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Blurb
 
    
 
   Lothar is the solid, responsible, second in command Elite Light Fae Warrior who feels everything. Channeling the emotions of others, Lothar has experienced what real love feels like. An emotion he hasn’t felt for himself in over a century, not since losing Holly to the Vampires. 
 
   Holly left the Middle World to find a new home among the Vegas coven of Vampires. Hiding from an overprotective brother, an uncaring mother and a sister who leads the Light Fae, Holly has stepped out to find herself. However shadows of the Middle world stretch over the new life she has built.
 
   After rogue members of the coven follow Katarina, the succubus mate of Lothar’s youngest brother to invade the Dark Fae lands, they put the Light and Dark on the brink of war forcing the coven to comply with the warriors. After observing the Vampires Lothar is suspicious of the secrets the coven hides and the magic that surrounds the group. When Darion brings the war to Holly’s front door she is thrown into a world that has been long forgotten. With Fate stepping in, the future of the Middle World lies in Holly’s hands. With Lothar at her side they are forced together to save those they love as the battle lines and drawn. 
 
   Will the Light Fae ever be the same?
 
   Will the fight to find home and save the Middle World bring them together or does fate have something altogether different in mind?
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Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Keeping to the shadows, Holly watched as the warriors left Evan’s office. She held her breath as Cree, Kale, and Lothar moved with the fluid grace all the warriors held. Thoughts of watching them spar so many years ago flashed in her mind; even when they fought, they were graceful. Her eyes locked on Lothar. His frame was as she remembered—broad shoulders, a slim waist, and thick, strong legs. His hair was shorter now. No longer could his tresses be pulled back into the leather tie he once favored. God, how she missed him. She willed him to look back, to give her just a glimpse of his handsome face and those blue-tinted, liquid-steel eyes. His gaze had always melted her. As if sensing her longing, Lothar shot a quick glance over his shoulder. Holly stepped back, catching just a teasing flash of his heated eyes.
 
   “Lothar?” Kale said his name in question. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I felt something… familiar. Never mind, let’s get out of here.”
 
   Holly stepped forward once again, just to watch Lothar and the others disappear down the hall and eventually out of the house.
 
   She sighed and made her way back to her room. Reaching under her bed, she pulled out a small, wooden box. Curling her legs beneath her, she sat on the hard floor, flipped open the lid, and stared, taking in the few things she had left of her past. Starting with the thin, silver chain that held a small, intricate, one-inch size replica of her families’ crest, she pulled it out. It was the necklace Tyr had given her all those years ago. She clasped it around her neck and swore she could feel the presence of the man who raised her. She ran her polished finger over the pendant, and then pulled out the few pictures she still had. One was of her and her siblings. Holly stood in the middle, towered over by both Bain and Rowan. Bain had a good foot on her, and Rowan had at least five inches. Holly flipped through the rest of the photos. One of her father holding her—his eyes shone with love as he looked down on her. Finally, she came to the one she always avoided. Long, blond-streaked, mahogany hair framed Lothar’s handsome face. The steel of his eyes bore into her. Holly smiled, thankful that magic had provided the Fae the opportunity to capture moments such as these long before the Human World had created colored film. Holly ran her thumb over Lothar’s face before unclasping the necklace and neatly storing her past back into the box, sliding it back under her bed. 
 
   Holly pulled herself together and headed for Evan’s office. She knocked softly on his door before letting herself in.
 
   “Evan?” Her voice was a little shaky as she called out to him. “Oh, sorry. Hey, Syna.” She tried not to cringe at finding the lovers in a sweet embrace. Sometimes her timing sucked.
 
   “Hey,” Syna replied before pressing a kiss to Evan’s neck. “I’ve got work to do. I’ll see you both later.”
 
   Evan smiled and watched Synawen leave. “You look panicked. What’s wrong, Holly?”
 
   “Bain and Rowan—what’s going on with my family and the warriors?”
 
   He smiled. “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Don’t do that. I heard them say that Uriah was injured… and that some of our vamps helped strike against the Dark Fae. What’s happening?”
 
   “We had some vampires go temporarily rogue. I will be dealing with them. As far as Uriah is concerned… well, he’ll be fine.”
 
   Holly flopped into the chair across from him. “Are the warriors going to be a regular fixture around here?”
 
   Evan nodded. “I am afraid so.”
 
   Holly sighed. “Guess I’ll need to become a ghost around here.” 
 
   Evan moved around the desk to pull her from her slouched position and into his chest to embrace her. He kissed the top of her head. “You’ll be okay, Holly. No matter what the coven gets pulled into, you will always remain safe with me.”
 
   She looked up and smiled at him. “I know.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “You’ve been quiet,” Kale noted as he, Lothar, and Cree made their way back to Desert Brew.
 
   Lothar lifted his gaze from the busy Vegas streets to his youngest brother. He pushed a sigh from his lungs. “I felt something weird there.”
 
   “Yeah, you said something familiar. What was it you felt?”
 
   Lothar shoved his fingers through his thick hair. “Just the past haunting me once more.”
 
   Kale locked his gaze on his brother. “Holly?” he questioned.
 
   Lothar smiled, a wistful twist of his full lips. “It’s got to be the vampires. I think of Holly every time I step foot in that compound.”
 
   “Thankfully, you handle it better  than Bain,” Cree deadpanned.
 
   Kale nodded. He understood the feelings all too well. The situation hit close to his heart, and he knew the pain Lothar’s heart was feeling. It was the same pain Kale felt when he thought he’d lost Kat. Only his pain was short-lived compared to Lothar’s—a century of pain and regret filled his brother. Pain and regret that Kale feared would keep Lothar from ever making a true connection and finding someone to love.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   The warriors were haunting her. She’d had this dream before. Holly believed it to be her soul’s way of reminding her that while time passes and heals most wounds, her decisions from over a century ago still affected her to this day.
 
   The forest of the Light Fae lands surrounded her. The night was dark, and only a sliver of the silver moon illuminated her path. Holly sighed in relief when she heard whispers ahead of her. Breaking through the thicket of branches, she stepped into the small clearing and found uneasy eyes upon her.
 
   “I wasn’t sure you would show.” An understanding smile graced Evan’s handsome face.
 
   “I had no choice.”
 
   “Choice is the one thing you’ll always have, Holly.”
 
   Of course he would think so, but if she didn’t leave, she would forever remain overprotected by her brother, underappreciated by her mother, and overshadowed by her sister. She loved her family, but with the secrets that hid deep in their history, she needed to escape. She’d lost her father a few years back. With him gone, there was nothing left to anchor her to the people she called family.
 
   “Have you changed your mind?” she asked, afraid that Evan had come to his senses, and realized she wasn’t worth the wrath that would fall upon him. She could only pray to every god and goddess out there that Evan would not turn his back to her. He would be yet another loss she wasn’t sure she would survive.
 
   Evan smiled and pulled her to his chest. “Never, Holly. I made a promise and, if this is what you truly want, then I will take you through that portal and protect you in the human realm.”
 
   Holly nodded and took a last look at the path that had led her to the clearing. “Let’s go.”
 
   The dream faded around her, and the opulent room Evan had provided for her came into focus. Holly pushed her honey-colored curls from her face and sighed. Thinking of her family and what truly led to her escaping to the Human World all those years ago… She wasn’t a warrior and, while the Immortal Four had provided her with their blood and made her immortal, she had still been nothing more than a Light Fae with a little Elvin magic. That was the root of her inadequacies. She lacked warrior blood, because as superior as her mother acted, she was no more than a strong Nature Nymph, who had made a mistake with a handsome elf, which resulted in Holly’s existence. Fae magic was complicated. Holly’s magic took after her father’s, but just because your parents were any given flavor of Fae didn’t mean you would be that same flavor. However, the warriors were. Bain and Rowan both carried on Tyr’s warrior legacy, complete with those beautiful white and golden wings, and the fangs of the predators. 
 
   She had her own fangs now, but they were more than just a weapon like the warriors. Each of the warriors carried the blood of the elite warrior line they descended from. Bain and Rowan were of Tyr’s line, Kale, Lothar, and Uriah were of Ragnar’s line, and Cree from Eckland’s line. They descended from three of the six Royal Fae lines. Holly didn’t descend from anything special. She was tiny by comparison to her siblings. 5’5 and skinny, not really curvy, and certainly not beautiful like Rowan. 
 
   She didn’t have wings, she couldn’t fight or protect anyone, she couldn’t heal like Bain, she couldn’t restore one’s inner balance like Rowan, and she couldn’t even manipulate nature like her mother. She was a caster of elven magic; she was basically a large fairy. Or had been. Now she was a large vampire-elf-fairy… eat your heart out, Sookie.
 
   Holly smiled to herself and slid into her bunny slippers. Of all the homes she and Evan had shared, this one was her favorite. They’d lived all over the Human World and Evan always took care of her, even after the flame of their relationship had long burned out. Holly padded down the dark hall. The sun was setting, which meant the house would soon  be abuzz as the coven came to life. 
 
   “You’re wandering,” a deep voice startled her. A smile spread across her face as Evan appeared behind her.
 
   “You know I hate when you do that,” she said, stopping to turn and look at him.
 
   Evan grinned. “Yes, I know, but I sensed you, and I can tell something is bothering you.”
 
   Holly shrugged. “Weird dream,” she said dismissively.
 
   “Don’t lie, Hol. Talk to me.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at him. “Why? You already know.”
 
   And he did. He was her sire and, for whatever reason, he was in tune with her. Their connection from him siring her was strong. He changed her and, in a way, she changed him. They held secrets that would forever connect them.
 
   “It’s the Immortal Warriors? That’s what’s getting to you.”
 
   “Well, Lothar’s continued presence around here is certainly a concern for me. It’s hard for me.”
 
   Evan nodded. “I am sure it is, but I promised all those years ago that I would protect you. I am doing everything I can to keep you hidden.”
 
   “I know, but his empath powers are strong, and I guarantee he sensed something. He knows you aren’t being completely forthcoming.”
 
   “True, but the spells around us are strong enough that he can’t get a real read.”
 
   Holly sighed. “I know… it’s not just Lothar.”
 
   “It’s Bain and Rowan,” Evan guessed.
 
   “Sure is.” She held back a flood of emotion. “I miss them. I miss all the Brothers.”
 
   Evan opened his arms to her, and Holly gladly stepped in for the embrace. “Are you ready to come clean and see your family again?”
 
   “How could I?” she asked, tears pushing past her long lashes. “I couldn’t handle Bain hating me.”
 
   Evan shook his head and squeezed her tighter. “Bain could never hate you, Hol.”
 
   “Vampire, remember? He hates all of us.”
 
   “He hates us because he blames me for losing you.”
 
   “We didn’t think this whole thing out all those years ago.” She held Evan a little tighter for a brief second, and then stepped back, wiping the tears from her cheeks, a wry smile gracing her pouty lips.
 
   “Maybe not, but I said what I had to in order to make him stop looking for you. It’s what you needed.”
 
   “I think I look pretty good for having been dead at the hands of a rogue vampire for over a century.”
 
   Evan’s thumb caught a tear she’d missed. He grinned. “You look damn good for a dead girl.”
 
   Holly laughed and pushed at his chest. “So, am I hiding for the night?”
 
   Evan gave her a sheepish grin. “Afraid so. Things are heating up and since Christian and Jameson went off and helped Trevon, we have some things to settle.”
 
   “They’ve started a war, haven’t they?”
 
   “They certainly helped start the battle,” Evan said.
 
   Holly frowned. If a war truly broke out, then Evan’s coven would have to step up and fight beside the Light, beside the warriors, because this was in part the vampires fault. Katarina may have led the fight with Trevon, the Light Fae siren, but the vampires were the brawn in the group. If not for them, the plan never would have worked. 
 
   “Okay, I am gonna go grab a bite and then get out of here before Lothar and Cree show up.”
 
   Evan nodded. “Where are you headed to tonight?” 
 
   “Red Oasis.” She grinned.
 
   “Why?” Evan asked. “I don’t have you scheduled to work tonight.”
 
   Red Oasis was the coven’s main source of income and even though most of its employees were human, each member of the coven worked a couple of nights a month. Holly was always willing to cover for those who needed it. She loved working at the bar and meeting new people. 
 
   “No, but Jenna texted and asked me to cover for her.”
 
   Evan smirked. “You’re going to work the stage?” His faint British accent danced over his words with amusement.
 
   Holly arched a brow. “Yes, and don’t look at me like that. I can work the stage.”
 
   Evan’s eyes sparkled as he tried to hold back his grin. “I know you can. You know, if the boys catch wind of this, you’ll have a catcalling group of vampires watching you.”
 
   Holly rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I know, so can you give them something to do that keeps them away from Red Oasis?”
 
   Evan’s fangs  glistened in the setting sunlight as a leering grin stretched his strong-featured face. “Not gonna happen, Hol. They would never forgive me if I kept them from this show.”
 
   She glared. “You know, you could just help me out, just this once, and order them to stay away from the club.”
 
   “I could,” he agreed. “But, you’re the one who is choosing to get up on that stage. You shouldn’t hide your talents from your coven mates.”
 
   “You’re an ass,” she said, turning on her heel and heading for the kitchen.
 
   “I love you too, Hol.”
 
   “Yeah, I love you too… doesn’t mean you’re not an ass.” 
 
   Evan flashed from the hall, creating a creepy, disembodied chuckle in his wake.
 
   “Did I hear that right?” a new voice asked from behind her.
 
   “Son of a bitch, Serg. You older vamps need to quit sneaking up on me.”
 
   Sergio was temptation in a six-foot frame, but was also a dirty man whore. Nevertheless, she still adored the vampire.
 
   Sergio grinned and took a step closer, his eyes darkening as he wrapped an arm around her waist. “Well, did I hear that right? Are you heating up the stage tonight, little Holly?”
 
   She shook her head and pushed out of his embrace. “You’re such a dirty man whore. Yes, I am covering for Jenna.”
 
   Sergio chuckled. “I’d give up my whorish ways for you, Holly.”
 
   She tilted her head and placed one small hand on his chest. “I would never want you to change that much. I love the whorish man you are. I just won’t love you in my bed.”
 
   Sergio clasped his hand over hers. “There are so many other places you could love me on.” Holly arched a brow, and Sergio sighed in a playfully pained way. “I guess I will have to settle for watching you on stage.”
 
   Holly frowned. “Seriously?”
 
   Sergio released her hand. “Looks like the boys and I need to gear up for a night on the town.”
 
   Holly groaned. “Shit.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Lothar waited outside the vampire’s compound for Cree. He watched as a petite blonde waved at the gate security guard and sped by him in her vintage roadster. The silver Corvette moved so fast Lothar barely caught a glimpse of the little vamp, but something struck him as familiar. This place was fucking with his mind. His eyes traced the taillights of the impressive car until it turned and disappeared into the desert night.
 
   “What are you looking at?” Cree asked as he dropped from the sky and landed next to Lothar.
 
   Lothar shook his head. “Nothing.” His brow stayed slightly furrowed as he met Cree’s gaze. “Something is going on here. I can’t place my finger on it exactly, but Evan’s hiding something.”
 
   Cree nodded. “I feel it too, there’s magic surrounding this place and Evan himself. He’s definitely hiding something. What I can’t pin down is if it directly affects what’s happening now.”
 
   Lothar grunted. “I can’t see secrets being something other than suspicions at this point.”
 
   “Agreed, so let’s see what Evan has to say. Then we can figure out what to do with him.”
 
   The gate guard buzzed them into the slice of heaven that was the vampire compound. Lothar and Cree both avoided stepping on the perfectly manicured lawns and kept to the long, palm-lined driveway that led to the beautiful, resort-style compound with its water feature, Plexiglas bridge, and sweeping staircase that led to a second-story balcony. 
 
   Cree shook his head. “This place is…” He was at a loss for the right words. Even though he had been to the vampire stronghold on more than one occasion, he still couldn’t get over its extravagance. 
 
   “ Overcompensating for something,” Lothar offered with sly smirk.
 
   “Perhaps.” Cree smiled, rapping against the large, double doors.
 
   They followed one of Evan’s many staff members, a vampire this time, to the large, dim library that was the Master Vampire’s office. 
 
   As they walked in, Evan gestured to the two chairs that sat in front of his large desk. “Let’s get down to business.”
 
   Cree gracefully took a seat and studied Evan carefully. He could feel the magic again, Twilight magic he guessed, but he wasn’t sure what it was doing to his own power. He hadn’t had a vision concerning the vampire or his coven, but this magic protected the Master Vampire in a way that he guessed mostly affected Lothar’s gift of empathy. 
 
   “Fine, has there been any backlash from the breakout of Darion’s prisoners?”
 
   Evan shook his head. “None that has hit the coven. We’ve stepped up the security around here. We’re being cautious. However, not only has it been quiet, there has been little Dark Fae activity overall during the past week.”
 
   “How do you know?” Lothar asked.
 
    “Because Kale took out their reason for visiting this realm.”
 
   That he had. The underground club was incinerated when the fire demon attacked the warriors during their recon mission.
 
   “What about the drifters and their portals?” Lothar questioned.
 
   “I’m sure that has nothing to do with me. I thought you warriors were dealing with the drifters.”
 
   Cree grunted. “We are. And still they evade us. You have no information that will help out?”
 
   Evan’s eyes narrowed slightly. Something no one else would have noticed, but Cree was cautious and watching the vampire like a hawk.
 
   “Then I believe we are done here. We’ll be in touch.”
 
   “Let me know if there is anything else I can do,” Evan offered, rising from his seat and dipping his chin.
 
   Cree and Lothar were silent as they left the vampire compound. Once clear of the outer gates and a good hundred yards away, Cree finally stopped and turned to Lothar, who groaned. “I’m on vampire duty, aren’t I?”
 
   Cree smiled sympathetically. “I need you on this one. Bain is busy with Izzy. Kale is, well, preoccupied with Kat and Uriah…”
 
   Cree didn’t have to say it. Lothar knew something was not right with his middle brother. Uriah’s wounds were healed from the burns he’d sustained during the club fire, but inside, something was off with his brother. He could sense it every time he was around him, but pinpointing the root of his emotions was difficult at best. Uriah, the noble warrior, the gentleman and sensitive soul, was struggling through something that he wasn’t ready to share. Jelena was the one person Uriah seemed comfortable around. Lothar worried about a risky emotion. Rules were rules, and his brother was headed for heartache. He loved the Immortal sister and she loved him, but that relationship was never going to become something more than an unfilled love and centuries of longing.
 
   “Sounds like I am your man,” Lothar said.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Iz,” Bain drew her name out. “Sweetheart, you need to stop that.”
 
   Izzy sucked in a sharp breath. “I don’t know how,” she said in a lusty tone.
 
   “Katarina, I swear to the Immortals… if you don’t help her control this…” Bain gritted his teeth, trying to breathe through the uncontrollable waves of lust Izzy was pouring over him.
 
   “I suggest you take her to your room,” Katarina said, her own lust flowing through her body. “Let her ride this… or better put, you, until the magic passes.”
 
   Izzy let out a low whimper. Her body was on fire as liquid desire pumped through her veins, pooling in her tummy before slowly seeping lower. She had no control over the powers she siphoned from the magical creatures around her. She told Bain they should have stayed in the Human World, where there were fewer magical creatures for her to come into contact with. He told her the risk of exposure was too great. So she pretty much quarantined herself in their room. She finally decided to risk a quick lap around the palace to stretch her legs and of course, she would literally run into Kat. Kat’s power washed over Izzy, and there was no escaping the flood of lust and pleasure that flowed from the pretty succubus. There was little doubt in Izzy’s mind as to what Kat and Kale had been doing right before Kat exited their room and collided with her.
 
   “Bain.” 
 
   Her need-filled moan of his name had his cock kicking against his zipper. Bain wasn’t sure he could move at all at this point.
 
   “Seriously, Bain!” Kat yelled. “You need to take care of her.”
 
   Bain growled. “You really don’t get what your fucking power does. I can’t fucking move,” he groaned.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Kat muttered as she moved towards Izzy.
 
   The poor woman was in pain and much like her ass of a lover, she was unable even to move. Kat grasped Izzy’s face, cupping her cheeks and forcing Izzy to look at her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Kat told her. 
 
   Izzy whimpered again. “Make it stop, please.”
 
   “I will, but you have to trust me, okay?”
 
   Izzy nodded. Her blue eyes  begged for help, for a release from the lust that ran rampant through her body. Kat took a breath before slamming her lips to Izzy’s. Kat’s tongue pushed at her lips. With little resistance, Izzy’s soft lips parted and Kat’s tongue swept over hers, twisting, licking, and teasing every inch of Izzy’s warm mouth. Izzy moaned softly, and Kat responded by slipping her fingers into Izzy’s dark mane of hair to pull her closer, deepening the kiss further. Izzy’s arms wrapped around Kat’s curvy frame to slide up her back.
 
   Bain stood dumbfounded as Izzy and Kat made out in the hallway. He caught movement from behind the women and lifted his gaze to see Kale, who had apparently just finished in the shower and realized something was going on in the hall. Bain was surprised that the moans coming from the two women hadn’t created more of an audience. Kale arched a brow when his gaze met Bain’s. There was a smirk on his brother’s face that said he was enjoying the show. Bain struggled between wanting to smack the crap out of Kale and just wanting to enjoy the performance himself. Kat pushed Izzy against the wall, her hand trailing from Izzy’s hair, over her neck, down her side, slowing the caress as she brushed over the side of Izzy’s breast. Kat pulled back, her eyes closed and her breathing coming in shallow pants.
 
   “I suggest…” she struggled to speak, “you take her to your room. Now,” Kat nearly moaned as she rubbed against Izzy’s heated body.
 
   Bain, finally able to move, pulled Izzy to him, grabbing her thighs to draw them around his waist, before disappearing down the hall.
 
   Kale’s eyes followed the pair briefly before turning to Kat with a smirk and an arched brow. “What the hell did I miss?”
 
   Steadying her breathing, Kat grabbed Kale by the shirt and pulled him back into their room, kicking the door shut. “You’re gonna need another shower,” she nearly growled at him before pushing him to the bed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Holly caught Sergio’s gaze, a smile lifting her lips. He might be a man whore, but he was good for a girl’s ego. Lovers hadn’t been easy for her to take. Evan and she had burned so hot that few men could compare. Their relationship had long ago ended, but she still compared all men to him. He was her support, her best friend, and her sire. It was a connection only a vampire could understand. However, flirting with Sergio was all fun, all the time, and made her feel good. So, as the lights dimmed over the crowd and she and the two other dancers took center stage, she smiled before bringing the large red and black fans up to cover her face and body. 
 
   With a deep breath, she began fluttering the burlesque fans over her nearly naked body. Black and red lace covered her bottom in a boy-short cut, and a matching bra provided a low-cut cover to her breast. Every time her eyes  peeked through the feathers, she made sure to lock her gaze with Sergio. It was payback for bringing half the male vampires from the coven with him. Holly slid into the splits before pulling her legs up to completely hide her body from the whistling crowd before stretching out on the stage floor. With a deeply arched back, she threw her arms behind her, moving the fans to completely expose her body. She held back a smile as she caught a groan coming from Sergio. Vampire hearing had some major perks.
 
   Sergio was waiting outside the dressing room when Holly exited, a shit-eating grin spread across his face.
 
   “No autographs, please,” she joked as she stopped next to him.
 
   “You are a tease of massive proportions, you realize that, right?”
 
   Holly smiled with mirth shining in her eyes, but said nothing as she patted his chest and walked away, making sure to put an extra bit of sway in her hips.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Lothar watched as a group of vampires returned to the compound, all masters, and all flashing to the gate so security could check them in. The little, silver roadster followed not long after. The dark night made it nearly impossible for him to see inside the car until it pulled up to the gate and stopped so the driver could speak with the security guard. Again, he was struck by a moment of familiarity as he swore he saw purple eyes flash in the dim light that illuminated the cab. 
 
   He wanted to move to see what the deal was with this little vampire, but resisted the urge so as not to blow his cover as he did his surveillance of the compound. 
 
   The sun began to rise over the  desert a few hours after the vampires had returned. Sleep called to Lothar, when Lucas pulled into view.
 
   “Are you here to relieve me?” Lothar asked as he dropped out of the palm tree he’d been using for cover.
 
   “Yep, anything exciting going on?”
 
   Lothar shook his head. “Not so far. Aside from a few frustrated vampires.”
 
   Lucas arched a brow. “Frustrated?”
 
   Lothar grinned. “A group of about ten sexually charged vampires returned home a few hours ago.”
 
   “Great,” Lucas groaned, “go get some sleep.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Kat moved through the halls of Hawk’s Eye Security. She was heading out to see Jake and Juliette. She wanted to check on the succubi, who were now adjusting to the Human World, and visit with her friend. Kat passed Sienna and smiled before pushing out the door to find Lothar headed towards her.
 
   “Good afternoon, Katarina.” He smiled brightly at her. “Where’s my little brother?”
 
   It wasn’t all that often you saw one without the other. They seemed to always move together, one shifted to the left, and so did the other. Their connection was undeniable and truly a thing to behold.
 
   Kat grinned. “I imagine he’s still passed out in our bed.”
 
   Lothar shook his head. “I don’t need to know.”
 
   Kat laughed. “You have no idea. I had a small run in with Izzy and… let’s just say she has no control over my powers. I am surprised she didn’t flood the whole castle with lust.”
 
   Lothar’s demeanor changed. “Is she all right?” he asked with concern.
 
   Kat laughed again. “Oh, I am sure Bain took good care of her.”
 
   Lothar nodded. No doubt, Bain had taken care of her. 
 
   “I am glad I ran into you though. I left some papers on your desk that Cree gave me.”
 
   “Vampire related?” he asked.
 
   “No, I think they are drifter related. Something about a possible portal location. He didn’t seem too impressed with the intel, but he asked me to put it on your desk so you could check it out before you went back to Evan’s.”
 
   “Will do. Thanks, Kat.”
 
   “No problem, have fun tonight.” She waved as she disappeared into the parking garage.
 
    He watched Kat speed by in her little Porsche through the glass wall of the lobby. Lothar found the intel report Kat had left for him and settled in to see what information was there.
 
   Two hours later, he  sat down and waited on the edge of a huge cliff. The Red Rock Canyon ravines were beautiful, all heavily eroded, displaying bands of grey, white, and red sandstone. The wide, empty plains beneath the hills were spotted with Joshua trees, among other indigenous plant life, those, and the setting sun, were the elements that made the entire canyon view completely breathtaking. 
 
   Lothar couldn’t sense magic to the extent that Uriah could or even Cree, but portal magic was distinct. They charged the air with the scent of home, the feel of the Middle World. Lothar could stay in the Human World for centuries, and his body would still remember what his home felt like. The ground seemed to shimmer below the cliff. Three men stepped through the portal, followed by a family of blindfolded Fae. Lothar opened his wings to descend on the group, but before he could leap from the cliff’s edge, the group disappeared in a vampire flash. Lothar hit the ground. The magic of the Portal had disappeared with its travelers. 
 
   Lothar pulled out his phone and hit the speed dial.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   Lothar smiled as he spoke, “Your intel was good, Cree”
 
   “What’d you see?” Cree asked, surprise obvious in his tone.
 
   “Three vampires and a family of four.”
 
   Cree whistled. “Did you recognize the vampires?”
 
   “Afraid not. Seems interesting that the portal is here in Vegas though, where Evan’s coven just happens to reside.”
 
   “That it does, brother. Get over to Evan’s compound and see if our mystery vampires show up there.”
 
   “I am on it,” Lothar told him before ending the call and taking to the sky.
 
   The vampire compound was quiet when Lothar arrived. He saw the little, silver roadster speeding down the street as he landed in the palm tree, but aside from the little vampire he knew was behind the wheel, there was no other real movement. The pattern followed for the next couple of days. Lothar and Lucas kept their schedule of surveillance, while Cree set up surveillance in Red Rock Canyon where the portal had opened. Lothar always prided himself on patience. Hell, he had two younger brothers, that alone had trained him to find calm as often as possible, but sitting and waiting was hard on any warrior.
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Holly saw the silhouette in the sky, a sign of a warrior scanning the world below him. Her vampire sight told her it could only be Lothar. Time may have passed, but the memory of the men she grew up around never faded. She could pick the warriors out of a thousand other Fae. Her eyes told her that the massive wings that glided closer to the ground were a deep mahogany that nearly looked black and blended with the night sky.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Esperanza stared at her youngest daughter’s childhood bedroom. She’d been living in this small home for months now, and she still hadn’t bothered to change this house into something other than memories of the life Tyr had forced on her. She didn’t intend to stay here long enough for it to matter what the house looked like. She’d always hated this place.
 
   “What are you doing?” Tyr’s voice was deep and husky. 
 
   The voice fit the physical frame he carried and yet his voice grated on her… she knew the weakness that coursed through his veins.
 
   “What am I ever doing in this place you call our home, Tyr? I am wondering why you have forced this life on me.”
 
   “What more do you need, Esperanza? Is the love I have for you and our children truly not enough for you?”
 
   She turned from the crackling fire to face the warrior.
 
   “You waste my time with this talk… we should be in that palace.” She swung her arm towards the window, where the Light Fae palace loomed over them. “And you should be fighting to become the next leader. Lorna is not well; there will be a new leader within the year. It should be you.”
 
   “I never wanted that for myself or my family. To rule would take too much time away from Bain, Rowan, and Holly.”
 
   “It is what I wanted!” she snapped. “Perhaps if that had mattered to you, the embarrassment that walks around as part of this family would never have been born.”
 
   Tyr growled. “The only embarrassment in this family is the choices you make when it comes to your own flesh and blood.”
 
   “I should have let her father take her… her real father.”
 
   “Well, what kind of disgrace would you have faced then? The cheating wife of a warrior… you aren’t exactly royal material at this point.”
 
   Esperanza glowered at him. “Perhaps I should have had a mage take care of the problem before she was allowed to take her first breath.”
 
   Tyr moved in a blind rage as he pushed her against the wall and slammed his fist into the brick at the sides of her head.
 
   “Don’t you ever speak like that again! I am not a violent man. I have forgiven you for many digressions, and I have loved and given you everything you needed in order to live comfortably and to raise our children. However, because I refused to give into your dreams of royal grandeur, you stepped out on me and still I forgave you. And I love Holly, whether she carries my blood or not. So, you will remember that next time you speak of her.”
 
   “Back up, Tyr.” Esperanza was tough and never let anyone push her around. She was the one who did the pushing.
 
   He glared at her a moment longer before stepping back. “I have to go to the Human World; Mount Pelee is acting up.”
 
    
 
   Esperanza closed the door, shutting out the room of her biggest regret. Holly had been her mistake. It was a cruel thought for a mother to have, but that’s what Holly was. She was the result of a stupid mistake Esperanza had made with a worthless elf. Yet Tyr loved Holly as his own. It was fortunate for the child; at least the weakest of her children had received some of what she needed. Rowan and Bain, they were what mattered to Esperanza then and definitely now. They were what brought her out of this mediocre existence in the first place. Tyr was a warrior. It was why she went after the massive, hulking Fae. As one of the elite warriors, Tyr had been given the option to live in the Light Fae castle, but he wanted his children to live a normal life. The thought was ludicrous. Why live a normal life when you were obviously special and superior?
 
   A light knock on the door drew her from her reminiscing. Good. The past was just that, the past. Her future and getting out of this nightmarishly simple existence was what mattered now. Esperanza straightened her dress and gave a quick glance to the mirror. Every piece of flaxen hair was in place, and her makeup hid the light discoloration under her purple eyes.
 
   Her perfectly placed hair was soon mussed as two dark figures rushed her when the door opened. With narrowed eyes that held the strength of the cold woman she was, Esperanza refused to let the moment of startle show. The room waved and gave way to darkness. She felt the rustling of wind around her as the earth seemed to disappear from beneath her feet. Her eyes shut against the harsh air that slammed over her face. Her feet found purchase once more, and her eyes opened. The two men, who now held her arms tightly, forced her to her knees on a plush, red carpet. Lifting her gaze, she traced the carpet up a set of six stairs to where it travelled under a black throne. She lifted her narrowed eyes higher to the handsome face of the Dark Fae leader. Darion’s features held a smug and sinful set. His lips were twisted into his impression of a smile, and his silver eyes shimmered as he looked down upon her.
 
   “Esperanza, I wish I could say there was something wrong with the sight of you bowing at my feet, but I admit I do enjoy the view.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Esperanza glared at the Dark Fae Leader. “Tell your goons to release me, Darion. Now.”
 
   Darion arched a brow at her but dipped his chin, signaling for her release. Esperanza got to her feet, her hands fussing over her dress and hair.
 
   “Why am I here, Darion?”
 
   “You must know why, unless your banishment from your daughter’s castle means you are completely cut off from the issues in your lands.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed at the leader of the Dark Fae. His face hadn’t aged in the past centuries, but he looked nothing like the boy she had once known. The boy she had called her friend until the day of their coronation. The whole room had exploded into shock as he aligned himself with the Dark. He had been raised in the light lands, but rumor was that his parents hailed from the Dark.
 
   “I’ll ask once more, why am I here?”
 
   Darion rose from his throne. Tall and imposing, he was graceful as he descended the steps to stand next to her.
 
   “Your daughter and her Warriors have pushed me too far this time,” he said, leaning in to come face to face with Esperanza. “She stole something important to me, and now I have you.”
 
   Esperanza sighed. “So I am your bargaining chip?”
 
   Darion smiled at her.
 
   “You better have a nice suite for me, Darion. I have been living in that shack Tyr forced me into all those years ago.”
 
   Darion’s eyes sparkled with mirth as he slung an arm around her shoulders. “There’s the Essie I know so well. Come, I will take you to your room.”
 
   “You mean my suite,” she corrected and let him lead her from the throne room.
 
   Darion chuckled but nodded. “I have missed you.”
 
   “Well, you chose the Dark. Warring alliances can put a strain on a friendship.”
 
   Darion slid his gaze to her beautiful face. The years had stopped aging her centuries ago. She looked to be in her late thirties by human standards, but she was well over a thousand years old, just like him. After giving birth to the next two warriors of Tyr’s line, the Immortal Four had graced her with their blood and immortality. Her beauty was different from that of the young, fresh-faced beauties he kept around. There was something intoxicating about the more mature and seasoned look of Esperanza’s features.
 
   “Yes, well, look where I ended up. In a castle of my own. The Light hasn’t been as gracious to you. You may find you like it here,” he said as he pushed open the door to her suite. The nearly eleven-hundred-square-foot room was lush and extravagant, just like the man to whom this castle belonged. The large, four-poster bed was draped in purple and black. The walls were covered in black velvet and adorned with tapestries and sconces. Esperanza imagined the bathroom was just as richly wonderful.
 
   “I may. It really all depends on what the Dark has to offer,” she agreed as she stepped into the room.
 
   Darion smirked “Isn’t it obvious? Look around you, Essie, the Dark can offer you everything you’ve ever desired.” He leaned in and ran a finger along her jawline. “You never belonged to the Light, Essie—the Dark resides deep inside you.” Darion stepped back, grasping the doorknob. “I’ll be back to check on you later,” he offered before shutting her door.
 
   Esperanza moved to her window. The sun had set over Darion’s land, and a light mist cast shadows over the already mysterious landscape. Pushing her window open, she let the damp air seep into her room and the cries and howls of the forest float up to caress her senses. Was Darion right? Did she make the wrong decision all those centuries ago? Did she allow her family’s pressure and the attention of a warrior to influence her choice? The scream of a Banshee drew her attention out the window to the forest below. The trees seemed to buzz in the deep black of night. Dim light shimmered through the tree branches as the creatures who always chose the dark came to life before her. Time passed and questions flowed through Esperanza. 
 
   “Lady Esperanza?” a voice called to her from the door.
 
   Esperanza attempted to tamp down the shock in her purple eyes as they fell upon the interesting looking fairy. A magma stood in front of her. A fairy born of the Human World. Magma’s were created from volcanic eruptions; the size of the eruption and the amount of destruction determined the size of their swarm. The eruption of Mount Vesuvius had flooded the Middle World with the lava-born fairies. They always found their way to the Middle World where they’d find their volcanic line—their brethren from former eruptions of the same volcano. The fairy that stood in front of Esperanza was not surprisingly beautiful, they always were, with interesting coloring, and bright red hair with black streaking through the curled tresses. Her irises were dark; they looked almost black. The only color that separated the black from the white in her almond-shaped eyes was the thin line of glowing red.
 
   “My name is Ardea. Lord Darion asked me to help you prepare for dinner.”
 
   Esperanza pursed her lips and, with a slight narrowing of her eyes, she asked, “What does Lord Darion think I need to do in order to join him for dinner?”
 
   The fairy stepped into the room and closed the door. With a flourish of her hand, she produced a sleek, red gown, with a one-shoulder cut that would be fitted to her waist and then flowed loosely to the ground.
 
   Esperanza lips loosened to a normal set and her brow arched. “Red is not a great color for me. It clashes with my eyes.”
 
   The fairy tilted her head. Esperanza eyes were a light variation of purple. They were cold, like lavender ice, and seemed to have that almost transparent feel to them, but they would match nicely the hue of red she had chosen. Not willing to argue with the older Fae woman, understanding the challenge in Esperanza’s tone, she held her head high and touched a finger to the silk fabric. The dress shimmered and turned the darkest shade of black possible.
 
   Esperanza eyed the dress. “What other colors can you make it?”
 
   The fairy hung the dress from a hook on the back of the door. “I can only conjure in shades of black, red, and orange.”
 
   Esperanza smiled. “Black will work fine. I am sure your lord will like it… it matches his heart.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   The blonde-haired, blue-eyed succubus stared at Lothar through a rather clear security photo. She stood next to a vampire that he recognized from Evan’s coven. The red desert that surrounded the portal, as the two waited for the drifters to bring the next family of Fae through, was brightly lit by the setting sun. Lucas had sent over the picture in an email titled ‘We might have a problem’. The email subject line was enough to cause Lothar to groan. Seeing Sergio and Gwen meeting the drifters was pull-your-hair-out frustrating. Ignoring the security Evan had around his complex, Lothar flew over and dropped to the ground just in front of the Plexiglas bridge. Stalking towards the door, Lothar’s fist barley slammed against the thick wood before the door was flung open, with Evan standing in the shadows. The sun was nearly set, but the few rays that still lit the desert were enough to irritate the Master Vampire’s pale skin.
 
   “You piss my security off when you do shit like that. What is so important that you couldn’t respect my security and announce your arrival?”
 
   Lothar grunted and entered the home, slamming the door behind him. “Where is Gwen?”
 
   Evan narrowed his eyes on him. “Who is Gwen?”
 
   “Don’t play fucking games. I know you’re helping the drifters. I saw Gwen and Sergio at the Red Rock Portal. Cree and Bain are tracking the portal, and I am here to deal with you.”
 
   “Let’s take this to my office.”
 
   Lothar growled. “Get Sergio and Gwen.”
 
   “Let me make something very clear—Sergio answers to me, so you can leave him out of this, and there is no Gwen here.”
 
   Lothar pulled out his phone and opened up the picture Lucas had sent him.
 
   “The succubus right there, her name is Gwen. So, either Sergio isn’t telling you everything, or you aren’t being honest with me about Gwen.”
 
   “You know Gwen?” a soft voice asked from the open office door.
 
   Lothar turned to see the beautiful, blond-haired, blue-eyed woman who had just joined them. She was the spitting image of Gwen; one of the succubi Katarina had escaped with. It had taken some time, but all the succubi who had fled from Darion with Kat, and the ones who Kat had helped to escape had all registered with the Light. This succubus looked just like her, maybe a little taller and her eyes were a fraction darker.
 
   “Synawen?” Lothar asked.
 
   “Most call me Syna; you know my twin?”
 
   Lothar’s eyes drifted between Evan and Synawen, finally landing and narrowing on Evan. “How many secrets are you hiding?”
 
   “Close the door, Syna,” Evan said, taking a seat. “We have a few things to discuss.”
 
   She nodded, and then closed the door before sitting next to Evan on the small settee in his office. Lothar took the armchair across from them.
 
   “Your sister and the others you were imprisoned with believe you’re dead,” Lothar said simply.
 
   Syna dipped her chin. “I know, but when I saw the chance to flee, I had to take it. You have no idea what I went through.”
 
   Lothar dipped his chin. “No, and that brings me to my other issue about this place and all of you. Why can’t I feel the emotions in this home? Why can’t I feel your dishonesty?”
 
   Evan’s mask didn’t break as he answered. “I have magic surrounding my home, myself, and a few others as well. I find yours and Cree’s powers invasive.”
 
   Lothar chuckled. “Well, I am so sorry,” he said sarcastically. “I find your need to block us suspicious.”
 
   Syna smiled softly. “I don’t blame you for being angry, Lothar, but we really aren’t doing anything wrong. I know the extent of Darion’s malice, and we are only trying to help those who need it.” She reached behind her neck, under her long, wavy blonde hair, and unclasped a gold necklace that held a diamond and sapphire pendant. She handed the necklace to Evan.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and called up the memory of her last night in Darion’s castle.
 
   There was silk wrapped around her wrist while magic held the silk ties in the air. She was on her knees on the soft, large mattress. The flicker of the fireplace and candles spread through the room, dancing over her naked, stretched body. Ardea, the magma who seemed to truly love Darion and all the games he played, moved in front of her. Her finger trailed down Syna’s face. “Have some fun this time, Syna,” she whispered before her mouth descended on her bare breast. Darion moved between her legs, his tongue striking out at her sensitive folds. Pleasure flooded her body as the two worked on her. 
 
   “Let my arms go,” she begged Darion. 
 
   Shame and disgust poked at her. Every time she was in this room she found pleasure in what they did, but shame always followed. However, she was turned on and she wanted to join in.
 
   “What do you want to do, Synawen?” Smugness dripped from Darion’s mouth.
 
   “I want to join,” she managed through the bliss she was feeling.
 
   Darion flicked his fingers, and her arms fell free. Ardea caught her, her lips slamming to Syna’s. 
 
   Syna flashed through the memories of that night when Darion invited an incubus to join them. Darion had allowed the male to take him into his mouth, while he watched Syna lick and tease Ardea. All the pleasure, shame, and fear she felt from that night came bubbling to the surface. Most of all, she felt hate for herself for having left her twin, but when Darion fell asleep and forgot to either return her to her room or tie her back up, she took advantage of the opportunity to escape from a hell that hid itself in moments of ecstasy.
 
   When she opened her eyes and met Lothar’s gaze, she spoke softly. “That is why I hid my emotions, and it is why I help those who want to escape Lord Darion. Everything you just felt was from the last time Darion used me to feed his lust.”
 
   She looked at Evan, who clasped the necklace back around her neck. The second the metal touched her skin, her emotions disappeared behind a wall of indifference.
 
   Lothar sighed. “I am sorry for what happened to you and the others. Your sister has been living in the Human World for the past fifteen years. Why haven’t you tried to contact her?”
 
   “I heard about her escape, but I couldn’t face her. Luckily for me, Darion never brought her or any of the other succubi in on our nights together, but shame still fills me at my response to the things Darion used to do.”
 
   Lothar tilted his head. “You’re a succubus—those were normal emotions I felt. You shouldn’t be ashamed by anything that happened to you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Darion stood outside Red Oasis; the vampire-owned club was busy with human and Fae patrons. He knew a few of the vampires inside were linked to the loss of his harem. They would pay, and perhaps he would find some replacements. Vampires couldn’t really replace his succubi, but they would certainly fill the void. Darion sighed as he thought of the beautiful, lavender-eyed woman who awaited his return. He would have Esperanza before this mess was over, and if he truly got his way, she would find his castle fitting for the rest of her days. She may not be his true mate, but she was just the right amount of beauty, ruthlessness, cunning, and cruelty. She would make the perfect queen of the Dark.
 
   “Put the humans to sleep,” Darion ordered the siren next to him. He had little patience to wait for the lesser creatures to disperse for the night, but he still had no plans of exposing the Dark to the idiotic species.
 
   Luna smiled, her bright blue eyes sparkling as she moved towards the club entrance. This was going to be fun.
 
   Turning to the three vampires that stood to his left, Darion glared at them. Their incompetence had led to the loss of his succubi. “Try not to kill too many and certainly none of the females. This is a take-what-I-want mission and not a kill mission. I realize the concept is hard for you, but fear and pain are easier to inspire if your prey is still alive.”
 
   With that final directive, the vampires headed into the club , closing the doors once inside.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The air sparked with magic around him, and something was pressing down on him. Sergio turned on his bar stool where he’d been watching Holly move around with a sultry grace. 
 
   A group of Fae entered, the last of whom closed the doors and flicked the lock. The white-haired siren who  led the group smirked as she chanted a quick spell that sent every human in the room to the ground. “You have your orders, boys—get the women. Do what you want with the men.” 
 
   The club was filled with mostly the coven, but they had a few patrons who were on vacation and just hit a major snag in their good time. Holly leapt over the counter to stand next to Sergio. 
 
   “Hols, get the hell out of here!” He pushed her back behind him, only to be met by a scoff of irritation as she moved from the shield of his body to stand tall next to him. 
 
   He had little time to argue as chaos reigned. The vampires moved with barely traceable movements. Attacking anyone still standing, Sergio’s vampires held their own, but the few Fae who had graced their club were at a loss, most not the fighting variety. 
 
   A young brownie went down and was hauled over the shoulder of one of the vampires, who attempted to carry her out of the club. Power blasted through the building, creating a shield that held back their attackers, pushing them from the coven and the patrons. 
 
   The vampire who attempted to carry the brownie away went down, her unconscious body hitting the ground. 
 
   The blue-haired siren screamed as she was thrown against the wall and pinned in place. 
 
   Sergio turned to the source of the power to see Holly’s eyes glowing as her lips chanted softly. The club fell into silence as those left standing turned to her. Her eyes met Sergio’s just before she crumpled to the ground.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Lothar eyed Syna curiously. The succubus had closed her emotions off to him again. The necklace Evan had just re-clasped around her neck was the source of her shield. He gave Evan a critical look, wondering what piece of enchanted jewelry the Master Vampire was wearing. Evan smirked, but his eyes were narrowed as he met Lothar’s gaze. Whatever amount of intimidation Evan was going for, it wasn’t going to work on him. Lothar refocused on Syna.
 
   “I am sorry for what you went through, but you are safe now and you have no reason to be embarrassed of what happened to you… It wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “Perhaps not, but that is beside the point. What will you do with the Fae we have helped?”
 
   Lothar sighed. “That is up to Rowan; she has yet to send a single Fae back.”
 
   “I will deal with Cree. Syna doesn’t need to be brought into this any further. If word got to Darion that she was alive, he would come for her.”
 
   Lothar nodded. “Speak to Cree.”
 
   With that, Lothar stood, and then strode towards the door. The deep mahogany wood nearly knocked him over as it was forced open.
 
   Sergio rushed into the room, the petite blonde Lothar had seen coming and going over the past few days cradled in his arms.
 
    Evan shot to his feet. “What the hell happened?” he roared as he moved to the leather couch where Sergio deposited the diminutive, lifeless body.
 
   “Darion and a few of his minions attacked the club, a fucking siren strolled in singing her song, and all the humans fell around us. When a couple of vamps entered, Holly cast a spell. Some sort of protection that kept the club and all of us safe, but then she went down like a pile of fucking lifeless bones.”
 
   Lothar moved towards the couch, his head tilted as he got closer, and his eyes widening as Evan pushed a mass of honey tresses aside. Her plump lips were slightly parted, her skin a smooth, creamy porcelain with dark lashes covering what Lothar knew were some of the most beautiful lavender eyes. His gaze drifted to Evan, who was watching him closely.
 
   Lothar shook his head, his mouth opening to say something, but words escaped him.
 
   Evan looked away from Lothar to meet Syna’s gaze. “She’s weak.” 
 
   “I’m on it.” She nodded and moved quickly from the room.
 
   Lothar finally found his voice. “How long has she been a vampire?” he demanded.
 
   Evan didn’t spare Lothar a glance as he answered. “Ever since you thought she was killed by a rogue.”
 
   “You bastard!” Lothar growled the words. “Her family mourned her; Bain became a real ass, a grudge-holding jackass in fact. He hates all vampires because he believed your species killed her and now  here she lies, possibly near death, as the one creature her brother hates. How could you do this?”
 
   Evan growled, his fangs pricked against his lip as he turned to look at Lothar. His eyes glowed an eerie shade of white. “I helped her. There are things you don’t know or understand. But I gave her what she needed. If you want to blame me, fine, but either shut up and get out or help her.”
 
   Lothar furrowed his brow. He wasn’t a healer; she needed Bain for that. “I’ll call Bain. He can heal her.”
 
   “That’s not what he meant, man,” Sergio said as he stood and watched Holly.
 
   Lothar looked to the vampire and then to Evan, realization dawning on him. “She needs blood?”
 
   Evan nodded. “And there is no blood better than an Immortal’s blood.”
 
   Lothar’s gaze drifted to Holly’s pale face. Thoughts and memories of her flooded his mind. She was a beautiful child, even through the mistreatment and distance her mother placed between them. She never showed an ounce of love for the child. Tyr doted on her and even as she matured and never showed the signs of Tyr bloodline, he had still loved her. When she hit puberty, she received blood from the Immortal Four and was granted Immortality. She was devastated when her father fell, and she retreated into solitude. Lothar had missed seeing her beautiful smile and bright eyes. Once Evan came around, she came out of the darkness that held her and while she was still so young, she had fallen for the master vampire. At the time, Lothar wondered what would come of their relationship. Now, he wondered so many more things. Lothar settled on the couch and pulled Holly onto his lap. He brought his wrist to his mouth, biting at his own vein. Blood pooled and he pressed his wrist to her lips. Instinctually they parted, and he felt her begin to suckle at his vein, slow at first and then she seemed to find her strength as she took long, hard pulls from his wrist.
 
   Lothar fought back a groan as Holly worked his vein. It was completely inappropriate, but he couldn’t deny it felt good. The wound began to close, and her petite fangs reopened the vein. Her eyes fluttered open and met his, that stunning shade of purple flickering with recognition. Her long lashes nearly touched her eyebrows as her eyes widened, and she began to pull his arm away.
 
   “No,” she whispered. “You weren’t supposed to see me.” She shook her head as she scrambled from his lap.
 
   Lothar closed his eyes briefly against the hurt he felt. He had hoped for a better reaction from her. It was true that he wasn’t her family, but he cared for her. They knew each other well and had been friends. Hell, he had even considered pursuing her at one point, but she had been young and  overprotected by her brother. Lothar resisted the urge to pull her into a hug, deciding instead to stand from the couch and take a step back.
 
   Holly’s eyes bore into Evan’s, the panic on her face evident.
 
   Evan shook his head. “He just helped save you, love. Whatever magic you used, drained you to near death.”
 
   Holly looked to Lothar but remained silent.
 
   Lothar pulled out his phone. “I have to call Rowan.”
 
   “No!” Holly bellowed, leaping from the couch. Lothar’s blood had given her an extra boost of power.
 
   His head tilted as he examined her. “I have no choice. She needs to know about the attack, and she and Bain deserve to know that you are alive. Do you have any idea what they went through?”
 
   Lothar didn’t wait for an answer. He wasn’t angry with Holly but he couldn’t read her, and he couldn’t quite make sense of what was happening at the moment. Turning his back to the three in the room, he headed for the door, his fingers dialing Rowan.
 
   “You can’t.” Panic made Holly’s voice manic as she rushed at Lothar. She blew past him, blocking his exit.
 
   Her palms slammed against Lothar’s chest. “Don’t do this. They don’t have to know. If you ever cared about me, if we were ever really friends, promise you won’t mention me.” 
 
   Lothar shook his head, his powers weren’t working… she had a ward just like Evan and Syna. “Holly, what is the matter with you? Of course we were friends, and you damn well know I care about you, but I can’t not tell them you’re alive. Especially not Bain. He searched for you, blamed himself for not protecting you, and eventually came to blame and hate every vampire in sight.”
 
   “Like he’ll hate me,” she said, much softer this time. “Please, Lothar, do this for me. Don’t tell them about me.”
 
   Lothar held her pleading gaze briefly. The loss of his ability to read her made his decision easier. He wasn’t flooded by the emotions and pleadings of the beautiful woman in front of him. Emotions he was sure would break his resolve to do what he knew deep down to be right. “I am sorry, but I can’t omit this truth.” Lothar stepped around her and hit the send button.
 
   The room seemed to ripple around him, his breath caught as air swirled around him, and nails dug into his forearm. He could barely make out Holly’s face as the hallway of Evan’s Vegas home disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Lothar hit the water hard, like a cement block he  sank into the warm, turquoise water. His legs kicked into action he pushed to surface, grabbing Holly’s arm on his way. Their heads broke the surface, and Lothar’s mahogany wings instantly  wrapped around her as bright yellow rays of sun fell upon them. He created a cocoon of darkness. His head bowed to hers as they treaded the warm, salty water.
 
   “Flash us back,” he ordered.
 
   “I can’t,” she hissed as water lapped against her face, and she spit the offending liquid from her lips.
 
   “This is not the time to fight against me. It is damn bright out there. I don’t want you bursting into flames. Now flash us back!” he yelled.
 
   Holly sighed and pushed against him, trying to break free of the darkness he created around them. “I am not being difficult, Lothar. I can’t flash us back because I don’t know how. That was the first time I’ve ever done it. Now let me go,” she ordered. 
 
   “Did you really miss the sun shining over us? Vampires turn to ash in the sun. I am not about to let you die now.”
 
   Holly closed her eyes. There was heat in his voice, and she recognized it as his leader voice. He was so much like Cree sometimes. It was no wonder he was second in command of the warriors. 
 
   “I won’t burn in the sun, Lothar,” she assured him.
 
   Lothar leveled his eyes on her, his brow raised in question. “Well, that is interesting, because my wrist certainly believed those were fangs sliding into my skin. And while I may not be a vampire expert, I do know that they burn in the sun.”
 
   Lothar suppressed a shiver, as he recalled the smooth way her razor-sharp little fangs sliced through his flesh. Her lips had moved against his skin, a subconscious move, he knew, but they were delicate against the sensitive area. It felt like silk sliding over his heated skin as she pulled his blood into her mouth. He had given her what she needed to come back to him… to him? 
 
   “You, with your fangs, know better than anyone that fangs don’t always equal vampire.”
 
   “The blood drinking gives you away.”
 
   Holly nodded. “I didn’t say I wasn’t a vampire—I said I wouldn’t burn. Now can we get out of the water?”
 
   Tentatively he pulled one wing back, and a slice of lemon-colored light pierced the shadows around them. A ray of light fell upon Holly’s face, and she smiled up at him.
 
   Convinced she wasn’t going to burst into flames, Lothar pulled back his wings and studied her closely, waiting for a sign that she had tricked him in a permanent attempt to avoid coming clean with her family.
 
   “I might get sun burnt, but I won’t turn to ash.” She pointed behind him. “Can you fly us to that island?”
 
   “Sorry, kid, we are swimming it. I can’t rocket out of the water in full daylight. There is no cover to hide our ascent and no clouds to hide behind once we get up there.”
 
   The mile or so long swim went quickly, both of them calling on their heightened speed and power. Once upon the white sand, Lothar scanned the deserted beach in both directions. Nothing appeared for miles either way, and the forest that lay ahead of them was thick. It was obvious his worry over someone spotting them was unnecessary. The island appeared to be uninhabited with nothing but water for miles around them. 
 
   “Where the hell are we?” 
 
   Lothar shook his head and arched his brows at her. “Where were you thinking of when you flashed us away from Evan’s?”
 
    She gave him a sheepish smile. “I was just thinking I had to stop you. I guess I was wishing you were somewhere you couldn’t use your phone.” 
 
   Lothar scoffed. “I guess I should feel fortunate I am not buried underground somewhere.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his destroyed phone. “No worries, I won’t be calling anyone.” 
 
   A familiar and beautiful smile curved Holly’s lips as she looked up at him. 
 
   “Don’t you dare,” Lothar warned. 
 
   She laughed softly but continued to stare him down. 
 
   “No,” Lothar said sternly. “Don’t you dare try to charm me. I am mad at you.” 
 
   Holly tilted her head at his attempt to scold her. “Come now, Lothar, admit it, you are happier to see me than you are pissed that I stranded us on some random island. Besides, I didn’t do it on purpose. You weren’t listening, and I panicked.” 
 
   “I was shocked. You’re a vampire, and more importantly, you’re alive. This is the problem with some of our fucking gifts; they don’t show us what we need. Cree should have known you were still alive, just like he should have known about Kat.” 
 
   “Well, from what I heard, he was being blocked from Kat by a seer and with me... I blocked him,” she said simply.
 
   “Are you blocking me?” 
 
   She shook her head “I’ve never been able to block you. You know that.” 
 
   Lothar narrowed his eyes on her. Yeah, he did know that. He had always been able to read Holly. He was probably the only person who really understood her back before she disappeared. Her mischievous purple eyes were sparkling as she stared at him. So many memories began to flood him that he felt his lips lifting as he recalled the connection they had once had. The easy friendship. A friendship his brothers, being the smart-ass troublemakers they were, used to harass him non-stop about. Ok, admittedly, Kale was the troublemaker, and Uriah was more of the subtle-rile-people-up commenter. 
 
   “I knew it,” Holly singsonged. 
 
   Lothar shook his head at her and with one finger, called her to him. She leapt into his arms, and he held her tight. His hand braced against the back of her head, and his other arm wrapped around her waist so he could pick her up and crush her against his chest.
 
    Holly smiled into the crook of Lothar’s neck, her feet swaying a good foot and a half off the sandy shore. 
 
   “I like this reunion better,” he said in her ear. 
 
   She nodded. So did she. “I was scared when I saw you. Well, I was scared when you saw me. I’ve seen you a few times in the past couple of weeks.” 
 
   Lothar leaned back slightly so he could see her face, a brow lifted in question. 
 
   Drawing one hand back from around his neck, she tapped the side of her eye. “I saw you circling the compound. I knew it was you.” 
 
   He smirked. “And how is that?” 
 
   She patted his shoulder blades. “I’d know those wings anywhere.” She then moved her fingers into the ends of his damp hair, where it curled at the nape of his neck. “No other warrior has your coloring. A girl doesn’t forget things like that, not when it comes to her best friend. I have missed you, and it has been torture hiding from you, especially with all the time you’ve spent at the compound.” 
 
   Lothar shook his head and squeezed her a little tighter before finally releasing her.
 
   “We need to figure out where we are. So we can get out of here.”
 
   Holly nodded but bit her bottom lip. “You’re still going to tell them as soon as we get off this island, aren’t you?”
 
   Lothar grabbed her hand and moved towards the forest line. “Nope,” he said, giving her a knowing look.
 
   She narrowed her gaze. “Nope? Because you are going to make me tell them…”
 
   “A call from the dead might freak them out but when they see you, it will all be fine.”
 
   “Tell that to Bain—I heard about him freaking on Evan. Hey, that reminds me, tell me about Isabelle. I thought she was human, but Evan said she went all superwoman to protect Bain.”
 
   Lothar smiled. What to say about Izzy? “Well, let’s see, she’s great and deeply in love with your brother. They fit—she calms him. She is great with Kyra, too.”
 
   Holly flinched slightly, and Lothar turned to look at her. “You will be able to meet her and be a part of her life.”
 
   “What’s she like?” Holly asked. She’d heard that Bain had a daughter. It broke her heart that she would never know the child. 
 
   “She’s a beautiful, free-spirited child. You will adore her, as we all do.”
 
   Lothar found a thinning spot in the overgrown edge of the forest and stepped through. Something felt Fae about the aura around the forest.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Holly asked.
 
   “You don’t feel that? It feels like home.”
 
   Holly’s brows furrowed. “I couldn’t have flashed us to the Middle World. It doesn’t work that way.”
 
   Lothar shook his head. “No, but not all Fae places are in the Middle World. Plus, this is ancient Fae.”
 
   “Maybe you can just fly us home,” Holly suggested.
 
   “I can’t fly us out of here, but we can at least survey what lies on this island.”
 
   Backing out of the thick overgrowth, Holly pressed her back to Lothar’s chest as he wrapped his arms around her and took to the sky.
 
    
 
   ****
 
   Jelena jolted to life, the plush bed she’d fallen asleep on was no longer wrapping her in peace and comfort.
 
   “No,” she whispered.
 
   “Jelena?” The deep, sleep-laden voice called her name as arms reached for her. 
 
   Jelena looked over to see Uriah stirring next to her. She palmed his face, a sad smile gracing her lips.
 
   “I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
   Uriah pulled at her. She allowed herself one more brief moment in his arms before whispering softly, “I have to go.” Leaning over, she pressed her lips to his cheek. “I am sorry, Uriah.”
 
   Uriah sat up, his eyes studying her. The endless pools of melted steel searched for understanding. “Why are you sorry?”
 
   “For so many reasons, sweet Uriah.” She brushed her fingers over his cheeks. “Stay the strong, noble warrior I know you to be.”
 
   “Jelena, stop. What is going on?”
 
   “I have to go, and you don’t need me here. Let Bain help heal what is still broken. I must go.”
 
   Jelena pressed a kiss to his lips. Lost in the feel of her soft mouth, Uriah was unaware of what she was doing until he felt nothing but air against his face. His eyes popped open to see Jelena had disappeared.
 
   Despair infused him. They may have been asleep in the same bed, and he may have held her many nights since his return to the Middle World, but this was their first kiss and somehow it felt like it was destined to be their last. 
 
   Stay the strong noble warrior I know you to be.
 
   Her words echoed in his mind. He wasn’t sure he was still a warrior at all. Shucking the sheets, Uriah moved to the tall mirror that sat in the corner of his room, turning so his bare back reflected in the dim light. The skin was smooth. Healed to the naked eye. However, as he called forth his wings, burning pain blasted his body, nearly sending him to his knees. It was what happened every time he let his wings free. The scent of charred feathers and flesh settled into the room as he used his magic to call forth the things that proved him to be a warrior. 
 
   Smoke still rose from the singed feathers, which had once created an impressive set of wings. No longer able to handle the pain, Uriah pulled his wings back into the safety of the magic that cocooned them under his skin. The searing pain subsided instantly, and Uriah fell back to his bed. Whatever was causing the constant fire on his wings was magic that even Jelena’s blood couldn’t heal. If an Immortal Sister couldn’t fix this, how could Bain?
 
   It was some sort of block, some kind of magical resistance; somehow, his body was fighting the magic that should have healed him.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Cree sat with narrowed eyes as he listened to Evan. The vampire was on his last nerve. Too much was happening and the damn arrogant Master Vampire was holding back. While waiting to hear from Lothar, he was informed that Esperanza was missing. Now the vampire was telling him that yes, he’d spoken with Lothar, but that he had left with one of his vampires and was unsure of where they had gone. It was pure fucking bullshit that he had no time for.
 
   “You want me to believe that Lothar flashed out of here with one of your vampires, but you don’t know where they went?”
 
   “That’s what I said. Now, can we get back to why I called you here in the first place?”
 
   “I am guessing it has something to do with them.” He gestured towards Sergio and Syna.
 
   “Yes, he made it clear that we needed to tell you about Syna, and what we’ve been up to regarding the Dark Fae.”
 
   “Regarding the fucking drifters we’ve spent the last few months searching for,” Cree corrected.
 
   Evan dipped his chin. And Cree suppressed a growl.
 
   “To be honest, I am fed up with this shit. I want to know where my warrior is. Now,” Cree said dangerously.
 
   Evan sighed. “I told you I don’t know where they went.”
 
   “Not good enough—who did he leave with?” Cree demanded.
 
   Evan didn’t want to mention that it was Holly, who apparently found a trigger for her flashing power. Evan had tried to reach out to her, tried to call on the sire connection they shared, but as far he could tell, she had dropped off the face of the earth. Panic had briefly overwhelmed him when he couldn’t find her, but something told Evan he would know if Holly was seriously hurt, or worse... dead. 
 
   “It matters not who he left with, trust me.” That was a flat-out lie, and Evan knew it.
 
   “It matters to me,” a stern feminine voice called out from the entrance to Evan’s office.
 
   All eyes fell to the beautiful Light Fae leader who stood royally in the entrance.
 
   “Rowan?” Cree said her name with confusion. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She and the others were trying to track down where Esperanza had disappeared to. “What are you doing here, love?”
 
   Rowan smiled genuinely at her husband. “I want to know where Lothar is and what secrets Evan is keeping. I am tired of getting the runaround. It seems our people no longer fear their leader. So let me make this very clear,” she said, pinning Evan with her steely gaze. “I and I alone decide if you and your coven stay here. If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I will send you back to the Middle World, in silver cuffs, for an extended stay in my dungeon. And if for some reason that does not strike fear in your heart, let me make one other thing clear… if anything happens to Lothar, I will gladly hand you over to Darion. The Light is done playing games and catering to the will of those who no longer respect us.” Rowan took a seat next to Cree as she finished and waited expectantly.
 
   Evan seemed to see the resolve in Rowan’s features. Turning to Sergio, he said, “Close the door, this stays between us.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Sergio dropped into one of the tall barstools at Red Oasis, a bottle of top-shelf whiskey in hand. He hadn’t taken a sip yet, but he was sure the bottle would be empty by the end of the night. The meeting with Cree and Rowan had lit his fear over everything that was currently happening. Thankfully, the club was closed and he was mostly alone, aside from a few of his coven members, who flitted around preparing for the night. Sergio groaned as he felt Evan’s arrival, before he even heard the lightly accented voice call to him. 
 
   “Serg. What’s going on?”
 
   Sergio reached over the bar to grab a bottle and two short glasses. He poured the dark whiskey and slid one of the tumblers aside as Evan took a seat next to him.
 
   “You feel like talking about it?”
 
   Sergio tossed a sidelong glance to his coven leader. “Not a lot to say.”
 
   “There is plenty to say, Serg.”
 
   “What the fuck are we doing to find her?”
 
   Evan smiled. “I know you care a great deal for her, don’t forget that I do as well. But there is little I can do. I don’t know where she flashed to. I can’t connect to her, but I do know that she is alive.”
 
   “Could she be in the Middle World somewhere? Maybe her disappearance wasn’t her magic at all. What if Darion has her?”
 
   Evan shook his head. “No, it was her. I felt the rise of her magic, I felt her panic, and it triggered her dormant power.”
 
   “What if she’s in trouble?”
 
   Evan shook his head before taking the half glass of top-shelf whiskey down in one swig. “You won’t want to hear this and I am sorry, because I know how deeply you care for her. But as long as she is with Lothar, she will be protected and safe. He loves her… and she has always loved him.”
 
   Sergio studied Evan before finishing off his drink and then settling his gaze back on the bottle. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Serg. Do what you need to do to deal with this, but I need you back at the compound and back as the vampire I have always valued as my second in command.”
 
   Sergio nodded. “Give me this night to drown my pathetic ass in whatever the bar has to offer.”
 
   Evan cupped Sergio’s shoulder, but remained silent as he squeezed it in what he hoped gave some semblance of reassurance. Evan watched as Sergio poured another glass of some of the club’s best liquor, swirled the dark liquid, and then took a long gulp. Evan left knowing there were no words that would make either of them feel better. He flashed back to the compound and threw himself back into the work that awaited him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   “Look,” Holly yelled over the wind that whipped her hair into her face.
 
   Lothar dropped lower to eye the massive waterfall. It was the first real break in the foliage they’d seen. Taking that as a hint that there were likely no answers to be found from above, Lothar glided to the soft ground just beyond where the waterfall filled a large pool with clear water, which eventually moved on to the ocean by way of the slow-moving river.
 
   Holly pushed her hair from her face and grinned at Lothar. She had no doubt she looked a mess. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. Her hair smoothed and pulled back into a long, wavy ponytail. Her clothes changed from the tight and wet jeans she’d been wearing while working at the club to a pair of shorts. Her plain black tee morphed into a pale pink halter-top. Lothar studied the strip of perfect skin that was left exposed by her choice in clothing; a small, silver belly ring glinted in the sun. The small piece of body jewelry had him wondering what else she was hiding. Her content sigh had his gaze lifting to her face and her still-closed eyes.
 
   “Much better,” she hummed and finally graced him with her beautiful, amethyst eyes.
 
   Lothar grunted as he stared at her.
 
   “What? It’s hot and wet jeans are uncomfortable.”
 
   Yes, because that was why he was grunting.
 
   “I know,” Lothar said bemusedly, running with her train of thought.
 
   “I can try conjuring you up something else to wear.” She smiled as she eyed him.
 
   Lothar shook his head. “Save your magic. My clothes are nearly dry.” He pulled at the still-damp fabric of his long-sleeve Henley before shrugging and pulling it over his head. It was nearly dry, but the island was muggy and made him feel uncomfortable.
 
   Holly watched the movement as Lothar grasped the hem of his shirt and began pulling it up his torso. The fabric had been tight to begin with, but the water had made it cling to his sculpted frame. Holly was caught in the golden skin that met the sparse rays of sun. His skin glistened, and his muscles flexed with every movement. A throat cleared, and Holly lifted her eyes to meet Lothar’s amused gaze. 
 
   “Did you hear a word I just said?” 
 
   Holly grinned at him. “I was distracted.”
 
   Lothar chuckled. “Then let’s try this again… Based on the sun, I would guess we’ll be spending the night. We need to find some shelter.”
 
   “Yeah about that, are you sure you can’t fly us back to civilization?”
 
   Lothar shook his head. “I don’t know where we are, so I don’t know which way to go. We could end up hundreds of miles off course, and I can’t fly that far while carrying you anyway.”
 
   Holly bristled at the comment. “Well, that carried some rude implications.”
 
   Lothar laughed at her. “Well, you are crazy if think I was implying that you are too heavy because that was not what I meant, and I have a sneaking suspicion that you know that.”
 
   Holly smiled. “Well, yeah, but seriously, you should not say shit like that to a female. As an empath, I would think you would know better.”
 
   “Perhaps if I wasn’t blocked to you, I might have known better,” he mocked.
 
   Holly smirked. “Perhaps. Well, we should check behind the waterfall.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because, in all the books and movies, there is always a cave behind the waterfall that ends up providing protection and shelter to the weary travelers. Can you handle the load that is my frame and fly us up there to see if we can find the mysterious cave?”
 
   Lothar shook his head and grabbed her. He then proceeded to throw her over his shoulder and head for the face of the waterfall.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Jelena burst through the door of the archives in her and her sisters’ home. Meriah and Acacia’s eyes lifted from the death scrolls, panic falling from the jade depths they all shared.
 
   “Who is it?” Jelena demanded.
 
   Meriah shook her head. “It’s changing every second.”
 
   “What’s happening?” Acacia asked.
 
   “Moirai was breeched—someone has found the Island of the Fates.”
 
   “It’s not possible.” Meriah’s denial was adamant.
 
   “Of course it is,” Jelena chided. “It’s been foretold.”
 
   Acacia’s eyes widened. “It’s not time. It can’t be.” Tears began to fill her eyes as she stared at her sister.
 
   Jelena nodded—she wasn’t ready for it either. She wasn’t ready to fade to the abyss. What became of her and her sisters upon their deaths was beyond her scope of knowledge. All she knew was that if the Middle World fell to the ice, she would fall to her destiny. 
 
   She and her siblings were born of the Fates. They took their place as overseers of the afterlife and caretakers of destiny—which really meant they sat back and left free will reign. When Olympus fell and the Fates faded, the Immortal Three and their brothers rose to power, taking the Fae in their care and giving over the Middle World to their children. Some of the ancients still remained and fell under their supervision as well, but the Gods were long gone, having given in to time, and were reborn into the Fae. The parting wisdom the Fates gave was a warning of loss and pain—that after the battle of the Middle World was blanketed in white, taken by ice and snow, the Immortal Three would become two—the eldest of the triplets would succumb to her destiny.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven 
 
    
 
   Bain surveyed his childhood home. Nothing had changed much in the hundred years since he’d last stepped foot inside its hallowed walls. There were sacred memories hidden inside. Memories that had once made him smile, but since losing his little sister, he could simply bear them no longer. Even when Rowan took the throne as leader to the Light, Holly had refused the invitation to follow them in their move to the palace. She wanted to remain where she could still find pieces of their father. Bain got that; their father adored Holly. Sighing, Bain grasped the door handle that led to Holly’s room. Pushing it open slowly, he was met with the room of a child—still young and innocent. This room had served as hers until she was around twelve, at which point Rowan had left to live with Cree and had offered up her room to Holly. It had been a fight with their mother. She seemed to strive to make sure Holly received the bare minimum. He smiled slightly at the memory of Rowan putting their mother in her place.
 
   “I fail to see why it matters. Is it not still my room?” Rowan had asked.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous, of course it is.”
 
   “Then as such, I decide what happens with it. Holly is a growing girl who you do very little for. She needs something other than a lavender room filled with stuffed animals and flowers.”
 
   Esperanza had glared but dropped the subject then. 
 
   “The past can be a nagging bitch when it rears up on you,” Kale said, a knowing hitch to his tone.
 
   Bain turned and nodded. “She was just a kid”
 
   Kale chuckled. “In your eyes, yes, but most of us saw her for what she truly was.”
 
   “And what was that?”
 
   “A young woman desperate for something meaningful.”
 
   “She had her family.”
 
   Kale shook his head. “No, she had a cruel mother, a very protective brother, and a busy sister.”
 
   “She’d still be alive if I had truly done my job as her brother.”
 
   “I doubt that. Ask Lothar, he was the one who truly knew her pain. I think he even loved her.”
 
   Bain nodded solemnly. “I know he did… I was the ass who told him to keep his fucking hands off her.”
 
   Kale laughed, “Like I said, very protective. For what it’s worth, as far as I know, he did keep his hands to himself.”
 
   “I protected her from the wrong man and sent her running into that bastard vampire’s arms.”
 
   “You can’t do that, big guy. What happened with Holly was not your fault.”
 
   “It sure feels like it.”
 
   Uriah entered the front of the house then. He looked worse than the last time Bain had seen him but at least he had left his room, which was a pretty big surprise.
 
   “Hey man, what’s going on?” Bain asked, finding a lighter feeling come over him. Uriah was out of his God damned room.
 
   “Rowan left for Vegas. She asked me to come see if I could help.”
 
   “You up for it?” Kale asked.
 
   Uriah nodded. “I am of little use hiding in my room. There were vampires here.”
 
   Bain growled. Why was it vampires? Every time he turned around lately, it came back to fucking bloodsuckers.
 
   Uriah almost smiled, his lips on the verge. “If I had to guess, they flashed Esperanza out of here, but to where, I don’t know.”
 
   “Or if she went willingly,” Bain added.
 
   “You think she hired them to get her out of here?” 
 
   “Wouldn’t put it past her.”
 
   “What do you want to do now?” Kale asked.
 
   Bain shook his head. There was little he could do at this point; there was no trail to follow, no signs of a break in, no neighbors to have seen anything. Esperanza was in the wind somewhere.
 
   “Head back and see what Rowan has to say.”
 
   They left the house, and Kale and Bain both freed their wings. Uriah stood but made no move to follow.
 
   “You coming?” Kale asked.
 
   “I think I’ll walk,” he said as he passed them and headed down the dirt road. “It feels good to be outside.”
 
   “We’ll walk with you, brother.” Silence fell over the three brothers as they made their way to Rowan’s study.
 
   Entering the castle, they made their way straight to Rowan’s study. She lifted her gaze to their entrance and stood. “What happened?”
 
   “Vampires,” Bain answered. “And I think it’s time to have a word with Darion.”
 
   Rowan looked to Kale and Uriah, who stood close to the entrance. “You two agree?”
 
   Kale and Uriah both nodded.
 
   Rowan shook her head. “Can you control your anger if I allow you to attempt an audience with Darion?” Rowan stared at Bain, her gaze never wavering as she questioned him.
 
    “We’ll go with him, Rowan,” Uriah offered.
 
   Rowan lifted her gaze to Uriah. He was joining in without her asking, and there was no way she was going to question that. “Good. Go to the forest border and see if you can get an audience with Darion to see if he has Mother.”
 
   Bain turned to head from Rowan’s study.
 
   “But, Bain?”
 
   He looked over his shoulder and met her gaze. “Yeah, Ro?”
 
   “Keep your cool. And report back to me as soon as you know anything.”
 
   ****
 
   Bain, Kale, and Uriah stood at the unseen border that separated the Light lands from the Dark. Bain arched a brow at the three guards that were alerted to their presence when Bain stepped over said border.
 
   “You have not been given passage.” As the ugly-ass ogre spewed the words, the scent of rot flowed from his open mouth. Unfortunately, Bain could see the yellow teeth and bleeding gums that filled the lesser creature’s mouth.
 
   Bain cleared his throat, trying to clear the bile that wanted to come up at the smell of not only the ogre’s mouth, but the creature in general. “I want to speak with Lord Darion. Now,” Bain repeated again.
 
   A pixie approached. Kale’s eyes narrowed at the creature who smirked at him in return. A growl resounded from Kale, causing all eyes to fall upon him.
 
   “What is it?” Uriah asked, as he took a step closer to his little brother. 
 
   “That’s Darion’s errand boy. The one who met me at the lake at Katarina’s place.” Kale’s voice had turned venomous.
 
   “Ah, I made an impression.” The pixie chuckled. “Darion will not be taking any meetings today.” 
 
   “He plays a dangerous game, and tests my patience,” Bain warned.
 
   “I imagine he does. However, he did instruct me to tell you that… You,” he looked to Kale as he spoke, “took many things that belonged to me. In return, I have taken something important that belonged to all of you.”
 
   “These are not fucking possessions we are talking about,” Kale roared. “They are people, his people, and one of ours.”
 
   “Yes, he also told me to inform you that he is taking care of what he took from you.”
 
   “Knock the cryptic bullshit off.” Bain narrowed his eyes. “Say it, say my mother’s name. Lady Esperanza.”
 
   The pixie smiled and nodded. “As you wish, he said to send the message that Lady Esperanza is being well cared for.” He slid his slimy gaze back to Kale. “He said to tell you that she is in the velvet room. He told me to make sure to emphasize that you should ask Katarina about the room… She can attest to the beautiful accommodations he is providing for Lady Esperanza… for now.”
 
   “I will go fill Rowan in. You both need a few minutes,” Uriah said as they entered the castle once more.
 
   Making their way to the hole, or common room, Bain slid onto a bar stool as Kale grabbed a few shot glasses and a bottle of Patron. Making his way back around the bar, Kale sat with Bain. 
 
   “You okay?” Kale asked as he filled the six glasses.
 
   Bain grabbed one of the glasses and shot back the clear liquid. “Are you?” 
 
   Kale shrugged. “I feel a bit responsible.”
 
   “Why should you feel any responsibility for this?” Bain asked.
 
   “This is happening because of the succubi, because Kat did what she needed to, a decision that I stand behind, but it’s what brought Darion to take Esperanza. I take the blame for that.”
 
   Bain scoffed, getting up from his stool to round the bar and grab a bottle of Scotch. “By that logic, I should blame Izzy. She’s the reason my mother went off the deep end and fucking landed herself in my childhood home.” Bain arched a brow as he poured a glass. “And you and I both fucking know better than to believe I would blame Izzy for any of this shit. So, no, you and Kat are not responsible for the choices that bastard makes. Got it?”
 
   Kale snorted. “Yeah, I got it.”
 
   A throat cleared and both warriors looked up to see Izzy standing at the door. “What did I miss?”
 
   Bain shook his head. “We found out where my mother disappeared to.”
 
   Izzy took a seat next to Kale, who slid a shot glass over to her. Izzy smiled and took the drink in one long gulp. “Darion’s got her.”
 
   Bain arched a brow. “Yes, how did you know?”
 
   Izzy pursed her lips. “It was a guess,” Izzy offered. She wasn’t about to tell Bain she’d been having odd dreams. When she had run into Cree the other day, she had siphoned a bit of the warrior’s gift, and she wasn’t sure how to tell a dream from a vision or a vision from what was possibly just her subconscious’ way of trying to explain the things that nagged at her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    “I told you there would be a cave,” Holly said brightly, as she stood with the roar of water at her back.
 
   Lothar smiled. “And it looks like we were lucky and nothing is living in here.”
 
   Holly turned wide eyes on him. “You mean, like bats?” She nearly squeaked the word.
 
   Lothar chuckled. “Exactly. I can see pretty well in the dark, and I know you can too, and I don’t see anything, but how about you conjure up some lighting?”
 
   “I can do more than that.”
 
   Holly’s lids slid closed, and the shallow cave began to shimmer as pieces of furniture appeared—a table with two chairs, a group of six or so candles, a couch, a coffee table with more candles, and even a fire pit near the entrance came to life with flames.
 
   “Now you’re just showing off,” Lothar muttered playfully.
 
   Holly smiled. “I can conjure things I have felt and touched before. I could conjure up some food, but it wouldn’t provide any actual sustenance. You could eat it, but you will still be hungry.”
 
   “Good thing you don’t really need food, and I can fish for mine.”
 
   “Uh, actually I still eat food.” She bit her bottom lip and looked away.
 
   Lothar moved to the couch and sat down. “Maybe we should talk a bit about what exactly you are. I know Evan turned you, but you walk in the sunlight, you eat food, and you wield a lot of magic. What happened?”
 
   She sighed as she sat next to him. “The whole story about the rogues wasn’t all a lie. Some vamps were curious about the Light Fae leader’s sister. Evan turned me because I asked him to and because we both thought it would be safer. The magic is elf magic. It’s gotten stronger as the years have gone by and once I was turned, it seemed to nearly double. I think it’s because my body changed and it became stronger, lending more power to my magic. I don’t know for sure why I can walk in the sun, but I think it’s because the Immortal Four gave me immortality before I left…” Holly trailed off as she considered how much to share with Lothar. What she believed to be true was something that affected all the warriors and Rowan alike. “After Evan changed me, he was able to withstand the sun. We think it had something to do with the Immortal blood that runs through my veins.”
 
   Lothar arched a brow. “Are you sure it’s not your warrior bloodline?”
 
   Holly shook her head. “No, I am sure that it’s Alistair’s blood that gave Evan the ability to day walk.”
 
   “What makes you so sure it’s the Immortal Four blood?” 
 
   Closing her eyes, Holly took a deep breath. Here came the ugly truth that had her fleeing the Middle World. “Because I don’t carry a warrior bloodline.”
 
   Lothar furrowed his brows momentarily before the meaning came to him, and his face softened into something along the lines of empathy and understanding.
 
   “Yeah.” She smiled. “Esperanza made the decision to sleep with an elf. Nine months later, I joined the family. Tyr wasn’t my father, but I loved him like he was.”
 
   Lothar saw a sheen in Holly’s violet eyes. Time didn’t fully heal all wounds. Being an empath, he understood that better than most. Lothar put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him.
 
   “He loved you, Holly. His face would light up every time you entered a room or any time someone even mentioned your name.”
 
   She nodded. “I know.” Her voice came out as a whisper. “But my mother never wanted me. And as soon as I was old enough, I got the hell away from her. If not for Bain, she would have let me go as soon as Tyr died.”
 
   Lothar squeezed her a little tighter. “That is her sin to answer for, not yours. You were a child born into poor circumstances and, while your mother failed you, the rest of your family took you into their hearts without question.”
 
   Holly burst into tears; the thoughts of her father, sister, and brother flooded her. Until the warriors started coming around, she’d done just fine not thinking about them. But right now, in Lothar’s arms, she was suffused with the past.
 
   Lothar pulled her petite form into his lap and reclined into the couch, lightly stroking her back. “You were always loved, Holly.”
 
   “I know, and it probably should have been enough, but Evan offered me something more. He offered me a different kind of love.”
 
   Lothar nodded. He understood what she had needed then—someone to love and protect her, not because of familial duty, but because of her. Like he had wanted to. Lothar questioned what he was about to say. With his gift blocked, he’d have no way to read her response, but he let the words past his lips and freed them from his heart. “He offered you the love I always felt, the love I was too cowardly to express.”
 
   Holly sucked in a deep breath. “Now you’re finally willing to say it?”
 
   Her voice hitched, and she continued to sob. At a loss, Lothar continued to stroke her back. “Yes, I thought I’d never get to tell you. I guess I just needed you to know.” 
 
   Holly was quiet as she let her sobbing calm and took in his words. She buried her face in the crook of his neck. Her sobs slowed, and her tears dried up as she finally spoke. “Do you know how many times I wanted to hear you say that? You’re an empath, of course you knew. Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   Lothar smiled. “Because you were so young, and your brother was a barracuda.”
 
   Holly laughed and shook her head. Lothar adjusted them so they lay wrapped in each other’s arms but stretched out on the couch. 
 
   “That he was… can you tell me about him and Rowan? What are they like now?”
 
   Lothar set about telling Holly about her siblings. About Izzy and Bain and about Rowan and what a strong leader she was. He also told her a bit about what had happened with Esperanza and Izzy.
 
   Holly yawned, and Lothar pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long day for you.”
 
   She nodded. “Because I have to find a way to flash us out of here.”
 
   “Yes. You’re our only chance off this island.”
 
   “Ok but, Lothar?”
 
   “Yeah”
 
   “We aren’t done talking about your confession.”
 
   “Good, I was thinking you were avoiding.”
 
   “No. I was digesting. It’s a bit surreal to finally hear you admit that you loved me.”
 
   “Love, Holly. Not loved, there is no past tense for me.”
 
   “Good, because I’ve always been in love with you. I loved Evan, but I knew it wouldn’t last, and I knew it wasn’t like how I love you.”
 
   Lothar nodded and kissed the top of her head again. “Get some sleep,” he said softly.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Holly awoke alone to the steady sound of the waterfall beating its way down the rock face. Sitting up from the couch she’d conjured, she scanned the cave only to find she was alone. Using her magic, she split the water like she was opening a curtain over a window and peered into the pool that sat below.
 
   Holly watched as Lothar’s head breached the water’s surface, and he treaded in the center of the pool. The water was crystal clear, and the sun shone off the glistening drops that clung to his bare chest. Replacing her clothing with a purple swimsuit, she stepped back and got a running start before leaping off the rock edge that sat almost halfway up the nearly hundred-foot waterfall.
 
   Lothar turned in time to see Holly’s small frame fly through the air and hit the water. The surface didn’t seem disturbed by her body penetrating its’ surface as the waterfall fell hard and fast around her. A smile lifted his lips as she broke the surface and made her way to him. She swam right into his arms to wrap hers around his neck.
 
   “Good morning.” 
 
   “Good morning to you, too. That was quite the entrance.”
 
   She nodded. “It was the only way down. What are you doing out here?”
 
   Lothar chuckled. “I was trying to catch some breakfast, but I am pretty sure you just ran them off.”
 
   She smiled sheepishly. “Fish isn’t really a breakfast food anyhow. Besides, I am fairly certain I saw a mango grove on our flight yesterday.”
 
   “Mango’s it will be then.”
 
   He grabbed her thighs and pulled them around his waist. Heading towards the shore, he let his wings span out behind them.
 
   Holly pouted, her bottom lip just barely pushing out.
 
   “Why the pout?”
 
   “We’re leaving the water already?” Her lids fell halfway down her beautiful eyes as she questioned him.
 
   “You’d rather swim than eat breakfast?”
 
   She laughed softly. “I wasn’t actually thinking about swimming, Lothar,” she said softly, before moving in closer. “I had other things in mind.”
 
   Her lips brushed softly against his, her tongue slipping out to brush across the seam that barred her entrance. Lothar’s lips parted, and Holly took the opportunity to taste every bit of his warmth. She pulled his bottom lip between her teeth and suckled softly.
 
   Lothar held back a growl as Holly’s lips worked him into a frenzy. His hands slid from her thighs to cup her ass. He ground his hips into her heat, his cock aching to slip home inside of her. Something his body had long craved. For years, he had wanted to claim her, to hold her, and to support her. To be the one person she loved, and to be allowed to love and cherish her. He’d lost too many years with her and now he found it hard not to dive in with both feet, and still caution warned him not to rush this. To take his time to explore every inch of her curves. Reaching between them, Holly slid her hand over his boxers, her fingers slipping under the waistband, until they were met with hard flesh.
 
   Lothar sucked in a sharp breath as her finger danced over his sensitive skin. “Holly,” he warned. “I am hanging on by a thread, and if you keep that up—I…”
 
   “You’ll what, Lothar?” she purred as she stroked him gently.
 
   “You should stop.” He was barely able to coherently utter the words.
 
   “Is that really what you want? There is nothing stopping us now. No guard dog brother, no innocence or age issues, and most importantly… I love you and you love me. We’re alone in this beautiful place. So, I want to feel you inside of me, I want to kiss you, I want to feel your hands on my bare skin, and I want us to make love. So do you really want me stop? Is all of that not what you want?”
 
    “That is everything I have ever wanted.”
 
   “Good.” She slammed her lips back to his and pushed his boxers down. It didn’t take much magic to make her bikini disappear. Lifting her hips, she positioned herself over his cock and came down slowly, taking her time as she took him inch by hard inch until he was fully seated inside of her sheath.
 
   “Mmm,” she purred as he filled her, stretching her body to accommodate him.
 
   He groaned softly as her lips moved in time with her hips. The slow and perfect rhythm held him hostage. She pulled back briefly to catch and hold him in her stunning gaze, the sweet innocence of her face belying the temptress within.
 
   The water lapped around them as Holly picked up her pace, Lothar helping as he palmed her ass, lifting and bringing her down hard as he thrust into her.
 
   Her climax grew, the pressure pushing her to primal levels of pleasure. Her fangs lengthened, nicking Lothar’s tongue as he kissed her thoroughly. Holly suckled his tongue, the sweet, crimson nectar pushing her closer to the edge, satisfying one need only to cause a deeper one to arise. She pulled back, her gaze locking with his, a silent question burning in her hooded gaze.
 
   Lothar smiled, his deep thrusting inside of her never faltering as he tilted his head, exposing his throat to her. “I will give you anything you want, love. You already captured my heart and soul, so if you want my throat, if you want my blood, you need not ask. You can have all of me—I am yours.”
 
   Holly kissed him hard. “I love you, Lothar. I have for so many years.” She lowered her lips to the pulse at his neck. Her tongue ran over it, and she sucked at it gently before sinking her fangs into his sensitive flesh. Holly drew long, slow mouthfuls of his blood into her mouth, letting the blood linger before swallowing.
 
   Holly threw her head back as waves of pleasure flooded her as Lothar’s blood, body, and touch sent her over the edge. Her scream of his name was barely drowned out by the roaring water behind them.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Bain is going to lose it,” Rowan said as she and Cree headed to his office.
 
   They’d left Evan only a few minutes ago, heading back to the Middle World with some old questions answered. They knew who the drifters were, and they knew why the drifters were helping to move select families from Darion’s rule. Rowan had agreed to work with Evan towards registering all the Fae he had helped into the Human World and for those he still intended to help. The Human World was becoming a refuge/sanctuary for those who could no longer handle Darion’s rule. This was a strike against the Dark and would only add to the tension that was already caused by Katarina and the succubi. A move that if Kat had come to Rowan about, she would have led the charge to save the women from him herself. Rowan regretted nothing that was happening, but had no fallacies that these moves would go unnoticed and, more importantly, un-avenged. Darion would strike out, and Rowan had a sneaking suspicion that he had already made a very strategic move. Esperanza.
 
   She had a feeling that if she stormed his castle, she would easily find her mother. She knew that others would question her lukewarm concern for Esperanza, but she knew all too well that her mother was cold enough to handle herself with the Dark leader. They had a past that others rarely recalled.
 
   What weighed heavily on Rowan was the news of Holly. There were too many new questions left lingering in the air. Where had Holly taken Lothar? Were they ok? What would Bain do when he saw her again? How would Bain respond to her being a vampire? Most importantly, Rowan questioned how and when to tell him. She loved her brother, but he was a hotheaded, arrogant ass sometimes, and she was sure he would storm Evan’s compound to try to beat, torture, and intimidate answers out of the vampire that she believed Evan really didn’t have.
 
   “Rowan? Did you hear me?”
 
   Rowan lifted her face to Cree, a sheepish smile on her face. “I am sorry; I was lost in thought.” 
 
   “What do you want to do about Bain?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know. I think we should keep him on the search for Mother and wait to drop the bomb about Holly… If for some reason we don’t find her and Lothar alive… I don’t want to re-break his heart over our little sister.”
 
   Cree sighed. He understood where Rowan was coming from, but he didn’t agree with keeping Bain in the dark.
 
   “Don’t sigh at me, Cree, there is too much going on for us lose Bain to his anger and pain.”
 
   Cree nodded. “Fine, what’s the plan?”
 
   “Gather the warriors; it’s time to make a plan. We have two of ours we need to bring home.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen 
 
    
 
   Lothar held Holly close. The water was warm and still lapping against them. Holly’s breath tickled the sensitive skin of his neck just below where her little fangs had pierced his skin and she had fed upon him.
 
   “You’re breathing,” he noted, as he reluctantly moved out of the water to the shore of the clear, beautiful lake.
 
   He felt her lips press against his skin briefly before she sighed. “I am a strange vampire. I still have to breathe. Just not near as often as most Fae or humans for that matter.”
 
   Lothar’s wings spread out behind him, and he lifted them towards the cave entrance. Holly split the water, allowing them easy access to the cave.
 
   “Does that conjuring magic of yours extend to beds?” 
 
   “Ummhmm,” Holly murmured.
 
   The back wall began to shimmer, a large bed filling the space. With four large posts and adorned with lush, white covers and lots of green-hued pillows. Lothar took long, steady step to the bed, where he gently deposited Holly on the plush bedding. She hadn’t bothered to conjure any new clothing, leaving her naked and exposed to his hungry eyes. Holly laid there, a seductive glint in her eye and a smooth smile lifting the corner of her lips.
 
   “That smile is dangerous to my good senses.” Lothar climbed over her, his knees spreading her legs so he could find comfort cradled within her body. “Funny how humans seem to believe vampires are cold. You, my beautiful Holly, are a roaring fire, heat radiates from your smooth, sweet skin. I could stay wrapped in your warmth all day.” 
 
   Holly closed the distance between them and slanted her mouth over his. She kissed him deeply until he pulled back in need of air. “I sense a but in that previous statement. What’s the matter, Lothar?”
 
   Lothar groaned and rolled off her. “As much as I hate to say it, I need food and you need to work on your flashing.”
 
   She sighed and rolled over to stare down at him. “Fine, let’s go get some mangoes and have a little lunch. Maybe we can explore a little and try to figure out where we are, and then tomorrow we can try the flashing.”
 
   Lothar tucked a honey-colored lock of hair behind her ear and smiled. “Are you stalling?”
 
   “Maybe a little.”
 
   “Because you don’t want to see your family?”
 
   She nipped at his bottom lip before answering. “Partly. But this is a pretty romantic island; I think we should take advantage of it.”
 
   Lothar growled as she kissed his neck, moved over his collarbone, and down the deep ridge that separated his eight pack of abs.
 
   “I agree the island is romantic, but we can’t hide here.”
 
   “One day is not hiding.” Her tongue swept around his navel before she continued lower. Lothar’s hands fisted the bedding as her tongue picked up the small bead of pre-come that glistened at the tip of his cock. “Holly…” His voice was a strained warning as her little mouth took all of him in.
 
   Holly didn’t bother to respond with words as she suckled him softly, taking his hard flesh in and out of her mouth, teasing him with her tongue every time she pulled back.
 
   “One day is not hiding,” he conceded as he buried his fingers in her thick curls.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Holly had indeed seen a mango grove. It was closer to dinner by the time they made it there. With a canvas bag she’d conjured, they filled up on mangoes and headed back towards the waterfall. The island was eerily quiet, missing the sounds that most untouched forests held. 
 
   “What’s bothering you?” Holly asked as they set the mangoes down on the small dining table.
 
   “The island is too quiet. Did you see a single track in the grove, hear a single bird, or any creature for that matter?”
 
   She tilted her head. Concern etched her delicate features. “I did not. Do you think it has something to do with the Fae magic you felt?”
 
   Lothar lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know, but if we’re going to be stuck here, we should probably take the time to find out a little more about where we are.”
 
   Holly nodded and turned to the rushing wall of water that hid them. She closed her eyes and called on her magic. The wall of water froze in front of them.
 
   “A little added protection,” she offered as Lothar arched a brow at her.
 
   “Perfect, let’s eat now.” Lothar grabbed a mango and turned it in his fingers; Holly held a peeler out to him and smiled.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “What? So you mean Lothar is missing?” Kale growled.
 
   Uriah remained quiet, but you didn’t have to have the power to read others to see the pure concern on his face.
 
   “And that fucking vampire won’t tell us where one of his leeches took him?” His eyes darted between Rowan and Cree. “What aren’t you telling us?” Bain was seething.
 
   Rowan sighed. “Bain, cool your heels. The vampire that flashed out of there with Lothar is a young vampire who has yet to control the power; somehow, she ran into Lothar and they flashed away. Evan can’t locate them, but is certain that they are alive.”
 
   “How the fuck does he know that? And, more importantly, why the hell do you believe anything that comes out of his blood-sucking mouth?”
 
   “Stop,” Rowan hissed. “I have heard enough of your hatred.” Rowan sighed as Bain arched a brow at her. “You will continue your search for the vampires that took Mother. Uriah will help you.” She looked to Uriah, daring him to argue.
 
   Uriah dipped his chin, erring on the side of caution and keeping his mouth shut.
 
   “Kale, you and Katarina, if she is up for it, will be working with Lucas, getting the drifter’s refugees registered with us, while Cree handles Evan.”
 
   The room cleared of everyone but Bain and Rowan. Bain kept a steady eye on his sister as she made her way to the door and shut it behind his retreating brothers.
 
   “You do realize that you just shut Cree out of his own office, right?” Bain quipped.
 
   Rowan sighed. “Yes.”
 
   “What is wrong with you?” 
 
   “So many things…” She rubbed her temples before continuing. “Look, Bain. I love you, and in spite of your bad attitude, I always support you, but we will be working with the vampires, and I can’t deal with these outbursts. We need to work together and regardless of what you think you know about the situation with Holly, there is always more than meets the eye in situations like this.”
 
   Bain narrowed his violet gaze on her. “What I know about the situation with Holly is what that bastard vampire told me, and since she is no longer around to explain anything to me, I will never know the rest of the story. What I do know is that while you took lead of the Light and Mother basked in the attention it provided her, I was in the Human World, searching for our baby sister.”
 
   “Don’t be an ass, Bain. I mourned Holly, and I did everything I could to aid in the search for her.”
 
   Bain blew out a deep breath. “Sorry, I know you tried.” 
 
   Rowan smiled. He was such a man-child, and he knew how to look at her and make her feel bad for chiding him, or in this case, calling him out for being a jackass. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen 
 
    
 
   “Focus, Holly.” Lothar crossed his arms over his chest, keeping a steady gaze on her.
 
   “I am trying,” she grumbled.
 
   Lothar arched a brow at her. “Are you really, though?”
 
   Holly smirked at him. She had been trying, she really had. However, Lothar looked adorable scowling at her. He was trying for tough, but he was just a gorgeous distraction. They had been at this for hours now; the sun was starting its descent in the sky. Yet, it was still hot and muggy. 
 
   Trying to focus and find the magic that would carry them back to Vegas was eluding her. It hadn’t helped when Lothar had stripped off his shirt; all she could focus on then was the ripped muscles of his toned chest and stomach and the way his arms flexed as he crossed them over that muscled chest… Well, it made her care less about getting off the island and more about wanting to lick him.
 
   “Well, I was,” she said haughtily.
 
   Lothar chuckled and reached out, pulling her to him. 
 
   “You’re a distraction,” she murmured against his bare chest.
 
   Lothar tipped her chin up, brushing his lips against hers softly, before dipping his tongue in her mouth to kiss her deeply. “You can do this—I know you can.”
 
   “I don’t know how I did it last time.”
 
   “You have to find that same emotion, that trigger, that pulled your power to the surface.”
 
   Fear and despair had pulled at her and try as she might to find something to elicit those feelings, she just couldn’t find them and focus on the vampire compound, where she intended to send them when she finally got them off the island. Holly knew part of her was holding back. That little part of her brain that feared coming clean to her family was working against her instead of helping her to take them back. She was going to have to figure out how to reconcile her conflicting emotions and how her family fit into it.
 
   Holly nodded. “This might take some time. So you’re not allowed to get mad at me.” She reached up and smoothed her finger over his brow, and then down along his stubble-covered jaw. “And quit scowling, you look too adorable.”
 
   Lothar shook his head. Few had ever called him adorable.
 
   “Adorable?” 
 
   “Yep. Adorable, sexy, handsome… there are so many ways to describe you, but when you scowl at me, you’re just adorable.” She snickered.
 
   Lothar lifted her into his arms, pulling her legs around his waist. “Come on, we’re done for the day. It is too damn hot to stand out here any longer.”
 
   Holly smiled. “Ocean or lake?”
 
   “I was thinking naked in the cave.”
 
   “Mmm, I like the way you think,” she purred.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Acacia! What are you doing?” Jelena shrieked as she entered their archives. Acacia stood behind the sacred scrolls, chanting a summoning spell.
 
   Acacia had finished the ancient words before lifting her head to meet her sister’s furious gaze. Meriah ran into the room only moments later.
 
   “What did you do?” Jelena demanded.
 
   “What I had to. We need to know what’s coming and how to stop it. I figure the best place to start is to see who is on the island.”
 
   “Acacia, we are not meant to meddle. Did you not learn that lesson with Kale?”
 
   “Who says? Why do we have access to things like this?” She slammed her palms against the scrolls that were housed in a thick, leather case. “Why would the answers that could save you be readily available if we’re not meant to use them?”
 
   A tear slipped down Acacia’s face as she pleaded with her sisters.
 
   Jelena sighed. “Because our wants affect the free will of our charges, don’t you see that?”
 
   Meriah stepped in then. “Deep down, you know right and wrong, I don’t want to lose her either but these scrolls and the spells they hold, are our past, not our future.  They’re learning tools, not meant to be used.”
 
   Acacia shook her head. “It’s too late now.” She shrugged. “Right or wrong, we will have some answers soon.”
 
   “What did you send to the island?” Jelena asked.
 
   Acacia shook her head. “I sent nothing.”
 
   Meriah and Jelena exchanged desperate looks.
 
   “What’d you do?” Meriah all but whispered the question.
 
   “I woke the island.”
 
   “You didn’t, tell me you didn’t?” Jelena pleaded.
 
   “It’s done,” Acacia stated flatly. “We will soon know who breached its soil.”
 
   Meriah shook her head. She knew that the spell Acacia would have used to awaken the Fates Island would connect her to the creatures that would now stalk the lands in search of what did not belong. The real question was—what would they do when they found what they were searching for?
 
   “This will not end well. You know not what you’ve done,” Jelena said, turning from her sisters as she walked out. She didn’t stop when Acacia called out to her.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   She was returning to the one person she knew could ease the fear that rippled through her. Uriah.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Uriah sat in his room. Discarding his shirt, he then pulled his boots off. He and Bain had scoured the woods around Bain’s childhood home. There was nothing to find and something told him Rowan knew that. He had a deep suspicion that she was trying to keep Bain preoccupied. That meant he was back in the game, following the pissed-off warrior. They had all gotten so used to the happy Bain, thanks to Izzy, but since the vampires stepped in, and Rowan shut him down on his concerns about trusting them, he was a growling, irritable bastard again. Uriah chuckled to himself as he sort of missed that version of Bain… scratch that. He thought he’d missed it. 
 
   “What’s put that smile on your face?” Jelena materialized from the shadows, leaving Uriah to wonder how long she’d been there.
 
   “Just reminiscing. I didn’t expect to see you so soon. What happened before? I was sure that was a good-bye.”
 
   She shook her head as she moved to stand in front of him. Her hands reached out to cup his face. “Things are complicated.”
 
   “They always have been. Especially for us.”
 
   She smiled. “Us,” she whispered. “Tell me what is happening around here.”
 
   “Okay, well Lothar and Esperanza are both missing.”
 
   She titled her head at him. “I didn’t know. Are you okay?”
 
   “I think so, Lothar is a capable warrior.”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, he is.” She smiled softly. “You all are—I have enjoyed being a small part of your lives,”
 
   “You’re more than a small part. You are what keeps us alive.”
 
   “I wish I could be sure that I will always be around to continue to keep you safe.”
 
   “What’s wrong, Jelena? Something has put worry all over your beautiful face.”
 
   “You think I am beautiful?”
 
   Uriah laughed, placing his hands over hers. “You know I do.”
 
   “Good. Because it’s my turn to break the rules.” She moved to straddle his lap, bringing her lips to meet his in a needy kiss.
 
   “Jelena?”
 
   “Do you not want this? Do you not want me?”
 
   Uriah shook his head. “You’re all I’ve ever wanted. For centuries I have dreamt of kissing you. But something is wrong. Talk to me.”
 
   She smiled softly. “I never understood what is was… what I felt… and I know now. That if there were some way, I would always choose you. So please, Uriah. Don’t stop this,” she said, cutting off any further concern he had over her actions.
 
   Jelena’s hands shook as she moved them down his bare chest to the waistband of his jeans. With her mind set on having just one pure moment of love with him, she worked open his button and carefully slid down his zipper.
 
   Uriah groaned into her mouth as she found his hardening flesh and grasped him carefully.
 
   For all her years of living and ruling the Underworld, she had remained chaste, and still her body’s need drove her forward. Fear be damned! It had no place in this moment. Uriah stood, keeping her wrapped in his arms. His pants fell to the floor as he sat down gently on his bed. Pulling at the deep, red tie of her flowing, white gown, it fell open around her to reveal perfect, pale skin. Uriah licked his lips as he looked at every curve of the woman he had craved for so many years. Goose bumps began to pop up on her soft skin. Uriah lifted his gaze to hers. Her beautiful face was framed with her black hair fanning out around her.
 
   “You’re cold.” He moved to lie next to her and kissed her gently as he pulled the cover over them.
 
   She sighed as her hand ran down his side.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head. “I’ve wanted this for far too long. Please don’t make me wait any longer.”
 
   Uriah smiled as he moved between her thighs and settled his elbows on either side of her head. He kissed her, harder this time, as he rubbed his cock gently against her now-glistening silk folds. With one swift thrust, he slid deep inside of her. She whimpered and he stilled, allowing her to adjust to the pressure that filled her warm sheath. With a soft kiss, she began rolling her hips slowly. Uriah moved deeply inside of her, pulling back he locked his gaze with her beautiful, pale jade eyes as he made love to his Immortal. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   The island erupted, the earth shaking beneath them as they lay curled in bed. The walls crumbled as rock and dust filled the air.
 
   “What is that?” Holly yelled over the roar around them. Lothar hoisted her into his arms, sprinting for the wall of water, turning so his back broke through the thin layer of ice Holly had conjured and he took  the brunt of the punishing stream of water beyond. His wings opened in time to lift them from the fast-approaching ground. Holly wrapped her arms around him as he lifted them into the air.
 
   “What the hell is happening?” she called over the rush of air that beat her hair against her face.
 
   “I believe that was the equivalent of an earthquake, but somehow I don’t think it was a natural occurrence. Do you feel the magic around us?”
 
   Lothar circled, landing near the top of the waterfall. This part of the island was less grown over and more rock than lush soil.
 
   The shaking stopped and was followed by more eerie silence. He set Holly on her feet and studied their surroundings. The island seemed different. New life or, more likely, old life, had been breathed into it. The magic was ancient and something told him they needed to get off the island and quick. The sun began to rise quickly, adding light to what their eyes hadn’t been able to pick up before. The forest below was moving; life was rising all around them. Lothar eyed a flock of large birds take flight from somewhere deep inside the tall palms.
 
   “Where do you suppose those birds came from?” Holly asked as she eyed the bright, colorful flock. 
 
   A screech rent the air as the trees bent to the mass of a large creature also taking flight as it followed the flock that was clearly slated as its breakfast. The creature’s eagle-like mouth captured half the flock, blue feathers lifting around its neck as it worked to swallow its prey. Its tawny-colored, lion-like body took unsteady flight on white wings as it chased the remaining birds that bobbed and weaved in an attempt to elude their pursuer. 
 
   “Oh, son of a bitch.” Holly moved to Lothar, her eyes wide and frightened. “Get us out of here,” she shrieked.
 
   Lothar watched the griffin as it consumed the flock of birds, and then seemed to scan the skies for something more to sate its hunger.
 
   “Run!” Lothar growled urgently.
 
   “Fly us out of here!” Holly shrieked as Lothar grabbed her arm to pull her with him.
 
   “It just ate like fifty birds. I don’t think we want to be in the sky right now,” he yelled, still dragging her with him. “Now beat feet, little vampire.”
 
   The creature shrieked, sending chills down Lothar’s spine as he found a thicket of trees to duck into. The wings of the massive creature beat the air down on them as it passed over, screaming into the once-still and quiet air.
 
   Lothar and Holly both watched quietly as it moved over them and eventually disappeared into the rising sun.
 
   “That was a griffin,” Holly whispered in shock.
 
   Lothar sighed. “That it was.”
 
   “I don’t remember them being that big in all the stories. Where the hell did it come from?”
 
   Lothar shook his head as he took her hand, tugging her deeper into the few trees that provided them with cover.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked numbly as she followed.
 
   “I don’t know. I think we should probably head back down to the forest below. We need to find a way down that doesn’t require flying.”
 
   Holly nodded as they moved towards the cliff’s edge, but remained in the sparse trees.
 
    
 
   Time seemed to fly by them as they made their descent down the front of the cliff to the base of the waterfall and into the dense foliage. Lothar prayed it would give them a better chance of maneuvering through the island to find some place for them to locate cover while they figured out how to get off this now-living island. Animals and creature were abundant around them now, even thousands of insects had come to scurry, flit, and fly in the rich ecosystem.
 
   “Lothar, I need a break,” Holly grumbled as they followed a stream that would lead them to the sandy shores.
 
   Lothar saw the stress on her face finally, taking a break to truly look at her.
 
   “Ok, let’s find a spot for the night.”
 
   Holly looked around them. “Where?”
 
   “I would suggest somewhere off the ground. Can you pull out a little more magic to help us out?”
 
   She nodded. “What do want me to conjure?”
 
   “It should be any easy one.” He pointed to a cluster of trees. “Build us a deck up there, and I will do the rest.
 
   Holly nodded and created a deck that connected the three trees closest to them. Lothar pulled her into him, kissing her forehead as he leapt up on the deck, testing their weight on it before he set her down and got to work creating a shelter. He used large banana leaves, creating a cover that would go unnoticed by most things that went bump in the night. Most things. He wasn’t sure what other long extinct creatures lurked around them, but he figured this was a good cover. Still, he doubted he would be sleeping tonight.
 
   Holly dropped to the floor of their accommodations and pulled her knees to her chest.
 
   Lothar sat next to her, pulling her tight to his side. “Talk to me.”
 
   A smile flirted over her lips, but never made a real connection. Just having him there and holding her made her feel a little better but still, the truth nagged at her. “This is my fault. We could die because of me.”
 
   Lothar tipped her chin so he could see her beautiful, albeit haunted, lavender eyes. “Did you flash us here on purpose?”
 
   “You know I didn’t. I still don’t know where here is”
 
   Lothar nodded. “Are you able to flash us out of here, but just aren’t?”
 
   She tilted her head in understanding of what he was doing. “No.”
 
   “Then this is not your fault. This is just the circumstances we were dealt. We will make it out of here, I promise.”
 
   He kissed her gently as they lay back on the unyielding flooring. She closed her eyes and imagined something plush replacing the hard ground. Lothar pulled back to see what she had conjured up. A soft feather bed appeared beneath them.
 
   “I am too worn out to conjure anything else,” she murmured against the crook of his neck.
 
   “I know,” he whispered against the top of her head, where he placed a gentle kiss. “Get some sleep.”
 
   Lothar was thankful Holly was in a deep sleep as the forest burst into life late in the night, roars, screeching, cries, and thrashing echoed all around them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   As dawn began to break over the island, the noises calmed to those of a normal forest. Only then did Lothar allow his lids to close and a brief moment of sleep to take him.
 
   Holly woke to the chirping of birds. Her instant reaction was fear that their morning greeting would alert the griffin that had stalked the skies. Rolling on her side, she looked down at a wary and exhausted-looking Lothar. His breathing was steady, but she had no doubts that he had only recently fallen to the Sandman. The thought had her brows furrowing… was the Sandman real too? With a soft sigh, she stood and stretched, thankful to find her body felt rested and prepared for the long day of travel ahead of them, also glad to hear the birds had quieted down. Moving a few leaves aside, Holly peered out of their shelter. The forest was covered in a light dew that made her throat dry. Looking back at a content and sleeping Lothar, she chose not to wake him as she leapt from the tree to the soft forest floor. The stream was only a few feet away; the rushing water called to the dry state of her mouth. Cupping her hands, she dipped them into the rushing water and brought it to her lips. She was thankful that, as a vampire, or really a Fae in general, she didn’t have to worry about the water making her sick.
 
   This part of the stream was more a river with its depths and width. Holly wondered if she might find some fish for breakfast. She also wondered what else might be in the water. Taking a step back from the shore, she turned to move away, never seeing the white skin and blue mane that briefly broke the surface to watch her walk away.
 
   “You shouldn’t be out here alone,” Lothar said as he hit the ground and watched her come back to the cluster of trees.
 
   “I know, but I was thirsty and the water was calling to me.”
 
   “Well, next time, wake me and I’ll go with you.”
 
   “I am not incapable of defending myself.”
 
   Lothar nodded. “I am well aware of that, but we have no idea what is on this island so someone keeping an eye on your back is simply prudent.”
 
   Holly grunted before lacing her fingers with his. “We should head out.”
 
   Lothar pulled her to him, dipping his face to press his lips to her neck. “Let’s go, love.” 
 
   The walk was tedious, the ground uneven, and the temperature was steadily rising. Holly’s eyes drifted over all the plant life. There was an odd combination of trees, palms mixed with Aleppo pines, a few small groves of fruit-bearing trees, an olive grove, some pomegranate trees, and even a patch of Mandarins. Beyond the thick trees that held the scorching sun at bay, the forest floor was full of blossom-bearing bushes.
 
   “This island is strange… It seems eclectic, for lack of a better word. These plants aren’t meant to be found all together, are they?” Holly asked.
 
   Lothar stopped at a large plant covered in beautiful, deep azure trumpet blossoms cradling a cream-colored center and encompassed with dark green leaves. Just next to the Trumpet Gentian, a flower he recognized from some time he spent in Italy, was a gigantic, full-leaved plant that stood nearly as tall as Holly, with massive, white calla lily-like blooms.
 
   “It does seem to have an interesting variety of plant life.” Lothar bent to pluck a blue blossom and smiled as he handed it to Holly. 
 
   Holly smiled as she brought the flower to her nose, taking a deep breath of the sweet scent. She fought back a sneeze, having brought the fragrant flower too close for her heightened senses.
 
   Lothar shook his head and took the flower from Holly, tucking it behind her ear, and then kissed her briefly. He wrapped an arm around her shoulder, and they continued on their path along the river.
 
   “How far do you think we are from the shore?” she asked.
 
   “At this rate, we probably still have three days of travel.”
 
   “I haven’t heard the griffin again, have you?”
 
   Lothar gave her a sidelong look. “I heard a few things last night, but not the griffin.”
 
   Holly’s brows arched. “What did you hear?”
 
   “I can’t say for sure, but I have a feeling we are surrounded by more than just ancient Fae magic.”
 
   The familiar pulse of the life that radiated from the very core of the island was indeed familiar, but Lothar couldn’t quite place what he felt. The griffin struck a chord niggling at his memory, the history of his people, the stories that were passed to each and every warrior. And still something blocked him from the details he struggled to see. Last night, he heard the calls and cries of predator and prey and he recognized a few of the sounds, none of which he wanted to believe were really sharing space with Holly and himself.
 
   “You know something. Don’t hide it from me just because you want to protect me.”
 
   Lothar studied her beautiful face, her chin slightly jutted in challenge, her eyes slightly narrowed, and her lips set in a nearly pressed line.
 
   “All right, I swore I heard a few long forgotten Fae creatures.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   Lothar smirked. “Such as… the call of the banshee, and I am pretty sure I saw a faun when I was building our shelter last night.”
 
   “Ok, the banshee isn’t good, but the faun isn’t necessarily bad… right?”
 
   Lothar shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t know, Holly. I am fairly certain that we aren’t supposed to be here and as such, there are few things that I would say aren’t threats.”
 
   Holly squeezed in closer to him, tipping her face towards his ear. “So the fact that something is following us, is cause for concern?” 
 
   Lothar dipped his face towards her. “You caught that, huh?”
 
   She nodded. “Whatever they are, they’re small, and there are at least eight of them.”
 
   Lothar smiled, impressed by her observation. “Shall we find out what is following us?”
 
   Holly nodded before they both swung around with blinding speed, catching the group of goblins that followed completely off guard. Their scrunched-up faces with elongated noses and pointy ears brightened with surprise. They stood at maybe a foot and a half tall, and Holly heard the word “aw” slip through her lips before she could stop herself.
 
   Lothar arched a brow at her before returning to the group of creatures standing in front of them. His gaze lasered the group, causing six of the eight of them to flee into the dense bushes around them. The two that remained exchanged irritated glances before the chubbier of the two turned to the bush, shaking his fist at the direction of their fleeing comrade. “Cowards,” he accused, in a small, but deep voice.
 
   “What are they?” the other asked the obvious leader of the group, that was now just a pair.
 
   “They are what woke us.” 
 
   “The tall ones have disturbed the Island.”
 
   “The tall ones are Fae.” The lead goblin took a step closer and stared up at them. “The male is Light… the female is a vampire.”
 
   The other goblin screeched and backed up from them. “Vampires walk in the light now… this can’t be good. They set off the balance. The Fates will not like this… nope…nope… no, they won’t.”
 
   Holly furrowed her brow and looked to Lothar. “Did they just say the Fates?”
 
   Lothar squatted and caught the gaze of the leader. “I am Lothar, son of Ragnar, and a Light Fae warrior. What is your name?”
 
   The goblin puffed his chest out, taking pride as he spoke. “I am Nebo. That is Kebo.” He gestured to the goblin behind him who had a cautious eye on Holly as he backed up towards the bushes the others had disappeared in to. 
 
   “Nebo, it’s nice to meet you. That pretty lady behind me is Holly. She wouldn’t hurt you or any of your friends. We’re just trying to get out of the forest and back home.”
 
   “You cannot leave the forest. Only the Fates… only the Fates,” Kebo said as he stopped, half hidden in the thick brush.
 
   Lothar eyed Kebo before turning back to Nebo “What is your friend talking about?”
 
   “Kebo is brother. He is skittish one.”
 
   Lothar smiled. “But what did he mean?”
 
   “Once in the forest, no one leaves. All who dwell within stay within.”
 
   Lothar lifted his gaze to Holly. She bit her lips and stepped forward to kneel with Lothar in front of Nebo. “So, will this river not lead us to the beach?”
 
   Nebo shook his little head, causing his pointy hat to bob with the movement. “The river will lead you back to the falls where it starts.”
 
   Holly furrowed her brow. “Is there no way off the island? What about flying?”
 
   “We no fly, but the griffin does. It eats all that try to fly from the Fates.”
 
   Lothar cut in then. “You and Kebo both mentioned the Fates. Who are the Fates?”
 
   Nebo chuckled. “Everyone knows who the Fates are. Stay on land. Not in sky, not in water.”
 
   Nebo looked past Lothar and Holly. “Take cover, tall ones!” Nebo dove into the safety of the bushes as Lothar grabbed Holly by the waist and ducked behind a tree. Mere minutes later, the spot where they had stood was overcome by a herd of white horses led by one black, very unique creature.
 
   Holly looked to Lothar a small smile lifting her lips. “It’s a unicorn,” she murmured.
 
   The beast was large. A shiny black coat covered its thick body, longer hair hanging at its massive cloven hooves, with a silky main of onyx hair falling along its neck. The spiraling horn from its head reminded Holly of a raven’s feather in the sun, shades of deep blue, purple, and even a light dusting of dark pink stretched from its forehead. The herd stopped briefly, the unicorn blowing and stomping its front hooves before they took off and disappeared from sight.
 
   “Nebo?” Holly called out.
 
   The small goblin peeked out from the large, crown flower bush. Pushing aside one of the white blossoms, he smiled. “Petran never looks where he stomps with his females.”
 
   “Is that what the unicorn’s name is?” Holly asked.
 
   “Yes, be wary as you make island home, tall ones.” Nebo disappeared back into the thick bush.
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
   Izzy sat in Rowan’s study. Her eyes flicked around the room with impatience. It wasn’t like Makyle to be late. Something was up with the Immortal, but as always, Izzy couldn’t truly read what hid behind his stunning eyes. He was all things good girls were supposed to avoid: tall, dark, and dangerous. And that was the true kicker for her… something lurked beneath the surface of the man. He was hiding something from her, and she didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Izzy almost jumped out of her skin as Makyle all but materialized out of the shadows.
 
   She shook her head at him. “Damn it. You scared me.”
 
   Makyle chuckled. “Jumpy are we?”
 
   “There’s a lot going on around here.”
 
   He nodded as he pushed off the wall and came to sit next to her. “I know. Are you doing ok?”
 
   Izzy titled her head at him, a small smile gracing her lips. “I wasn’t referring to my new powers.”
 
   “Ah, so Lothar, then?”
 
   “I am worried. He’s been missing for a few days now. Everything Cree has tried isn’t helping.” She shrugged and let the unknown of the situation make her statement end there.
 
   “Does it help if I tell you everything that is happening is part of the greater plan?”
 
   Izzy rolled her eyes. “You said that same thing when I trashed that room at Desert Brew, with Uriah’s power.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “True? That’s all you have to say about it?”
 
   “You wouldn’t be given more than you were meant to handle, that much I know for sure. Those same rules apply to Lothar and all the brothers. Life is a set of trials, all of which you are capable of prevailing through.”
 
   “Do you know the crap that has happened to me since you woke the Fae in me?”
 
   Makyle laughed. “I have heard some rumors.”
 
   “It’s not funny!” she said in exasperation.”
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe not to you. It matters not, Isabelle—it was your destined path.”
 
   “You’re cryptic and infuriating sometimes.”
 
   “And you are lucky I care for you as I do, or I could smite you for speaking to me in that tone.”
 
   She shook her head as he smirked at her… He was kidding… well, mostly. She had no doubt he could do some smiting, but there was no real threat to her where he was involved. He was like her Fae father or brother, but she already had a solid group of brothers.
 
   “Just know that everything will work out as it is meant to, and I believe you and yours will be okay in the end.”
 
   Izzy smirked, something Kale had once told her sparked a thought. “Do the rules the Immortal Three have with the brothers apply to you and your brothers when dealing with Rowan or me, for that matter?”
 
   Makyle arched a brow. “Acacia has a big mouth. You aren’t supposed know about that rule.”
 
   “So they do apply? You can’t lie to me.”
 
   “Technically, no. But be aware of what you ask me now.”
 
   “Do you know where Lothar is?”
 
   “I do not.”
 
   “Do your sisters know where he is?”
 
   “I do not know.”
 
   “Is Lothar alive?”
 
   “Yes.” Makyle smiled at her.
 
   “But he is off your radar for some reason?”
 
   “Yes, now no more questions. You need to feed.”
 
   “One more.” She smiled as sweetly as she could at him.
 
   Makyle sighed. “One more.”
 
   “Do you know who the vampire that flashed him away is?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can you tell me?”
 
   “Not unless you can guess.”
 
   Makyle pushed his wrist towards her and arched a brow as he drew a blade across it. “Drink up before my blood spills and ruins Rowan’s furniture”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   “How long until they retaliate?” Jaeb asked Darion.
 
   Darion shook his head, moving to the large window that looked out upon the dark forest below. Yanking on a thick, gold rope, Darion drew the burgundy velvet drapes over the cool glass.
 
   Darion knew the Light would come upon him; they were cautious though, so he knew he had some time. During that time, he would continue to mess with them while he figured out how to draw Esperanza to his side. Permanently. He knew it wouldn’t take much. He just needed to show her what she could look forward to at his side.
 
   “What will you do next?” Jaeb asked.
 
   What would he do next? That would have something to do with the wretch Katarina. She needed to pay for rising against him, but how to get to her with the blasted warrior glued to her was the real issue.
 
   “Perhaps next I will deal with Jake and the seer. That should hit Katarina where it counts.”
 
   Jaeb smiled. A wicked twist to his plump lips, he had a feminine air about his features, but with that smile, he was rather cruel looking.
 
   “You sneer at her name.” 
 
   “I sneer at the thought of all of them. They should have been thankful for what you gave them. I do miss Synawen, though. She was quite fun.”
 
   Darion smiled. “She was. However, she is the past and no longer a need of mine.”
 
   “Ah, but Lady Esperanza?”
 
   Darion moved to the bed where Jaeb sat. “We will not be discussing Lady Esperanza. She is of no one’s concern other than mine. Now, I am finished talking about this as you are not a member of my council or part of my guard.”
 
   The beautiful nymph closed his eyes as Darion ran one finger across the smooth skin of Jaeb’s cheek. “I have already summoned Ardea. Shall we get started without her?” Darion reached for the tie at his waist. The long, green robe he wore fell open around his sculpted body. With a hard stare, Jaeb slipped from the bed to his knees in front of his Lord.
 
   The door to Darion’s chambers opened, and Ardea slipped inside. 
 
   Darion lifted his gaze from Jaeb as the nymph leaned forward. He smiled at the magma, who began undressing as she made her way to the two men. “You’re just in time.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
   Esperanza watched as Ardea slipped through the thick, wooden doors that led to Darion’s chambers. Something was up with the little fairy. She had met Esperanza with barely veiled animosity as she tended to her, becoming her lady in waiting over the past week. However, tonight when Darion had summoned her to his room, the young woman had smirked with satisfaction. As if she had just won some sort of challenge against her. Well, the little fairy would soon learn that Esperanza didn’t lose. Ever. She got her way. Always, and what she wanted, she took… right now, she wanted Darion and all that came with him. Power.
 
   With a twist on her lips, the challenge accepted, and confidence free flowing through her veins, Esperanza rapped against the thick wood that Ardea had closed behind her. “Open the door, Darion.”
 
   The door swung open slowly, the space filling with Darion’s sweaty, sculpted frame. Naked and hard. Her eyes drifted lower to his thick erection standing at attention. Esperanza licked her lips. 
 
   Darion smirked at her. “Esperanza, what a delicious surprise.”
 
   She peered past him to the fairy and a male nymph naked on the bed. Her eyes drifted back to Darion’s smug face. She arched a brow and smiled right back at him. “Delicious indeed.” Stepping closer, she grasped Darion’s erection, stroking it softly. “Get rid of the fairy, and it will be downright decadent.”
 
   Darion gripped her hand that lightly stroked him. Squeezing harder, he forced her hand to jerk him roughly, his eyes sliding closed. “Ardea, you’re dismissed.”
 
   The fairy didn’t argue as she got off the bed and dressed quickly, fire flickering in her eyes as she passed Esperanza. 
 
   Esperanza smiled cruelly back at her, shutting the door on the retreating fairy. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   It was unexpected and unreal. Darion stood at the cracked drapes, letting the rays of a new day peek into his chambers. His left shoulder held a mark. A gray-scale, tattoo-style infinity symbol rested over a black rose with lavender highlights. His gaze moved to the beautiful, blonde-haired, lavender-ice eyed woman. Esperanza was naked in his bed, the cover resting just below her breasts. A matching mark decorated her skin just below her left collarbone. Years of searching and capturing succubi to satiate his feeding, and he had finally found his true mate. 
 
   The mother of his enemy was the one person who controlled the calling of the incubus that dwelled within him. Darion played the evening over, the way she had entered his room after forcing him to kick Ardea from the chambers. She had stripped on her way to his bed. The woman knew what she wanted and worked her body to get it. A beautiful body that was taut and well treated—it put some of the youngest women he had taken to his bed to shame. 
 
   She was perfect, and she was his. There was nothing that would make him give her up now. He would go to war for the conniving and cruel woman who just stole his heart. The black rose was a perfect match for them.
 
   Darion moved back to the bed, staring down at his most prized possession. He felt his cock stiffen, her breasts were rising and falling with every deep, sleep-filled breath she took. Pulling the covers off her, Darion moved to lie next to her. Shoving his fingers through her hair, he jerked her head back and nipped at the skin of her throat.
 
   She responded as he had hoped, a moan passing through her lips before she reached out and dug her nails into the flesh of his arm.
 
   “Is that any way to wake a lady?” she chided.
 
   “I will wake my lady any way I want to,” he growled, before rolling on top of her, forcing his knees between her thighs. “It’s just me and you now. No Jaeb to get in the way of what I want to do with you.”
 
   She laughed at him, a wicked smirk gracing her lips. “You ran him off pretty quickly last night.”
 
   Darion dropped his lips to hers, crushing her with a brutal kiss. “He didn’t understand the rules.”
 
   “And what are the rules, Darion?”
 
   “He touches you only when I see fit. And because of this mark,” he tapped his shoulder, “you are mine, Therefore, I decide what he can and cannot do to you.”
 
   Esperanza eyes widened as she took in the true-mate mark. “And here I thought you were a lying bastard when you told me the legend of the true-mate mark all those years ago.” 
 
    Darion ran his fingers over her collarbone to caress her mark. “I told you, you should have let me fuck you all those years ago.” 
 
   She smirked. “Well, this is unexpected. However, it means I decide who gets to do what to you as well.”
 
   Darion smiled down at her before thrusting deeply into her heated sheath. 
 
   “Seems we have some things to discuss.”
 
   He pulled out, and then thrust back into her hard. 
 
   “You’re taking this news rather well,” he noted.
 
   She scoffed. “I don’t run from what I want. You have what I want. Power.”
 
   “That I do, Essie, that I do.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Lothar watched as the sun dipped past the horizon. He had left Holly hidden in tonight’s shelter while he collected some berries for their dinner. The goblins had cautioned him from the waters, a warning he would think about tomorrow. For right now, the berries would have to suffice. He was getting hungry, but the fruit was tiding him over for now. They had collected some mandarins on their walk. They were still following the river, hoping that the goblins were wrong about their chances of getting off the island.
 
   Lothar leapt to the tree house Holly was able to conjure. The full night’s sleep and a quick sip of his blood had refilled her power, allowing her to call her magic and make a real shelter for the night. Pushing open the door, he stepped into the studio-style room. It was lit with sparkling orbs that flitted and twinkled above them. Holly sat on a small couch, her knees pulled to her chest, and a distant look in her eyes. The awe of the unicorns and the goblins had long worn off and something dark had settled on her just after she finished creating a home for them for the night. 
 
   Holly closed her eyes, chanting softly. When she opened her purple eyes, a slight smile graced her lips. “A shielding spell, nothing will see or hear us up here now.”
 
   Good, Lothar thought. “Are you ready to eat? We’re having fruit salad tonight.”
 
   She nodded and rose from the couch to take a seat at the small dining table. Lothar placed a bowl of mixed fruit in front of her as he took a seat across the table. Silence reigned in the room as he finished his food. Her bowl of fruit remained untouched as she sat quietly and avoided eye contact, keeping her face cast down at her hands in her lap.
 
   Lothar scented the salty wetness before catching sight of the tear she attempted to hide.
 
   He pushed back from the table and moved to kneel next to her, pushing her chair away from the table so he could kneel between her legs. Cupping her face, he forced her to look at him.
 
   “Don’t cry; it is going to be fine.”
 
   She sniffled, trying to hold back the sobs that threatened to wrack her body. “We’re stuck here, and it’s all my fault.”
 
   Lothar shook his head. “We’ve been over this; it was not your intention. Therefore, you shouldn’t blame yourself. I don’t blame you. We will work on the flashing, and you will get it down and when you do, we will get home.”
 
   “I can’t flash us out of here… I was terrified when we saw the griffin. I tried to think of home, and I tried to flash us out of here. I felt the rush of magic but nothing happened. I think the goblins were telling the truth… we’re never getting off this island.”
 
   Her tears let loose as she wrapped her arms around his neck. Lothar ran his hands over her back before he hoisted her into his arms, cradling her against his chest. Making his way to the bed that took up the far wall, he gently laid her down. Starting at her bare feet, he kissed her ankle and up her calves. He murmured comforting words as his lips pressed against her smooth skin.
 
   He grazed his teeth against her thighs before lifting his head to unbutton her shorts and pull them down her toned legs. He started back at her ankles again, repeating the process of kissing every inch of her skin, this time his words were all about her.
 
   “Mmm, your skin is like satin teasing my lips.”
 
   Back at her thighs, he pushed her t-shirt up, exposing her firm belly. His tongue circled her navel, flicking the small, silver flower belly ring that decorated her perfect body. Then he kissed up her side to the top of her ribcage, before moving to the other side and staring all over.
 
   “You make me ache for you. I want to taste, nip, and kiss every inch of you.” His big hands flattened on her belly. They slid gently up to her breasts where he cupped them, squeezing softly as his lips found her cleavage, and then moved over the swell. Lothar flicked the front clasp of her bra, releasing her perky breasts and beading nipples. Her shirt and bra disappeared, causing Lothar to stop devouring her with his eyes and meet her gaze. 
 
   “That is a convenient gift you have there. Are you feeling better?” he asked before dropping his mouth to her breast, sucking her nipple into his mouth and worrying the other with his fingers.
 
   “Mmhmm,” was her moaned response.
 
   Lothar let the hand that wasn’t filled with her full breast travel back down her side. His fingers brushed feather soft over her skin, until they met her trimmed curls and cupped her mound before he let two fingers slide into her warm, slick folds.
 
   Lothar captured her mouth as he worked his fingers slowly over her swollen pearl.
 
   She whimpered against his mouth, her fingers finding the fly of his jeans to free him from the thick material. His erection pressed against her belly, eliciting another deep moan. Lothar released her breast and slid his fingers from her. He climbed between her legs, the head of his cock pressed against her core. With a slow move, he buried himself inside of her. Resting his elbows on either side of her head, he supported his weight as he gently caressed her hair. He kissed her deeply and held her gaze every chance he got. With slow, unrushed movements, he made love to her.
 
   With every second their gazes were locked, Holly fell deeper into the man that cradled her head and thrust in languid movements deep inside of her. The sex in the lake had been good, had been amazing, but this time something clicked, and Lothar stole her breath, and stole her heart and soul. She knew with each slow in and out he took from her body that she was lost in him. Whatever he needed, whatever he wanted, she would do it for him. Love. For the first time in her life, she felt the connection that had always been missing for her. She felt precious and priceless. The steel of his eyes seemed to swim, mesmerizing her as she fell deeper into their silver depths. Laying down the last guard she had, Holly reached between them and unscrewed the small navel ring. 
 
   The silver slid from her skin, and Lothar was slammed with every emotion that was radiating from Holly. He groaned as he felt the love, surrender, and need wash over him. He struggled to keep his hips at that perfect speed that built her up, brought her to edge, and heated her body. Holly held up the piece of jewelry, letting him get a good look at it before she threw it across the room. Lothar’s lips slammed back against hers in a crushing kiss that pushed them both over the edge. The waves of pleasure slammed through her, crashed against her skin, flooded her nerves, and sent a moaned version of his name into the night.
 
   Lothar’s back arched. Her name roared into the night as her walls pulsed, squeezing his release, milking every last drop of his seed from him and into the core of her body. Lothar collapsed on top of her, barely holding his own weight on his elbows. As he shifted to move off her, Holly held tight.
 
   “Don’t you dare move off me,” she murmured.
 
   She liked the feel of his weight upon her, his shaft still seated within her. She ran her nails over his back in long, smooth lines. “I love you, Lothar,” she whispered in his ear, and then pressed a kiss to his neck.
 
   He lifted up enough to catch her in his gaze once more. “I know, I felt it. And I love you too, Holly. More than you may believe is possible. But I will spend every day from here on out convincing you of how much I love and adore you.” He ran one of his long fingers over her cheek and kissed her softly, before pulling back and smiling down at her. “And I will forever. No matter what happens, I will love, care about, and support you.”
 
   She grinned and cupped his face, pulling him back to her lips.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Two days passed as Lothar and Holly navigated the island, building shelters as the sun dipped past the horizon. They spent their nights shielded from the dangers of the island as they familiarized themselves with each other. Having removed what shielded her from his gifts, Lothar lapped up every moment of her emotions. In their intimate moments, her love, pleasure, and pure openness often sent him over the edge. He found that they came together, enjoying and finishing with one another. He didn’t need to hear her say that she loved him, the pure emotion permeated his very soul, but damn if he did love hearing it.
 
    On day three of their long journey to make it to the shore, the forest began to thin.
 
   “Maybe the goblins were wrong, the forest is breaking,” Holly said hopefully.
 
   Lothar didn’t want to crush the hope in her voice, but the steady incline told him they weren’t coming any closer to the shoreline. The soft earth beneath them and the thick forest foliage began to give way to a rocky landscape. 
 
   She sighed. “You don’t think so though, do you?”
 
   Lothar simply smiled at her.
 
   “Oh, Lothar, your face says it all; we’re heading back to the waterfall, aren’t we?”
 
   “The landscape seems to indicate that we are coming into an area like when we first saw the griffin.”
 
   Holly blew out a heavy breath as Lothar helped her over a downed tree, the freshly uprooted ground telling him something large had made its way through the area.
 
   He nodded towards a deep pond of water. “Let’s take a break.”
 
   “Is this a good spot?”
 
   He smiled. “Whatever took the tree down is likely gone now. The earth doesn’t show any signs of disturbance since the tree fell.”
 
   “What about the water warning that Nebo gave us?”
 
   The little goblin hadn’t given much detail, but he had said to stay on the earth, not in the sky, which she understood why, and also not in the water. The Gods only knew what dwelled beneath its depths. How many creatures could she count that lurked in dark waters? Too damn many!
 
   Lothar scanned the pool of water with its light current as the river flowed past it. “I guess I will take my chances, I’m thirsty and hot.” He smiled wryly at her. “And I have no doubt I have started to ripen.”
 
   Holly laughed. He smelled perfect in her opinion. All hard-working male and musk, he smelled like he tasted, which she had come to love. His blood was rich and smooth; it boosted her power and sustained her longer than any human she had ever fed from.
 
   “Alright, you clean up and I am going to check and see if there is anything to eat nearby.”
 
   Lothar’s brows furrowed as he scanned the area around them.
 
   She pecked his cheek. “I’ll be fine, and I will stay close. I promise.”
 
   Lothar huffed. He didn’t want her out of his sight. “Be quick.”
 
   She eyed the pond behind them. “You too, we don’t know what lurks in the water.”
 
   “Deal.” He grinned and began stripping off his grungy clothes.
 
   Holly grimaced at the sweaty clothing that clung to him. “I will conjure something clean for you.”
 
   Lothar laughed before kissing her briefly and then diving into the pool of water.
 
   The water was cool and refreshing against his skin, leaving Lothar to long for more time in its soothing depths. Keeping his promise, he scrubbed quickly, dunked his head to clean his hair, and he even let his wings free to give the mahogany feathers a quick dip. 
 
   Lothar shook his head as he emerged from the water to find a short swath of dark buckskin lying where he had dropped his clothing. Lifting the piece of leather, he arched a brow as a leopard print belt and briefs fell loose.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he murmured to himself. Then yelled out to Holly, “Nice to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”
 
   She laughed from somewhere in the trees, “Take a seat, Tarzan. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Lothar chuckled. Bypassing the costume, he stretched out near the water’s edge to let the sun dry the quickly evaporating beads of water that dripped from his skin. Closing his eyes to the heat, he let the sun penetrate and relieve some of the stress in his body.
 
   With his eyes closed and his body relaxed, Lothar didn’t hear or see the water ripple as the beautiful, disguised creature appeared from the water’s depths.
 
   “Male, my water drips from your flesh.” A low, sultry voice had Lothar’s eyes popping open.
 
   Standing waist deep, in the middle of the water, was a woman. She seemed to glow in the sunlight, her color verging on blue and hair so white it looked opalescent as water dripped from the curling ends to slide down her perfectly sculpted frame.
 
   Lothar shot to his feet, his naked body taking a fighting stance while his eyes narrowed on the woman. She smiled, and fuck was she beautiful. Lothar found himself relaxing as he was pulled into her opal gaze. Her hand reached out, and she moved towards the shore.
 
   “Do you fear me, male?” she asked as her feet broke the water’s edge. She stopped there, and Lothar couldn’t stop himself as he moved to stand before her.
 
   A soft breeze lifted the white, gauzy dress she wore, tickling its edges against his bare flesh. 
 
   “Do you fear me?” she questioned again.
 
   Lothar moved robotically as he shook his head no. Fear her? How could anyone fear something so beautiful?
 
   “Good.”
 
   Her touch was cool as she moved her fingers along his jaw. Her lips were cooler. They were like ice as she kissed him, and still they sent shock waves of heat through his veins. Her tongue slipped into his mouth, causing Lothar to groan as she deepened the kiss. His hands fought to reach for her, but something deep in his mind screamed at him, to step back, to pull away. That this kiss was not the right kiss. One word resounding loudly. Holly.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Holly, he loved Holly, how could he betray her like this?
 
   Lothar pulled back from the… the kelpie. A damned kelpie. The spell began to break, her features morphing as she stood before him. The malevolence radiated from her sparkling eyes. A growl sounded from behind him. He cringed at the vicious noise, knowing it was not the cry of one of the dangerous creatures that inhabited this place… Well, not one the island had created.
 
   “Bitch, get the fuck away from my man!” Holly roared, ire flaming in her amethyst eyes.
 
   Oh, he was so screwed. 
 
   The kelpie’s fingers wrapped around Lothar’s forearm, the seal-like texture sticking to him as power blasted from Holly, sending them both flying back into the water. The kelpie screamed as her form shifted to a horse that glared at him. His arm was freed from its grip as the creature shifted into the sea horse, allowing Lothar to scramble for the shore. The kelpie shrieked in anger at the loss of its meal. Its eyes stayed lock on the pair as it sank beneath the rippling surface.
 
   Holly whirled on him, her eyes blazing. She looked him up and down finally settling on his face. “Are you hurt?”
 
   Lothar shook his head clearing the last of the haze that had settled over him. “No, I am fine… Holly, I—didn’t—I…”
 
   She arched a brow at his stammering, her gaze dropping to his cock. “We’ll talk about that later.”
 
   Lothar dropped his eyes to his fucking manhood, standing tall and proud at attention. Full mast. He groaned.
 
   Holly tossed the costume at him. “Let’s get going.”
 
   Like a scolded puppy, Lothar took his punishment and hiked the rest of the day as Tarzan.
 
   As night began to fall, Lothar finally asked her, “How long are you going to be mad about this?”
 
   She stopped conjuring their shelter and raked her eyes over him. With a wicked smile, she answered, “I am not mad. I could feel her magic. I just really wanted to see you in that costume. You make the perfect, sexy Tarzan.” She laughed.
 
   Lothar stood staring, dumbfounded. Holly was going to keep him on his toes for the rest of his life. And he was damn well looking forward to it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   “It has been nearly a week!” Kale’s voice radiated through Cree’s office in Hawk’s Eye Headquarters, flames flicking from his fingertips.
 
   Uriah watched him cautiously while Bain attempted to defuse the situation with a little humor and a fire extinguisher. Kale nearly snarled as Bain took a seat next to him, pointing the black hose at his flaming hands.
 
   “Chill the fuck out, or I will hose your ass down,” Bain warned.
 
   Kale’s eyes flashed with anger, narrowing on his brother briefly before the flames flickered out. He took a deep breath. “What are we doing to locate Lothar?”
 
   Cree sighed. Leaning forward in his chair, he clasped his hands on the glass-topped desk. “I am doing everything I know to do.”
 
   Kale arched a brow. “Like what? I would appreciate some details.”
 
   “As would I,” Uriah agreed with a subdued tone.
 
   Cree’s gaze flicked to the middle brother. Uriah was always calm. He was the noble fighter. The gentleman and, while he remained all of those things, it seemed he was lost somewhere inside of the man that sat before them. Something had been off ever since he’d been injured. Cree had thought that Jelena would be the one to pull him from this funk, but he hadn’t seen her in days and something shadowed and broken had taken its place on Uriah’s face. It was not something Cree had welcomed seeing as it joined the other emotions that plagued the once-solid warrior.
 
   “Well, for starters, Rowan has called in a few favors. A mage to cast a locating spell, which, before you get too excited, has yielded no real results. The damn crystal circled the map but never landed on a location. She has called Juliette in to see if together she and I can make a connection to Lothar’s future. Other than that, and sitting on Evan to use his connections, we have no other options.”
 
   Kale scoffed. “Doesn’t seem like we’re doing enough to find my brother.”
 
   “We’re doing all we can,” Cree stated firmly. He wasn’t about to get angry; he understood where Kale was coming from, but he wasn’t the only one concerned about Lothar. They were all upset over this situation. However, getting pissed and acting like a jackass wasn’t going to help find their missing warrior.
 
   “Maybe we should pay a visit to the vampires.” Bain all but sneered as he said the word vampires.
 
   “You will stay away from Evan and his coven, Bain. That is an order, one that I intend to make you obey.”
 
   Bain arched a brow and sat back in his chair. “Really? And why is it so important I stay away from the bloodsuckers?”
 
   Cree stood to lean over the desk and glowered at Bain.
 
   Curious reaction, Bain thought. They were fucking hiding something, and he was damn well going to find out what.
 
   “I don’t answer to you and, while we are family, I will kick your ass all the way back to the Middle World, where I will let you enjoy an extended weekend in the dungeon, if you go anywhere near Evan or his vamps.” Cree pointed a finger at Bain as he spoke. “We clear?”
 
   Bain smirked. “Crystal. Come on, Kale. I think there are two beautiful women and a bottle of Patron waiting back at Izzy’s for us.” 
 
   Kale and Bain both left without another word. Cree sighed, took his seat once more, and closed his eyes as he pinched the bridge of his nose.
 
   “Are you done with me too?” Uriah asked.
 
   Cree popped open his eyes to study the warrior in front of him. Waving his hand, he dismissed Uriah.
 
   His once tight-knit group of warriors was falling apart. There was little question in his mind that while they all needed each other… they all really needed Lothar. He was their fucking super glue.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Kale grinned. Bain knew the little shit had something on his mind as he turned onto Izzy’s street.
 
   “So,” Kale started nonchalantly. Bain groaned. “Are you at all curious about what we’re going to walk in on?”
 
   Bain glared but kept his eyes glued to the road ahead. “No,” he gritted.
 
   Kale chuckled. “Oh, come on, it wasn’t even two weeks ago that I left my room to see Izzy and Kat making out.”
 
   “Shut up,” Bain snapped.
 
   Kale laughed harder. “Well, you left them at Izzy’s place alone. You never know, Izzy could accidently brush up against Kat.”
 
   “More like Kat would accidentally brush up against Izzy.”
 
   Kale smiled wide at that. “Yeah, you’re probably right. She sure seemed to enjoy their contact.”
 
   Bain growled. He didn’t want Kale talking about his Izzy. “It sounds like you enjoyed their contact.”
 
   “Fuck yeah I did! It was hot, and it kept Kat hot for a few hours.”
 
   “You’re a dick.”
 
   “Get over it, Bain. We witnessed two super-hot chicks making out… think that’s what we’ll walk into now?” Kale poked. He was trying to ruffle Bain’s feathers, and he was succeeding. 
 
   Bain slammed the remote, opening the garage door. “Don’t call my Izzy hot. She’s stunning, beautiful, and sexy. Hot doesn’t do her justice.”
 
   “So you would rather I call her sexy?” Kale asked.
 
   “I’ll fucking rip your tongue out if you do,” Bain said with a small smile, only half kidding, as he exited the car and headed for the house. Pushing his way through the door past the kitchen into the living room, he found the two women sitting on the couch watching one of the damn housewives shows Izzy liked so much. He left out a sigh, and Kale laughed with an impish smirk playing over his lips.
 
   Kat looked up at him, her head tilting in an exasperated gesture. She knew him so damn well. “What did you do, Kale?”
 
   Kale feigned innocence. “Me?” he asked, giving her the biggest, brownest, fake-as-shit puppy dog eyes.
 
   ““What’s going on?” Izzy asked, her eyes drifting between the two warriors.
 
   “Nothing,” Bain grunted.
 
   Kale chuckled. “We were just discussing if we would see naked, sexy lady Twister when we got here.”
 
   Bain launched at Kale, taking him down in a flurry of limbs. Kat and Izzy both shook their heads, knowing neither would actually get hurt, and turned back to the TV.
 
   “They’re such shit disturbers,” Kat mumbled.
 
   “I always call them troublemakers,” Izzy offered.
 
   “Free spirits,” both men bellowed from somewhere down the hall where their roughhousing had taken them.
 
   Izzy and Kat both laughed. 
 
   “Whatever. If you break something, I will find a way to punish you both…” Izzy looked to Kat, who smirked. “And not in a fun way either of you deviants will enjoy.”
 
   Bain winked as he came back in the living room, a black eye already healing on his gorgeous face. Kale followed, wiping blood from his lip and placing a shit-eating grin on his equally handsome face.
 
   Izzy narrowed her eyes at him. “You know, it isn’t exactly nice of you to allude to what happened in the hallway that day.”
 
   He tilted his head at her. “It’s all in fun, Iz. Trust me, it’s all good.”
 
   “Kale.” Kat said his name in pure warning.
 
   “Fine, I will stop, but really Izzy, it’s not a big deal. We all understand what happened.”
 
   Izzy blushed slightly; Bain sat and pulled her into his lap. His power of healing was one they didn’t worry about her siphoning. Izzy snuggled into the comfort of Bain’s body and relaxed instantly.
 
   “So, what does Makyle make of this new development?” Kale asked as he settled into the couch to wrap his arm around Kat.
 
   Izzy’s gaze shifted to Bain, who nodded.
 
   “He thinks that there must be Fae somewhere in my family and because it took his blood to awaken it, he believes it has to be back at least five generations.”
 
   Kat sat up, a twinkle of curiosity on her face. “Does he know what kind of Fae?”
 
   Izzy averted her eyes, and Bain took over. “There is really only one Fae that could do what Izzy does… Azreal.”
 
   Kale let out a long whistle. “Holy shit, Izzy, you’re a reaper?”
 
   Izzy shook her head. “I don’t like that word.”
 
   “Makyle,” Bain said tersely, sensing the tension in Izzy’s body, “says that her power is benevolent and, since she doesn’t drain us when she takes some of our power, she is a gleaner.”
 
   Kale nodded, his brow arched. “I haven’t heard of a new gleaner or reaper being born in centuries.” He smiled at Izzy. “You are the resurrection of a lost species. Do you know how special that makes you?”
 
   Izzy smiled. Man, she loved this part of her family.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   “Do you see that?” Holly asked, pointing towards a large rock formation.
 
   The rock formation seemed to blend into the island. They were coming closer to the top of the waterfall; the foliage was sparse, and the soil was rocky. Lothar’s vision seemed to swim as his brain refused to let him see the odd rocks clearly. Intrigued by the phenomenon, or magic he guessed, they moved closer to the rocks and further from the river they’d been following.
 
   Holly eyes squinted as she followed Lothar towards the rock. It gave her a headache as she tried to view what hid beneath the magic. Lothar reached out his hand, sinking it into the black and grey rocks. Pushing forward, he stepped through. His head popped back out of the rocks, his eyes shining in awe.
 
   “Come on, you are going to want to see this.” Extending his hand to her, he pulled her through with him.
 
   Stopping as soon as she cleared the wall of magic, a slight gasp escaped her lips.
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   Lothar slid his fingers over the gold arch that stood in front of them and led to what he could only describe as a golden village with a massive temple at its’ focal point. A road led them to the massive steps, which escorted them to the impressive place of worship. The road was lined with homes, and the whole place seemed to be lit by the glow of the temple. Where the light was coming from was beyond Lothar, but the whole cave-dwelling village was lit up on its own, providing plenty of light to see what was laid out beyond the arch. Hieroglyphics covered the arch in deep etching; there was a story being told along with what he guessed was a warning.
 
   “What’s it say?” Holly asked as she scrutinized the beautiful carvings. 
 
   Lothar shook his head, dumbfounded by what he saw. “It’s written in two languages.”
 
   “Ok, but what does it say?” Holly pushed.
 
   Lothar gave her an exasperated look. “I don’t know.” He pointed out a sweeping depiction that didn’t look like letters or a picture to Holly. “This is ancient and long-lost words of the Fae. This,” he moved to another carving that looked more rigid with straighter lines. “If I had to guess, I would say it is also very ancient and of Greek or even Roman origin.”
 
   “So it is Fae and human?”
 
   Lothar nodded. “It would appear so.”
 
   “Do you think we’ll be struck dead if we enter the village through the arch?”
 
   Lothar blew out a deep breath. “I doubt it, and this seems as good a place as any to rest. You won’t have to conjure a shelter for us tonight.”
 
   With a deep breath, she passed through the golden arch and was met with no resistance. The magic that surrounded the ancient village seemed to intensify momentarily before shifting. The air lightened as if welcoming them into this piece of very ancient history.
 
   Lothar laced his fingers with hers and they headed towards to the temple. “Keep alert, we have no idea what could be in here.”
 
   Holly scanned the area around them as they walked. “Seems like this would be just the place to either protect the previous inhabitants, from some of the scarier things on this island, or it was where they hid.”
 
   Lothar nodded. “Hopefully, it was where they hid and there is nothing to go bump in the night calling this place home.”
 
   “Here, here,” she agreed.
 
   ****
 
   Lothar and Holly both stared at the massive, gilded doors of the temple. They had bypassed what Lothar had thought were village homes that lined the golden path to the front steps of the temple, only to find that each was a smaller temple and, while he couldn’t read the ancient text, he had a feeling he knew what he’d been looking at. The depictions of beautiful women and strong men above the writing told him he’d passed a place of worship to Aries, Apollo, Hera, Poseidon, Zeus, and Hades. What struck him even more were the five shrines that circled around the sides and back of the temple. If one took a bird’s eye view of the area, it would look much like a keyhole. 
 
   “Do you want to go look?” Holly asked softly. 
 
   “At the Fae shrines?” he asked. She nodded. “I know where we are, and I know what they are.”
 
   “I saw the writing on one. I think it’s a shrine for the Immortal Three,” she said.
 
   Lothar smiled. “Yes, the one opposite it is for the Immortal Four and I am willing to bet if we look at the other three, we will find they belong to the bloodlines of the warriors.”
 
   “So where are we, Lothar? I need to hear you say the word.”
 
   He gave her the softest, most understanding look as he said the word. “Moirai.” 
 
   She nodded. “The Islands of the Fates… and this would be the lost temple of destiny… What have I done?” She shook her head, tears springing in her eyes to catch on her long lashes. She had cut the proverbial string of life for the both of them.
 
   “No,” Lothar said sternly. “You are not going to break down and start blaming yourself again. We are going to figure this out.”
 
   “How?” she asked, swiping at her eyes.
 
   “We’re going to start with your father.”
 
   Holly’s smile was wistful… maybe even a bit sad as she spoke. “Maybe we should start with yours.”
 
   Lothar slung an arm over her shoulders and led them back down the steps. “How about we just start with the first warrior shrine we come upon. My guess is we will be visiting Eckland’s line first.”
 
   Lothar nodded as they passed by the Immortal Three shrine. They never noticed the glimmer of magic that shimmered in the shape of an Immortal Three.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Thank the Gods you’re back. Where did you go?” Meriah asked, lifting her gaze from the tome that sat in her lap. Jelena could almost smell the aged leather and yellowing vellum. 
 
   “I was with Uriah. What are you looking for?”
 
   Meriah closed the book and stood as she blew out a deep breath. “We know who breached the island.”
 
   Jelena shook her head. “Please don’t say it.”
 
   Meriah frowned. “You already know?”
 
   “I have my suspicions. And if I am right, that means we cast the spell that will take out one of Ragnar’s sons, and I can’t imagine being responsible for the pain Uriah will suffer for it.”
 
   “He’s still alive!” Acacia came in the room, winded and excited.
 
   Jelena narrowed her eyes on her sister. “Were you dabbling with magic again?”
 
   Acacia huffed. She was well aware of all the mistakes she had made as of late. It all had started when she told Kale that Kat was still alive. The repercussions had begun to snowball. However, Jelena’s disapproving tone grated on her.
 
   “Yes, and I saw him. He is with Holly. They found the Temple of Destiny.”
 
   “How?” Meriah asked in disbelief.
 
   “They were meant to,” Jelena said softly. “It’s the start, the battle will come, and we can only hope that he makes it out of there alive.”
 
   “You know what that means, right?” Acacia asked. “Are you that eager to die?”
 
   Jelena shook her head. “No, but this is something I have been preparing for. And I have little fight in me.”
 
   “What’s happened to you?” Acacia demanded, fury and sadness mixing in her tone.
 
   What indeed? A heart that loved and longed for something it could never have. And a body that now knew the pleasure that love was capable of providing. Uriah, all she wanted was Uriah. Ending up in the abyss would ease the ache of seeing him, of being so close, but never getting to have him again. She was in love, and it was against the rules.
 
   Acacia watched as Jelena made no attempt to answer, her eyes narrowing as every second of silence stretched between them. “Fine, if they enter our shrine, I will be able to speak to them.”
 
   “We have a shrine?” Meriah asked.
 
   “Yes, and if I can help get them into the temple, then there is a way off the island. I don’t know how, but what I read said something about the test of fate and fear.”
 
   “Ooh, that doesn’t sound pleasant,” Meriah said softly.
 
   “No, but it’s their only hope.” 
 
   “I am surprised; it sounded, not long ago, like you hoped they wouldn’t find their way home,” Jelena accused. 
 
   “Not at all. I just hate to see you so eager to give up. I haven’t yet. We will get Lothar back, and then I will find a way to stop your death… even if you aren’t willing to live.”
 
   Acacia glared at Jelena in challenge as she passed by her and left her sisters behind. They followed the rules blindly, never questioning anything. Well, she was done with that nonsense. A millennia of playing the watcher to the Fae with no life of her own was over. She would find a way to save her sister, no matter the consequences. She had started this whole thing, and she knew without anyone speaking the words that she had set her sister’s death in motion. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Eckland’s temple oozed the feel of Cree’s magic. The gold bricks of the outside façade gave way to onyx walls inside and etchings of the warrior line. Depictions of the first war of the Light and the Dark took up one wall. Stories of the Immortal Heart and how Ekon fought for the light, losing his love in the war, brought a sad smile to Holly’s face. Everyone in the Middle World knew the story of the Warrior God. Across from the war wall stood a table filled with ornately decorated urns, the first five had names carved deeply into the thick, black marble. 
 
   “Bastien,” Holly whispered.
 
   Lothar nodded. “Cree’s brother. His father and uncles are there as well.”
 
   “The others have no names on them,” Holly noted.
 
   “They are waiting for the next in Eckland’s line to fall.” 
 
   Lothar laced his fingers with Holly’s and headed for the door.
 
   “There are no answers for us in here.”
 
   The next shrine belonged to Ragnar. Lothar stood in awe as he was transported into his past and the generations that came before. He felt a deep connection as he took in every detail in the room. His magic tingled as it found home among his ancestors. Looking to the far wall, Lothar took in all the names etched upon the highly polished, carved, wooden boxes.
 
   “What do you think is inside of them?” Holly asked, as she ran a finger over one of the boxes that were no larger than a shoebox.
 
   Lothar shook his head. “I don’t know. The only thing I know is that they are sacred, and the only one that calls for me to open it is my father’s.”
 
   Holly nodded as she reached for Ragnar’s box. A warrior seal decorated the front. It was unique to his line—a shield with wings of fire and two blades crossing over them.
 
   “Then you should open it.”
 
   Lothar narrowed his eyes. “It doesn’t only belong to me… it belongs to all who fall in my familial line.”
 
   “But you are the eldest and closest to Ragnar. You’re his son. This would belong to you, Kale, and Uriah alone. Your cousins and uncles would not feel the connection you or your brothers would have to what lies beneath this lid.” Holly tapped the seal on the box and placed it in Lothar’s hands.
 
   Lothar held the box, ancient magic seeping through the dark mahogany. With bated breath, Lothar turned the aged lock and flipped open the lid. White mist sprang free, engulfing the room before pouring into Lothar’s mouth and nose. 
 
   Panic filled Holly’s eyes as the dense air pumped into him. Once the room was clear of the magic that had just assaulted Lothar, he took a deep breath before uttering two words. “Oh, shit.”
 
   Lothar’s eyes met Holly’s briefly before he crumpled to the ground.
 
   “Lothar!” Holly screamed his name as she sprung to catch him before his head cracked against the marble floor. She patted his cheek. “Lothar, come on, wake up.”
 
   “He will come back to you shortly,” a soft voice echoed behind Holly.
 
   Holly’s head jerked towards the voice, her eyes landing on the beautiful, black-haired woman who faded in and out of corporeal form. 
 
   “Acacia.” Holly all but whispered the Immortal’s name.
 
   Acacia nodded and smiled softly at Holly. “I don’t have a lot of time. I am not supposed to be here, and the only reason I am in this shrine is because Lothar is connecting with his ancestors in my world.”
 
   Holly’s eyes flicked to Lothar’s face. “He’s in the Underworld?”
 
   Acacia shrugged. “Not exactly. He’s in Limbo. What is important is that he will be ok, and when he wakes, you will be one step closer to entering the temple. You will find the answers to your escape from this island with the Fates.”
 
   Holly nodded. “The Fates rest in the temple.”
 
   “They do, just as my mine and my sisters’ magic rest in our shrine. Just as Ragnar’s magic rested in the box Lothar just opened.”
 
   Holly’s brow furrowed. “The mist?”
 
   Acacia nodded. “The mist was the magic of Ragnar’s line… it led Lothar to Limbo. You may find what you’ve been looking for in Tyr’s shrine.”
 
   “I don’t understand. What is it you think I am looking for?”
 
   “Your place among your father’s line.”
 
   “My father is an elf.”
 
   “Your biology lies with an elf father. Tyr fought for you, never questioned who you were. The Fates will ask you to find that in yourself. Don’t let them down, Holly.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Acacia smiled. “I want to tell you more, but you see, all of this is happening because I shifted the path of destiny and then tried to fix it and, simply put, some things aren’t meant to be meddled with. My sisters have been trying to drill that in my head, and while I think it is ridiculous, they are still right. Just know that this all lies on your shoulders.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   White mist surrounded Lothar, and the world faded to shades of grey. The Shrine and Holly were gone and he felt as if the ground shifted beneath him, or maybe like he was floating in a storm cloud. The mist began to part in front of him, and a dark silhouette moved closer. As the large frame with massive wings stretched out behind him, the mist cleared. Lothar’s gaze locked with the shimmering silver of his father’s eyes.
 
   “My son.” Ragnar’s words were laced with pride as he stretched his arms out to pull his child into a hearty embrace. “My son,” he whispered again, before holding Lothar at arm’s length.
 
   Lothar felt like a boy in the presence of his father. Ragnar was tall and thick with light sandy hair that fell around his shoulders. His finely trimmed beard and mustache was the same in color, though it had hints of deep red. He wore the traditional warrior garb, consisting of a deep burgundy tunic and leather pants. A thick, leather vest provided protection to his chest and two straps crossed over it, holding the sheaths that he carried his duel swords in. A shield that carried their family crest hung against his back, keeping the burgundy cape he wore pressed against his broad shoulders. The cape was pinned at Ragnar’s throat with a platinum pin that also carried the flaming wing crest. Lothar and his brothers had long put the traditional warrior wear to rest in favor of the more comfortable dress of the humans, but he admired the statement it made.
 
   “Father,” Lothar finally spit the words out as he looked over the man who had raised him.
 
   “I knew it would be you, Lothar, my eldest. Are you still keeping your brothers in line?”
 
   Lothar arched a brow. “No better than I was able to in the past.”
 
   Ragnar let out a deep, belly-shaking laugh. “I assume we speak of Kale. How are he and Uriah?”
 
   Lothar, still a little stunned, shook his head as he spoke. “Kale is good; he is mated to a succubus, Katarina. Uriah is… well, he is Uriah. He will be fine.”
 
   Ragnar’s bushy brows furrowed. “What has happened to Uriah?”
 
   “He was injured in a fire awhile back, but he is healing and back with us. Father, where are we?”
 
   “Limbo. You will be going back soon. I have a message for you, and Tyr has a message for Holly.”
 
   “Tyr is here too?”
 
   “I am.” Tyr stepped through the mist, a smile on his face. “How is my baby girl?”
 
   Lothar smiled back. “Things are tough, but she’ll be fine.”
 
   “You take care of her, and I trust you will get her back to her siblings. She belongs with them. 
 
   Lothar smiled. “I will do my very best.”
 
   “Good.” Tyr dipped his chin. “Then you’ll need to know how to get off this island.”
 
   “Let’s take a seat.” Ragnar gestured behind Lothar. When he turned, there was a small pub where only mist had hung a few moments ago. 
 
   They moved to the empty pub. Ragnar grabbed three mugs and filled the glasses with deep-colored ale. Lothar arched a brow. 
 
   “Where are we, and why is there a full tap?”
 
   Ragnar squeezed Lothar’s shoulder. “Don’t ask what is not important—just drink and enjoy the ale with your father and very good friend.”
 
   Lothar nodded and took a swig of the smooth, honey-flavored liquid.
 
   Looking to Tyr, Lothar asked, “So, how do we get off the island?”
 
   “I am afraid that comes down to my little girl. Whatever fate has in store for the two of you, it tethered you to this part of her destiny. In order to get off the island, Holly will be tested by The Fates. She needs to get into the Temple. The key is my shrine; she will know it when she sees it.”
 
   With that bit of information, Tyr gulped down the remainder of his drink and smiled at Lothar before walking out of the pub and disappearing into the mist that still hung heavily in the air outside.
 
   “He was always kind of cryptic,” Lothar muttered.
 
   Ragnar laughed and grinned. “I suppose he always felt others should find their own way, with just a little push from him.”
 
   Lothar shrugged and took another sip of his drink. “So she needs to get in to the temple and then what, exactly?”
 
   “Then she will be tested as was always her destiny.”
 
   “And where do I fit in?”
 
   “You, my son, were meant to find me one more time before you join me for good… which will be a long time in the future.”
 
   “Why was I meant to find you once more?”
 
   Ragnar smiled and stood. “Come with me and I will show you.”
 
   Lothar quickly finished his drink and followed his father.
 
   Ragnar stood with his face to the sky. Lothar could see that his eyes had taken on the opaque coloring that said he was calling on his magic. The mist began to swirl and the heavens began to rumble above them, rain poured down, and lightning flashed. Others may have flinched or run from the display, but Lothar was used to the power that was his father’s gift. 
 
   Ragnar pulled the rain to him, the lightning struck around them, and the mist blew away with the increasing wind. With a final deafening roar from above, Ragnar was on his knees and the world around them fell silent. Lothar reached down and helped his father to his feet. Ragnar was panting as he locked his gaze with his son. 
 
   “This is why you are here.”
 
   Ragnar lifted his hands to show Lothar the flashing ball of lightning he held. Lothar’s eyes widened. 
 
   “Is that what I think it is?” he asked as he watched the ball flash in his father’s hand.
 
   “It is, and it will help you save the Middle World when the Light and the Dark go to war once more. Trust in me, this magic will save many… you will know when to use it and how to save our world.”
 
   “I can’t…” Lothar began to stammer. “I don’t… I don’t know how to use it.”
 
   Ragnar shook his head. “You are more powerful than you know. You can handle this gift. I wouldn’t give it to you if I didn’t believe you could handle and nurture it. You are my son, I know you.”
 
   Lothar looked his father over before nodding and smiling. “I love you, Father.”
 
   “And I you, my son. Remember that and know that this ancestral magic I bestow upon you will save the Middle World from the freeze.” Ragnar wrapped one arm around Lothar’s shoulder before shoving the ball of lightning into his son’s chest.
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Holly watched Lothar as she waited for him to wake. Sighing, she laid his head gently down on the marble floor before standing. Moving to the door, she peered out at the Temple of the Fates. Secrets hid behind the gilded walls, secrets she would learn before this was all over. Movement caught her attention. Turning, she moved back to Lothar as he began to stir.
 
   “Lothar.” She moved to help him sit up. “Are you okay?”
 
   Lothar nodded. Squeezing his eyes shut tightly, he took a deep breath. “I saw my father… yours too.”
 
   “You saw Tyr?” she questioned.
 
   “Yes, he told me to take care of you. He called you his baby girl. Wanted me to remind you that he loves you and no matter what, you are his daughter. He said he wants you to return to Bain and Rowan, and that we need to go to his shrine, that there is something there for you. The key into the Temple.”
 
   “A key?”
 
   “A magical key.” He smiled. 
 
   Holly shook her head. There was too much going on.” What just happened to you?” 
 
   “The mist carried me into a gray-scale realm with clouds and…” He shook his head. “It was Limbo, but that’s not what is important. Ragnar met me there, and this is what he gave me.” Lothar held out his palm. Wind whipped from his hand and swarmed around Holly, lifting her honey locks to whip around her face. “He gave me his power.”
 
   Holly gasped. “You’re a Hala spirit now?”
 
   Lothar grinned. “I carry the magic of a long-dead weather warden. Magic that my father swears we will need, when the Light and Dark go to war. He said the ancestral magic he just gave me will help the Light survive the freeze.”
 
   “The freeze?” 
 
   “Yes, we need to get off this island and back to the Middle World in time to fight Darion.”
 
   “And in order to do so I need to find a key?”
 
   Lothar shrugged. “That’s what they said. Now, let’s see what it is that Tyr has left for you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Tyr’s shrine was light and airy. It really did capture her father’s essence. The white marble floors and pale gold walls were reminiscent of Tyr’s wings. However, what caught Holly’s attention was the mural taking up the long side wall. Each warrior shrine had a mural, but this one was personal. It was painful. And it was glaring.
 
   Holly ran a finger over the bright paint that played out the story of the previous Light Fae warrior’s demise. 
 
   It was the heart-wrenching end of the one person who loved her—without question—and his brothers in battle. Mount Pelee had been spitting up ash and steam for nearly a week while the Light tried to reason with the Dark. However, the magmas felt it was time to pad their numbers, so they enlisted a djinn to awaken the volcano. Tyr, Ragnar, and Eckland had been sent to the Caribbean to stop the disaster. It should have been an easy fight for the warriors. Sadly, they never returned to the Middle World, and Holly’s life had fallen to pieces around her. 
 
   The djinn that the magmas had used was a sneaky coward who brought part of the Mountain down on the warriors after peace had been agreed upon. Tyr, Eckland, and Ragnar were buried under thousands of pounds of volcanic rock as lava flowed without concern, igniting every flammable thing, living or not, in its path to the sea. Taking the lives of the nearly thirty thousand residents of Saint-Pierre. It led to one of the largest swarms of magmas in the history of the Fae. 
 
   Holly couldn’t help but see the face of her siblings and those of Rowan’s now-elite warriors. The pain of loss had been palpable and in that pain, an almost tangible thread had been woven around Lothar, Kale, Uriah, Cree, Bain, and Rowan, and somehow, even though Tyr had raised and loved her, she stood outside of that webbing of support and strength.
 
   “I know you never felt it, but there was never a moment where a single one of us questioned your belonging,” Lothar whispered as he stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. 
 
   “You reading me again, mister?”
 
   Lothar pressed a kiss to the exposed column of her neck. “I love you, Holly. I don’t have to try and read you to feel what you’re feeling.”
 
   She turned in his embrace and wrapped her arms around his neck. Lifting up on her tiptoes, she pressed a kiss to his lips. Slowly she deepened it, letting her body relax and react to the contact before she pulled back and smiled at him. Stepping back and grabbing his hand, she pulled him towards the exit. “Let’s get in that temple so we can get home.”
 
   “You ready to face the Middle World, and what lies within it?”
 
   She nodded, feeling a new strength she didn’t fully understand but would embrace. Lothar brought words of love and encouragement from a realm beyond to the physical one they now stood in. Her father wanted more of her, because he loved and believed in her, and, with Lothar at her side, she was prepared to do all she could to get him back home before the Dark descended on the Light.
 
   “We need to find the key,” she said. Turning in a circle, she scanned the room. Her eyes were instantly drawn to a shelf of weapons, jewelry, and trinkets. Her brow arched and a smile stretched her lips.
 
   “What is it?” Lothar asked as he followed her to the shelves.
 
   Holly picked up a heavy, metal chain. Hanging from the chain was a gold pendant with a Hawk peering out from a holly tree.
 
   “Do you recognize it?” Holly asked.
 
   Oh, he recognized it. It was one part of Tyr’s crest. The other three pieces lay on the shelf. The crest represented Tyr’s children and Rowan’s tree took up the corner opposite where Holly’s piece would fit. Bain’s pieces sat next to Rowan’s and below Holly’s piece there was a unique flourishing pattern over a blade. And finally, the top corner was a single feather.
 
   “You think that’s the key?” Lothar asked.
 
   “I think putting the pieces together creates the key.”
 
   Grabbing all four pieces, Holly began assembling the crest. Once all four pieces were in place, the six-inch pendant began to glow as it took a new shape and changed into a gold skeleton key.
 
   Lothar kissed Holly hard before grabbing her hand and pulling her out of the shrine, towards the steps of the Temple. They slowed at the top step and approached the door. With a deep breath, Holly inserted the key into the keyhole. With wide eyes, she smiled as the lock clicked and the door pushed open with little force.
 
   “You did it, Hols.”
 
   She let the breath free from her lungs and stepped inside. The room was low lit from the glow of candles that lined the aisle leading up to an altar.
 
   The stone table glistened in the yellow light as the flames flickered over the polished top. Behind it stood three tall statues. The Fates. Each ten-foot woman was carved of the same marble as the altar and each wore a long robe. Rounding the altar, Holly stopped mere feet from the foot of the statues and peered up at them. Starting with Atropos, she took in the details. The eldest of the three had withered features and frail-looking hands that held a pair of golden shears. Next, she looked over to Lechesis, who also showed age in her statue’s face. She held her famous measuring rod also in gold and sparkling in the light. Finally, on the other side of Lechesis, stood Clotho with her distaff and spindle, weaving the thread of life. The Fates towered over them. Their powers glimmered in gold against their white marble bodies.
 
   “Hmm,” Holly said as she pushed her honey curls behind her ears. “They’re impressive even in statue form. I can’t imagine how they appeared in real life.”
 
   Lothar cleared his throat and pulled Holly’s attention to him. Hovering above the altar sat the Fates in question. Cross-legged, with their robes flowing around them, the three sisters studied both Lothar and Holly.
 
   “She found the key,” Clotho said with a crooked smile.
 
   “Of course she did. I set it so in her destiny. Put the shears away, Atropos,” Lechesis chided.
 
   With a flick, the shears puffed out of sight in a flourish of sparkling air.
 
   “You know the Fae fates are no longer in our hands,” Atropos admonished.
 
   “The Immortal Three and the Immortal Four only carry them to their final resting place.”
 
   “A job that was once ours,” Clotho added.
 
   “We still see their path, weave the thread of their life, and you, Atropos, influence when that thread is severed. We are still a part of the life that breathes in all worlds. We have just been pushed aside to let free will prevail.” Lechesis kept her blue, opaque eyes on Holly as she spoke.
 
   “Well, the daughters born of our powers have been meddling.”
 
   “They have and the consequences are looming. Now, Holly, are you ready to return to the Middle World?”
 
   Holly looked from the almost-bickering sisters to Lothar, who had furrowed his brow and tilted his head in the direction of the sisters. Turning back to Lechesis, since she was the one who posed the question, Holly nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “Are you sure? You and Lothar can live out your lives on this island… there are no guarantees of a happy ending here or in the Middle World.”
 
   “I understand, but my father’s words ring through me and he wants me home… where I am needed.”
 
   “You will be tested, and it will at times be painful. Are you ready for this?”
 
   Holly nodded and stepped forward.
 
   Lechesis smiled as she clapped her hands and rubbed them together. “Good.” She then looked to Lothar. “Do not interfere; this is her trial, a test she must endure alone.”
 
   With those words, the Fates flashed out of sight and Holly was suddenly strapped to the altar.
 
   Lechesis reappeared next to Holly, smiling down at her. “The test of fate and fear requires a blood sacrifice. Are you willing to give your blood?”
 
   “Yes,” Holly’s voice was strong and clear when she spoke, and still Lothar felt panic well inside of him as the Fate brought a blade to Holly’s outstretched arms.
 
   Lothar found Holly’s eyes; the clear lavender depths calmed him as she sent strength and confidence through them. 
 
   Lechesis lifted her gaze to Lothar. “Once her blood touches the altar, her consciousness will be pulled from this place. You may stay by her side but do not touch her or the table.”
 
   “Wait,” Lothar said quickly as he leaned over Holly and kissed her softly. “You get through this and get back to me. You got that? I need you to come back.” 
 
   She smiled and nodded. “I promise.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Mist… freaking mist again. Holly took a cautious step through the thick, grey wall and found herself back in the Middle World. A familiar meadow stretched out in front of her. Only, rather than the vibrant color of spring grass, she was met with blackened earth and the pungent smell of charred life. Noticing a group of Fae ahead of her, Holly made her way towards the five figures. 
 
   Bain, Uriah, Kale, and Cree stood around a crouched Rowan. On the ground lay the body of her mother. Blood seeped through a gaping hole in Esperanza’s chest.
 
   “What happened?” Holly breathed, bringing the group’s attention to her presence.
 
   Bain whirled, a guttural growl roaring past his snarling lips. “You happened. You filthy bloodsucking leach!”
 
   Uriah and Kale held Bain back as he lunged for Holly.
 
   “Bain… what’s going on?”
 
   “This is your fault, you shame our family. Leave, you’re not welcome. You’re not loved. You’re nothing to us.”
 
   “You were never worthy of the love Tyr gave you. I should have let that elf father of yours take you.” Esperanza’s words were accompanied by a coughing fit that sent blood running from the corners of her cruel mouth.
 
   “Shh, Mother.” Rowan held tight to Esperanza’s hands as she soothed the dying woman.
 
   Tears pricked Holly’s eyes.
 
   This is just a test—this isn’t real.
 
   “Don’t kid yourself, Holly. They hate you. They don’t want you here.”
 
   Holly turned to Lothar’s voice; a smirk of derision twitched in his full lips.
 
   “Lothar? Don’t.”
 
   “Don’t tell you the truth? Don’t tell you that you made the wrong choice all those years ago? Don’t remind you that you disappoint all who have ever cared for you? Just as you disappoint me.”
 
   Holly sucked in a sharp breath, holding back the tears that gathered in her lavender eyes.
 
   “Don’t say that. I love you, Lothar.”
 
   Lothar shook his head. “Have you not learned that love isn’t enough?” He stepped past her to stand with his brothers. “Go… go back to the Human World—that’s where you belong now.”
 
   “Lothar,” Holly said his name in a plea for him to stop.
 
   “Go!” he roared.
 
   Holly started to turn, started to run like she always had when things became too painful. But this time she couldn’t. No, she wouldn’t. She loved him. She loved them all.
 
   “No,” she said as she turned and took a determined step towards him. 
 
   “Go,” he growled.
 
   “No.” She stopped right in front of him and grasped his face. “I won’t run from you or any of the people I love ever again. You are stuck with me.” She slammed her lips to his and kissed him hard and thoroughly. A flash of light nearly blinded her through her closed lids.
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Holly? Earth to Holly—we don’t have time for your daydreaming.”
 
   Holly’s eyes flicked open to see Rowan staring at her. “What?”
 
   Rowan sighed. “Listen, I know you’re smart… but you’re not strong. I still think it was a bad idea for Cree to make you his second.”
 
   “Wait… Lothar is his second.”
 
   “That’s not funny, Holly.”
 
   “What’s not funny?” Dread filled Holly’s stomach, churning and threatening to force the acid deep within up her throat.
 
   Rowan expression softened. “He’s gone, hon. I know you loved him, but he turned on us.”
 
   “He wouldn’t.”
 
   “Holly, stop. You saw it for yourself. Now come. Cree and the others are waiting on us.”
 
   Holly shook as she followed Rowan to Cree’s office. Four sets of unyielding eyes landed on her as they entered. Silence fell until she stood next to Cree and looked over a map of the Dark forest.
 
   “You sure you can do this?” Kale asked.
 
   Do what? Holly thought to herself as she nodded.
 
   “This whole plan rides on your magic.” Bain studied her carefully as he spoke.
 
   Holly smiled reassuringly as she said, “Let’s go over the plan one more time.”
 
   ****
 
   Take Lothar down… how could she destroy the man she loved? 
 
   Holly stood on the edge of the forest. She was grateful that night hadn’t set in. The forest was dangerous enough in the light of day. Once night took over, the forest lit up with the lesser creatures who had basic instincts of survival. Rowan stood next to her. The others were out of sight, but she knew they hadn’t gone far. It didn’t take long for their target to appear in the thick forest.
 
   An evil sneer lifted the corner of Lothar’s mouth. “Holly.” Her name was a hiss of his once-beautiful voice. “You should have stayed out of this.”
 
   “Why are you doing this? Stop and come home.”
 
   Lothar laughed. He tilted his head slightly as dark tendrils snaked out from his body and reached for her and Rowan. He licked his lips as his magic came closer to them. “I can taste it,” he groaned. Looking at Rowan, he said, “Your fear is delicious, dark, and fulfilling.” His eyes drifted back to Holly. “You on the other hand, need a lesson in emotions. Fear is all you should feel from me. Since you aren’t smart enough to understand this, let’s see if I can get a little pain from you.”
 
   The tendril whipped in Rowan’s direction, wrapping around her like a boa constrictor, squeezing the air from her lungs.
 
   “Lothar, stop!”
 
   Lothar laughed. “Make me… that’s right, you can’t. You’ve never been strong enough to protect or save those you love.”
 
   Kale and Uriah descended from the sky to attack Lothar, as Bain and Cree landed next to Rowan to claw at the dark aura that now surrounded her. The world around Holly fell into chaos as Lothar’s magic started to weave its way around Bain and Cree. Kale and Uriah were both fighting a losing battle as Lothar sidestepped and dodged every blow the warriors threw at him. Holly saw the death of those she loved coming at the hands of the man she loved. With a primordial scream, Holly pooled her magic and threw it at Lothar.
 
   The tendrils of evil fell from Rowan and the others. Uriah was at Kale’s side, helping him up after Lothar had landed a devastating blow. Holly swiftly moved to Lothar, where he lay on the ground, clutching at his heart. Kneeling down, she brushed a wayward lock of hair from his face.
 
   “What did you do?” he said accusingly.
 
   “What I had to,” she whispered.
 
   A tear fell from her lashes as she watched him take one final breath.
 
   ****
 
   The world exploded around Holly. Lothar and the others disappeared, and she was back in the temple. The room was as it had been when she last saw it, except Lothar and Lechesis were nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Hello?” Holly called out.
 
   “There’s my baby girl.” Tyr’s voice came from the shadows followed by his tall, athletic frame. Light hair framed his face and tumbled over his shoulders. His face was as she always pictured it, handsome, a little rugged, with a smattering of light golden facial hair. 
 
   “Daddy.” Holly threw herself at the man before her. He may have been a dream, but she would take the opportunity to wrap her arms around a dream version of him any day.
 
   Tyr pressed a kiss to the top of her head before squeezing her tight and laying his cheek against it.
 
   “My Holly,” he whispered. “I knew you could do it.”
 
   She lifted her face to look at him. “Is it over?”
 
   Tyr nodded. “The Fates’ test is over, but we have a few things to discuss before you get to leave Limbo.”
 
   “This is Limbo?” she asked, looking around them, “Lothar said he saw Ragnar and you in Limbo last night. He said it was all shades of gray and in clouds or something like clouds.”
 
   Tyr chuckled. “That’s where his Limbo was. This is your Limbo.”
 
   “It’s different for everyone?”
 
   Tyr nodded. “Yes, based on your reason for entering. It matters not. We have much to discuss.”
 
   “Are you ok?” she asked as they took seats at the Altar table.
 
   Tyr smiled. “I am living in a different way. The Sisters are good to all who reside with them. My days are spent mostly with Ragnar and Eckland. I see others I had loved and lost while still living.”
 
   Holly nodded. “I miss you every day.”
 
   “And I you, baby girl.”
 
   “I remember the last time I saw you.”
 
   Tyr dipped his chin. “Your mother and I had a fight.”
 
   “About me. You left angry. I distracted you; I could see it in your eyes.”
 
   “Oh, Holly, no. No, don’t you dare head down that road.”
 
   “I heard it all, you know.”
 
   Tyr sighed. “I feared so. I have no answers for the woman your mother turned into. She was not like that when I fell in love with her. But regardless of what she says, you are my daughter. My death had nothing to do with you. I love you deeply.” He pounded his fist against his chest, over his heart. “Right here, this is where I keep you, your brother, and your sister.”
 
   Holly felt a tear slip past her lashes. “What am I supposed to do now? Aside from get Lothar back to the Middle World where he belongs.”
 
   “It is where you both belong.”
 
   “Will they accept me?”
 
   Tyr smiled, an impish look that always warmed her heart when she looked at her normally stoic father. “Aye, they will welcome you back with open arms. This fight with the Dark that you worry so much about getting Lothar back for… you are part of it and the outcome will determine what the future holds for you. Either way, your family will be there for you.”
 
   Holly chewed on her bottom lip, and Tyr’s expression became stern. “You are better than this, baby girl. You are more than what you have become. You were raised as a warrior, don’t forget that.”
 
   “Yes, but I am no warrior.”
 
   Tyr smirked. “Oh, yes you are, and you will have the markings of one soon.”
 
   Holly lifted her gaze back to her father, who pressed one hand to her heart and the other between her shoulder blades. He smiled as pale blue light glowed from his palms and added a gentle and soothing light to his features. 
 
   “First, we heal your heart,” he told her as warm waves of comfort and love pulsed through her chest. She felt another tear slip from her eyes, but pure love filled her. 
 
   Tyr leaned in and kissed her nose. “That’s my girl. Now we heal what you feel is physically missing.” He moved his hand, stroking her hair and settling his other hand against her back. He pulled her into an embrace. His fingers moved to clench her shoulder blades; she felt her skin twitch beneath his touch. A tickling itch formed where his hands lay upon her back.
 
   “Are you ready to go back?”
 
   She nodded. “I will miss you. But yes.”
 
   Tyr pulled back, a pride-filled smile lifting his lips. “Go be the woman I raised you to be.”
 
   With that, his hands fell from her back and the room exploded into a brilliant bright light.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “Is she in pain?” Lothar asked as he watched Holly’s face contort, and heard an occasional whimper slip from her lips.
 
   “Not physical pain,” Lechesis offered as she floated around the table.
 
   “Emotional is just as bad.”
 
   “Often worse,” Lechesis agreed. “The grand design led you to this moment in time and if she makes it through these trials, you will both return to where I intended for you.”
 
   Lothar arched a brow. “You aren’t as obsolete as you might want us to believe.”
 
   Lechesis scoffed. “Obsolete? Ha, you Fae believe what we created you to believe.”
 
   Lothar shook his head, sensing that any conversation with this Fate would only lead him in circles that would cause his head to hurt. A tear slid down Holly’s cheek, and it took all of Lothar’s strength not to reach out and capture it.
 
   “What kind of spell was in that blade you used? Under normal circumstances, she would have awakened by now.”
 
   “Her blood must continue to flow in order for her to remain in the dreamscape; the wounds will heal when she completes her task.”
 
   “She could die if she loses enough blood.”
 
   Lechesis smiled. “Then let’s hope she hurries.”
 
   Lothar growled and began pacing the room. He needed to do something to help her somehow.
 
   “You don’t get it, do you? A stupid quality in men,” Lechesis chided. “She is strong enough to survive without your assistance, and she needs to understand that.”
 
   “It is natural to want to protect the ones we love.”
 
   “Yes, it is selfish as well.”
 
   Lothar narrowed his eyes. “How so?”
 
   “If you always protect the ones you love, how will they ever know if they can protect themselves? Now, sit down, your pacing makes me dizzy.”
 
   This Fate was batty, old, and yes, her words were wise, but her manner of speaking and the way she looked at him told him the knowledge she possessed had not come without its costs. Taking a seat on the hard floor, Lothar rested his back against the cool wall and watched as Holly’s body responded to things he couldn’t see.
 
    
 
   ****
 
   Cree wrapped his large arm around Rowan’s thin body. She had lost her curves and exhaustion had settled into her bones. Even when she slept, Cree could see there was little peace in her mind. He understood the feeling; rest didn’t come easy to him either. Each night was plagued with dreams he didn’t understand. Closing his eyes, he pulled Rowan closer, trying to fight off the dread that had settled deep in his soul. He buried his face in the crook of her neck and prayed for restful sleep that wouldn’t come.
 
   The lands were blanketed in white. Their people fought for survival, many taking refuge in the villages closer to the Palace. All water-dwelling Fae had been moved from the lands; the rivers and lakes were frozen solid. The harvest and fruit-bearing plants had gone dormant, fighting against the cold. The livestock that used to feed them were long lost to the elements. Cree couldn’t bring enough food from the Human World to truly sustain their lands. Dropping to the frozen courtyard of the Light castle, Cree’s wings took refuge from the biting cold. A black hood covered his head and an attached cape fell around his thinning body. He caught Uriah’s eye; the brother wore a similar hood with dark leathers tightly hugging his solid frame.
 
   Bain held Izzy tight to him, and he carried her towards Cree.
 
   “She can’t survive this. I am taking her home.”
 
   Cree nodded. “Take Kat, Kyra, anyone else you can. The snow is still falling, and the lands are being buried.”
 
   Izzy reached out and took Cree’s hand. She flinched at the contact, telling him she had just gleaned some of his power even through the thick leather gloves she wore. “I am so sorry. I wish I could help.”
 
   Cree smiled and, not giving a crap about what Bain might do, he leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I know, Isabella, take care of yourself.”
 
   “I know you won’t abandon our people, but stay alive and come see me when you need a break. I will start stockpiling what I can to feed as many as I can.”
 
   Cree nodded and made his way towards the castle entrance, passing Kat, who carried a chilled Kyra. The poor child had already lost her mother to the freeze; she didn’t need to witness the destruction of her home as well.
 
   Cree groaned as the dream faded. A dream that was becoming more and more vision like. He wrapped his arm tighter around Rowan, pulling her flush against his bare chest. Her smooth skin warmed his as a soft sigh fell from her lips.
 
   “Cree? You okay?” she murmured.
 
   “Yeah, love. Go back to sleep.”
 
   He pressed a kiss to her shoulder. What had his stomach churning and his body needing to feel her close was the fact that in all these visions he hadn’t seen her, he hadn’t felt her, and there was no longer the connection they always shared. Cree wished he could force the future to bend to his will, but his power simply didn’t work that way.
 
   “I can feel your worry. What did you see?”
 
   “Now is not the time to try and read my mind, love. Go back to sleep.”
 
   “I love you, Cree.”
 
   “I love you too, Ro.”
 
   “Dream of me.” 
 
   Oh, how he wished he would. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “You bastard!” Esperanza pushed through her and Darion’s bedchamber doors.
 
   Darion arched a brow. “Who told you?”
 
   “That wicked little fairy was all too delighted to inform me that you are planning to march against my children in three days’ time.”
 
   “Ardea.” He smirked. “She is a spiteful little wretch.”
 
   Esperanza’s palm connected hard with Darion’s smug face. He let the first two slaps connect, finding pleasure in the pain, but as she lined up for the third, he caught her wrist. “I’m enjoying the foreplay, but if you wish to have any sort of discussion, I suggest you quit trying to turn me on.”
 
   “You will spare my children,” she ordered.
 
   Darion sneered. “All of them?”
 
   Esperanza’s eyes narrowed. “What game are you playing? You know I speak of Rowan and Bain.”
 
   “Ah, so no concern for your youngest then?”
 
   “Bain is my youngest,” she said in a clipped tone.
 
   Darion chuckled. “Of course he is.”
 
   Esperanza watched him closely. There was something sparking in his eyes that told her he was keeping something from her. Something about Holly, perhaps. Esperanza chose to let it go. Whatever game he was playing mattered not. Holly was a stain on her past that was of little consequence now. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The air was cold. Even in her dream, Izzy could feel the crisp air. The Middle World didn’t have winter like the Human World did, but the lands changed and the air cooled slightly with the human season. Izzy’s eyes were drawn to the sky, the pink of sunrise was blazing with shades of orange and a light blue background, but her eyes were briefly drawn to the large, shimmering moon that stood proud next to the rising sun. A twig snapped, bringing her vision back to the forest that lay beyond the meadow she stood in. Two figures pushed through the trees.
 
   Her eyes landed on Darion first. The shirtless leader looked out of place, but somehow Izzy knew there was a reason his shirt was gone, and it was not leading to some sort of sick, twisted, wet dream. Next to him stood Esperanza in a strapless, queen-worthy gown, peeking above the blood red, silk fabric was the beginnings of a grey-scale tattoo. Izzy squinted to make out what she was looking at, a rose and the tip of an infinity symbol. Her eyes shot to Darion’s exposed left shoulder, where a whole tattoo was visible. Sure enough, there was a black rose with lavender tips and an infinity sign pulling the whole thing together. She gasped softly.
 
   Purple eyes glared at her, piercingly cold and just as unfriendly as she remembered. Esperanza smirked, arrogance and superiority dripping from her elegant face. Izzy’s eyes drifted to the handsome leader of the Dark Fae once more. Darion’s smile held a similar arrogance as he snapped his fingers and a horde of creatures pushed through the thick forest that lay just behind the couple.
 
   Izzy awoke with a start. Bain’s arms instinctively tightened around her, and all she could do was snuggle deeper into his embrace. Her mind replayed what she questioned to be a dream or one of Cree’s visions. Either way, it was disturbing the hell out of her. Next time she could pin Cree down she would have to ask him, but with all that was going on, she hadn’t seen the leader in days.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   “The time is coming,” Alistair said as he entered the great hall he and his brothers shared.
 
   Josiah lifted his gaze. “It is, and our sisters are aware of it.”
 
   “They are the cause of it,” Makyle corrected as he took a seat on his throne on the dais, which looked out over their portion of the underworld. This top realm was really no different from that of their sister’s domain. It was the lower levels of purgatory that made even his stomach churn. Zarek, Josiah, and Alistair followed suit, taking their thrones as well. Each was uniquely carved and made of dark obsidian. Thankfully, the seats were cushioned, as the hard stone was rather unforgiving. Makyle tapped his fingers against the stone and sighed.
 
   “Are you thinking of the girl?”
 
   Makyle lifted his gaze to Zarek. “I spend much of my time thinking of her. She is the closest any of us will ever come to having a daughter.”
 
   “What concerns you?”
 
   “Her survival. This war will be hard fought, and the Middle World will essentially be reborn after. She is nearly immortal now, but she still carries some of her former human weaknesses. And she is quite stubborn.” A smile lifted his lips as he thought of the determination that always tinted Isabelle’s beautiful features. “She won’t leave his side, even for her own survival.”
 
   “Have you asked our sisters who is on their list?”
 
   Makyle shook his head. “I have no real sense as to where Isabelle will end up should she fall. I see no reason to ask.”
 
   “She is not on our list.”
 
   The brothers all turned to see Jelena standing at the entrance to their great hall.
 
   “Jelena, what’s going on?” Zarek was the first out of his throne and moving towards her.
 
   “I am afraid we have lost our way.” She smiled sadly and looked to Makyle. “Your Izzy is not on the list. I don’t know if she would be or not. So I know not if that news brings you comfort. May we speak in private?”
 
   Makyle nodded and the other three left the room.
 
   “What’s the matter, Jelena?”
 
   “I am preparing for my end… and I fear where it leaves Meriah and, even more so, Acacia. They need your council.”
 
   Makyle wished he could explain what he and his brothers had always known, what the prophecy really meant for his sisters, but just as they were bound by rules, so was he, and some rules had devastating consequences when they were broken. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Holly’s scream pulled Lothar to her. Lechesis moved to stop him from reaching for her as her body lifted from the altar. The skin on her wrist knitted back together as she hovered a good three feet off the table. 
 
   “What is happening to her?” Lothar roared as her body began to spin in the air.
 
   Lechesis smiled. “She passed and is receiving a gift for it.”
 
   Lothar’s eyes shot from Holly to Lechesis, who smiled at him. “I thought this test was just supposed to send us home.”
 
   “We wouldn’t send her home empty handed. I would close your eyes now.”
 
   Lothar narrowed his eyes on the Fate. “What?”
 
   “Close your eyes.” 
 
   Lothar slammed his eyes shut just in time for a blinding flash to explode from Holly’s hovering body. When he opened them again, Lechesis was gone and Holly sat in a ball on the altar. Massive white wings wrapped around her naked body and tears streamed down her face.
 
   “Holly?” Lothar breathed her name as he stepped forward.
 
   Lifting her tear-streaked face to lock her gaze on him, she looked angelic, ethereal, and powerful. She leapt at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. 
 
   “Holly, how?”
 
   “Tyr… They hurt, Lothar,” she whimpered.
 
   “I know, but it’s only the first couple of times.” He cupped her face and smiled at her, his thumbs wiping the errant tears from her cheeks. 
 
   “I didn’t expect them to feel so… real and heavy.”
 
   Lothar nodded. He remembered what it felt like when he first found his wings. They were magical, hiding beneath the skin of his back. They shouldn’t have fit there but they did, which made him believe that they wouldn’t feel real when he let them free of the magical cocoon that protected them; but once he let them loose, he had nearly fallen backwards because of the weight.
 
   “You will get used to them.” Lothar kissed her gently. “I am so proud of you. You did it, baby.”
 
   “Yeah, but why are we still here?”
 
   “Ahh, you need us to get home.”
 
   The Fates stepped forward and circled around them. Lechesis leaned in and whispered to Lothar. “We’ll send you straight to your room.” The old woman winked with a smile wide enough that Lothar could see her missing back teeth. The Fates started chanting, and the temple around them began to fade into more familiar surroundings. Beneath their feet, Lothar could see his room. His bed sat directly below them, causing a smile to lift his lips. His eyes met Holly’s as gravity found them, and they crashed to the bed below. Holly’s eyes widened.
 
   “Someone definitely heard that.” The crash was loud enough that she was sure the bed was broken beneath their tangled limbs. 
 
   “You might want to conjure on some clothes.”
 
   Lothar shot to his feet and made it to the door in time to fling it open to see Kale and Cree running towards him.
 
   “About fucking time,” Kale muttered as he reached Lothar and pulled him into a crushing hug. “Where the fuck have you been?”
 
   Lothar shook his head as he hugged Kale back. “Good to see you too, little brother.”
 
   Cree smiled as he eyed Lothar carefully, a knowing glint renting space in his glacial-blue eyes.
 
   “We need to talk,” Lothar said to his leader.
 
   “We do,” Cree agreed.
 
   “Oh shit, I know that look,” Kale muttered. “I want answers too.”
 
   “And you deserve them, but give me a few minutes.” 
 
   Kale dipped his chin. “I will go let the others know you’re back.”
 
   “Thank you. I have much to tell you, Kale, and I have a message for you as well.”
 
   Kale smirked. “From who?”
 
   “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you… not until you hear the whole story.”
 
   “Well, I look forward to it then.” Kale looked to Cree. “You got Rowan covered?”
 
   “She already knows and is on her way to us now.”
 
   “That is one handy gift,” Kale said as he jogged away down the hall to find Uriah and Bain.
 
   Cree gestured for Lothar to get back in his room. Closing the door behind them, he asked, “Where is Holly?”
 
   Holly’s stomach dropped as she stepped from Lothar’s bathroom to face Cree. He pushed a heavy sigh from deep in his lungs as he looked her over.
 
   “Damn it, kid,” he muttered as he moved towards her and pulled her in to a fierce hug. “Why?”
 
   Why? It was one simple word that asked a very complicated question. Holly took a deep breath.
 
   “It’s complicated. I didn’t belong.”
 
   “Of course you did,” Cree argued. 
 
   “Cree, you need to listen to her.” 
 
   Rowan burst through the door then, blasting past both Lothar and Cree to grab Holly’s face and look her over carefully, a tear slipping from her lavender eyes. “It’s really you,” she whispered before pulling her into a tight embrace.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ro,” Holly cried out. “I didn’t know what to do.”
 
   Rowan nodded. “Because of Mother?”
 
   Holly nodded. “He told me it wasn’t my fault, but I believed it was.”
 
   Rowan looked at her with confusion. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I heard them fighting, just before Tyr left for Mount Pelee. They were fighting about me.”
 
   “Why…” Rowan stopped mid-question as pieces began to fall into place. “You just called father Tyr.”
 
   Holly looked away. “Because, he’s not my biological father. That’s what they were fighting about.”
 
   “Holly, he loved you.”
 
   “I know that. I got to see him today. He told me it was time to come home.”
 
   “You saw him?” Rowan questioned as her gaze drifted to Lothar. “It seems there is much you need to tell us.”
 
   Lothar’s door flew open as Bain and the others hurried into the room. Bain stopped mid-step, his violet gaze falling on Holly and his lips parting in shock.
 
   “Holly?” A ghost stood before him and his mind fought with his eyes as he reminded himself that his little sister was long dead.
 
   Izzy looked from Bain to the petite woman who stood next to Rowan. The resemblance was there. She had their eyes, though a shade between Bain’s violet and Rowan’s lavender. She smiled timidly, and Izzy noticed the small fangs that barely touched her bottom lip.
 
   Bain eyes dropped to her smile too and he took a step back towards the door, a snarl ripping past his full lips. “I am going to fucking kill Evan.”
 
   “No, Bain,” Holly cried out.
 
   It was one of her fears realized. Her big brother was about to turn his back on her. Because of what she was.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Chaos exploded.
 
   Bain made his way towards the door. Izzy called to him as a sob ripped from Holly. Rowan cursed and Lothar moved as quick as lightening to block Bain’s retreat.
 
   “Don’t you do this,” he warned.
 
   “I am glad you’re back, brother, but get the fuck out of my way,” Bain growled.
 
   “Bain, that’s enough!” Rowan hollered.
 
   Bain swiveled towards Rowan, who glowered at him. His gaze drifted to Cree, who held his sobbing little sister. “You knew,” he accused.
 
   Rowan dipped her chin. Bain shook his head and pushed Lothar aside.
 
   “Stop him!” Rowan ordered again.
 
   Anger seethed and rolled deep inside of Lothar so when Rowan said to stop Bain, he took that as his opportunity. His fist connected hard with Bain’s nose, and a resounding crunch rented the air as blood flowed swiftly from his nostrils.
 
   Bain growled, and Izzy hollered. “Son of a bitch, Lothar.”
 
   Lothar had the decency to look apologetically at Izzy. “It stopped him.”
 
   Izzy took Bain’s face in her hands, siphoning a bit of his magic she blew softly on his face and watched as his nose realigned. “Take one more step towards that door, and I will be the one to break your pretty face,” she warned, and then looked to Lothar. “Get him a towel.”
 
   One appeared in his hand, and he handed it to Izzy. She took it with arched brows and wiped at Bain’s face, clearing the blood. “I gather that is your little sister, and I can see you’re hurting, but don’t you dare walk away from her just because she is a vampire. You are better than that, Bain.”
 
   Bain tilted his head, his eyes widening as he looked over Izzy’s head to where Lothar now held Holly in his arms.
 
   “Fuck,” he whispered. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and let out a heavy sigh. He shook his head and dropped a kiss to Izzy’s lips before turning and moving towards Lothar and Holly. Tension still filled the room, but everyone seemed to part a path to the sobbing girl and the furious warrior.
 
   Bain stopped, his gaze locking with Lothar’s as a million things passed between the two of them in a matter of seconds. Lothar stepped back, making room for Bain to step closer to his little sister.
 
   “Holly. Look at me, please.”
 
   Big, purple eyes found his as wet tears clung to her long, dark lashes and ran down her blotchy cheeks. “Please don’t hate me,” she whispered.
 
   Bain cupped her cheeks and kissed her forehead. “Nothing is this world or any other could make me hate you. I hate that Evan kept you from us.”
 
   Holly shook her head. “He protected me. I asked him to change me. I never imagined you would come to hate what I am.”
 
   Bain pulled her to him and held on with all the love, pain, and loss he had felt for his little sister. “I love you, Holly, but you have a lot of explaining to do.”
 
   “I know,” she murmured. “But Lothar needs food. We can talk while he eats.”
 
   Holly nodded towards Lothar. “Lead the way.”
 
   Lothar pulled her to him and captured her lips for a deep kiss. Holly suppressed a moan and blushed slightly when he pulled back and winked at her. Slinging his arm over her shoulders, he led them out of the room and down the hall.
 
    “Holy crap,” Kale chuckled to Uriah as they followed Lothar and Holly, leaving a rather stunned crowd still standing in the room.
 
   Uriah nodded. “Another brother falls for the dead.”
 
   Kale arched a brow and bumped against Uriah’s shoulder as he hurried to catch up with Lothar and Holly.
 
   ****
 
   Everyone was staring at her. Holly hated when people stared at her like she was crazy.
 
   “You saw him? And he gave you his power?” Bain was testing the words. They felt funny, and yet he believed them.
 
   Holly nodded. “I am sorry.”
 
   Bain furrowed his brows. “Why?”
 
   “They should have been your powers. I don’t even know how to use them,” she said softly as she averted her eyes.
 
   Bain laughed. “I can teach you how to heal and well, I always assumed your magic was born of his blood. I imagine his power worked much like yours does. So, Hols, don’t be sorry. I don’t need any more powers.” He looked to Izzy, who smiled sheepishly. “My power of healing is the only one that doesn’t send Izzy into a crazy power surge.”
 
   Holly looked the pretty, dark-haired woman over. What was she?
 
   Izzy smiled. “Makyle says I’m a gleaner.” 
 
   “That’s impressive. You knew what I was just thinking. Whose power was that?” 
 
   Izzy sighed. “I bumped into Cree the other day. Seems his powers are a little greater than I realized. I catch the occasional silent comment.”
 
   “Have you seen anything interesting?” Holly questioned.
 
   Izzy shook her head. “Not really, just a few odd dreams about snow.”
 
   Cree studied Izzy carefully. “You never told me this.”
 
   She looked at him, her brow slightly furrowed. “It didn’t seem important.”
 
   Cree nodded. “Let’s talk when we’re done here.”
 
   Izzy studied him for second but nodded.
 
   “There is more to what happened on that island.” Holly looked to Lothar. “He saw Ragnar.”
 
   Lothar cleared his throat. “I did, he asked about the both of you.” He smiled at Uriah and Kale, who both looked longingly as they listened to Lothar recount his encounter with their father. It reminded them of their father’s robust and hardy laugh. Lothar blew out a heavy breath. “And like Tyr did for Holly, Father gave me something to help us. I am not sure what this battle they told us of will bring, but Father was sure that his gifts would be crucial to our survival.”
 
   Kale shook his head and quipped. “I still think my control over fire is way cooler than being an Empathic Hala Spirit.” 
 
   Lothar smiled and pushed the side of Kale’s smirking face.
 
   “Did he say what purpose his powers would have?” Cree asked.
 
   Lothar shook his head. “Just that it will help us survive the freeze.”
 
   Cree narrowed his eyes. “The freeze?”
 
   “That’s what he said.”
 
   Cree sat back in his chair, a terrible sense of foreboding twisting his insides. He found himself inching closer to Rowan to wrap an arm around her shoulders to tuck her protectively against his side. She smiled up to him. The beautiful smile on her face said she felt that everything was right in the world. Cree forced a smile. Taking a deep breath, he focused back on the others around him. The group spent the next few hours reminiscing, laughing, and catching up on the stories of the last century. Holly finally saw a picture of her niece. She smiled as she saw that the beautiful little girl had her hair. Holly’s emotions twisted as she learned of her mother’s disappearance. The woman had never given a Holly a single bit of love and still she worried what had become of her. Holly finally felt that connection that she had always longed for… a connection that, had she opened up to the amazing people around her, she would have seen had always been there.
 
   Lothar lifted his gaze to the antique clock that sat over the crackling fireplace in the room, noting that many hours had passed since they had returned. “I hate to do this, but to be honest, I am beat.”
 
   Rowan smiled. “I think it’s time we all rest. It’s been a long few days for us all.” She smirked and arched a brow at Holly. “Shall I have Darnell get a room set up for you?”
 
   “Thank you.” Holly laced her fingers with Lothar’s, pulling him from his seat. “But I think I am covered.”
 
   “We’ll see you all for breakfast,” Lothar called to them as they left and headed for his room.
 
   Izzy studied the face of her new family, a smile spread, stretching her pouty lips just before laughter took her over. All eyes fell upon her in varying levels of questioning gazes. “You guys should see your faces.”
 
   Bain narrowed his eyes. “She’s just a kid… my kid sister.”
 
   “Oh, she’s no kid anymore, and she’s in good hands.”
 
   Bain groaned. “Yeah, Iz, I don’t want to think about what his hands are doing with my little sister.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Lothar closed the door behind them. His one arm instantly wrapped around Holly’s waist as the other brushed her hair from her shoulder so his lips could brush against her neck.
 
   Holly moaned softly before pulling from his embrace. “I need to call Evan before we start all that.” She waved her hand up and down, taking in the full length of his body.
 
   Lothar groaned. “Fine.” He moved to his desk and pulled out a new cell phone.
 
   Holly smiled. “You keep a backup?”
 
   “I keep stock.” He grinned. “We all tend to go through a lot of phones. Call Evan, I’ll be right back.”
 
   Holly took the phone and sat down on the bed to prepare for this conversation. The phone rang only once before the English-accented voice greeted her. “This is Evan.”
 
   “Evan, it’s Holly.”
 
   A sigh sounded over the line. “It’s about time, Hols. Are you alright?”
 
   “I am fine. Are you okay?”
 
   Evan laughed. “Yes, Hols, I am fine. Been worried, your whole coven has been.”
 
   “Well, you can officially tell them I am fine. I am at Rowan’s palace.”
 
   “I see, and where did you flash off to?” He put emphasis on that fact that she had finally flashed. There was even a hint of pride in his voice.
 
   “Moirai.”
 
   Holly could almost picture Evan’s face; she was sure his brows were raised and there was crooked smile on his lips. Oh, and those deep eyes of his were definitely sparkling with curiosity. “The island of the Fates, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, that would be the place. Look, Evan, there is a lot that went on over the week I spent on that island. But the biggest thing is that there is a war on the horizon. I don’t have details, but I know it’s not going to be good.”
 
   “When?” Evan asked.
 
   “Soon and I hate to ask this, but I know we are going to need you and the coven to survive this.”
 
   Silence fell over the line, and Holly shifted uncomfortably. “Look, I know dealing with Bain isn’t ideal, but while he threatened to kill you only a few hours ago… well, I think he’s coming around.”
 
   Evan chuckled. “Holly, you know I will deal with your brother… You referred to the Light as, us. How long have been back?”
 
   Holly bit her bottom lip. “A few hours.”
 
   “I didn’t sense you,” Evan said quietly. 
 
   He should have sensed her the second she was free of the island. He should have felt that she was back in the Middle World, even if he didn’t feel what was happening with her emotionally.
 
   “You won’t be coming back to the coven, will you?”
 
   Holly’s eyes slid shut. “No, I won’t. This is where I belong now.”
 
   “With Lothar.”
 
   “I finally found someone who stood up to the man I compare all men to.”
 
   She could hear the smile in Evan’s voice. “You flatter me.”
 
   “Don’t forget how important you’ve been in my life. I will miss you and the coven.”
 
   “Well, your room will remain as it is, for when you want to come visit. And I will see you in the morning. Warn Rowan and the warriors that we will be there tomorrow.”
 
   “You got it. Thanks, Evan.”
 
   “Glad you’re safe, Hols.”
 
   “Good-bye, Evan.”
 
   Holly hit the red end button just as Lothar came back into the room. “You ready to get some sleep?”
 
   Holly stood and stripped off the clothes she’d been wearing and slid into the covers. 
 
   “I am ready to get in bed. I don’t know about the sleeping part just yet.”
 
   Lothar crawled in next to her, pulling her naked body to his. Her back pressed against his chest. His hand ran long, soothing sweeps over her side, and then moved to rest on her flat tummy, and up to the swell of her full breasts to lightly pinch at her beading nipple.
 
   “Sleep is overrated,” she murmured as she pressed her tight bottom to his hardening length.
 
   “That is true,” he whispered against the sensitive skin of her neck.
 
   His fang grazed against her jaw as he moved his lips closer to her mouth. Turning her face towards him, she captured his mouth in a heated kiss. Holly turned in his arms and slung her leg over his hip to push him on his back. Straddling him, she felt his hard flesh press against her. With her body anchored by her hands on his chest, she lifted up and then slowly brought her hips down to meet his. With a breathy sigh, she let his length fill her, stretch her, complete her. 
 
   Lowering her face to his, she kissed him deeply as her hips rocked gently. It was a slow rhythm that would stretch out the pleasure as they continued to explore one another. Lothar’s hands followed a gentle pattern up and down her spine before lowering to cup her bottom and run down the back of her thighs.
 
   Holly moaned softly in his ear, “Lothar?”
 
   “Yes, love.”
 
   “I need you.”
 
   “What do you need from me?” he murmured.
 
   She licked his pulse, their speed still slow and rhythmic. Lothar turned his head, exposing his vein to her. Moving his hand from her legs, he cupped the back of her head, keeping her close. Her fangs pierced his skin and sank deep into his flesh. Finding strength, love, and the new and familiar connection that formed between them, Holly found her release, letting the flood of heat wash over her. 
 
   She pulled a few last drops of his blood before trying her hand at her new healing power. She blew against his skin. The flesh knitted together as her orgasm began to ebb her walls, still milking Lothar for his release. His fingers gripped her hips tight as he thrust hard a few more times, reigniting the flame within her and carrying her over the edge one more time with him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Stepping through the portal, Evan scanned the forest around him. He hadn’t been back through this portal since the day he brought Holly through it. He could see the path through the overgrown foliage. Time had boosted life in the forest, and still Evan could see where Holly had stood. Where he’d promised to always take care of her, where he had first known deep down that their relationship would be short lived. There had been too much pain in her eyes when she had looked up to him and said that she had no choice but to leave.
 
   “You’re seeing the past, aren’t you?” Synawen smiled as she squeezed Evan’s hand.
 
   He nodded. “Yes, are you?”
 
   “Wrong side of the Middle World,” she reminded him.
 
   “Well, what about Katarina? Are you ready to face her?”
 
   “I am,” Syna said confidently. “Everyone else is facing their past, it’s time I do too.”
 
   Evan kissed her cheek. “Shall we get to the palace and see what hell is about to break loose?”
 
   Syna smiled and stepped into his arms, pressing a quick peck to his cheek. “Let’s go face the past.”
 
   With a flash and wind swirling around them, Evan brought himself and Syna to the front entrance of the palace. The two guards that protected the front entrance didn’t even flinch as they popped up in front of them. 
 
   One of the guards let out a siren call that brought Kale and Katarina to the front to greet them. 
 
   Kat’s beautiful, green eyes welled with tears as she pulled Syna into an embrace. “I am so glad you found someone and some place to be happy.”
 
   Syna smiled as she squeezed Kat a little tighter. “I am so sorry I left without you all. I couldn’t take it anymore.”
 
   Kat shook her head and pulled back, wiping the tears that now ran down Syna’s face. “Don’t you apologize. I remember what it was like for you there, and I am so glad you seized your opportunity to run.”
 
   Syna nodded. “When this is all said and done, will you come with me to see the others?”
 
   Kat smiled. “You bet I will. Now come on, Rowan and the others are sitting down for breakfast now.”
 
   Kat smiled nervously at Kale. “As you can probably guess… you haven’t moved down on Bain’s list of hatred… but he seemed to get better as the night wore on. I doubt he’ll attack you this time.”
 
   Evan chuckled. “I didn’t imagine that finding Holly to be alive would give me a free pass… I understand why he hates me.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Izzy tilted her head and stared at Bain’s bare backside. “This isn’t going to work,” she warned.
 
   Smiling over his shoulder, he feigned innocence. “What is that, my sweet Izzy?”
 
   “Evan is here and waiting for us. You are not going to distract me with all your nakedness.”
 
   Bain turned and stalked towards her. Her gaze instantly dropped. “What were you saying, sweetheart? Something about not being distracted?”
 
   Izzy lifted her gaze and stepped closer to him, her hands falling to his chest. “You are a worthwhile distraction. How about I give you something to help you relax before we meet with the others?” She winked as she slid down his body.
 
   Twenty minutes late to the meeting, Izzy and Bain entered the dining hall. All eyes landed on them. Kat smirked, and Izzy knew she felt the after effect of what had made her and Bain late to this meeting.
 
   “Nice of you two to join us,” Rowan quipped.
 
   Bain pulled a chair out for Izzy as Cree stood. “Actually, I need to borrow her. Izzy, can you come with me please?”
 
   Izzy kissed Bain. “Behave,” she whispered before following Cree to his office.
 
   “Did you dream last night?” he asked as they took seats opposite one another in the sitting area of his large office.
 
   Izzy furrowed her brow. “I did.”
 
   “Mind if I take a stab at what you dreamt about?”
 
   “By all means.”
 
   “You were in a field, with me, the brothers, and Holly. There were people down all around you and flakes of snow began falling upon us. Am I right so far?”
 
   Izzy’s eyes had widened. “Yes, and it was the first dream that I saw something other than just the snow. What does it mean?”
 
   “It’s a warning, Izzy. In your dream did you recognize any of the bodies on the ground?”
 
   She shook her head. “Why?”
 
   Cree smiled, but Izzy could see something was off. “Just wondering.”
 
   “Oh crap, Esperanza,” she breathed.
 
   “What of her?”
 
   “Oh, Cree, I am so sorry I didn’t know what it meant… She’s with Darion.”
 
   Cree nodded. “Yes, we know that, we received that message. He and Esperanza were very close in their youth; we believe she is safe for now.”
 
   “No.” Izzy shook her head. “No, they’re true mates. I saw their mark. And she will stand at his side when he comes against us.”
 
   Cree studied her closely. “I saw none of this.”
 
   Izzy’s face looked pained as she locked her gaze with his. “Because I touched you.” She spoke softly, regret apparent in her voice. “I stole your visions; we’re just sharing them now as your gift dissipates from my system. After the day I ran into you, I started having vivid dreams, and then they turned to just the snow and the feeling of cold and… despair. I could feel more than see anything, and then, just last night, I saw the dreams clearly again. I don’t know how I missed this.”
 
   “It’s not your power. You wouldn’t know how to interpret it or that they were anything more than a dream.”
 
   Izzy and Cree rejoined the others a few minutes later. Lothar lifted his gaze to them, instantly feeling Izzy’s distress. “Everything alright?” he asked, standing as they approached the table.
 
   Izzy forced a smile. “Everything is fine. Just hungry is all.”
 
   Bain stood and pulled her chair out. She sat, and he slid his plate to her. “Eat, sweetheart.”
 
   Izzy thanked him and grabbed her fork, but really, she pushed the food around and made polite conversation with the others. She saw Lothar as he kept eyeing her. She finally mouthed, “We’ll talk later.” And he dipped his chin in acceptance.
 
   Later wouldn’t come anytime soon.
 
   Izzy sighed, content to be in Bain’s arms. She sat between his thighs, her back pressed to his chest, and his wings wrapped around her to cut out the cool air. The blanket they sat upon lent a small amount of warmth to their romantic evening. It was a beautiful night; the sun had set just minutes before and now the moon shone off the lake in front of them. The sky was clear and crisp and the blue moon seemed to eclipse the sky. Even the Northern Star or the Immortal Heart seemed engulfed by the massive moon.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Izzy said as she rubbed her cheek against his, a small amount of stubble scratching at her face. Lifting her hand, she rubbed along his jaw. 
 
   “I know, it’s time to shave.” He chuckled.
 
   “I don’t mind it one bit… It’s been a rough twenty-four hours for you. Are you okay?”
 
   Bain nodded. “I am still trying to wrap my head around all of this. I’ve hated and blamed Evan for so long that my mind is having trouble reconciling the fact that he is now sleeping in the palace, can walk in the sun because of our blood, and that he never did anything other than what Holly had asked him for.”
 
   Izzy smiled. “He’s not as bad as you thought.” 
 
   “I still hate the bastard… but no.”
 
   Izzy looked back to the sky. “So tell me the story of the Blue Moon.”
 
   “It’s our version of the winter solstice.”
 
   “But you don’t have winter.” 
 
   “Well, not like the Human World does. But we recognize the seasons as the rebirth of the magic that fuels our world.”
 
   “How long does it last?”
 
   “The moon will be like this for the next twenty-four hours. It will even be visible in the daylight.”
 
   Izzy turned to look at him, her memory niggling at her. “Wait, it will be up with the sun tomorrow?”
 
   Bain nodded, his brows furrowing at the realization that haunted her face. “What is it, sweetheart?”
 
   “I need to speak with Cree,” she said, pushing up from her warm cocoon in his arms.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   “Cree!” Izzy was breathless as she burst into Cree’s office.
 
   He was on his feet and moving towards her before she’d even made it to the center of his office.
 
   “What’s wrong, Isabelle?” He lifted his gaze from her to Bain, who stood behind his mate. Bain shook his head as he shrugged his shoulders. “She didn’t take the time to explain it to me before she made a beeline for you.”
 
   Izzy took a deep breath. “It’s tomorrow morning, just as the sun will just be taking over the sky.”
 
   Cree studied her face. “Isabelle, calm down and explain to me what’s happened.”
 
   She gasped again, her eyes wide. “Cree, I know when they will come at us.”
 
   Cree moved her to the sitting area. Taking a seat opposite her and Bain, he sat forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “When?”
 
    “Tomorrow morning.”
 
   “How do you know?” he demanded.
 
   “It’s the Blue Moon.”
 
   She remembered seeing the fading anomaly in the cool morning sky as the Dark marched upon them. 
 
   “I remember thinking the sky looked weird in the vision of Esperanza, but I was so focused on her standing at Darion’s side and the mark that I forgot about the moon appearing in the sky with the sun. They’re coming in the morning.”
 
   Cree lifted his gaze to Bain. “Put the guards on alert. Then collect up the others and meet us back here in twenty.”
 
   Bain dipped his chin, kissed the top of Izzy’s head, and disappeared from the room.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Izzy asked.
 
   “We prepare and wait for them to show up on our lands.”
 
   “Why? If we know when they are coming, why don’t we make a preemptive strike?” she asked. Sure, she knew nothing of war plans and strategies, but taking the war to Darion seemed like the logical way to go.
 
   “Because, we have a peace treaty. If it is to be broken, it will happen by the Dark’s hand, not ours.”
 
   Izzy shook her head. She didn’t understand many of the rules the Fae lived by, but she understood what honor was and that’s what Cree was speaking of. As much as she wanted to take the fight to Esperanza and Darion in the hopes of keeping the people she loved alive, a big part of what made the Light Fae, and especially her new family, so remarkable, was their honor. It was truly what separated the Light from the Dark. 
 
   “Will we at least be waiting for them?”
 
   Cree grinned. “Of that you can be sure.”
 
   There was a feral glint in his eyes. He was not about to take this lying down. Cree’s gut twisted, but his mind refused to let the fear and knowledge that things could go terribly wrong take over.
 
   Izzy nodded and tried for a smile. 
 
   Rowan entered the room then. “Tomorrow we take a stand.” She and Cree then carried on a conversation that Izzy was unable to hear. She waited silently for the others to join them. Bain returned shortly after Rowan with Lothar, Holly, Uriah, Kale, and Kat, then Evan and Synawen. Bain kept his distance from the vampire, but at least this time he didn’t growl and snarl at the man.
 
   “Now I want to know exactly what you both saw,” Rowan said as she took a seat in Cree’s chair.
 
   Cree smiled at Izzy encouragingly. 
 
   Izzy took a deep breath. “I’ve been having vivid dreams; I just didn’t know what they meant. Not until Cree and I talked a bit about them earlier and then tonight when Bain and I were talking about the Blue Moon, something important clicked.”
 
   Rowan nodded. “Go on.”
 
   “I saw Esperanza and Darion together. She wears a mark like Kat and Kale. Only theirs is an infinity with a black rose. She’s his true mate.” Izzy waved her hands in the air. “Crap, I am getting off topic. Ok, so that’s a big deal, I know, but more importantly, they were moving through a forest. They stopped when they saw us and from around them came a… well, an army.” She looked to Evan. “There were vampires on the front lines. Is that possible? I know you can day walk, or whatever you all call it, but what about your coven?”
 
   Evan shook his head. “No, but it has nothing to do with day walking. It’s the moon. It blurs the lines of day and night. The Blue Moon is the one time of year that vampires can walk in daylight.”
 
   “What else did you see, Isabelle?” Rowan asked, drawing her attention once again.
 
   “Uhh, there were ogres, and a bunch of different magic flying around.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. That's all I can remember.”
 
   “Did you recognize the surroundings?”
 
   Izzy closed her eyes, pulling at the memory. “It’s the north forest where it opens to the meadow near the lake.”
 
   Rowan nodded, and then looked to Evan. “This would be the time I call you and your coven for help.”
 
   “Syna, get Sergio on the phone. Tell him to put a skeleton crew together to stay at the compound and then to get the rest of our enforcers to the forest portal. I will meet him them there in two hours.”
 
   “On it.” Syna walked from the room, pulling her cell out as she went.
 
   “Rowan?”
 
   Rowan looked to Bain, sadness in her eyes as they locked with his. “I have no answer, Bain.”
 
   “I’ve not yet asked the question.”
 
   “You don’t need to. I know what you’re concerned about.”
 
   Kat cleared her throat and all eyes fell to her, where she stood with her fingers laced with Kale’s. “If she really is his true mate, then you must understand that she won’t let harm fall to him and vice-versa.”
 
   “You are saying not to trust her.” Lothar arched a brow as he looked to Kat.
 
   “I am not saying that she will raise a sword to any of you, but she will not allow you to raise a sword to him. She is not your ally, and I would venture a guess that she will be renouncing her allegiance to the Light to be sworn to the Dark.”
 
   Bain looked to Rowan. The only way a Fae could realign themselves was with a ceremony conducted by their current leader, meaning Rowan would have to agree to let Esperanza go. Rowan shook her head at Bain’s unspoken question. She wasn’t sure what she would do if it came to that. Could she let her mother go? Could her heart survive the added pain and guilt? She already felt responsible for the situation that put Esperanza into Darion’s hands.
 
   “We need to focus,” Rowan said, standing from the chair. “Evan, go get your vampires and meet us back in Cree’s office as soon as you can. We have battle plans to discuss.”
 
   Evan left the room in search of Syna.
 
   “Kale, I want you, Bain, and Lothar to clear the north villages. Bring the refugees here; we’ll set up housing in the courtyard if we have to.”
 
   “I can help with the housing,” Holly offered.
 
   “Can you conjure housing now?” Rowan asked.
 
   Holly shrugged. “Maybe, I am a pretty good with my conjuring and like Bain said, Tyr’s magic should strengthen my ability. So yeah, I know I can help.”
 
   Rowan smiled. “That’s what I wanted to hear. Okay Izzy, you and Kat start collecting blankets and provisions. Holly doesn’t need to conjure what we already have. Cree, you get started on strategy. Okay, everyone get to work except you, Uriah. I’d like a word with you.”
 
   The room cleared, leaving Uriah and Rowan alone.
 
   “Are you okay? Bain told me you chose to walk instead of fly the other day, and it got me thinking that I haven’t seen you spread your wings since returning from the club fire.”
 
   Uriah tilted his head, choosing honesty… well, mostly. He assured his queen. “I am still healing, but I am fit to fight and protect our people.”
 
   Rowan studied him momentarily before smiling. “You would tell me if something was not right, wouldn’t you, Uriah?”
 
   Uriah dipped his chin. “I would burden you if necessary.”
 
   “Alright. Many Blessings, Uriah.” 
 
   That brought a smile to his face. He bowed to her and repeated the ancient words. “Many Blessings, Rowan.”
 
   “Now, go see what Cree needs of you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   “Kat?” Syna called.
 
   Kat turned to the voice that had called to her. She smiled as Syna made her way over. “What do you need, Syna?”
 
   “Evan thought I might be able to help you and Izzy get things set up out here.”
 
   Kat looked around the courtyard that was quickly filling with the conjured cottages Holly was creating.
 
   Holly had said she wasn’t sure she could create cabins, but she underestimated herself. Small stone cottages were dotting the courtyard, quickly filling the space with shelters for the displaced Fae that were already trickling in. Bain and Kale were working their way through the outer villages and should be done any time now. Kat felt the pressure as the minutes ticked away. Looking up at the sky, she could see that sunrise was only about seven hours away.
 
   “Sure, all the help we can get would be appreciated.”
 
   Syna grabbed a stack of blankets and followed Kat into one of the cottages. Syna was impressed with Holly’s magic; the cottage was one large room and one small bathroom. The large room had a fireplace, a double bed, and three small, twin-sized beds. In the far corner were a kitchenette and a dining table. It wasn’t fancy, but it was cozy and safe within the curtain walls of the Light Fae stronghold.
 
    “Are you okay, Syna?”
 
   Syna blinked and nodded “Oh yeah, fine. I’m just impressed with what Holly has done here.”
 
   Kat looked around the small cottage. “It is impressive, but what I mean is… are you going to be okay? None of what is coming in the morning is going to be easy.”
 
   Syna smiled softly. “I am trying to be. I never planned to come back to the Middle World, but this side of it doesn’t seem so bad.”
 
   “It’s not. Rowan leads in a much different fashion then Darion does. Are you going to be able to face him come the morning?”
 
   Syna straightened her spine and nodded. “I think it’s time.”
 
   Kat pulled her into a hug. “I will stand next to you. We’ll face him together.”
 
   Syna squeezed Kat and held back the tears that threatened. 
 
   “You won’t be standing alone.” Syna and Kat broke apart to see Evan standing with at least two dozen vampires just outside of the cottage’s open door.
 
   Kat’s gaze found Jameson and then Christian. She smiled at both of them as she and Syna exited the cottage.
 
   “We need to find Cree and go over the plans for the morning, but first I wanted to check on you.”
 
   Syna hugged Evan and whispered something in his ear that Kat couldn’t hear. When she pulled back, a dark-haired vampire stepped forward and patted Evan’s arm as he walked by. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Sergio moved past the group to where he’d spotted Holly. He didn’t even pause in his movements as he approached her. Holly turned in time to throw her arms around his neck and let him hug her hard, her feet lifting from the hard ground beneath them.
 
   “I was so worried about you,” he breathed into her hair.
 
   She squeezed him a little harder, and he set her down. “I’m sorry.” She smiled sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to flash.”
 
   He nodded and smiled at her. “I know, but it was before even then.”
 
   She nodded. He had been the one to bring her to safety, to bring her to Evan after the Club was attacked. But he was talking about times long before even then. He’d always worried about her. He had befriended her immediately when Evan brought her into the coven. He had cared for her, and Holly knew that all those times of harmless flirting were not exactly harmless to his heart. He loved her. She could see that without question now as he gazed down at her. He knew the truth. That she didn’t love him, not like he did her, and that she wasn’t coming back to the coven.
 
   “I am sorry, Serg,” she said softly.
 
   He smiled and cupped her cheek. “Never apologize for getting what you want and for finally being happy. That’s all I ever hoped for you.”
 
   She threw her arms around him again and hugged him fiercely.
 
   “All I know is you better come visit, and I better get an invitation.”
 
   Holly tilted her head. “Invitation?”
 
   Sergio chuckled. “To the hand-fasting ceremony.”
 
   “What makes you think there will be one?”
 
   “Because I see the way Lothar is looking at you, and it’s not a secret that there was something between the two of you before you came to live with the coven.”
 
   Holly smirked, raising her voice slightly, so all the vampires watching them could hear. “Evan has a big mouth. He always has.”
 
   Evan chuckled and shook his head. “Come now, Sergio, before you get me in trouble.”
 
   Sergio hugged Holly once more before jogging off to head into the palace with the coven.
 
   Holly turned to see a grinning Izzy. “What?” she asked.
 
   “Did Lothar tell you what I used to do for a living?”
 
   Holly shook her head. All Lothar had told her about the woman was that she took damn good care of her stubborn brother. 
 
   Izzy smiled even wider. “I was wedding planner. I hope to be one again soon.”
 
   Holly smiled. “Well, you can start with mine and Lothar’s if he ever asks me for that kind of commitment.”
 
   “Oh, Holly, he’s wrapped around your finger. He loves you and if that is what you want, he will gladly give it to you because I guarantee it’s what he wants.”
 
   “You know them that well?”
 
   Izzy shrugged. “They accepted me into their home and hearts without question. I love each and every one of them, and I have come to know them each quite well. But honestly, it only took five minutes of watching the two of you to know that he is deeply and madly in love with you.”
 
   “You should listen to her. She’s the smartest of all of us.” Lothar wrapped his arms around Holly’s waist and kissed her neck.
 
   Izzy arched a brow and headed into the most recent conjured cottage to make up the beds.
 
   Holly turned in Lothar’s arms. “Did Izzy and Bain have a big wedding or hand-fasting?”
 
   Lothar shook his head. “No, they haven’t had either yet.”
 
   Holly was taken aback. “Are you serious? He hasn’t tied her down yet?”
 
   Lothar shook his head.
 
   “He better get on it before she realizes what a pain in the ass he is.”
 
    “Trust me, Hols, she already knows.” Lothar chuckled.
 
   A small, little voice screaming Izzy’s name caught their attention. 
 
   “Kyra!” They heard Izzy coo the name, and Holly’s eyes widened.
 
   “Did she just say Kyra?” 
 
   Lothar nodded and pulled her towards the door. They stopped as a small child with honey blonde hair leapt from Bain’s arms and then ran to throw herself into Izzy’s open embrace. Izzy’s arms closed around the child, lifting her up to swing her through the air before planting a kiss on the child’s rosy cheek.
 
   “Did you get to fly with Daddy?” Izzy asked excitedly.
 
   The child nodded emphatically. “Yes, I can’t wait for my wings so I can fly.”
 
   Bain made his way over and lifted the little girl onto his shoulder. “All in good time. I don’t want to you grow up too fast. You’re still my baby.”
 
   Kyra sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I am almost six now, Daddy.”
 
   “That’s right, Bain. She’s turning into a lovely young lady.”
 
   “See, Izzy knows,” Kyra said.
 
   “Alright, you want to meet your Aunt Holly?”
 
   “Very much. Do you know Aunt Holly?” Kyra asked Izzy.
 
   “I do, I got to meet her last night.”
 
   “You guys should have come and gotten me then. Daddy says I look a lot like Aunt Holly. We have the same color eyes and hair.”
 
   Izzy tapped her chin and studied Kyra playfully. “You know what? Daddy’s right.” 
 
   Kyra leapt from Bain’s shoulder back into Izzy arms. “Can we go meet her now?”
 
   “You bet,” Bain said
 
   Izzy set her down and held her hand as Bain took the other. Together, they walked towards Lothar and Holly, who still stood in the entrance of the cottage.
 
   “Wow,” Holly breathed, tears pushing up in her eyes. “They make a beautiful family.”
 
   “Uncle Lothar!” Kyra screamed and pulled away from Izzy and Bain to run towards him. Lothar smiled and picked the child up, squeezing her gently before pulling back to see her staring at Holly.
 
   “We do look alike,” she said before leaning towards Holly to wrap her arms around her neck. Holly wrapped her arms around Kyra and lifted her from Lothar’s arms to hug her tightly against her chest. “I’ve been waiting all your life to meet you.” 
 
   Kyra pulled back and nodded. “You are very pretty.”
 
   Holly laughed and hugged Kyra again. “So are you,” she breathed against the wild mass of honey curls that hung from the little girl’s head.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Cree dropped to the plush covers of his and Rowan’s massive, silk-draped bed. He pulled off his boots before standing and stripping as he made his way to the bathroom. Turning the water to scalding, the bathroom quickly filled with steam. He was just thoroughly soaked when he heard the bathroom door open. Rowan made her way to the large square that was the shower and stepped in with him.
 
   “Can you cool the water down a bit?”
 
   Cree smiled and turned the knob. The water cooled slightly, and Rowan stepped into his arms and under the water.
 
   “You okay?” he asked.
 
   The past few hours had been rough. After Bain and Kale returned from gathering the Fae from the northern villages, they had all come together to stand at Rowan’s side as she addressed her people and soothed their concerns. By this time, they had a plan; one that was simple but gave them the best odds should this turn into an all-out battle.
 
   Rowan lifted her beautiful lavender gaze to his and nodded. “We’ve had a semblance of peace for so long. I should have known this day would come. And to be honest, Darion does not deserve to lead after the way he has treated his people.”
 
   Cree nodded. He agreed one-hundred percent and if he were being honest, he would have voiced that he didn’t believe Darion deserved to live. “Whatever tomorrow brings, you stay close to me. You got it?”
 
   Rowan shook her head. “You forget, I trained as a warrior before I became a leader. I still know how to kick some ass.”
 
   Cree sighed. “I know, Ro. Believe me, I know how strong you are, but I am still asking that you stay close to me.”
 
   She nodded and turned off the water. “Fine.” She smiled. “Now let’s get some rest.”
 
   Cree grabbed a towel and dried them both off before lifting her into his arms and carrying her off to bed. He lay on his back and kept her tight against him, finding comfort in her slight weight as it pressed against his chest. “I love you so much, Ro.”
 
   She lifted her head from his chest and smiled. “I know, and I love you too.” She kissed him gently at first but, as his fingers dug into her hips to adjust her body so she straddled him, the kiss deepened and his body responded.
 
   Rowan slid up his body slightly to rub his cock with her silk folds. Lifting slightly, she adjusted her position so when she came back down, she took him deep inside of her. His movements were slow as he rolled them over and hovered above her. With languid thrusts, he made love to her, his lips exploring a body he knew well but would never tire of. Their lips met once more as heat plumed deep inside of her and her walls began pulsating against him, pulling him over the edge with her. As their respective orgasms took them both on heated waves, Cree was slammed with visions of Rowan.
 
   Her eyes closed and her body still in his arms.
 
   Her fading from his arms as Acacia stood before him, tears streaking her ethereal face.
 
   Rowan’s eyes looking upon him with confusion.
 
   Her smile unsure as she looked at him, Bain, Izzy, and Jelena.
 
   The final vision hit. This one more than just flashes, emotions flowing over him as the vision played out.
 
   Her hair was darker, and he couldn’t see her eyes as she turned from him. She was not the same Rowan that he held now and made love to, but she was still his Rowan. His arms wrapped around her, keeping her from fleeing from him. With tear-filled eyes, his head fell to her shoulder and his wings wrapped them together in a cocoon of need and love. Her resistance to his embrace waned, but sadness engulfed him.
 
   The vision faded, and Cree fought for breath as he rolled off her and pulled her as tight as he could to him. Rowan sighed with satisfaction as she burrowed deep into him and fell to the exhaustion the day wrought.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Izzy whimpered in her sleep, and Bain felt a tear when he cupped her cheek. He pulled her to him and whispered sweet nothings into her ear as he stroked her back. He felt her relax in his arms, and he kissed her forehead.
 
   “Whatever it is, my sweet Izzy, it is just a dream. You’re safe.”
 
   A sigh fell from her lips, and he felt them pucker and press to his bare chest. A sleepy kiss that turned him on.
 
   “That’s my girl, you’re safe, and you’ll always be safe with me.”
 
   “Bain?” Izzy mumbled his name. He lifted her chin to look down at her.
 
   “I am here, Iz.”
 
   “I love you,” she murmured.
 
   He smiled and kissed her lips. “I love you too, Izzy. I will forever.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Dawn was on the horizon as the group met in the back gardens away from the eyes of the refugees they had uprooted and moved inside the safety of the castle’s curtain walls. Evan’s vampires all looked to the blazing ball that was rising, their eyes squinting at the sharp pain the sun brought. Holly smiled as she moved to her coven and produced a box filled with sunglass. The vampires happily slid the shades on and all of them but Evan returned to gazing at the sun. It was sight many on them hadn’t seen in well over two centuries. 
 
   Izzy’s eyes were glued to the sky as well, only it wasn’t the sun that held her attention, it was the exaggerated and beautiful blue moon that waited in the sky for the sun to join it.
 
   “Ready, sweetheart?” Bain asked. He hated that Izzy was part of this but knowing that she would remain at his side, with a plethora of powers, gave him a little sense of ease. Izzy pulled down the leather glove she wore and prepared herself for the onslaught of power. She sighed, but before she could move, Kale grabbed her wrist and pulled her into a hug. 
 
   “I am with Bain on this, Iz. I don’t like you being a part of this but you can control the flames, so anyone who gets close that isn’t a friendly, you burn them to ashes. You got me?”
 
   Bain cleared his throat. “You can back off now, Kale.”
 
   Kale and Izzy both laughed, but she nodded and replied, “I gotcha Kale.”
 
   Kat smiled at them. “I’d hug you too, cause you know I love ya, but our powers don’t mix well.”
 
   Izzy chuckled, a shy smile on her pretty face.
 
   “We won’t be far from you either,” Kat said as Izzy walked past them to Uriah. His was the next best offensive power and it was one, like Kale’s pyrokinesis, that she had mastered. 
 
   Uriah smiled reassuringly as he took Izzy’s hand and gave it a good squeeze. “You can do this,” he whispered. “Any woman strong enough to put up with Bain is strong enough for any fight heaven or hell could bring down on her.”
 
   Bain grunted, and Izzy hugged Uriah briefly. He had been distant and sad, but he seemed to be coming around, as a little of his humor was returning.
 
   Izzy let Uriah go and looked to Cree. “Who else?” she asked.
 
   “Lothar,” Bain offered. “You’ve mastered his power too, and it’s a powerful defensive power.”
 
   Cree nodded in agreement. “He’s right, and that should do it. You don’t know how to use any of the other powers around you, and we all know you are pretty much a permanent healer now.”
 
   Izzy blushed as Lothar stepped up to her with a smirk and an arched brow. “Why, Isabelle, I do believe you are blushing.”
 
   Izzy shook her head and threw herself into his arms. She hadn’t really processed the fact that he was back or gotten the opportunity to enjoy the fact that he was safe, so she would use the need of his gift as a good excuse to hug the man she viewed as her older brother.
 
   Stepping back and releasing him, Izzy smiled and Lothar winked. “You ready for this?”
 
   She looked up at him. “You tell me. “
 
   Lothar laughed. “You’re stubborn, feisty, and ready as ever.” Izzy moved back to Bain’s side as he wrapped his arms around her. His wings flapped to life and carried them off into the growing light of morning. Kale took Kat in his arms and followed. Rowan and Cree took off, and Lothar grabbed a hold of Holly. Before lifting into the air, he looked to Uriah.
 
   There was a sadness coming from his brother as he watched the others disappear into the morning light. Something was very wrong, Lothar could feel it.
 
   “Uriah?”
 
   Uriah’s gaze drifted to him. He shook his head and started for the steel gate in the back wall. Holly pulled from Lothar’s arms to make her way to Evan.
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on with him, but get him to the meadow and keep an eye on him.”
 
   Evan watched Uriah walked away and nodded. Signaling for his vamps to go, he took Syna’s hand and they went after Uriah.
 
   Holly stepped back into Lothar’s arms. “Whatever is going on with him, we will find a way to help, but for right now, I think we may make it worse. Let Evan and Syna help. They’re good at this kind of stuff.”
 
   Lothar nodded. With one last, lingering look at his brother, he shot into the air with Holly wrapped around his body.
 
   Uriah watched as the last of his brothers took off into the sky. He longed to feel the wind on his face. To be truly free and away from everything. He wanted to fly.
 
   A petite hand fell to his shoulder, and he looked back to see Synawen.
 
   She shook her head. “I will not ask. I have many painful secrets that I wish to remain mine and mine alone. So we will take you there, and we will ask nothing of what keeps you grounded.” Her smile was beautiful and understanding as she took his arm and led him back to Evan.
 
   Evan held his hand out to Syna; she took it and kept her hold on Uriah’s arm. “Land a good distance away from the others. We walk the remainder.”
 
   Evan dipped his chin and flashed them from the courtyard.
 
   “Thanks,” Uriah whispered as they appeared a good two hundred feet from where the others had already taken their positions. The trio jogged to the group and took their places, to wait for Darion to make the first move.
 
   Izzy caught Uriah’s eye and winked at him; he smiled and dipped his chin. A twig snapped, drawing everyone’s attention to the forest beyond. Darion stepped forward, appearing just as he had in Izzy’s vision. He wore dark leather pants and no shirt. She realized that while she assumed her vision was attempting to tell her something, that wasn’t the case. The vision had played out just as it was going to now. Darion was shirtless in an attempt to catch the warriors and Rowan off guard with the true-mate mark. Esperanza stepped up next to him and just as in Izzy’s vision, her icy eyes landed on her, chilling her to the bone. Malice was dripping from her. Esperanza’s eyes fell on Bain and for a brief moment, regret bled through her icy façade. She then looked upon Rowan, and finally her gaze landed on Holly. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Holly felt the chill of her mother’s gaze clear to her bones. Lothar squeezed her hand tightly. And Rowan shot her a reassuring smile before focusing on Darion.
 
   “You march on my lands, and you bring an army with you. What are your intentions, Darion?”
 
   Darion looked around and arched a brow. “I see no army.”
 
   Rowan’s face remained stony as she spoke. “Just because they hide in the cover of the forest doesn’t mean they aren’t here. What is it you were hoping to accomplish?”
 
   “You’re smarter then I give you credit for. If not for you pesky mate, you wouldn’t have known I was coming.”
 
   “Don’t start a war. Turn around and go back to your lands.”
 
   “Ah, but, Rowan, I didn’t start this.” His eyes landed on Synawen and drifted to Kat, who stood next to her. “They did, and you harbor them.”
 
   Rowan stared at him but said nothing as he smirked at her.
 
   “Hand them over and I will stop this.”
 
   Kale’s hands burst into flames, and Darion snapped his fingers. His hidden army made themselves known. Vampires, ogres, castors, and many other flavors of Fae stepped up behind him.
 
    Rowan raised a hand in a gesture that was supposed to tell Kale to calm the fuck down.
 
   “While your words may upset my warrior, we both know I will fight to my death to keep those women from ever being under your thumb again. Make your choice, Darion. Is it really worth it?”
 
   Darion chuckled. “You come at me with barely thirty-five soldiers at your side, and a few weak-willed women. You won’t win this one.”
 
   “You have always been too arrogant for your own good. Have you truly not learned that to underestimate me is to err?”
 
   Darion’s eyes narrowed as Rowan smiled. The first blast of magic came from his side and was directed at Kale. Rowan barely spared a glance to see that Kale had dodged the ball of pure blue electricity that flew at him.
 
   “Now!” she hollered.
 
   The forest came to life around the cowardice of Darion’s army, those who still hid from the battle that would erupt in front of them. The Meliae spirits of the ancient ash trees that spotted the forest reached out their forms, calling upon the strength of the trees they called home. Their hands grasped at those close and began pulling the screaming Fae into the heart of their trees. The bark of the trees began to waver as members of Darion’s army disappeared. Their cries were lost as the trees solidified around them. The only sign they had once stood in the forest was where the bark on the trunks had morphed to create their screaming faces.
 
   The Meliae sent those who hadn’t been captured by the tree’s fleeing from the depths of forest.
 
   Darion growled as he locked his gaze on Rowan. The battle had started, and Darion’s men were racing towards them.
 
   Evan’s vampires flashed out of sight before landing smack in the middle of the advancing horses. The flashing allowed them to escape most blows, but there was no way they would all survive if the rest of Rowan’s army did not get into the fight.
 
   “Go,” she hollered. Uriah began throwing Darion’s men off the vampires, most of them landing back in the forest. Screams were heard briefly before the forest would fall silent, only to be taken by screams again as Uriah would throw more creatures to the trees.
 
   Kale was lighting fires, trapping groups of Darion’s horde at a time. The earth was scorching before them. Fear struck Cree as he watched the battle play out and he fought his way to Rowan, who was descending on Darion.
 
   “Rowan!” He bellowed her name as he swung an ancient sword, cutting down anyone who stepped in his way.
 
   Cree’s voice caught Holly’s attention. Her eyes landing on her sister as Rowan took the first swing at the Dark Fae leader. She wielded their father’s sword as if it were merely an extension of her own body: fluid, graceful, and deadly. Holly was momentary sidetracked by the sight. She hadn’t even noticed that Esperanza was no longer at her mate’s side. The impact caught Holly off guard as she hit the ground hard. Looking up, she saw her mother flying back. With wide eyes, she looked for Uriah, assuming he had been the one to keep the blade from burring into her back. Instead, she found Izzy moving towards her, pulling her from the ground. 
 
   “Thanks.” Holly let out a deep breath.
 
   “We just got you back. And to be honest, I’ve wanted to smack your mother for a while.”
 
   Holly laughed. “I thought Bain said you were the one who forgave her and pushed him to forgive as well.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I was trying to be the bigger person. Recent events and information tells me it doesn’t take much to be bigger than Esperanza.”
 
   “Duck!” Holly hollered before launching herself at Izzy as a ball of flames came flying at them.
 
   Kale was next to them in a flash. “Motherfucker,” he growled, pulling a new ball of flame from his hands and sending it flying at the caster who had just redirected the last ball of flames at Izzy and Holly. Izzy put a blast of Uriah’s magic behind it and cringed as the very human-looking Fae burst into flames.
 
   “You okay?” he asked both of them.
 
   They nodded, and he grabbed Izzy. “You’re coming with me. Holly, you get to Lothar.”
 
   Holly’s feet beat against the earth as she made her way towards Lothar. He, like the others, wielded a sword with beautiful, precise movements. He didn’t need her help. Trusting him as the warrior he was, she made her way towards Cree, who had been cut off from Rowan.
 
   Holly conjured a bow and began sending arrows into the hearts, heads, and any other respective kill spots for the Fae that were surrounding them. The ranks were thinning out more on Darion’s side than on theirs. She’d seen a few guards go down and hoped that they were still at least breathing.
 
   ****
 
   That bitch human had sent Esperanza flying into the forest. How did she wield the power of a warrior? Esperanza saw the faces frozen in the trees around her and moved quickly out of the forest, but kept to the outskirts of the battle. She watched as Izzy threw a ball of flame at one of Darion’s ogres. She shook her head as that little shit Kale gave her a high five and grabbed her hand to drag her nearer to her son. Seemed the little human had been hiding something. Esperanza’s gaze found Darion in battle with Rowan, as Cree tried to charge towards them but kept getting cut off. Esperanza stayed safely out of sight as she watched. Darion knew not to harm Rowan, but her daughter fought with deadly accuracy. She couldn’t have Rowan killing Darion. She had to distract and separate the two of them. With her palms stretched out towards the ground, she sent a wave of rolling dirt toward them, knocking both off their feet. She then rushed towards Darion to pull him from the fight. Only he appeared on his feet in a swirl of magic just as Rowan stood and turned to face him once more.
 
   Rowan’s eyes flashed and her mind screamed for Cree.
 
   “I love you… I am so sorry,” was all she could think as Darion’s blade connected with her flesh.
 
   “No. Rowan! Please, I am coming, love.”
 
   “Hurry, I want to see your handsome face.”
 
   “You hold on.”
 
   Silence fell in their connection as he tried to get to his everything.
 
   Holly heard a guttural roar, and ice-cold fear slid down her spine. Turning, she found Cree rushing to a downed Rowan. 
 
   Rowan felt the cold steel slide deep into her chest. One wrong move, that was all it ever took. It was how all warriors ended up in the care of the Immortal three. Her knees gave out and she fell to them, looking from the sword that protruded from her chest to the cold eyes of the man who still held its hilt. She coughed and blood fell from her lips. Darion sneered, his booted foot landing on her stomach to push her off his sword.
 
   “No!” Esperanza screamed as a ball of flame flew towards Darion. She pushed him out of the way and fell to the ground to see her daughter dying at her lover’s hand. 
 
   Strong fingers wrapped around Esperanza’s arm and yanked her from the soiled earth.
 
    
 
   ****
 
   Time froze as every warrior felt the pain that radiated through the lands. Uriah turned in slow motion to see a flash of magic come at him. There was no time, so he simply closed his eyes. He knew that when he opened them again there would be an Immortal waiting to take him. A tear slid down his face as he accepted that his queen would be joining him. The pain never came and when he opened his eyes, he saw the smiling face of his Immortal. Jelena reached a hand up and cupped his cheek.
 
   “I love you. I would have given up everything to stay with you.”
 
   Uriah’s eyes drifted down to where her hand pressed against her heart. Blood began to seep through her slender fingers and she fell forward, revealing the face of the one who had just tried to kill him and instead got Jelena. Uriah roared. With a flick of his hand, the Fae was lifted in the air, so high that Uriah found him hard to see anymore. Then he let the Fae fall. A sickening crunch rent the air as the body was impaled by a tree.
 
   “Jelena? Please talk to me.” She was silent.
 
   Uriah’s gaze shifted to Rowan, where Holly and Bain were running to her. Darion lifted his sword to bring it down on both Rowan and Cree, who know held her as Esperanza stood motionless at his side.
 
   A scream ripped from Holly, and magic flooded the field. Darion dropped his sword in time to throw up his own magical protection. Only when the magic collided did he and what was left of his army disappear. All that was left were the Light warriors and the vampires. Izzy fell to Uriah’s side and pressed her hands over Jelena’s wound. Bain and Holly hovered over Rowan.
 
   “No,” was all Uriah heard as Holly took a step back. Bain grabbed her and hid her face in his chest.
 
   Uriah looked back to Izzy as she healed Jelena. Pulling her hands back, she could see the wound was healed. Jelena took a breath and stood up, both her hands pressing against her chest.
 
   “I don’t underst—” Her words broke off as she looked up at the clouds that now hovered high above them.
 
   The sky opened up above them, the first of many unique and beautiful flakes began falling. All who were left standing seem mesmerized as their heads fell back to watch the clouds release thousands of frozen, delicate drops of ice. Jelena’s eyes followed the first of the flakes that fell as it inched its’ way closer to the trampled and scorched grass. As it made contact with the soiled land, pain pierced through Jelena. Her body crumpled as her soul was pulled from her corporeal form. With a final, ear-piercing scream, the world went dark and cold.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “Jelena, come on, beautiful, don’t do this to me.” Uriah held the tears back as his eyes flicked over her face and then to the devastation. They had lost too many. The Light and the Dark were at war and, by his estimate, the Dark had delivered a devastating blow. Many would live through their injuries, but most would never be the same. 
 
   Cree sat only a few feet away, holding Rowan to his chest, unable to hold back his tears. Izzy had left Uriah with Kat and Kale at his side as she went and held Bain, shaking her head. Their healer hadn’t been able to help their queen. Though Rowan hated that title, it was what she was. The Light had lost their Queen. 
 
   Looking back down at the woman in his arms, Uriah began begging once more for her to wake.
 
   His eyes caught movement as Acacia and Zarek made their way through the ones who had given their lives in the battle.
 
   “Let her go, Uriah.” 
 
   Zarek was the least friendly and least seen of the Immortal Four. His presence alone was something to fear.
 
   “No, she doesn’t belong with you,” Uriah snarled.
 
    “You think she belongs with you,” Zarek roared. “All of you, with your messy emotions, caused this.” He waved a hand around them, taking in the sad scene of battle. “My sisters and their lack of respect to the rules, their connection to you warriors, and their own emotions are to blame for this.”
 
   With a wave of his hand, Jelena disappeared from Uriah’s arms. Uriah shot to his feet, rushing towards Zarek. 
 
   Zarek snarled. “Enough!” The ground shook, and the sky roared. The display was only a small taste of the power Zarek possessed. “This is done. She broke the rules, and this is her punishment.” Zarek looked to Acacia. “And collecting her is yours.”
 
   Acacia stood silent, her eyes downcast as she listened to her brother. She stood near Cree, his pain as he held his lost wife pressing down on her. This was her fault.
 
   “I am so sorry, Cree.” 
 
   Cree lifted his eyes to meet Acacia’s. “Please don’t.”
 
   “I have no choice; she belongs to the underworld now.”
 
   Reaching out, Acacia placed her hand over Rowan’s forehead. A shimmer of iridescent light reached out from Acacia’s hand. When she pulled it back, a ball of gold light appeared in her palm.
 
   “She will be waiting for you.” Acacia turned her back and faded out, leaving with what remained of Rowan. Her soul.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Esperanza made contact with the hard floor of Darion’s palace. With a groan, she rolled to see him lying next her. With fast reflexes, she raised her hand and slapped him.
 
   Darion let her hit him once before catching her wrist and a narrowing his eyes at her.
 
   “You were to leave my children unharmed,” she snarled.
 
   “You’re the one who sent the magic that took her down. Besides, they are no longer your family.”
 
   She sneered, but didn’t argue.
 
   “Good, now make yourself useful. Whatever that bastard youngest of your threw at us, not only flashed us all back here, but also drained my strength.”
 
   Esperanza scoffed. “I should leave you weakened.”
 
   Darion’s hand flashed from her wrist to tightly grasp her hair and force her lips to his. With a deep kiss that she ended by biting him, he sucked enough sexual chi to roll them both over so he sat between her thighs. Lifting her skirt, he dropped his zipper and arched a brow at her.
 
   “Do you still want to fight me on this, Essie?”
 
   Pushing off the ground, she rolled them again. Straddling him with one solid, fluid movement, she took him deep inside of her. There would be backlash from this, and she would need her king at full strength.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The snow continued to fall as the Light mourned their losses. Bain took rule until the Fae could come together and choose a new leader; the royals who oversaw the process had little to fight. Cree was in no shape and, while Bain felt just as lost at the loss of his sister, Izzy was his strength and he hailed from a royal line. Besides, the snow that fell was more concerning as the lands began to die in the freeze. Even Lothar’s power seemed to do little. He could stop the snow from falling for a short time, but what had already taken hold refused to let go and melt away.
 
   The lands were sad, and each of them could feel it deep in their bones. After Rowan’s death, the castle felt quiet. Holly was gone now. She and Lothar had returned to the coven in Vegas to mourn those that the vampires had lost. She had remained for Rowan’s services, but she had lost many she still considered family. Bain didn’t blame her for needing to get away. Plus, he knew she and Lothar would return before long. 
 
   Cree was locked in his office most days and nights. Bain laced his fingers with Izzy’s as they left the Hole. Kat and Kale were taking care of Uriah, who was drowning in alcohol at the moment. Uriah was quietly mourning the loss of the one he loved. It was no secret to any of them as to how he felt for Jelena. It had been over two weeks, and they hadn’t seen a single Immortal—not the sisters or the brothers. The following days would tell where they stood with the Underworld leaders. Izzy was set to see Makyle soon. 
 
   Izzy closed the door behind them as they entered their room. Bain sat on the edge of the bed. Izzy moved in front of him. She held him tight against her, knowing the pain that welled inside of him threatened to consume his very essence. Her warrior had felt the pain of loss too many times to count.
 
   “I love you, Bain. We’ll make it through this.”
 
   “Promise me, Iz.”
 
   “What? I will promise you anything.” She felt his tears drip against the bare skin of her breast.
 
   “Don’t ever leave. I could never bear to lose you.”
 
   She pressed a kiss to his golden hair and promised with every ounce of her soul that heaven and hell would have to come together to take her from his side.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    7 months later…
 
    
 
   The lands were still blanketed in snow. The falling flakes would come and go, but the lands suffered at the hand of the freeze. Lothar and Holly entered Rowan’s office to see Bain staring out the window.
 
   “You okay?” Lothar asked.
 
   Bain lifted his gaze to see Lothar and his little sister. They brought a smile to his face.
 
   “I am better than I was yesterday, but not as good as I will be tomorrow.”
 
   Holly grinned. “You have no idea how true that statement is.”
 
   Bain arched a brow. “Do tell.”
 
   “We were out at the river.” Holly smiled up at Lothar, and then back at Bain. “It’s flowing again.”
 
   Bain stood. “Show me.”
 
   Holly took his hand and flashed them to the now-rushing river. A piece of ice broke apart and flowed downstream.
 
   “How?” Bain asked, looking between the two.
 
   “Our magic mixes well. See, my healing power works on the land and plants, too.”
 
   Bain snorted.
 
   Holly nodded, “Yeah, that was my reaction as well when I realized I was tapping into some of Mother’s nature magic. But I don’t care. If that gift can help us heal, then I will use it until I can’t use it anymore.”
 
   Bain hugged her. “It about time she did something good for you.”
 
   “This isn’t a fix all,” Lothar warned. “I think between Holly and me, we can heal the land, while I fight back the coming storms, but it will take some time.”
 
   Bain nodded and smiled. “Well, this is good day. It’s the start of a new chapter.”
 
   Holly shook her head. “The new chapter starts when the lands are back, and the Dark has paid for all they’ve taken from us and those we care about.”
 
   Bain smiled. “My little sister, the warrior.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
   Jelena stood at the window, her eyes tracking the movements of the bustling Fae who worked for her brothers. 
 
   “I brought you something to eat.”
 
   She looked over her shoulder but didn’t turn to greet her brother. Makyle sighed. “You need to eat.”
 
   “True,” she agreed. “What’s happening in the Middle World?”
 
   Makyle sat by her fireplace in a plush chair and picked at his shirt. “It’s frozen, but it will begin to break as Lothar and Holly realize their true potential.”
 
   She nodded and looked back out the window.
 
   “And Uriah?”
 
   “He mourns you.”
 
   “How do you know?” she asked.
 
   “Because I feel it through Isabelle.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed as she turned to look at him. “Have you always had this connection to her?”
 
   Makyle shook his head and laughed. “No, only when she runs into Lothar and gleans a little empathy from him.”
 
   Jelena moved to sit across from him. He smiled as he got a good look at her.
 
   “Will you take a message to him for me?”
 
   “I cannot do that. You know I can’t, Jelena.”
 
   She rested her hands over her swollen stomach. “He deserves to know about his child.”
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