. “It can be easy to get lost if you don’t know the way.”

The cave wasn’t as musty as Kyra expected.
It was almost as though there was a constant stream of fresh air
flowing around them, although where it came from, she couldn’t
decide. The path was even and smooth, clearly manufactured. After a
moment she realized they were walking a gradual slope, heading
deeper underground.

They came to a large area that reminded her
of a common room, with arching passageways that branched off in all
directions.

News traveled fast. Folks had already
gathered, eager to greet the princesses. Colorful heads bobbed up
and down over the crowd and poked around corners, trying to get a
glimpse. Kyra couldn’t get a read on their expressions.

Azule shooed them away and then gestured to
a seating area that cornered a large fireplace. Inside the pit,
freshly broken fire crystals burned brightly, giving off a pleasant
heat and warm glow of orange light.

Azule waited till they were all seated—all
but Sonya, who remained standing with her arms crossed—before
claiming a spot himself. “As you can see, everyone is shocked to
see you, Your Majesties. You’ve all been missing since the day of
great sorrow. Presumed dead. But there had been some rumors of an
escape, and…a prophecy.” He gaze flickered to the fire on the last
word.

As a culture based in
magic, prophecies had always been plentiful, but Kyra sat back in
her chair as a sense of foreboding gathered in her gut. “By your
tone, it doesn’t sound like a happy ever
after prophecy.”

Azule took in a breath and let it out
slowly. “When the heir to the throne returns, the Kayadon will
quake and Evlon will shatter.”

Nope. Definitely not happy ever after.

“Cryptic,” she muttered under her breath,
then added more loudly, “But we have reason to believe my father
has foreseen our victory against the Kayadon.”

Azule took a moment to absorb that. “You
plan to battle the Kayadon then?”

“Yes. We have called out to our allies and
merely wait to hear from them. Would you and your guild fight with
us when the time comes?”

Crossing his arms, Azule chose his words
carefully. “We have been weakened over time. The people are divided
like never before.”

“I’ll take that to mean you’ll think about
it.”

A new voice echoed from a darkened corridor.
“We may be weakened, brother, but so are they.” The speaker
approached. His hair was the color of a stormy sky and tied into a
thick braid.

“This is Luric,” Azule said. “My
brother.”

Luric bowed.

“Please explain your statement,” Kyra
bid.

“I believe the Kayadon have grown weak over
the last few millennia.”

Azule elaborated, “It’s a theory some of use
like to indulge in. However, the only evidence is that we see less
of their kind in the woods. They stay near the cities and
outposts.”

Kyra glanced back at Luric. “And why would
that give you cause to believe they’re growing weak?”

“They used to patrol in large groups with
their beasts, deep into the forest. Over time, the expeditions
dwindled to only a couple, and they ceased going out as far. In the
last twenty years or so, it’s become a rare occurrence to see any
this far out at all. Also, a couple who escaped the inner city told
us the Kayadon seize anyone who shows a gift for healing.”

Unconsciously, they all looked at Ethan.

“Are you a healer then?” Azule asked. Then
with the tilt of his head, said, “You look familiar. Should I know
you?”

“I am Ethanule of the old guard.”

“Ah, yes. There are not many of the old
guard left. Most of them fought to the death long ago. I was but a
fledgling at the time.”

“I recall. You assisted in smuggling many of
our people away from the palace. Although I remember there being
more in your care.”

Azule’s lips thinned slightly. “Some were
captured. Others went back for loved ones and never returned.”

Sonya’s tail flicked, drawing attention.
“What do they do with the healers?” she asked.

“According to Ina and Ru, once a healer was
taken, they would never be heard from again.”

“Are Ina and Ru the ones who escaped?” Kyra
asked. Azule nodded, and she added, “I’d like to speak with
them.”

“They’re out on a hunt. They will return by
nightfall.”

“Perhaps tomorrow then,” Sebastian urged.
“We should return to our ship.”

“You are welcome to stay,” Azule offered.
“We have room for you all.”

Sebastian shook his head. “Thank you, but
our crew would worry if we didn’t return.”

Both Azule and Luric nodded, understanding.
“I will be sure Ru and Ina are here in the morning, if you plan to
return.”

“That would be great. Thank you, Azule.”
Kyra smiled at him.

As they left, she had one final question.
“By the way, who was it that foretold the prophecy of doom?”

Azule stilled. “The
question, Majesty, is of all the soothsayers, seers, and oracles,
who has the prophecy not
been foretold by?”

Kyra’s response was neither eloquent nor was
it understood by anyone beside herself. “Bummer.”
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Just as the second sun set, they reached the
ship. Kyra had already run the prophecy through her mind a thousand
times. It wasn’t difficult to decipher the meaning. By simply
returning, her home world was in danger. Or worse, she might, by
way of her uncontrollable power, become responsible for shattering
the planet. It was a hard pill to swallow. Whatever her sisters
thought of the prophecy, she couldn’t say. None of them wanted to
speak of it tonight.

Cale read her perfectly, however. When no
one else could hear, he spoke to her in an earnest tone she’d never
heard him use. “Don’t you dare believe it. You are not going to
destroy your planet. That prophecy is bollocks.” She wasn’t so
sure, but Cale’s confidence never wavered.

The next day, Kyra returned to the guild
with Ethan and Cale to gather information from Azule while the
others set out in search of more guilds. There was so much land to
cover, Kyra knew finding another one would be a long shot. The only
reason they’d found the Alliance of the Blood was because her
father had noted their location in the book.

She wondered why he had chosen that
particular guild above all others. Perhaps they were the easiest to
find, or the most trustworthy. Or was there more to it? The
Alliance of the Blood was hospitable enough and offered a variety
of magical abilities, but nothing that might turn the tide if they
went to war. At least none that she could perceive.

Shortly after arriving, Azule led them to
the same common area as before. A spread of meats and refreshments
had been set out for them, and a fresh pile of fire crystals gave
them warmth and light. It was all very sophisticated, for hiding in
a bunker miles under the surface, debating a rebellion.

Azule, she could tell, had the absolute
loyalty of his clan. They looked to him for leadership and
protection. And though some of the others showed an interest in
joining the cause, they were reluctant to do so without him.

Kyra could understand their fear. Aside from
the discouraging prophecy, it seemed like it would be nearly
impossible to unite her people in a timely manner. If at all.

Azule was unable to provide inside
information about the cities, but soon enough, Siella entered the
room, bringing with her another male and female. They all greeted
Kyra with a respectful bow.

“This is Ina and Ru,” Siella offered with a
smile.

“I’m glad to meet you both,” Kyra replied,
and Azule invited them to be seated.

Before meeting Ru and Ina, Azule had
informed her of their gifts. Ru could sense changes in the weather
and Ina read auras. Aside from Siella, they were the only other two
in the guild that did not require blood magic to utilize their
gifts.

“Your Majesty,” Ru started. “I was
completely beside myself at the news of your return. We could
hardly believe it to be true.”

“I can hardly believe it myself,” Kyra
replied. “I only wish we’d been able to arrive sooner. I hate to
imagine how my people might have suffered in my absence.”

“Yes, it has been…difficult.”

“Can you tell me about your experience in
the city? Azule tells me you were near the palace before you
escaped.”

Ru lowered his gaze. “Both Ina and I,
yes.”

Ru did most of the speaking. Ina seemed
sullen, as though she were still mourning the death of a loved one.
And perhaps she was, but if that were the case, they didn’t bring
it up. Ru revealed that some of the places she’d visited as a child
were now being run like a prison.

“The city is divided into sections and under
constant guard. The Kayadon watched us always. They are interested
in our magic. Make us demonstrate it constantly.” He paused. “They
watch the children closely. As I’m sure you know, when a child’s
magic begins to develop, it is often difficult to conceal from
prying eyes.”

Kyra was surprised to learn, for the most
part, her people were allowed to live a semblance of normal lives,
and at times were able to find a modicum of happiness. But they
lived in constant fear of drawing the interest of their keepers. If
anyone displayed a strong or particularly interesting gift, the
Kayadon would claim them.

“I’m sorry I cannot give you more.
Unfortunately, the Kayadon continued to exist under a cloak of
mystery, only interacting with the people to instill fear or
punishment. We have no idea of their motives. I believe their base
is within the castle.”

Kyra listened, horror-stricken, as she was
told that every few years, a handful of Faieara would be picked out
of a crowd and brought into the castle, never to emerge again. The
reason remained unknown.

“We all mourn those taken as though they’d
passed to the Fields.”

The Fields, ruled by the Porthina, goddess
of transition, where spirits dwelled, waiting to pass to the next
life.

“What of my father?” she asked.

“The king resides in the palace. We are
allowed to see him once in a while, from a high balcony, though
many begin to question if it is truly him, or an illusion.” Ru
became uncomfortable. “He does not look well, Majesty.”

She took a moment to school her expression.
What were they doing to her father? So many awful images came to
mind that she closed her eyes to block them out, but that did
nothing to help. Cale placed a hand on her shoulder, which gave her
a measure of strength. Plenty of time to break down later. In
private. With her father out of commission, she was now the highest
authority of her people. And more than anything else, the image of
a strong, courageous leader was what led nations to victory.

She straightened her posture. “Azule,
prophecy or no, a fight is eminent. As your queen, I expect you to
join us. My father would expect it. He led me to you for a reason.
Your involvement could mean the difference between failure and
success.”

Azule remained silent for a moment. “I must
consult with my guild.”

She stood. “Do that. I’ll return tomorrow
for your answer.”

 


Kyra relaxed in a meadow not too far from
the ship as Anya attempted to “connect” with the planet—whatever
that meant. A light breeze played in her hair, bringing with it
sweet smells of the forest.

She hadn’t even heard Cale approach, till he
was already sitting next to her. Something in him seemed changed,
though she couldn’t imagine what. They hadn’t kissed again, but
she’d be lying if she said they didn’t flirt constantly. The
bastard knew exactly how to drive her wild…with a simple brush of
his hand along her shoulder, a look. And he always kept a watchful
eye. Wherever she was, he was sure to be somewhere close by,
especially if she ventured away from the ship, like now.

“Ru showed me a good location for you to
practice,” he whispered, so not to interrupt Anya. “It’s a few
miles from here.”

Kyra was reluctant to delve back into her
gift after hearing the prophecy, but Cale persisted in pushing her.
The phrase “what could it hurt?” held a whole new meaning when the
consequence meant potentially shattering the planet.

Just like her sister, she
too could feel Evlon. Probably not in the way Anya could, but its power
energized her, made her feel stronger. That suggested that if her
gift overcame her, as it had before, it might be infused by the
planet’s energy. She could literally be an atomic bomb waiting to
go off.

Anya approached with a bright smile,
breaking Kyra of her thoughts. “Kyra, look,” she said, tempered
excitement in her voice. With her hands cupped together, Anya held
them out and then spread them open to show what she’d found. In her
palm perched a little knoth, its tiny black eyes blinking
rapidly.

Kyra’s throat tightened and her eyes blurred
with sudden tears. Clearly Anya didn’t understand her sudden shift
in mood, having retained very few memories of her own
childhood.

“Is it a male or a female?” Kyra asked.

Anya’s brows knit together, as if recalling
something from the past. Then she focused on the little creature.
“Female. And she’s not afraid of me in the slightest.”

“That’s nice,” Kyra forced herself to say,
but her heart broke for the life that had been stolen from her
little sister. From her people. She glanced over at Cale who was
watching the scene with confused interest. “I think I’m ready to
practice.”

 


Cale waited patiently as Kyra tried to call
her gift. They’d been sitting in the secluded area for hours with
no sign of improvement. He knew she was holding back, fearing she
would lose control. “Be as you were on Earth,” he encouraged.

She growled. “I can’t stop picturing my
planet exploding into a million shards. That tends to stifle the
process.”

Cale scoffed, his irritation with Azule
renewed. The moment he’d heard that ridiculous prophecy he’d known
she would apply it to herself. He didn’t know what to think of it,
but he found it hard to believe her father would have brought them
all together if Evlon’s destiny was equal to that of his own
planet. No. He’d brought them all here based on his prediction of
their triumph.

“You remember when I told you it felt evil?”
Kyra blurted, pulling him from his musings. She was staring
aimlessly into the forest. “That’s because it is, isn’t it? …I
am.”

“Don’t be absurd. Evil people don’t have
such nice asses.”

She turned her head to hide her wayward
smile. “I’m trying to be serious.”

“As am I. It is a seriously nice ass.”

“Cale!” she half scolded, half laughed. At
least he’d succeeded in lightening her mood a touch.

“Now stop being such a defeatist and keep
trying,” he admonished.

With the tiniest of nods, she focused once
more. Her target was a large fallen branch. As he waited for her to
tap her gift, he shamelessly took in her every feature.

As if the world around them was truly
steeped in magic, she seemed to grow more beautiful by the day. Her
hair was shinier and glimmered even in the shade. Her eyes were
brighter, their color even more indescribable. Her smile was more
radiant. That is, when he could coax it from her.

In the back of his mind, he was still riled
by the hallucination, brought forth by that green haired chit. In
it, Kyra had railed at him. Screamed her hatred of him. Spat her
disgust, saying she would rather die than become his mate.
Then…then she had died. An invisible foe had struck her down in
front of him. He’d held her tight, watching her blood flow and her
eyes dim, helpless, begging her not to leave him. He realized now
that it had merely been a nightmare, but at the time it had felt
real, and it had nearly broken him. The only thing that saved him
was when Kyra had uttered that she needed him.

When reality had come back, he was changed.
Any desire for revenge was replaced with a single goal. Keep Kyra
alive, even at the cost of his own life.

He sensed she enjoyed being
around him again, and he took advantage, being careful to stay away
from topics like irritating dragons, or beguiling magic designed to
entrance demons. He no longer believed it anyway. Yet he
was entranced. With every
aspect of her. She was funny, smart, adventurous, and quirky. The
sexiest woman he’d ever laid eyes on. She kept him in a constant
state of arousal, though he did hold himself back, afraid he would
push her away again.

When no one was around, he
couldn’t help to imagine just how he would have claimed her, if it
had been possible. Fangs at the ready, he would be buried deep
inside her, kissing her in all the places that make her melt. And
just when she was on the verge, he would have sunk his teeth into
her, increasing both of their pleasure, making her drunk with it.
Then she would be his forever. Would
have…Would have been his forever…if it were
possible.

Eventually the scenarios
began to plague him, repeating in his head every morning, every
night, filling him with a thirst that could never be quenched. He
would do well to strike it from his mind, for the sake of his own
sanity. But, while it was impossible to claim her, the moment she
had said she needed him, he’d vowed he would never leave her.
Though she could not be his, he was already hers. Whether it was
magic or not, somehow she had claimed him, because he was thoroughly and
irrevocably in love with her.

“Ugh,” she groaned. “I can’t do this.
Nothing is happening.” Her body slumped.

“There’s no need to rush. We have time yet.
The dragons are a few days out.”

Just this morning a transmission had been
received stating the Legura had garnered the help of two other
clans. They were on their way now.

“Time? They should be here in mere days.
I’ve had four hundred years.”

“It’s not surprising that in all that time
you hadn’t learned the extent of your power.” At her raised brows,
he explained, “I don’t see it as being much different than trying
to master the Edge. A daunting task, especially alone, and you
didn’t have anyone who knew what you were going through. Plus, you
had to hide among the earthlings. Don’t be so hard on
yourself.”

“It’s hard not to when so many are counting
on me.” She paused as if a thought struck her. “You were
alone?”

“In a way,” he replied. “I did have
Sebastian and Sonya with me, but they didn’t quite understand what
I was going through.” He both feared and anticipated her next
question. He’d been trying to figure out how to breach the subject
for some time.

“What were you going through?”

He took in a breath. “A version of insanity,
I suppose. You’ve heard of my past?” he asked. When she gave a slow
nod, he said, “After I was betrayed by the woman I’d considered to
be my mate, I was lost to the Edge for some time.”

“What do you mean, lost?”

“I guess trapped is a better term. Part of
me knew what was happening. You remember how I was when my eyes
would shift?” Another nod. “Imagine me that way for years, no end
in sight.”

To his surprise, she smiled. “You must have
been absolutely impossible to deal with.”

“I don’t imagine you would have had any
problem handling me,” he retorted. She tilted her head. “I don’t
have many memories of that time, but when my mind did surface, I
could see how concerned my family was for me, and it made me want
to be stronger for them. Eventually I came to be something like my
old self again, or at least I was able to pretend for their sake.
And I’ve been pretending ever since. That is, until…” He paused,
looking at her.

She must have seen something in his
expression because her breath caught. Her lips parted. “Until
what?”

He hesitated. “Velicia put me on the Edge
for a time, but you, I fear, could put me there forever.”

Brows knit, she shook her head and gazed at
him in astonishment, but before she had a chance to respond, a
noise froze them both in place. Her eyes widened with fear, while
the bottom of his mind dropped out, and he slipped instantly to the
Edge.

 


“Kayadon,” she gasped in a cracked
voice.

Cale shot to his feet and was to her in
seconds. His eyes had already shifted to that glowing lava red. She
could see his fangs lengthen ferociously. He jerked his head
around, as if hearing something else. Her heart lurched when more
clicking resonated. Hellhounds.

With a firm grip on her hand, Cale sprinted
away. She seemed to fly over the rocky terrain, barely able to
touch one foot to the ground before her body was propelled forward.
Her heart hammered in her chest and adrenaline fired in her blood.
He stopped and hissed at something unseen, before turning them in
another direction. A moment later he stopped again to adjust their
path.

She realized they must be surrounded. “They
had to have known we were here,” she realized.

Cale snarled, “Run back to the ship! I’ll
draw them away.”

“Like hell!”

“Damn it, go!”

The image of him huddled in pain as Kayadon
hovered over him invaded her head. He would have died then if she
hadn’t been with him. There was no way she was leaving him now. He
growled, seeing her resolution, and then once more changed their
direction, taking them down a path thick with vegetation. Low
branches smacked her shins as they ran at lightning speed.

That horrific repetitive clicking started to
grow louder, echoing all around them, followed by a network of low
snarls. The forest was working against them, hiding their attackers
from view.

Her stomach sank like a boulder when Cale
suddenly paused to take up a defensive position at her front. It
meant their only course of action was to fight. Palming the gun
Sonya had given her, she switched it to decapitation mode and
jerked her head left and right, then spun her body as scattered
noises erupted around her.

Something bit into her back, giving her a
tiny sting. She twirled around, instinctively shooting twice, but
saw nothing. Behind her, Cale cursed and yanked two darts out of
her skin. The punctures began to burn. Seconds later, her vision
blurred, and she swayed on her feet. The numbing started in her
tongue and made its way down her spine. The last thing she saw was
Cale’s bleak expression.

Then there was nothing.
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Consciousness came slowly with a repetitive
thud, thud, thud, drilling in her skull, irritating her foggy mind.
Her body was inundated with a strange numbness, yet there was a
deep ache in her joints.

And still the thudding continued.

With a surprising amount of effort, she slit
her eyelids open. A thick coat of her strawberry blond hair
obstructed her sight. She tried to lift her hand to brush it away
but her limbs didn’t respond.

“Are you awake, little Faieara?” she heard a
voice say.

Then Cale growled, “Touch her and I will
rend you to pieces!” His voice sounded strange, as if he were
speaking from the other side of a wall.

“I’ve told you already, demon,” the strange
voice countered, “I’m not going to hurt her. I’m a prisoner, same
as you. Same as she.”

Finally Kyra managed a hoarse, “What’s going
on? I can’t move.”

There was a scuffling, like someone scooting
along a floor. Then the voice sounded closer. “Malachi has injected
you with an agent to temporarily paralyze your muscles.” A hand
brushed away her hair, and she was left looking straight into the
hollow white eyes of a Kayadon. “Don’t scream,” he said.

She screamed. Until her lungs burned, she
screamed. Tears blurred her vision as terror set in. She was lying
on a cold floor, unable to move, looking up at her worst nightmare.
Who in turn looked…exacerbated?

“Are you done?” he said when her screaming
was interrupted by the necessity to breathe.

“Kyra!” She heard Cale’s voice again. “Are
you okay?

She took in a few more deep breaths. The
Kayadon pulled away from her, not quite out of sight. “I can’t
move!” she called back in a panic-laced screech.

“I know. Ginn said that would happen.”

“Ginn?”

“Your cellmate.” Cale was clearly
pissed.

Her eyes—the only thing she seemed to be
able to move—shifted to the Kayadon. The monster lifted his bony
hand to wiggle his fingers at her.

“What is going on?” she demanded. “Cale, why
do you sound so muffled?”

“We’re in some sort of medical facility. I
woke up yesterday. The paralysis wore off a little afterward.”

That was good news at least. She continued
to try to take control of her body. The most she managed was to
turn her head a fraction. The ceiling of her cell was high and
backlit. Three walls were cream in color and sterile looking. The
forth was a solid clear pane.

“Why is there a Kayadon in here waving at
me?”

“Ginn,” the Kayadon exclaimed.

Cale replied, “I don’t know. He claims to be
a prisoner.”

“Test subject,” Ginn corrected in a
seemingly uncaring tone. He was relaxing against the wall now.

Test subject? The phrase sent a spike of
dread down her spine. “Is there a Kayadon with you too?” she yelled
back to Cale.

“No,” he grunted in disappointed. “They know
I would have killed it if there was.”

Ginn didn’t react to Cale’s words. With Cale
being awake for a full day, she could only imagine the verbal
crossfire that had already passed between the two.

To the Kayadon, she asked, “What do you mean
by test subject?”

“I’m in the last stages of a disease that is
killing me. Once one of us gets this far along, you either defect
or turn yourselves over to the labs for testing and
observation.”

“You’re sick?” she asked dumbly.

“Yes. All of us are.”

Kyra filed that away. “What kind of
testing?”

“Anything you can imagine,” he responded
ominously. And unfortunately her imagination was far too
seeded.

“So you’ve signed yourself up to be a lab
rat, for what, the good of Kayadon kind?” she sneered.

“No, little one, I defected long before I
reached stage five—”

Cale hollered, “Do not listen anything that
lying scum has to say.”

“I’ve no reason to lie, demon!” Ginn yelled
back, again sounding exacerbated.

Kyra waited, saying nothing.

“Are you from one of the guilds, little
Faieara?”

So, the Kayadon knew of the guilds then.

“Don’t tell him anything,” Cale ordered.

“No need to answer,” Ginn said dismissively.
“I can tell that you are. Why else would you have been found all
the way out here?”

“Why did you defect?” Kyra asked, avoiding
the question and unable to quell her curiosity.

“I lost faith in my leaders,” he said,
surprising her. “I do not agree with how they have handled our
crisis. If it is our destiny to die, then so be it. But there are
those who cannot accept it. So, here we are.”

“Why here?”

“Something about your suns slows the
process. We have been able to survive longer than anticipated.
Also, those of your kind who heal can all but stop the disease in
its tracks. Unfortunately, none, that we have found, have been able
to reverse it. Would you like me to adjust you into a more
comfortable position?”

“Keep your hands off of her!” Cale
roared.

“Your male fears I will harm you, but I
promise I will not. I’m quite curious where you found a demon, I
might add.”

“Why? Because you failed to exterminate them
all?” she accused.

“Ah, yes. Our history with the demons is
much more complicated than your mate has come to believe.”

“I’m not his mate,” she said automatically,
then regretted it.

Cale went silent.

She thought she felt one of her fingers
move, but couldn’t be sure.

Ginn paused for a long moment. “I was
sure…He acts as though you are.”

If only…

“What happens to one of your kind when they
defect?” she asked, hoping to learn as much as possible. The surest
way to win was to know the enemy—assuming she and Cale were going
to get out of here to pass along anything they might learn.

“Repulsed by the actions of our own kind, we
resign ourselves to die, I suppose,” said Ginn. “We did not used to
be this way. We were a proud, intelligent race. Then the sickness
came and it changed us.”

“Can you tell me about the sickness?”

“We aren’t sure how it started. Many
speculate it was born in a lab, the result of ego and carelessness.
Others want to blame outsiders. My belief is that we’ll never know
for certain. Too much time has passed.” He paused. “The first to
die were the children. It swept through them quickly. The elderly
passed soon after. Not but a handful of our women still live. Only
the strongest of our kind have been able to evade death thus far.
Naturally, we sought a cure and our desperation made us
ruthless.”

Cale hissed a noise of disgust, but said
nothing. She could turn her head a little farther now, and she
caught sight of him across a narrow room. He had a cut on his face
that looked to be healing, and he watched her with such intensity
she was surprised she couldn’t feel it.

Ginn continued, “I wonder at times if the
illness changed more than our outer shells. I have looked into the
eyes of my oldest friends and no longer know them.” His words were
layered with an ancient sorrow.

The opening of a creaking door silenced them
all. Kyra, unsure if she should be seen awake, closed her eyes,
leaving herself a crack of vision. Another Kayadon walked past,
ignoring them. Out of sight, what sounded like drawers opened and
closed.

Then the newcomer spoke. “Still angry,
demon? I hear it took seven darts to take you down, and still you
wake ahead of schedule. Remarkable. But then, your kind always was.
It really is a shame that extraordinary strength and endurance
could not be tapped. It was so like our own.”

“Fuck you,” Cale grated. She could imagine
what his face looked like.

“As eloquent as ever. I would love to know
how you got onto this planet, but I suppose I must resign to be
disappointed. Your people are extremely hard to break, and I
haven’t the time to try.” To Ginn he said, “How is your companion
doing? Has she awakened?”

Kyra waited for Ginn’s reply, expecting him
to give her up, but he didn’t. “She sleeps soundly yet.”

“No matter. I merely await her blood test to
decide her fate.” The male walked away, turning off the lights as
he went.

Long afterward, Kyra kept still.

“He’s gone,” Ginn assured.

She peeked one eye open, then the other.

Cale looked infuriated. “What do they plan,
you wretch?”

Ignoring the insult, Ginn replied, “Their
only interest in you, demon, is as Malachi said, to find out how
you got here. Why, and when. She is Faieara. They are testing her
blood for the presence of blood magic and for her lineage.”

“Why my lineage?” Kyra blurted, alarmed.

“Blood magic is detectable.” He paused.
“Most of the time. Cognitive magic is not. However, we’ve
documented the hereditary nature of your people’s magic and have
been tracking bloodlines to predict an individual’s abilities.”

Cale barked out a curse.

“What happens when they find out?” she
squeaked.

“It depends. Are you a healer?”

“No.”

“Then if your magic is in the blood, they
may try an extraction. Or, if your bloodline is promising, they may
attempt to breed you.”

Cale spat, “Over my dead body!”

“Obviously,” Ginn said dryly.

Shoving away the idea of being forced to
breed, Kyra probed, “What do you mean by extraction?”

“They take the blood and attempt to
genetically alter it for public consumption. If it works, you’ll be
transferred to a larger facility to become a permanent donor.”

Teeth grinding, she hissed, “How can you
sound so blasé about that?”

“I’m not long for this world and haven’t the
energy for tact, but I am not without compassion, little one. I did
my best, until my illness made it impossible, to free as many as I
could. It may hearten you to know there are still some on the
inside who do the same. Not all of us are the monsters we appear to
be.” He exhaled a weary breath. “I do assure you that I am sorry
for what’s been done to your people, and for what it’s worth, yours
as well, demon. But there is nothing I can do to change it.”

Kyra hesitated. “What if there was something
you could do?”

“What do you mean?” he said, just as Cale
barked, “Kyra, no.”

“Hypothetically, of course.” she added.
“What if you could do something to free all Faieara?”

“It would have been done already. Either by
myself or others in the Resistance.” As if anticipating her
question, he added, “The Resistance is a guild, the first, I
believe, and a large one. It’s made up of both Faieara and Kayadon,
though I hear it’s dwindled in size. Time is not on their side, you
see. Unless they’ve recruited a powerful healer.”

“So…you would help my people? Even if it
meant the downfall of your own?”

“I would. Like I said, to me, our destiny is
clear. We must accept it.”

“You cannot trust him, Kyra,” Cale warned.
“He could have been placed here to gather information from us.”

“I’ve learned nothing from you,” Ginn
argued. “Other than she is not a healer, if that be the truth. And
in case you haven’t been paying attention, I am not the one
prying.”

Kyra was starting to regain some feeling in
her body and realized she was lying awkwardly with one leg bent
under the other. She attempted to move with mild success.

Ginn noticed. “I can help you sit more
comfortably.”

She nodded. Her joints were on fire from
whatever drug they’d pumped into her, and when he lifted her, she
cried out from pain.

Immediately, Cale began slamming his
shoulder into the clear pane of his cell, his irises firing. She
realized the sound of his body crashing against the barrier was the
thud, thud, thud she’d woken up to. Then she noticed a large heavy
bruise darkened the skin of his upper arm.

As Ginn leaned her against a wall, he said,
“The pain will ease, but your magic will continue to be blocked for
some time.”

“Blocked?” she repeated, partly distracted
by what Cale was doing to himself.

“Yes, haven’t you noticed? Surely you’ve
tried to use it by now.”

“No,” she replied absently. “Cale, please
stop that.”

The skin on his shoulder was starting to
break. Thankfully, he obeyed, falling to his knees with an
expression that made her chest twist painfully.

“Hmm…” Ginn turned thoughtful. “Must not be
useful in situations such as this, then.”

She ignored his observation. “Ginn, is there
any way of getting out of here?”

He shook his head, sorrowfully. “They’ll
keep your magic suppressed, even if it is useless to you. And
although your demon had been putting in a good effort, these walls
are unbreakable. Made of a very strong transparent metal.”

“What about when they bring food?”

“That comes through a thin slot in the wall
at your back.”

“What about—”

“They’ll only open the door when they come
for you or I, and I am too weak to overpower anyone. The demon will
be gassed, once the curiosity fades.”

Her head shook as her mind attempted to
reject the last statement. The door burst open, and the
Kayadon—Malachi—entered in a rush. He stopped in front of the clear
pane and gaped at her with something akin to awe.

“Royal blood,” he whispered.

A heavy ball of air clogged her lungs as
panic surged. Ginn’s face froze in shock. She wanted to deny it,
but words failed her. They both stared at her like starving beasts
to a steak.

Cale’s gaze fixed on the floor, eyes wide,
as though he had retreated into thought.

She didn’t think it was possible, but
Malachi’s expression turned even more horrific, twisting like a
decomposed Halloween pumpkin. “Ru may be the first to actually
receive his reward.”

Ru?

Cale’s words flashed
through her mind. Ru showed me a good
location for you to practice.

Why would one of her own betray them?

Cale peeled his lips back, baring his fangs.
His eyes burned and swirled with rage. She imagined he was
contemplating all they ways to rip Ru to shreds. Hell, she was
doing the same.

To Ginn, Malachi said, “And if she turns out
to be a healer, Ginn, you could be the first to be cured.”

“She is not.” he replied, still slightly
befuddled.

“Even still, all royal blood contains magic,
and as you well know, there is always more power in her line.” On
his way out, she heard Malachi exclaim, “I can not wait to perform
the extraction.”

Adrenalin coursed as her mind seized on the
word. Forcing herself to think straight, she said, “What did he
mean ‘as you well know’?”

Ginn continued to gape at her. “All Kayadon
know of the power-filled royal blood line. We are obligated to
alert the heads if we ever come across it. They pray for a royal
healer.”

Fear finally overwhelmed her, and tears
began to trail down her cheeks. “If I told you I was a healer would
you recant your previous statement? Would you change your mind
about helping the Faieara?”

His silence was answer enough. She didn’t
even know why she’d asked. She wasn’t a healer, but if she were,
then of course he’d take advantage. The instinct to survive would
overcome.
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Still paralyzed, she watched Cale prowl the
length of his cell. He had yet to return from his trip to the Edge.
His normally light colored horns burned red, looking as though they
would sizzle at the touch. His eyes glistened like flowing
lava.

She tried to calm him, but it was hard when
she couldn’t keep the fear out of her voice. “We’re going to get
through this, Cale, but I need you to stay with me.”

He barely acknowledged her plea.

Hope didn’t fully leave her until she saw
the dentist chair from hell being wheeled in by a new set of
Kayadon. Just as Ginn had said, her power was stifled. Not even
terror woke the beast from its coma. The pounding of her heart
threatened to break through her ribcage.

Throat tight, she rasped, “Ginn? What are
they doing?”

He’d moved away from her to sit against the
far wall.

“Extraction,” he replied.

The word reverberated through her,
heightening her building panic. “Will it hurt?”

“Yes.” He didn’t sound happy or sad for her,
just apathetic.

The clear pane of the cell slid partway
open, and two Kayadon with weapons pointed at Ginn entered. Their
dark robes swayed with each step. With a bored expression, Ginn
raised his hands as though this were a routine he’d witnessed a
thousand times.

Another Kayadon entered and went for
her.

Cale’s roar vibrated the walls. It only
succeeded in making the Kayadon pause and share a look. Soon
enough, she was being strapped in to the chair. First her arms and
legs, then her neck. Cale let out a vicious snarl.

Mustering up a steady voice, she called,
“Cale, don’t watch. Turn around.” She didn’t want him seeing her
like this.

He didn’t respond, just continued to prowl
like the caged animal he was. Whatever the Edge was, she got the
feeling he had flung himself over it.

Put me there
forever.

“No, no, no,” she chanted just before a belt
strap made its way between her teeth and was yanked tight. She was
completely immobile and even more frightened because she could no
longer see through her tears.

The chair dipped back, angling her toward
the ceiling.

The distinct sound of Cale ramming himself
against his cell started up again. He sounded monstrous in his
fury, and the thudding tuned into a terrible crunching sound. With
each blow, she winced.

Someone said, “He’s not going to stop. Just
gas him.”

Kyra screamed around the thick, leathery
restraint. When a faint hissing sound started, her heart dropped
painfully and bile rose in her throat. Her limbs lay flaccid when
all she wanted to do was flail.

Cale continued to barrel into the wall with
the force of a freight train, but after a moment she noticed he
began to slow.

Her mind went wild. She sucked in air,
feeling like she wasn’t filling her lungs at all. Panic surged,
taking root and spreading like a weed. It filled every cell, every
vein. It crawled and clawed like a…like a beast.

Her thoughts froze and then sprang to
life.

Instead of pushing it back, she pulled it
forward, calling to it like a malicious pet. Her joints became
inflamed, but she ignored the pain as magic tried to dig its way
out of her. And when Cale roared, so did her magic. It pulsed and
pushed and clawed, sensing delicious freedom. Though it might tear
her apart from the inside out, and though she heard herself
screaming from the agony, she smiled.

 


Raged coated Cale’s vision in red. These
Kayadon would die painfully. His claws itched for their blood. But
first, there was nothing more important than getting to Kyra.

Dimly, he registered his shoulder had been
dislocated from battering the wall, but felt little pain. Seeing
his mate like this was the only thing he could concentrate on. It
was the worst kind of torture. Nothing could compare. With each
bone-grinding ram, he convinced himself he was making process.

Just as he heard the faintest clink in the
barrier, a Kayadon crossed to a panel and pressed a sequence of
buttons. Cale rushed the wall harder. At the impact, a crack
splintered like a web. He focused all his strength on that spot,
bashing himself against it, using his body like a battering
ram.

A hissing sounded and the air grew heavy. At
some point, his lungs began to burn as though he’d drunk a vile of
liquid fire. He only managed one more hit before he was forced to
one knee. Beyond the haze of his fury, he couldn’t fathom why.

All his training had been for this. All of
his suffering. Designed to prepare him to protect his mate. That’s
what he was meant for, and that’s what he would do.

Pooling his strength, he cocked his fist and
smashed it into the barrier. It splintered further, yet it still
would not break. Just a few more blows, he reasoned, but he was
swiftly losing power, his vision blurring. He coughed hard and
tried to pull himself to his feet. Kyra’s screaming assaulted him,
lashing him like a whip.

Must get to her!

His lungs spasmed painfully, but something
drew his attention to Kyra. Her skin had begun to lighten, until a
glow stretched out over her flesh.

Somewhere deep in his muddled subconscious
he remembered what that meant.

The light emanating from her grew so bright
that he had to shift his gaze. The Kayadon were bewildered. One of
them hurried to inject her with something, but when the needle came
close to her skin, it quickly disintegrated. The Kayadon pulled
back in alarm, but he couldn’t escape. First the skin of his hand
peeled away, revealing bone. Then the rest of his skin followed,
till a sickly skeleton stood in his place. Then that too withered
into dust.

Suddenly, the walls of Cale’s cell
shattered. A blast of hot air threw him back as the building
crumbled. His harsh landing knocked him senseless.

He must have blacked out for a moment. When
he came to, he heaved a pile of rubble off his chest. The sun
touched his skin as fresh, cool air rushed over him. All that
remained of the building was a ruined outline and a pattern of
debris fanning out.

In the middle of the destruction, Kyra lay
on the ground, breathing, but unconscious. The relief that washed
over him nearly brought him to tears. He moved to gather her in his
arms and placed a kiss on the top of her head. Feeling her
heartbeat staved off the last of his rage.

A groan sounded and a fallen piece of wall
shifted. The movement caught his eye, and Cale gently set her aside
to investigate. Fragments of the Edge returned as Cale stepped
forward to tower over the one remaining Kayadon.

 


Kyra awoke feeling trapped. Was she still in
that chair?

Sounds of the forest brought more confusion.
The only strap she felt was the one across her waist. It held her
tight, but not as uncomfortably as before.

Cale’s scent washed over her then, and she
relaxed, realizing what she felt was his arm draped around her.
They lay huddled together under the alcove of arching roots, hidden
by a blanket fashioned from leaves and vines.

She sighed and let his heat seep into her.
His breath on her neck came out shallow as he slept.

She recalled having used her gift, but not
much else afterward. She hoped she’d killed them all, but was sure
that if she hadn’t, Cale would have.

He would have relished it.

That was one thing that burned into her
memory. In the midst of everything, her magic had recognized a
kindred spirit. A beast, bloodthirsty and raging…desperate. Her
magic had curled around him like an impenetrable typhoon of
protection.

But then her magic had sensed something
else…

Cale’s grasp tightened, nearly crushing her
ribcage, but it also felt good. She wanted to hold him just as
close. She wanted to know she’d never have to let him go.

A light kiss grazed her shoulder. The
feeling was bliss.

“Are you awake?” he whispered.

“Mmm,” she replied.

He leaned over her. She rolled onto her back
to look up at him. He was beautiful to behold, with his clear blue
eyes and spiky blond hair. Her gaze luxuriated in his bare
chest.

“How are you feeling?” he said in an
unintentionally sexy voice. He could have said, “I ate clowns for
breakfast,” and she would have thought it sounded sexy.

“Really good at the moment,” she answered,
letting her fingers trail the planes of his torso. She breathed him
in.

His eyes grew dark with hunger. He cupped
the back of her neck and drew her in for a tender kiss. Her heart
warmed as she kissed him back, making it clear just how well she
felt by sliding her nails through his hair. Soon they turned
desperate, and he pulled back to trail the tender edge of her jaw,
making his way to that spot he knew so well. She didn’t restrain
her pleasure when he found it, allowing a needy sound escape. He
clamped her to him with one thick arm around her waist.

He lifted his head and captured her gaze.
She momentarily lost her breath at the emotion behind his eyes.
“Kyra, I… If anything had happened to you…I…” He paused. “It’s okay
if you don’t love me, but I want you to know that I do. Not me, I
mean…I love you. I love you so much.”

Her jaw dropped open, but she was rendered
speechless at his words, his uncertainty. In the next moment, she
was unable to contain a bellow of laughter. Her body shook hard and
her eyes watered. She was sure she sounded hysterical. Even when he
frowned and his expression turned quizzical she couldn’t stop.

Finally, when she was able to gather enough
air, she yelled, “Of course I love you, you jackass!”

He grinned, his confidence back tenfold. “Do
you now?”

She couldn’t have imagined that after such a
horrific experience she could be so happy. “You love me?” she said,
still unbelieving, though she couldn’t keep from smiling. “Even
though I’m not your mate?”

He frowned. “You are my mate. I mean, you
should have been.”

Her head cocked to the side. He proceeded to
tell her about the memory discovered through Nadua. About his
mother’s callous scheme and Velicia’s involvement.

“Cale, I’m so sorry,” she said when he
finished. She didn’t know what else to say. How could his mother be
so heartless?

“I should be sorry. Not you. I tried to
punish you when my feelings for you grew stronger than they ever
were for her. I was confused, because of the pain and because I
thought I knew what love was.” He shook his head. “But now…”—their
eyes locked—“now I know what it really feels like.”

“What does it feel like?” she breathed.

He lifted his hand to cup the side of her
face, caressing her cheek with his thumb. His lips brushed hers
before giving her a teasing smile. “There are no words.”

She snorted out a laugh at hearing her own
sentiments repeated. A warm tear escaped the corner of her eye. He
rubbed it away. Then something he had said caught up with her.
“But, what do you mean pain?”

He hesitated. “Even though I was being a
dolt, something in me recognized you from the start. When I’m with
you my body attempts to produce the chemicals for the claiming. And
because we only store enough for a single time…”

“It hurts you to be with me? Even now?”

He nodded, taking note of her reaction. “I
should not have told you.”

“Of course you should have. I don’t want to
hurt you.”

“If being with you caused me to suffer the
pain of a thousand deaths, I would bare it.” When she opened her
mouth to argue, he added, “Happily.”

“Is there nothing that can be done?”

“If there is some way for me to regain the
ability to claim you, we’ll find it…if that is your wish,” he
added.

“Of course it is. We’ll figure it out, and
then you’ll be all mine.”

“I’m already all yours.” His gaze turned
hungry, and she knew what was coming next. “I am going to have you
now.”

It was she who moved first, pushing her body
closer and kissing him as if she were starving for him. He made
short work of their clothing and when she was in nothing but her
panties, he slowed, drinking her in. She too looked him over. His
sculpted abs and chest were a testament to masculinity. Unable to
resist, she trailed her hands over each ridged muscle. He groaned
when she drew them lower and the wicked look in his eyes made her
shiver with desire.

He wedged himself between her legs and bent
to take her lips, caressing her tongue with his and nipping at her
bottom lip. “Have I told you how good you taste?” he said in a
husky tone. Automatically, she shook her head, though she knew he’d
meant it rhetorically.

Strong hands moved across the soft skin of
her outer thighs, over the swells of her backside, and around her
hips. He dug his fingers in and jerked her toward him, causing her
to fall back against the soft bed of leaves.

Leaning down, he claimed the tender flesh of
her nipple with his mouth and ran a calloused thumb over the other.
His actions were so masterful he could make her come from this
alone. She could already feel the beginnings of ecstasy thrumming
in her veins.

As he continued to tease her breast, his
strong palm caressed its way down her side, over her hip, coming to
rest in the juncture of her thighs. He let out a rumbling groan of
approval to find her slick and ready for him. His fingers skimmed
her clitoris, mingling and dancing until a spike of pleasure forced
a harsh sound through her lungs.

His mouth slid lower, to the underside of
her breast, her ribcage, her belly, all the while kissing and
licking and nipping. Her body writhed from the attention. Then his
tongue took the place of his fingers, and she cried out.

He explored her sex thoroughly. Her head
thrashed from the onslaught and all she could do was gasp and moan.
All she could feel was the pleasure he offered. Her back arched
from the sharp jolt of her orgasm, and she lost herself
completely.

“I love you,” she said on a breath as her
body buzzed from aftershocks.

He caressed his way up her body, and his
shaft met her center. “And I you.” He pushed into her, and her head
flew back with a moan. At the same time, he groaned before finding
a steady rhythm. She rocked her hips, meeting his every thrust. The
masculine sounds that reverberated through his chest seemed to feed
her lust.

He paused for only a moment to pull her
torso off the ground so she straddled his bent legs and kissed her
with bruising force. His palms found her ass, and he held tight as
their frenzy turned animalistic. She grasped his shoulders for
leverage while he pounded into her hot flesh.

They both cried out with the strength of
their release, and his arms wrapped around her, crushing her to his
chest. She did the same with her legs around his waist and buried
her head in the crook of his neck.

Long moments drifted by as they caught their
breaths and drowned in the other’s eyes. She nuzzled his neck, not
wanting to let go, but they couldn’t stay here forever.

Reluctantly, they released each other and
set to dressing. Cale’s clothing looked scorched, and she was
reminded of what she’d done.

She inhaled sharply. “It didn’t
shatter!”

Cale gave her a sidelong glance, and she
noticed it then, there behind his eyes, the pain he was trying to
hide.

She frowned. “Are you hurting?”

He stilled, averting his gaze and shaking
his head. “I should not have told you.”

She wasn’t about to go back to that
argument, so instead, she returned to her revelation. “I used my
gift, and the planet didn’t shatter.”

He smiled. “Aye. I noticed that as
well.”

After redressing, he took her hand and led
her out from behind the roots, drawing her into the forest. She got
the feeling he had a destination in mind and was about to ask where
they were going when she caught sight of something through the mess
of trees.

She approached with her expression frozen in
shock. Ginn returned her look with one of annoyance.
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Ginn sat on the ground with his upper body
and legs wrapped in a layer of thick vines. A second set of vines
around his stomach held him against the base of a tall root
connected to an oringa tree.

“You’re alive,” Kyra chocked out, not
meaning to make it sound like she was informing him of something he
didn’t already know.

“It would seem so,” Ginn replied
starchily.

“How’s that possible?” She looked to Cale,
but he only shrugged. “He lived through my magic and you didn’t
kill him?”

“Believe me, I wanted to. But I thought I
should speak with you about it first.” By his expression, she
understood how difficult that must have been for him.

“Thank you, Cale.” Then she realized Ginn
had been only a handful of feet away while they’d made love. Heat
flooded her cheeks, and she repeatedly slapped Cale on the chest.
“You dirty, rotten…How could you let me be so loud?”

He gave her an unrepentant grin as he fended
off her attack. “Because I was winning.”

“Well, next time I’ll be sure that you
don’t.”

He caught her wrist mid-air. “I would love
to see you try.”

Ginn rolled his eyes, which were now a mucky
grey color and laced with more veins than before. He looked haggard
and was probably close to death. Studying him brought back a fuzzy
memory of her magic’s wrath. At one point during the melee it had
reached into Ginn and found something worth saving.

Cale followed her studying gaze and asked,
“What is it?”

“I think my magic protected him.”

“Why?” Cale didn’t sound happy.

“Not sure.” She needed time to think. “How
long was I out this time?”

“About a day and a half.”

Not as long as usual, she thought. Evlon
must have helped her to bounce back. “Do you think the dragons have
arrived yet?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know where we are. And
with the Serakian’s cloaking spell on the ship, it might be
impossible to find our way back.”

Ginn interjected, “You should move on
quickly. The destruction of the lab will not go unnoticed. In fact,
there are probably troops on the way now. They have ways of
tracking Faieara.”

Kyra tried to tamp down her alarm. “If we
can get to a high point, we can try to spot the palace. Then we’d
be able to—”

Cale shook his head. “I tried that. It’s
mountains and trees for miles.”

Her shoulders hunched.

“I know the way to the palace,” Ginn
offered.

She and Cale went silent, and she knew they
were thinking the same thing. Should they trust him? What choice
did they have? She glanced at Cale, who stood rigid with his arms
crossed over his chest. He said nothing, but aggravation rolled off
him.

“My magic must have saved him for a reason,”
she told him.

“So he could betray us later?”

Ginn gestured with his head. “It’s that way.
A good day’s walk at least. Leave me. What do I care? I’m ready for
my life to end. I’m just glad it won’t be in a lab.”

Kyra scraped a hand down her face and paced
in a small circle. “Alright, untie him from the tree but keep him
bound for now.”

Cale did as she asked, removing the vines
around Ginn’s legs as well. Ginn made no protest to being
restrained around his torso and arms as they headed off in the
direction he’d indicated.

Their progress was slow with no clear path,
and Ginn lacking the use of his arms, but eventually half the day
had passed. When they reached a stream, they paused for a break. As
Cale bent to splash his face, she plucked a large leaf and folded
it into a bowl to capture water. The stream water was fresh and
crisp and soothed her throat.

Ginn slumped on a boulder, visibly
exhausted. It was obvious that the trek had taken its toll on him.
She scooped up more water in her makeshift cup and offered it to
him. He hesitated, a little surprised, and then nodded. Tilting the
leaf, she let the liquid spill into his mouth.

“Thank you, little Faieara, you have a kind
heart.”

“You’re welcome.” She gave him another drink
before discarding the leaf and perching against a wide tree
trunk.

“After getting to know some of your people,
I have a theory,” Ginn proclaimed. “Had we merely asked for
assistance, it would have been given freely.”

“Probably,” Kyra agreed. Then she mumbled,
“Woulda, coulda, shoulda.”

“What language is that?” he asked.

“The language of regret.”

“Ah,” Ginn said and then let out a breath.
“We attempted it with the demons, you know. We promised them
technology in exchange for test subjects.”

Cale took a menacing step forward. “Do not
talk about my people! I will rip your head off!”

She pushed out of her seat, making herself a
barrier between the two. “Let’s not fight, boys.”

“Shh,” Cale replied, putting his palm to her
mouth. She bristled.

He did not just shush me!

She was about to rip away from him when she
heard a sound in the distance.

“Do you hear that?” Cale whispered.

The sounds were heavy and muted by distance,
as if the gods were engaged in an epic game of billiards.

Cale cursed. “Sounds like the war has
begun.”

Her stomach dropped and a sudden wave of
devastation made her crumbled to the ground. “We should be
there.”

Cale knelt beside her and pulled her into
his embrace, but did not comment.

A loud splash called them to attention,
followed by a grating, “Oh, dammit!”

Portia lumbered out of the stream, shaking
water from her boots. Beside her, two strangers appeared from thin
air, coming into being with a brief distortion of the surrounding
air. The unknown males moved to flank Portia. They were taller than
she was and could be brothers with their similar blond hair, pointy
noses, and dark eyes.

“For the love of the gods!” Portia
chastised, looking exacerbated. “Where have you been?”

Kyra shot to her feet. “What’s going on? Has
the fighting started?”

“Big time,” Portia replied. “The dragons
came, but we were unable to cloak them all, then an army of
mercenaries, pirates, and whoever else got the message showed up.
Chaos ensued. Kayadon are coming from everywhere.” Portia looked at
Ginn, and her eyes narrowed dangerously.

“He’s with us,” Kyra rushed out. “No harm is
to come to him.” The only response she received was a pack of
surprised faces. Kyra gestured to the two men. “Who are they?”

“Serakian guards. I called on my people for
help as well, and they sent a small brigade. But there’s no time
for introductions. They need you.”

Before Kyra could formulate a response,
Portia grasped her arm and energy shot through her, giving her
sensation of falling. Her first instinct was to reach out for
something stable, but there was nothing. Her vision faltered, and
suddenly she was racing over the land, through the trees, and past
mountains. The speed was unfathomable. Once her feet met ground
again, she wobbled and struggled to regain her equilibrium.

Bodies rushed around her, yelling and
grappling, but she couldn’t make sense of any of it.

“Cale!” she yelled. Her sight began to clear
and she could only gape at what must be the seventh circle of
hell.

She stood at the edge of a low cliff,
overlooking the town that surrounded the palace. Parts of the
palace were on fire, the flames spreading quickly. Patches of land
burned, stinking of ash, soot, and something else—her mind tried to
block the smell, but it was too late. Flesh.

In the streets, people scurried in panic as
Kayadon gunned them down in groups. A woman clutching a child
screamed as she was overrun by a pack of hellhounds. Kyra let out a
gurgled cry.

A shadow momentarily blocked the sun. The
shape of it was distinct, with wings reaching wide. Her eyes
followed the massive dragon as it progressed toward the helpless
woman below, huddling to protect her child from angry, snapping
jaws. The dragon landed hard, yet graceful. Its scales glistened in
the sun and shook as a terrifying roar cut through the air. The
smaller creatures had time to cower before the dragon tore into
their flesh with teeth and claws.

Kyra’s attention drew upward. The sky was
littered with crafts of all shapes and sized, some shooting at each
other and some bombarding the ground. More dragons mingled in the
mix, maneuvering through the crafts as though they were but
inconvenient obstacles.

An explosion rocked the ground at her back,
and she swiveled to see a mass of trees engulfed in flames,
toppling to the ground. Cale appeared then. He reached to grip her
shoulder and his lips moved as though he were speaking. She
strained to hear what he was saying.

“Kyra, say something! Breathe!”

Was she not breathing? She felt her lungs
jump to life, gasping for air and fighting against the icy shock
that suffocated her. While trying to regain the ability to speak,
she continued to survey. Opposite them on the cliff, Ethan and the
demons fought to push back a wave of Kayadon and hellhounds. Some
of the dragons were there as well. King Mar and two of his sons
battled in their humanoid forms. Another dragon appeared—this one
red—landing near the group. Great burgundy wings spread as its
chest pulled in a deep breath. Then the dragon spewed a stream of
boiling fire at their foes.

From the corner of her eye she spotted Ginn,
still tied and lying on his side. The two Serakians who had brought
him blinked out of sight, along with Portia—to where, she didn’t
know.

My people are dying. My planet is burning.
My nightmare, come to life.

She realized Cale was holding her up, but
she couldn’t gather the strength to stand on her own. Tears
streamed as she sank deeper into utter devastation. The end of her
race, played out before her eyes. She had failed. Her father had
been wrong.

Hopelessness consumed her, sucking away more
of her strength.

Cale must have sensed it in her because he
yelled in a harsh, grating voice, “Don’t you dare give up on
me!”

“I can’t do this,” she rasped. “I’m not
strong enough.” Her gaze traveled the destruction.

“Fuck that,” Cale growled, shaking her
shoulders. His fingers dug in harder than he probably meant.
“You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.”

She let the lie pass without a reply.
Another explosion pushed hot air over them. The sound hurt her
ears, but she barely flinched. Any second, one of those bombs would
strike true. Then it would be over.

“Kyra?” Anya called, hurrying to her side.
“Thank the gods you’re alive.”

The gods? Her mind raged. Where were the
gods now? Where have they ever been?

“What’s the matter with her?” Anya asked
Cale.

“I don’t know.” The concern in Cale’s voice
tugged at her heart. She blinked, finally realizing her eyes had
been frozen wide.

Nadua moved into her line of sight. Her
fiery red hair matched the flames in the background. “Is she
hurt?”

“I’m not hurt,” Kyra managed. “I’m just
freaking out.”

She placed her hands on Cale’s shoulder and
planted her feet. With effort, she buried her fear as best she
could. Cale stayed close as though afraid she would collapse again.
A very real possibility.

Her heart rate slowed, and she regained an
even enough breath to ask, “What’s the plan?”

A ship blazed to the ground, crashing into a
cluster of ruined homes.

Nobody spoke for a moment. The demons and
dragons still fought behind them on the plateau, keeping the
Kayadon from closing in. Their position was well chosen. The land
jutted out, making it impossible for attackers to come at them from
the sides.

“I saw us here in a vision once,” Nadua
informed her. “I don’t know more than that. I don’t know what to
do. There are so many of them.”

Anya said, “Our people are confused and
scared. The battle started so fast.” She trailed off as if at a
loss.

A few yards away, Marik fended off two
Kayadon at once. Sebastian took on a group of hellhounds. Sonya and
Ethan shot into the horde, dropping Kayadon left and right, but it
seemed as though two more popped up to take their fallen comrade’s
place. A never-ending stream of them poured from the thick forest.
Did they somehow know royal blood was just feet away? Eventually
they would break the line and find out.

Anya and Nadua’s features became bleak. They
looked to Kyra as if she had the answer. As if she were the one to
save them, but she only ever had one good blast in her and it
wouldn’t even cover the full length of the cliff.

Anya frowned, grabbing her by the hand. Kyra
blinked at her little sister. The gesture was meant for comfort,
but it gave her an idea.

“We need to make a circle,” she said.

Nadua understood instantly. Anya took on a
confused expression.

Kyra turned to Cale and gave him a quick
kiss. “I’m sorry I lost it for a second, but I’m okay now. Well,
better, at least. Go help your family and send Ethan over here,
okay?”

“I should stay with you,” he insisted.

“And miss out on ripping Kayadon to shreds?”
she forced a tentative smile.

“I don’t care about that any longer. I just
care about you.”

“Well, I need you to keep those Kayadon off
of us. We’re going to do something to intensify our magic, and we
can’t be interrupted.”

He gave a tight nod and then pulled her in
for a kiss teaming with heated promises. Her hands lifted to wrap
around the sides of his face, and she put a few of her own promises
into it. When he let her go, she saw red beginning to flood his
irises. “I will bring you their heads.”

“You do that, big guy.” She watched him go,
oddly turned on by his brutal pledge.

Below, two more explosions crashed near the
palace. The ship that had caused them was being tag teamed by a
group of smaller, swifter crafts. Smoke billowed from its
thrusters.

Ethan joined Kyra and her sisters, looking
bloodied and bruised, but already in the process of healing. “Cale
said you needed me. Are you hurt?”

“No. We’re going to form a circle.”

Still clasping Anya’s hand, she held out her
other to Nadua. Without hesitation, Nadua took it and then Ethan
closed the circle between her and Anya.

Kyra explained mostly for Anya’s benefit,
“You’re going to funnel your magic into me. Do you think you can do
that?”

They all nodded.

Nadua yelled over the noise of yet another
blast. “I’ve only done this a few times.”

“I know, me too. We’ll just have to do our
best.”

With that, they went quiet, concentrating on
activating the circle. Booming vibrations slithered over the
ground. Screams wafted up from the village below. Gunfire echoed,
and dragons roared. Kyra tried to push all of that to the back of
her mind as she worked on rousing her magic.

It didn’t take long. To her magic, the sound
of carnage was like opening a tin can to a herd of cats. She let it
shake and stretch and lick its chops. Then, like a lion on the
plains, its ears pricked up. Anya squeezed her hand, and Kyra was
flooded with her power. The strength of it nearly knocked her off
her feet, but her magic ate it up.

Heat surged, followed by an influx of
energy. Her magic flared, swirling inside her. She kept it caged,
expecting resistance, but it seemed to understand that it would
soon be free. In the next instant, with the help of Anya’s magic,
the demon’s rage took on a new level, and Kyra got a glimpse of
what Anya must constantly live with. She could actually taste their
fury on her tongue. She could sense the anger roiling off the
Kayadon, the fear of the townsfolk, the confusion of the
surrounding animals. Every molecule of energy created a different
impression, and it all stole a place inside her.

As Anya’s magic continued to flow, she
reached to connect with Nadua. Their energies circled and brushed
up against each other, posturing and getting acquainted. Then it
combined into one swirling mass, and she sucked in a breath. She
opened her eyes, but her vision was no longer her own. Images
whizzed by, nearly making her dizzy. It was as if she were viewing
a hundred films on fast forward while running past the screens at
lightning speed.

Suddenly, time folded in on itself.

Everything melted into nothing and then
reformed like cooling metal from a forge. The process repeated
until nothing was recognizable.

Layer by layer, her sense of self peeled
back like a rose in bloom. The petals withered and fell, stripping
her to the soul. The last layer was the one that defined her as a
being and soon that was gone as well.

The glow of the suns lapped at her essence,
and she breathed it in. As she exhaled, she felt herself falling,
churning and whirling down, like riding an open drain. At the
bottom, she found a spark of light. It was pulling her in. Sucking
her down. The pressure was immense.

An extreme noise flooded her ears as she
squeezed out the other side. A thick pool of dark silence greeted
her as well as an infinite pattern of lines, spread out in all
directions, crossing and merging and breaking apart.

Her essence shot forward, scattering like a
million beads. She saw everything and nothing. Her rational mind
worked to piece it all together.

Overwhelmed and confused, she felt as though
she were on the edge insanity. Mentally, she cried, “Stop!”

At the simple order, everything shuddered
and slowed to a crawl. She looked back. At the end of a long
tunnel, she saw the cliff where her body stood. Beyond that, ships
hovered, frozen in mid-action. A dragon posed in the sky with its
wings tucked in, mid-dive, but it didn’t move.

She faced the nebulous, seeking other
entities, but she seemed to be alone. All was obscure except for
the tangling lines. They glowed in a warm rainbow of colors. Some
appeared brighter and trailed freely, while others were dim and
clung like a weaving vine.

Her attention focused on a particular
cluster where a dark line wrapped tightly around a set of bright
ones, leaching energy.

Recognition sparked.

She reached out, and the second she did, her
essence was sucked in, forced to follow the darkened vine like a
speeding train. An instant later, she came to a halt in the middle
of a strange room.

Somehow she knew where she was. Understood
instantly that the handsome face of the man crouched over a large
desk was the face of the Kayadon who had started it all.
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Though young and handsome, his features were
gaunt, drawn tight with exhaustion and regret. His sorrow melted
into her and became her own. Its crushing weight ate at her,
consuming hope like an unquenchable thirst.

Disheveled papers lay over his desk. Tomes
lined shelves that took up two full walls. This once great
scientist sat defeated—the destroyer of his people. He ran thick
fingers through his slick black hair and hung his head.

The door burst open and another dark-haired
man entered, alarm painted across his lightly tanned face. “Our
people can no longer shift,” he announced. “We need a cure.
Now!”

“My research is at an end,” the scientist
replied in an unsteady voice. “There is no cure.”

“People are dying!”

The scientist shot to his feet, rage joining
the overwhelming sense of failure. “I know people are dying! There
is nothing I can do!”

Kyra realized then that neither of these men
still lived.

The scene shifted.

A great swarm of ships jetted toward an
evening sky, vibrating the ground. Plumes of exhaust choked the
fertile, yet withering, land. Every grain of sand left behind was
tainted by the plague that swept through the Kayadon— a plague that
had decimated a third of the population in a matter months.

A vaccine had slowed the process for a lucky
few, and in a desperate attempt to find a cure, the survivors set
off for lands unknown.

Kyra rode along in fast-forward as they
approached planet after planet, bargaining for help and, in some
cases, unwittingly infecting those who would provide it. Every time
they moved on, desperation grew as madness claimed the minds of
many.

They happened upon the demon planet and
found them immune. Hope reigned for a time. The Kayadon bartered
for test subjects, with outlandish promises: riches, technology,
and secrets of the universe. But when the demons discovered the
atrocities performed in the name of science, they rebelled,
resulting in a war that shattered the planet and divided not one,
but two nations. Many of the Kayadon were growing weary, and the
brass action against the demons was met with outrage. Those who
spoke up were culled with callous regard, silencing further
protests.

And the search continued.

They discovered Evlon soon after. It was
quickly surmised that if a cure existed, it would be here. The suns
flooded the land with magic that all but stopped the plague in its
tracks. Kayadon leaders, deformed by the sickness growing inside
them, gathered to discuss the best course. Wanting to avoid another
war that might ruin their last salvation, they devised a hasty
takeover.

A swift evacuation of a handful of
inhabitants was surprising, but inconsequential. These creatures
who called themselves Faieara had but one leader to overthrow, and
it was done with few casualties.

The Faieara were easy enough to control
after the surrender of their king. Labs were erected and research
resumed. The occasional rebellion, whether Kayadon or Faieara born,
was easily squelched. Meanwhile, the plague progressed without a
lasting cure, and the Kayadon continued to succumb, their numbers
dwindling. Their leaders pressed on, convinced they would soon be
saved.

Her magic stirred, and she was propelled
back into her body with a painful snap, like that of a rubber band.
The noises of destruction slammed against her eardrums. She sensed
a ship closing in, targeting them. The others noticed it too.

Still fighting a wave of Kayadon, Sebastian
screamed over the rumbling, “Stop that ship!”

Kyra could see it all as though part of her
was still out of her body.

Shifting to his dragon form, Mar launched
into the air, disturbing the dirt with his powerful wings. His sons
quickly followed, dodging a barrage of gunfire from the craft. They
latched onto the ship’s hull, ripping into the metal with their
claws. The ship veered right as the pilot tried to shake its load.
Sputtering and spewing black smoke, it lost control and disappeared
over the cliff, taking the dragons with it. Moments later, a boom
shook the ground.

She felt Ethan’s magic then. The creature
within her greedily furrowed around it, taking it in and reveling
in the enhanced power.

The circle had been closed, their magic
linked.

With a carnal sound, magic exploded in all
directions. It swirled and stretched, expanding for miles, arching
high as though to reach out into space. It tasted the air, touched
every leaf, and sensed more magic for which to ease its hunger.

But there was a job to do.

Kyra’s first thought was to rein it in.
That’s what she had done her entire life—struggled to contain the
massive power that burrowed deep inside. But if she held back now,
all would be lost.

She let out a long breath and let go.

The moment the leash
snapped, another blast of power erupted in a volcano of energy.
Once again, she left her body, flowing over the land as if she’d
merged with the magic. No. That was wrong. She was the magic. Suddenly, it made
sense. All this time she hadn’t been fighting a creature that lived
within. She had been fighting herself. The magic was neither good
nor evil, merely an extension her.

The revelation took the span of a second.
She gazed out at the battle seeing it from a hundred different
angles. Many of her people had joined the fight. Azule was in the
crowd, along with his guild. Some Kayadon too had taken up arms
against their own kind. Curious, the magic reached inside them,
finding the same thing it had discovered in Ginn.

A spark of goodness.

She now knew what had to be done, and she
was unafraid.

 


Cale sliced through yet another Kayadon, but
the bastards kept coming. They poured from the forest like a flood.
It was as if they knew this was where Kyra would be. The thought
made him strike out harder as his next victim rushed forward.

Thankfully, none of them wielded those
debilitating guns. He hadn’t had time to consider why, he’d just
grabbed the nearest fallen sword and joined the fray.

The dragons had not returned from their ride
over the cliff, and their absence was felt. The Kayadon were
gaining ground.

He, Marik, Rex, and Sebastian formed a line
at the bottleneck of the plateau, holding back their foes with guns
and blades. Sonya fell back, aiming her gun to take out any
creature that managed to slither past.

Suddenly, a heavy whoosh of air pushed at
his back—a pulse spreading outward. The Kayadon momentarily
stilled, considering the disturbance. Their creatures paused as
well and tilted their ugly heads. A sinister smile curled Cale’s
lips. Kyra was about to unleash her gift.

A couple of Kayadon, with better sense than
the rest, began backing away. The rest surged forward as if
realizing their time was short. He raised his arm to block a stray
sword blow and metal cut deep into his forearm. As blood trickled,
he wrenched his blade through the neck of his attacker and kicked
its body back, throwing three other Kayadon off balance.

“Kyra!” he yelled. “What’s the holdup?” He
didn’t get a chance to glance her way. Two gnarled creatures leapt
on him. The first sank its fangs into his shoulder, clinging to him
with lengthy limbs. The other came for his jugular, but in
mid-leap, the creature’s head exploded in a burst of gore. What was
left of the remains fell and twitched at his feet.

Sonya snapped, “Cale, get it together!” Then
she continued shooting into the crowd of Kayadon. She swung around
and took out a group of Kayadon as they lunged at Marik.

Cale’s teeth gnashed together as he ripped
the first creature off him and snapped its neck before tossing it
away. “You get it together! That shot was a little too close to my
head.”

Sonya laughed, but didn’t reply.

“What are they doing back there?” he
asked.

She glanced at the Faieara. “They’re holding
hands. Maybe they’re praying for a quick death.”

Just then, a blast packed with intense power
catapulted him forward. For a moment, he thought a bomb had landed.
Fear for Kyra engulfed him. When he hit the ground, a heavy current
of air continued to push him over the rough gravel. As the
windstorm eased, he lifted his head in search of Kyra, but in her
place blazed a blinding light.

“What the hell is that?” Marik barked. He
too had been knocked down. In fact, they all had fallen, Kayadon
included. To his left, Ginn lay on his side, rendered unconscious.
The thick vine-rope was still tight around his arms and torso.

Sebastian pulled himself off the ground and,
for the first time, noted Ginn. He raised a quizzical brow at
Cale.

“That one belongs to Kyra,” Cale informed
him.

Sebastian replied with a look that said,
“You have got to be kidding."

Marik noticed the light had swallowed Nadua
and darted toward her, looking as though he would dive in and pull
her to safety.

Cale motioned him back. “I don’t suggest
getting too close to that.” He turned to where the Kayadon were
slowly rising and prepared for another assault. But instead of
attacking, their gazes transfixed on the sky. Cale tilted his eyes
upward. His jaw dropped.

Above them, blue and white electric tendrils
scatted over a massive translucent bubble that stretched out a
great distance. He couldn’t tell where it touched the ground. The
air became dense and difficult to breath. The total lack of a
breeze was disconcerting.

Confusion swept over the Kayadon. Some of
them retreated into the forest, while other stood and stared.

“What’s going on?” Sonya demanded.

They all looked at Cale as if he held the
answer. He shrugged. “This is new.”

A thunderous clap rang out with a prolonged,
ominous echo. The vibration moved through his bones.

Then it happened.

A nearby group of Kayadon began to
disintegrate. Cale made sure to catch the look in their eyes before
they were reduced to dust, relishing every second of their terror.
Then a few more Kayadon were taken, and Cale enjoyed that just as
much as the first.

 


Panic exploded through those still standing.
They clamored and trampled to get away as an invisible wave swelled
out to claim their lives.

For fun, Cale flung his sword into the melee
and gave a triumphant shout as it speared it into the back of a
fiend who was ruthlessly tossing others out of his way. His target
hunched in agony just before the wave crumbled him like a delicate
sand sculpture. And soon the rest of them were gone as well.

Silence reigned as everyone stared in awe.
All except Cale, who spotted one last Kayadon.

Yet again, Ginn remained untouched.

Cale took a scrutinizing
step forward, but paused when the air became charged with something
new. Pebbles slowly rose from the ground, hovering as if
weightless. He shared a look with Sebastian. They had witnessed
something like this back on Extarga, when Ethan had healed
Anya.

Cale sucked in a sharp breath as a haunting
chill fluttered over his skin, entering his lungs with each
inhalation. He began to feel lighter as the power curled inside
him. The sting in his wounds eased. He looked down at his arm,
watching the deep slash knit itself closed, fade, and finally
disappear altogether. He could feel the same happening with his
neck wound.

Ginn’s dull skin gave off a faint glow. The
greyness slowly faded, changing to a deep pink, then a light tan.
His bones began to move under the surface, cracking and morphing
into different shapes. The sound was horrible.

Muscles formed under Ginn’s grey cloak. His
shoulders broadened as his physique took on strength. The line of
his nose straightened, fitting well with the new shape of his jaw.
Short, dark strands of hair masked his reshaped skull.

When the transformation was complete, Ginn’s
eyelids flashed open, revealing light brown irises. Blinking twice,
his gaze turned incredulous and shifted to Cale.

Cale let out a harsh curse that echoed off
the hills. “Guess this means I don’t get to kill you after
all.”

Still bound, Ginn rocked his body to a
seated position and looked down at himself. “Is this an illusion?”
Even his voice was different. It no longer contained the deep rasp
of broken lungs.

With a baffled expression, Rex pointed to
the sky where Kayadon ships fell like meteors, breaking apart and
withering into dust that sparkled as the wind caught it. All around
them, fires died down, flames shrinking smaller and smaller until
they were snuffed out completely. Only black scorch marks and the
stench of smoke offered evidence of its existence.

Then, in the time it took Cale to let out an
astonished breath, the bubble imploded. The compression knocked him
forward, but he caught himself. Gusts of wind brought new air that
smelled of hot metal and fuel. The radiant light that had
surrounded Kyra and the others dissipated like fog.

Kyra dropped to one knee, holding her head.
With a little less grace, Anya and Nadua went down as well, coming
to rest on their hips. Ethan fell back, making no move to catch
himself as he hit the ground.

Sonya cried his name and rushed to his
side.

Cale went for Kyra, kneeling in front of
her. He wanted to pull her into his embrace, but held back, unsure
if she was in pain. “Are you okay?” His tone was laced with a
desperation he’d never heard from himself before. Anxiety squeezed
his chest, tightening with every second.

Finally, she lifted her head and her tired
eyes found his. “Did it work?”

At hearing strength in her beautiful voice,
emotion choked him and he could not reply. Unable to contain
himself, he crushed her to his chest and buried his face in her
hair. She mimicked his hold, and he pulled her closer, reveling in
the rhythm of her heart.

He inhaled her scent, letting it flood his
mind and ease his nerves. Then excitement exploded out of him.
“That was the shit!” Cale said, lifting Kyra by the waist and
twirling her to stand. “You are the most amazing woman in the
universe.”

Kyra laughed at his exuberance.

“What’s wrong with Ethan?” Sonya shouted,
claiming their attention. She hovered over him, feeling for a
pulse.

Kyra’s smile faded. “He chose to accept all
the consequences of using so much magic,” Kyra muttered.

“What?”

“Energy magic costs energy. That’s why Anya
and I get so exhausted afterward. I didn’t realize it till the end,
but he sacrificed himself so we wouldn’t have to.”

“You stupid son of a bitch!” Sonya screamed
at Ethan’s unconscious body.

Sebastian asked, “Does he live?”

Anya, who was nestled in his arms, looked
worried.

Sonya turned her head away, but Cale had
caught sight of a quiver in her lip. “His pulse is faint.”

“We should move him somewhere safe.”
Sebastian turned his attention to Kyra. “I’m assuming the Kayadon
are no longer a problem?”

“Only those within the field have been
healed or destroyed,” She replied.

With that, Ginn asked eagerly, “Others are
healed?”

Kyra gasped, taking in Ginn’s new
appearance. He was unrecognizable. “Most were not,” she said,
pausing to read his expression. His eyes lowered and he nodded. She
continued, “But yes, like yourself, the magic chose a few to
save.”

“The magic?” said Cale.

She nodded. “I let it completely free and it
did…” she trailed off and scanned their surroundings. “Whatever it
is it did.”

“You don’t know?”

“It was hard to keep up.” She gave a tiny
smile, and he drank it in, fighting to keep from leaning in and
stealing a kiss. Then she stilled. “Wait! Where’s Zoey?”

“She’s back on
Marada,” Sebastian
answered.

Cale’s brows shot up.
“Marada wasn’t
involved in the fighting?”

“The battle was a bit of a
surprise. We were out searching for you when it started. I hope you
have a good excuse for where you’ve been.”

Cale grumbled, “Yeah, same old shit,
different planet. Ru set us up to be ambushed.”

A muscle ticked in Sebastian’s jaw. “That
might explain why he went missing too.”

Cale’s fists clenched. “If he’s smart, he’s
running and hiding, because when I get my hands on him—”

“Can we discuss revenge later?” Sonya
snapped with a catch in her voice.

“How about we discuss it on
our way back to Marada.”

Sebastian shook his head.
“We can’t get back to Marada
without the Serakians. When more of them arrived,
they performed a more powerful cloaking spell. Once we stepped
beyond the border, we lost the ability to return without their
help.”

“Well, where the hell are
they?”

“All I know is they were scrying for you two
when the fighting started. They popped out of here and brought you
back and then popped away directly after.”

“Maybe they’ll return soon,” Rex
offered.

Sonya replied with irritation, “We’re not
going to sit around waiting, are we? What if an army of Kayadon are
on the way?”

“Let’s go to the palace,” Kyra exclaimed.
“It’s not far, and we can rally my people. There might be healers
there too.”

They all turned toward the aesthetic
building residing just beyond their perch. It was mostly unscathed
but for a few blackened walls and a crumbled tower.

“Was it cleared of Kayadon?” Cale asked.

“I…think so,” said Kyra.

“Does it matter!” Sonya barked. “If it
wasn’t, it will be soon.”

“What do we do with him?” Rex spat, staring
down at Ginn with malice.

Undaunted, Ginn replied. “I am no threat.”
He spoke directly to Kyra. “You have done the thing I believed
impossible. I owe you my life and will serve you till my last
breath.”

“Lying Kayadon scum!” Sonya shriek. “You
think your pretty new shell will make us trust you.”

“Bring him with us, but keep him bound,”
Kyra ordered. “I’ll decide what to do with him later.”

“Whatever,” Sonya scoffed,
adding, “If he even breathes wrong I will kill him.” Then her attention
returned to Ethan.

“Let me stand,” Anya said to Sebastian.

Sebastian hesitated, but obeyed. Anya
crossed to the edge of the cliff. She leaned over, and Sebastian
grabbed her by the waist. “What are you doing?”

“The dragons are down there,” she replied,
shooting Kyra a concerned expression. “They’re mourning.”
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At the bottom of the cliff, near smoking
wreckage, the dragons stood with their heads hung. Aiden was there
too, off to the side, his features twisted in sorrow. Kyra placed a
palm over her mouth as a lifeless body came into view.

King Mar, twisted and broken.

She thought of Ethan’s healing magic, but
Ethan had yet to wake and was slumped over Rex’s shoulder. With the
circle closed, she could no longer tap his gift, but even if she
could, King Mar was already gone. She could see it on their
faces.

Tristan looked up, red eyed, and met her
gaze. He approached with the distinct air of loss.

“I’m so sorry, Tristan,” she muttered, not
knowing what else to say.

His lips thinned and morphed into a forced
smile. “He died with honor. And he warned us this might
happen.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The message from you father…” Tristan
trailed off, unable to finish.

The message in the book, meant for Mar, had
foretold his death?

“And you helped us anyway?”

He nodded. “You needed us. And father
is…was…stubborn. He would no’ let us fight without him.”

There was nothing she could do to repay the
sacrifice. Even if there were, their honor would not allow it.
Holding back tears, she embraced Tristan, partly to console him,
but mostly, selfishly, to console herself. At one time, King Mar
had been dear to her.

Cale remained silent, and when Tristan
released her, she moved to gauge his expression. He looked
empathetic.

“Sorry,” he said to Tristan.

Tristan gave a tight nod.

“He was a great warrior,” Sebastian
added.

Again, Tristan nodded before returning to
where his father lay.

“I don’t want to be disrespectful,”
Sebastian added. “But we can’t stay here.”

“Understood,” Tristan replied curtly, but
not offended. Their location was clearly too vulnerable.

Still, they stayed for a moment of silence
before the group began crafting two gurneys from broken ship parts
and vines, one for Mar and one for Ethan.

As they headed for the palace, Tristan and
Lear carried their father, while Rex and Sonya took command of
Ethan. The others kept a look out for danger. The forest was eerily
quiet. Nobody spoke. She figured both the dragons and the demons
were using their supreme hearing to judge their safety. However,
their own footsteps sounded loud to her ears.

She was surprised at how well they were all
working together. Sebastian led the group and whenever he paused,
the rest followed, tilting their heads to listen.

Finally, the trees grew sparse, revealing
the city that had once thrived with her people. Many of the
buildings were smoking, and some had been destroyed completely.
Past the city, the palace stood tall, like an ancient statue that
refused to topple.

They cautiously made their way down a main
street, one Kyra remembered traveling as a child. It was a wide
stone path that didn’t look its age. Bits of wood and stone
littered the way and the air was thick with the smell of burnt
embers. It was too silent.

Anya paused and turned her attention to a
small, broken wall that had once been attached to a larger
dwelling. With nothing but an expression, Sebastian asked what she
sensed. In answer, Anya moved aside her hair, indicating her
pointed ear. A Faieara was close.

Cale stepped closer to Kyra, ready to
protect. After Ru’s betrayal, it was clear that even her own people
couldn’t be trusted.

“Hello?” Anya murmured in a tone meant for
youth. “You can come out. It’s safe now.”

They waited, but nothing happened.
Perceiving their anxiousness, Anya lifted a finger for them to be
patient. Still nothing happened. Kyra was about to say something
when a small, lilac colored head peeked out.

“Hi,” Anya said sweetly.

The child ducked away.

Cale grumbled low. “Do you want me to go get
it?”

Kyra swatted him in the chest. “He’s not an
it.”

He shrugged while Anya corrected them both.
“She.”

The child peered at them again. Kyra caught
sight of her frightened eyes before she darted away. Anya called
after her, but she disappeared into the rubble of the city.

“Let’s move on,” Sebastian said. “We’ll
worry about rounding up survivors later.”

As they drew closer to the palace, more and
more of the surrounding buildings seemed to have escaped the worst
of the battle. It made sense. If the Kayadon had used the palace as
a base, they wouldn’t want it destroyed.

Anya slowed her pace. “There’s more,” she
whispered.

Sebastian replied, “Can you tell how
many?”

“There are a lot of them.”

From behind windows and around corners, wary
eyes stole glances at them. The demons grew agitated by the
attention. Sonya drew her weapon. Kyra motioned for her to stow it,
but Sonya shook her head.

Cale pulled his sword and said, “We’re
surrounded.”

Kyra put her hands in the air. “Stop,
everyone. Just calm down. They’re probably just scared.”

“My sister is right,” Anya agreed. “I feel
their fear, but there is no aggression—from them, anyway.” She shot
Sebastian an accusatory look, which Sebastian ignored.

Kyra faced the palace, taking in its marbled
walls and tall windows. They were close enough that she could spot
shadows behind the glass, spying down at them, but the reflection
kept their faces hidden.

A few whispers caught her ear. She couldn’t
make out the words. “What are they saying?” she asked Cale.

“They’re speculating on who we are.”

Kyra made her tone authoritative. “Put the
weapons away.”

With only a slight hesitation, Cale did as
she asked, but Sonya looked to Sebastian first. He gave a nod, and
she obeyed.

Kyra took a step forward and squared her
shoulders. Cale followed, staying by her side. “Hello!” she called
out. “I am Princess Kyralyn, daughter of King Alastair.” The
whispering increased, fanning out in all directions. “With me are
my sisters and allies to our people. You need not fear us.”

They waited. One heartbeat, two. A brave
young soul poked his head out from behind a building, warily
studying the group. “Where are the Kayadon?” he asked.

“They’re gone,” she replied. “For now.”

“They are never gone.”

“Well, they’re not here.”

An older gentleman appeared, gently urging
the boy out of sight. He lifted his chin in their direction with
suspicion in his eyes. Hesitantly, he stepped forward, and Cale
moved to her front. She reassured him with a hand on his arm and
pushed him back. He went with little resistance, only a scowl on
his face.

Kyra stood still for the man’s scrutiny as
she did the same to him. His clothing looked worn, yet well kept
and his hair was a bluish grey, indicating he might be very old
indeed. In the back of her mind, recollection sparked, but she
couldn’t place him. Then he grinned, and the spark burned to the
forefront of her mind.

“Fritz?” she breathed.

His smile grew ecstatic. “It is you.” He
turned to yell, “It’s true! They have returned!”

A dozen colorful heads popped up, curious.
Others emerged shyly from seemingly everywhere. The whispering grew
to a roar that slowly dissipated as the news made its way through
the city.

Fritz took a knee. Those near him shared a
brief look and then slowly followed suit until no Faieara was left
standing. The act surprised Kyra and caused a strange sense of
dread to flutter through her. She reached a hand behind her,
seeking support. Cale was there in an instant, gripping her palm.
Fritz looked momentarily taken aback as his eyes shifted between
her and Cale. Then his head lowered in what looked like acceptance.
She realized then what her action had demonstrated. It appeared as
though she was presenting Cale as her future King. It had been
unintentional, but no less true. She glanced at Cale who seemed to
have come to the same conclusion. His expression became a mix of
apprehension and uncertainty. She gave him a reassuring smile,
knowing that Cale would make a strong and ruthless king, but fair
as well. That is…if he wanted the position.

He gave her hand a squeeze as if answering
the unspoken question.

Facing Fritz, she said, “Rise, Fritz. All of
you, rise.”

They did. Kyra observed that not one of them
had a mark from the battle. The magic had healed more than just a
few Kayadon.

“How many of our people have survived?”

“Outside the city, I cannot say. Before the
fighting we were two-thousand strong. Undoubtedly less now.”

“So few?”

In a city that had once held more than
twenty-thousand Faieara? The revelation was discouraging.

He gave a bitter nod. “Many had been moved.
We don’t know where. I like to believe that the majority of our
people escaped into the forest and have kept themselves hidden, but
I do not rely on that hope.”

She thought of all the places where one
could possibly hide. Caves, for sure. There were many scattered
over the hills and mountains. Aside from that, there were secluded
areas where magic pooled, creating all manner of phenomena, from
invisible portals, to dimensional rifts. A clever individual could
use them for travel.

The surrounding group multiplied as Faieara
heard the news. However, they kept their distance, probably due to
the uneasy looks the demons were giving off.

“Are there any healers here?” she asked
loudly for all to hear. Ethan had yet to wake. She suspected a
healer could do nothing to help him. More likely he just needed a
good long rest.

Fritz shook his head. “Healers are rare
these days. If one is found, they are taken immediately. It’s
possible, however, that some reside in the palace. We’ve not had
access since the Kayadon took over.”

Ginn cleared his throat. “They’re kept in
the dungeon.”

Kyra gave him a blank stare. “Dungeon? The
palace doesn’t have a dungeon.”

“It was the first of the alterations done,”
he explained sheepishly. “There are also secret tunnels that run
under the city.”

“What else had been done to my home?”

“That’s all I can recall for the moment. I
have not been invited to the palace in ages.”

She turned toward the palace and beckoned
Fritz and the others to follow. But before she got far, Portia
appeared in that startling way, along with four others. The two men
from the stream side and two women.

Though they were of the Serakian order, they
looked to be from completely different races, none of which Kyra
could place. Portia was the shortest. The others varied in height
with the men being the tallest. One of the women had golden hair
and skin spotted like a leopard. The other was draped in a
skintight black ensemble, making her look dangerous with tightly
braided black hair and charcoal skin.

The dragons tensed, clearly uncomfortable
around the witches.

The Faieara shrank back as Sebastian barked,
“Where have you been?”

While the other Serakians scowled at his
tone, Portia smiled. “Performing one of the strongest protection
spells of my life.” She beamed. “Kayadon outside the perimeter will
not be able to cross the boundary.”

Kyra felt the muscles in her neck relax.
“How far out does it go?”

Portia practically bounced at the question.
Her words came out excited. “At first we were only going to do the
palace and surrounding city, but that massive bubble of magic came
along. We were able to weave our spell through it and use it as a
conduit. Where it ended is where the boundary lines are. I’ll have
to send a team to map it.” Then she finally noticed the wary
Faieara. “Where are we all going?”
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Beyond the courtyard, which was overgrown
and unkempt, the white marble steps that led into the palace were
covered with dirt and grime as if they hadn’t been cleaned in
years. Kyra steeled herself and made her way up, trying to temper
her anticipation. Or was it trepidation? She couldn’t decide.

On the short walk here, she’d had a brief
conversation with Fritz about her father. Though his expression
fell in a discouraging way, he was sure the king lived. The Kayadon
had quickly learned the Faieara’s deep loyalty to the royal family
and often showed proof that their King remained unharmed by making
him sit on a balcony and wave down at them, always with an escort
of guards and only for short periods of time.

A small distance past the steps waited
towering oringa wood doors, carved in intricate patterns that
reflected the surrounding forest. She slipped her fingers around
one of the long handles and pulled, but the door didn’t budge.

“Locked?” she muttered.

Nadua came forth to pull on the other side
with the same result. “They were never locked before,” she
said.

The front entrance of the palace had always
been open to the people. Kyra looked to Ginn.

“Ah, yes,” he said. “Mechanized locks. Our
leaders didn’t want intruders.”

Fritz added, “Guards used to fill the
courtyard, as well. We were never allowed this close.”

All eyes turned to Anya, and she came
forward to run a hand along the surface of the ancient door. A
prattle of smooth gears wheezed, followed by a soft click. Then
both doors slid open like the hatch of a ship, revealing the bright
entrance hall.

Two girls huddled on the marble floor next
to the far wall, their eyes stark and faces drained to the color of
their white servant robes. With their hair similar shades of
lavender and braided in the same fashion, they could be
related.

Kyra wondered how many Kayadon they
witnessed crumbling to dust. She approached slowly, not wanting to
frighten them further. They looked too young to recognize the
daughters of the king. “Are you alright?” she asked.

They both flinched as if her words hurt. The
taller of the two said in a tiny voice, “Where is Thedious and
Brash? What happened to them and the other Kayadon?”

“They’re gone,” replied Kyra. “You don’t
need to fear us. We’re here to help.”

An older woman rushed through the entrance,
her face overflowing with emotion. “Oh, my babies.”

As if her legs could no longer carry her
weight, she fell her knees. The girls quickly closed the distance
to clasp the woman with shaky arms.

Kyra averted her gaze, feeling somehow
intrusive. She turned to Ginn. “Which way to the healers?”

Ginn gestured to the right with his
head.

The girl who spoke before lifted her eyes
and sniffled. “The healers have gone. I don’t know who let them
out, but they ran through here moments ago. I watched them scale a
wall in the garden.”

After being acquainted with the Kayadon’s
extraction process, Kyra would hightail it too. “Is there anyone in
the palace who might be working with the Kayadon?”

The girl looked confused. “We all work with
them.”

“Not any more you don’t. You’re free. They
won’t be coming back to the palace.”

The girls locked gazes and then bid their
mother for confirmation.

The woman cupped their faces. “It’s okay.
They’re telling the truth. These are the princesses from
legend.”

Cale, clearly impatient, said in a forceful
tone, “We need to secure the palace. Is there anyone inside we need
to be aware of? Anyone who might want the Kayadon back?”

Though fear returned to her features, the
girl replied with conviction, “No one would want that.”

“How many like yourselves live in the
palace?” Kyra asked.

“Twenty servants. Seven cooks. I don’t know
how many healers there were. The group was large. Then there’s the
King.”

Kyra stilled. “Take me to him.”

Sebastian took command, addressing the
group. “Before we do anything, we should do a sweep of the building
and surrounding area. Round everyone up.”

“I will see my father, now,” Kyra demanded
harsher than she meant to. A sense of urgency crept up her spine.
Her sisters nodded. She caught Anya’s expression and knew she felt
the urgency too.

Tristan jumped in. “We’ll do the sweep. Do
as they wish. Take them to Alestar.”

Kyra gave him an appreciative look. It hit
her again that his father was gone for good. Tristan’s countenance
remained strong, but under the surface, a title wave of loss was
building momentum inside him.

After a moment, Sebastian acquiesced. “Rex,
Sonya, go with the dragons.”

As Tristan and Lear gently set their
father’s body in the corner, Sonya replied, “What about Ethan?”

Kyra turned to the women, still embracing
each other. “Is there a room where our friend can rest?”

The bravest of the young girls stood and
directed them toward a long hall, just off the main entrance. Kyra
recalled that being the location of the servant’s apartments.

“This is my room,” the girl said, stopping
at a door and ushering them in. The space looked smaller than it
should with no windows and three beds crammed inside. “I share it
with my sister and another servant,” the girl added.

After easing Ethan onto a mattress, Rex
joined the dragons to search the palace. Sonya stayed to “guard”
Ethan, while the rest of them followed the young girl, named Sesu.
Kyra was surprised when they came to an elevator—yet another
alteration by the Kayadon.

“I’d feel better taking the stairs,” she
said, not ready to trust Kayadon engineering.

“As would I,” agreed Sebastian.

“Of course. This way,” Sesu said, a bit
confused.

Kyra imagined the girl had taken this
elevator countless times and had no reason to doubt its reliance.
But the Kayadon had clearly been concerned with security and may
have added precautions to deter intruders.

They made their way to a spiral staircase,
wide enough for two to climb side by side. Ginn made no comment as
Cale pulled him along by the vines around his torso.

The palace layout hadn’t been altered too
much. Kyra could have found her way without their young escort.
That is, up until they came to the fifth, upper-most floor. Nothing
looked as she remembered. Some corridors had been blocked, while
new ones had been created. Extra security had been installed by way
of electronic doors at nearly every hall junction. Anya made quick
work of them.

On the way, they encountered another
frightened Faieara. A young boy this time. They calmed him as best
they could, then sent him down to the entrance hall where Fritz was
to take charge of any newcomers.

Finally they found the king’s chamber and
something like dread crept into Kyra’s stomach. What would they
find? A small part of her didn’t want to enter. Didn’t want to see
what had only been alluded to.

Before Anya could disable the lock, the door
opened on its own, revealing a tall male with a slight resemblance
to Ginn. The demons drew their weapons, and the man stepped back,
putting his palms up. His expression said he’d been expecting them.
No doubt a state of the art surveillance system had been among the
many updates.

The man noted Ginn with a fleeting glance.
“My name is Liyel. It is an honor to finally meet you.” He gave an
unpracticed bow before waving them inside. “Your father
awaits.”

“Step back,” Sebastian ordered with
authority.

Cale and Marik made a barrier out of their
bodies, pushing the girls behind them.

In the same instant, Nadua demanded, “You
know who we are?”

As Liyel withdrew into the room, he
answered, “The king confides in me. But I can explain myself later.
The king will not last long now that the healers have fled.”

Kyra pushed past her living shield. Cale
made a noise of protest, but she ignored it. “What do you mean?
Where is he?”

Liyel crossed to a door and pulled it open.
Sebastian kept his blade trained on Liyel as he gestured for Cale
to enter first. He did, disappearing for only a moment. When he
returned, Cale gave a nod. Then he met Kyra’s gaze. She saw her
worst fear reflected back at her.

She rushed into the room with her sisters in
tow. Curtains closed over two tall windows, allowing only thin
shafts of light to bleed in, leaving the room ominously dim. The
light was enough, however, to see a solitary bed fitted with heavy
covers pulled up to the chest of a white-haired man with sunken
cheeks. The man’s tired eyes became glossy upon seeing them and a
smile crinkled his face.

He reached a shaky arm out, beckoning them
closer. Kyra moved to take his hand in hers, shocked by how fragile
it felt, as if a light squeeze would shatter bones under paper-thin
skin. She tried to speak, but her throat had swelled and her lips
curved in an unmanageable frown. Her eyes blurred, and she rushed
to wipe them clear.

“Do not cry,” her father pleaded in a
whispery voice.

Kyra understood that it pained him to speak.
Despite trying to hold them back, tears spilled down her
cheeks.

“You have done so well. I am so proud of you
all,” he continued.

Nadua knelt beside the bed, fighting her own
set of tears. “Father, what’s wrong?”

He didn’t answer right away, seeming to
indulge in their presence. “I have been dying for what seems like
forever,” he replied with a raspy chuckle. “I will pass to the
Fields soon.”

“We can find more healers,” Nadua insisted.
“When Ethan wakes he can—”

“I cannot stay, my love.” He gave a bitter
shake of his head. “I’m tired. And what the healers have been
through must never happen again.” He paused as if needing to catch
a breath.

Kyra swallowed hard, needing to catch her
own breath. Desperation coiled inside her, twisting in her stomach.
“Don’t go,” she managed. She could barely see through the salty
rivers, flooding her eyes and drenching her cheeks.

Regret swept over his features then twisted
into a silent apology. “I wish to be with your mother,” he
replied.

Kyra shook her head and more tears to surge.
Her breath waged a violent war on her lungs.

“You’ve been so brave. So strong. You will
lead our people well.” He paused. “I’ve managed to hold on for the
sake of seeing you one last time, so I could tell you how much I
love you…and to beg your forgiveness.”

“What?” Kyra said around a sob.

“If I had seen…I…all of this could have been
prevented—”

“Don’t,” she interrupted. “Don’t you dare
blame yourself.”

“When I imagine how differently your lives
would have been…all our lives…” His voice trailed off as anguish
weaved its way through the creases of his face.

Anya, who had been quietly standing at the
foot of the bed, approached to claim their father’s hand from Kyra.
She knelt and brought his palm to her cheek. “I saw Mother in the
Fields,” she said, trying to keep a steady voice. “She doesn’t
blame you, and neither do we.”

For a moment he didn’t reply, his expression
one of unimaginable sorrow as he stared at his youngest daughter.
Then, with a weak tug, he drew her in to put his arms around her.
Anya leaned down and gingerly placed her chin on his shoulder,
probably—like Kyra—afraid he’d break.

In a barely audible tone, he muttered, “I’m
so sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Anya whispered back,
sniffling.

This seemed to placate their father most. He
closed his eyes and exhaled as if he’d been relieved of a terrible
weight.

Kyra noticed the demons, watching from the
door. Ginn and Liyel had been corralled in a corner. All of their
expressions projected empathy, even the latter.

Her father noticed them as well. “Please
come forward.”

The demons moved toward the bed, splitting
their attention between the dying man and the Kayadon.

The king tried to shrug off his abraded,
weary voice, measurably succeeding. “I would like to bestow my
deepest thanks for all you have done for my daughters, and my
people. Know that your people have a home on Evlon from this point
on.”

Sebastian spoke for the group. “Thank you,
Your Majesty. Many will appreciate that.”

Her father’s body sank into the bed, his
breathing harsh. Suddenly his eyes turned vacant as if he’d lost
his sight.

“Father?” Kyra shouted, wanting to beg him
once more not to go, but she knew that would be selfish. More often
than not, Faieara chose the Fields over life, once their beloved
had departed. The fact that her father had delayed the journey was
a testament of his love for his daughters.

He mumbled something then. She only caught a
few words. “Promise to take care of them…keep them safe.”

Marik responded, “We will.”

Kyra knew the moment her father’s body
became nothing more than a shell. Even without the dimming of his
eyes, she knew. She let her tears fall free, let her heart break,
needing the pain to overpower the crippling sorrow. But it wasn’t
enough. The heaviness of her own body became acute, and she
couldn’t muster the strength to rise. Lowering her head, she gave
herself over to sorrow and wept.
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“When the heir to the throne returns, the
Kayadon will quake,

and Evlon will shatter.”

 


 


Kyra climbed the short distance to the
gilded chair and forced her chin to remain in the air as she sat.
The lovingly tailored skirt of her deep green, long, flowing gown
pooled at her feet. As soon as news had spread about the return of
the heir, couturiers clamored to be the first to dress the queen.
Kyra had been presented with dozens of impressive choices, and
she’d hated to pick just one for her inauguration, but this one
called to her. An intricate weave of small flowers and leaves—kept
alive by way of magic—tangled with a blend of rainbow colored
jewels, creating an S shape down one side of her bodice, across her
torso, and down her hip. The fragrance from the flowers was subtle
yet pleasant. Wearing it made her feel as though she’d been blessed
by the forest itself.

She drew on that and steeled herself as she
said the binding words to honor and protect the land and all its
rightful people. The weight of the crown settled on her head,
placed there by Fritz, one of the few elders left among her
people.

It was strange sitting on her father’s
throne…her throne…so soon after his passing. The kingdom had been
allowed seven days of mourning for their fallen king before she was
to be crowned the new Faieara leader.

Cale sat next to her, adoration and pride in
his eyes as he prepared to repeat her words and take his place as
her beloved King. He fell into the role with the ease in which he
did everything.

The inauguration had been quick, yet every
Faieara in the city had attended. Not all could squeeze into the
throne room, but that wasn’t for a lack of trying. Most remained in
the halls, or just outside the palace, waiting for the king and
queen to be announced. In a ceremonial manner, she and Cale made
their way to a low terrace for the declaration. The crowd had gone
wild with cheers.

Now her subjects celebrated as they never
had before. The streets were alive with merriment, and after a full
three days, the festivities still went strong. Her people had much
to rejoice. A new king and queen, freedom, and a prophecy come
true.

The prophecy was indeed accurate. The
Kayadon did quake. All those who escaped her magic’s judgment had
gone into hiding, outposts just beyond the safety of the Serakians
protective wards, abandoned. Of course, there were more yet to be
found. Of that, Kyra was sure. But stepping past the boundary, even
for the demons, was a risky venture, and ill-advised. Their enemies
would be more desperate than ever.

As for the second half of the prophecy,
Evlon was now split. Most of her people were still scattered in the
many guilds, with no way of informing them of their one safe haven.
Moreover, land had been gifted, as promised, to various mercenaries
who joined the fray for that prize alone. But only after vowing
never to harm or eject any who may already reside on whatever piece
of land they received, Kayadon excluded. Trust in these new—and in
some cases, strange—inhabitants was precarious, but as long as they
upheld the Faieara law, they could do as they pleased, within their
borders.

Above all, any Faieara discovered were to be
protected and delivered to the palace, if possible. As an added
guarantee, rewards for such kindness were promised. The palace
treasury was as full as ever—the Kayadon had horded anything that
could fetch a price.

The process of divvying up land had been
tedious. Giving away bits of her home, just when she’d gotten it
back, weighed on her, but Cale had been by her side the entire
time, helping with negotiations. He was shrewd and unrelenting,
very kingly. She loved him more with each passing second.

He’d held her for two straight nights after
her father had passed and taken on duties that would have been hers
had she the strength to get out of bed. Eventually she had cried
herself out, said goodbye one final time, and prepared to be the
queen her father believed her to be.

As of yet, no demons had shown to claim what
was now their home, but it hadn’t even been two full weeks. Once
word got out, Kyra had no doubt they would arrive in droves.

Ethan’s coma continued to distress everyone,
but it was Sonya who displayed the most worry. Nothing would wake
him, and Kyra had to wonder just how terrible their circle had been
for him. The power had been so great, Kyra still had difficulty
fathoming it. Nadua’s gift had given insight into the past. Anya’s
had made it clear which souls deserved a second chance. But,
primarily, it was Ethan’s magic that was used to heal all within
the circle’s influence. Conversely, Kyra’s had been used to
destroy. She tried not to dwell on that.

The Alliance of the Blood disbanded. Their
previous home was not within the protective wards, and though Kyra
was confident they could have stayed hidden till the end of time,
they chose to take up residence in the city, even helping to
rebuild.

Ru was still missing, but the explanation
for his actions came through Ina, who had been discovered hiding
just outside of town. When taken into custody, she wisely didn’t
put up a fight. She claimed to have had no knowledge of what Ru
planned until after it was too late, but admitted to suspecting
Ru’s intent, which was equally punishable in Kyra’s mind.

Though deplorable, his reasons were this:
the Kayadon had taken his children, born of his first wife, not
Ina. Ru had hoped by offering up Kyra, he would be rewarded with
the lives of his offspring. It was hard not to understand such a
desire, but Kyra could not forgive him. All of Evlon could have
been lost to a single act of selfishness.

For the time being, Ina’s new home would be
a cell in the dungeon, alongside Ginn and Liyel, until better
organization allowed for trials to commence, as well as to keep
them safe from the demon’s kill-first-and-ask-questions-later
mentality.

No other healed Kayadon came forward, in
either gratitude or in repentance. Kyra estimated, based on witness
accounts, there had been at least ten within the city alone. Once
free of their illness, they’d disappeared, probably in fear of
judgment.

When questioned about this,
Ginn offered the hypothesis that they had shifted into what was
called their Mai’ten form—an animal form unique to each individual. They had lost
this ability during stage two of their disease, and Ginn admitted
that, just after the healing, the urge to shift had been almost
undeniable.

“Why do you not shift now?”
Kyra had asked, standing on the opposite side of the force field
that held him prisoner—another of the Kayadon’s improvements. “Or back in the forest
when no one was looking?”

“I have pledged my life and my loyalty to
you, little one.” He paused. “Forgive me, I mean, My Queen. I will
shift only with your permission.”

“And if I’m not ready to give it?”

“Then I will wait.”

Liyel didn’t say much—she got the feeling he
wasn’t a big talker in general—but he seemed in accordance with
Ginn. Kyra left, not knowing what she was going to do with either
of them.

Soon after the ward had been mapped, Portia
and the other Serakians were called home to report on the
happenings. Just before leaving, Portia promised to return, but did
not say when. Surprisingly, Kyra already missed the little
witch.

Marada had been moved closer to the palace.
Zoey now had her own apartment down the hall from Kyra and Cale,
but was mostly found in Rex’s room. Kyra worried over her friend’s
attachment to Rex. After getting to know him—though he too was a
man of few words—she determined he was a nice enough guy. But there
was no evidence that a mate bond between the two might be formed.
Although Marik and Sebastian explained that it doesn’t always
happen so quickly, especially when one’s mate is not of demon
origin. All the same, Kyra continued to worry.

On the fourth day of celebration, Kyra held
a feast in honor of those who fought as well as those who’d fallen.
The following day, Aidan accompanied the dragons back to Legura,
where King Mar’s body would be put to rest and their own royal
inaugurations would commence. A few of the dragon guard stayed
behind to help secure the Faieara’s freedom and make sure the
Kayadon did not rise again. She feared it would be a long time
before her people felt truly safe.

 


Kyra closed the door to her bedchamber after
dismissing her attendants. Cale wrapped his arms around her from
behind, placing a kiss in the crook of her neck. They’d hardly had
a moment alone.

She leaned against his solid chest. “Things
have to settle down at some point, don’t they?”

“I don’t know, love. This is new to me.”

“Yeah, feels new to me too.”

“You’re doing a phenomenal job.” He kissed
her shoulder. The action sparked a twinge of heat down her spin,
and she turned to kiss his lips. His hands came to her waist and
stayed there. She moved closer and deepened the kiss, but something
was amiss. For some reason, Cale was being unusually tender, when
what she really wanted was his sexy animal madness.

She pulled back to gauge his expression.
“What’s the matter?”

He gave her a nervous smile and a bit of
fear replaced desire. With her chest still against him, she could
feel the racing of his heart. A rampant part of her brain suggested
he was about to leave her. Swallowing a rigid lump in her throat,
she stepped back. For the last few weeks, they had both been under
a lot of pressure. Both their families were a great help, but there
was still a lot to deal with. Had he decided it was too much? That
being king wasn’t what he wanted?

“What, baby?” she cooed, trying to kill her
negative thoughts.

His eyes bore into hers. “I love you,
Kyra.”

She let out a breath. “I love you too.”

Fear still tingled.

“I have a gift for you,” he said, crossing
the room to a set of drawers.

“Okay.”

When he returned to her, he presented her
with a small box. “I was going to give it to you earlier, but I
could never find the right time.”

She reached for it, but he pulled it
away.

“When I got it, I thought it was adequate,
but you weren’t a queen then.”

She reached for it again, but again he
pulled it away.

“So, it’s not anything grand—”

“Cale,” she whined, growing excited. “Let me
see it.”

Anxiously, he relinquished the box. She
opened it and lost her breath, recognizing the necklace she’d
admired at Uli Rings. The color changing stones glowed a brilliant
combination of purple and green at the moment.

“Oh, my god, Cale. I can’t believe you…have
you had this since we left?”

“Aye,” he said, studying her.

“I love it. Nothing could be better.”

He smiled with such exuberance it nearly
rendered her to tears. Then slyness changed his expression, and his
eyelids dipped to half-mast. “Nothing?”

She raised a brow just as her body sprang to
life. Heat settled between her thighs. She longed to hear his ever
favorite line: “I’m going to have you now.”

“I have another surprise for you.”

“I just bet you do.” She wiggled her
brows.

“Why, your majesty, what a mind you
have.”

“All your doing.”

“I’m glad to hear it, because…” He paused,
once more taking on that anxious expression. “Because I want to
give myself to you every way possible.”

Kyra tilted her head. They’d postponed
having a ceremony until after things settled down.

“Your magic healed more than just my wounds
that day.”

Her brows furrowed. “What are you
saying?”

It hit her then, and she stilled, searching
his expression. He exuded the perfect mix of worried and smug. Why
the former? He remained watchful, knowing she understood what he
was trying to say.

“So you can…” She pressed two fingers to her
neck, indicating fangs.

He gave a silent nod. She shivered. Drawing
near, he cupped her cheek and gazed into her eyes. “Will you allow
me to take you as mine from this point on?”

“I’m already yours.” She turned her head to
place a kiss on the heel of his palm. As a smile curled her lips,
she growled, “But now your ass is mine.”

With a menacing grin, he advanced, his hand
landing hard on her backside. “We’ll see about that.”

He scooped her up and transported her to the
bed. She landed on the soft mattress with a giggle, and Cale
crawled over her to claim her lips with his. She wrapped herself
around him as he thoroughly explored her mouth. He kissed his way
down her jaw, and she knew where he was headed. Still, when he got
to that spot, she had to concentrate on breathing. He moved back to
her neck, licking and sucking as he went while he squeezed her
backside in one of his strong hands. Then he gave a light bite,
giving her a hint of what he planned. A shudder ran through her
body, and she sucked in a gasp.

They stripped of each other’s clothes in a
heat of madness. When she got to the taut, rippled muscles of his
chest, she luxuriated in the feel, running her hands over every
inch of skin.

He dipped his head to take her budded nipple
in his mouth. She moaned from the sensation. It wasn’t long before
the heat between her legs turned into a urgent need to feel him
moving inside her. She undulated her hip, seeking. In a rough tone
he said, “Patience, love. There’s so much yet to do.”

He caressed her hips, her thighs, as he slid
down her body, licking and nipping as he went. When she felt his
tongue right where she needed him most, she whimpered with delight.
He was a master at pulling those sounds from her, and she suspected
that was exactly what he wanted, so she didn’t hold back. Her
pleasure manifested through her lungs as he ravaged her tender
folds, driving her need to frightening heights. White-hot sensation
assailed her as her orgasm burst through every cell.

“Gods, you are beautified.” He kissed her
stomach. “Magnificent.” He kissed between her breasts.
“Breathtaking.” He kissed her lips. “Mine.”

Their eyes locked, and he drove into her
core. Slowly, he drew out, only to thrust back in with purpose. She
immersed herself in the feel on him. His scent, his adoring
expression, his shaft, plunging with deliberate slowness. He palmed
her breast and caressed with perfect pressure. Everything about him
was perfect. Her heart filled with overwhelming love.

Unable to stand another second, she pulled
her hair aside, presenting her neck. “Please, Cale,” She begged,
though she hardly knew what for. What would happen? How would it
feel? “Please,” she begged once more, eyeing he fangs with
anticipation.

Increasing his thrusts, he caught her nape
in his hand and brought his mouth to her neck. A tiny sting was all
she felt before ecstasy drilled a path through her brain, down her
spine, through her stomach, and straight to her sex. She cried out
from the unending overload of pleasure and clutched Cale to her,
vowing never to let him go. Her nails dug in and, in the back of
her mind, she knew she gouged his flesh, but she couldn’t loosen
her hold. Then he drew greedily and everything fell away. There was
nothing. No him, no her, no world, no universe. Jut the rapture
that carved a home in every nook and cranny of her
essence—delirious, invading, taking over, changing her to the very
core. She loved it. She loved him.

When Cale groaned with his release, so did
she. And when he finally pulled away, her mouth whispered,
“Perfect,” as her head lolled.

Cale let out a string of astonished curses
before marking her further with a deep, demanding kiss that only
ended when he tucked her against him for the night. All the while,
murmuring sweet words to her, till his soft snoring took over.

Kyra nuzzled her head against his chest and
felt his arm tighten around her. Contentment eased her lids closed.
And with one last thought, before she followed him into peaceful
slumber, she declared the daunting tasks ahead nothing to fear at
all with Cale by her side.
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