
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Love

      The Allure Chronicles

    

    




      
        Alyssa Rose Ivy

      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Copyright
        

        
          Books by Alyssa Rose Ivy
        

        
          Dedication
        

      

      
        
          1.
          Daisy
        

        
          2.
          Owen
        

        
          3.
          Daisy
        

        
          4.
          Owen
        

        
          5.
          Daisy
        

        
          6.
          Owen
        

        
          7.
          Daisy
        

        
          8.
          Owen
        

        
          9.
          Daisy
        

        
          10.
          Owen
        

        
          11.
          Daisy
        

        
          12.
          Owen
        

        
          13.
          Daisy
        

        
          14.
          Owen
        

        
          15.
          Daisy
        

        
          16.
          Owen
        

        
          17.
          Daisy
        

        
          18.
          Owen
        

        
          19.
          Daisy
        

        
          20.
          Owen
        

        
          21.
          Daisy
        

        
          22.
          Owen
        

        
          23.
          Daisy
        

        
          24.
          Owen
        

      

      
        
          Afterword
        

        
          Hunt Preview
        

        
          Hunt Preface
        

      

      
        
          Mara
        

        
          Ian
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        Copyright © 2016 Alyssa Rose Ivy

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written approval of the author.

      The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Cover Design: Mae I Design & Photography

    

    
      
        
        [image: ]
        
      

      
        
          
          Created with Vellum
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Books by Alyssa Rose Ivy

        

      

    
    
      
        Flight (The Crescent Chronicles #1)

        Focus (The Crescent Chronicles #2)

        Found (The Crescent Chronicles #3)

        First & Forever (The Crescent Chronicles #4)

        Soar (The Empire Chronicles #1)

        Search (The Empire Chronicles #2)

        Stay (The Empire Chronicles #3)

        Savor (The Empire Chronicles #4)

        Storm (The Empire Chronicles #5)

        Seduction’s Kiss (The Allure Chronicles #0.5)

        Lure (The Allure Chronicles #1)

        Lust (The Allure Chronicles #2)

        Lost (The Allure Chronicles #3)

        Love (The Allure Chronicles #4)

        Dire (The Dire Wolves Chronicles #1)

        Dusk (The Dire Wolves Chronicles #2)

        Dawn (The Dire Wolves Chronicles #3)

        Forged in Stone (The Forged Chronicles #1)

        Forged in Ice (The Forged Chronicles #2)

        Forged in Fire (The Forged Chronicles #3)

        Hunt (The Grizzly Brothers Chronicles #1)

        The Hazards of Skinny Dipping (Hazards)

        The Hazards of a One Night Stand (Hazards)

        The Hazards of Sex on the Beach (Hazards)

        The Hazards of Mistletoe (Hazards)

        The Hazards of Sleeping with a Friend (Hazards)

        Shaken Not Stirred (Mixology)

        On The Rocks (Mixology)

        Derailed (Clayton Falls)

        Veer (Clayton Falls)

        Wrecked (Clayton Falls)

        Beckoning Light (The Afterglow Trilogy #1)

        Perilous Light (The Afterglow Trilogy #2)

        Enduring Light (The Afterglow Trilogy #3)

        Life After Falling

      

       

      
        www.AlyssaRoseIvy.com

        www.facebook.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

        twitter.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

        New Release Newsletter

        AlyssaRoseIvy@gmail.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        To Nicole, I can’t thank you enough!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

        
          Daisy

        

      

    
    
      If it weren't for Owen's hand around mine, I may have passed out. Well, maybe not. Before becoming an Allure I would have, but now with the numbness returning I could handle almost anything emotional. Still, the physical shock would have more than likely been enough. Either way, I was glad to have Owen at my side as I stared wide-eyed at the girl in front of me. Her long brown hair blew around her face in the light breeze.

      "Taylor?" I managed to get the name out after a few attempts. I knew I’d heard her right, but the fact she was alive and standing there was more than a little difficult to accept.

      Her eyes twinkled. “I take it you've heard of me?"

      "Yes, you could say that." Although I knew far less about this Allure than I should have. I’d heard bits and pieces, but I still didn’t know anything concrete beyond her connection to Roland and Louie. Well, her essence’s connection. Unfortunately I had that essence now, and I was the one with the less than ideal connections.

      "Only good things I hope." She cocked her head to the side, spilling some of her long hair off her shoulder.

      "Mostly."  I didn’t sugar coat my answer. The numbness made it hard for me to play nice.

      "I could say the same about you.” She grinned, revealing all of her teeth. It was the kind of smile that would look goofy on some people, but it seemed natural on her. Pretty even.

      "You know anything about me other than what I have of yours?" I knew the numbness was returning because I didn’t even really care about the answer. It would only be words that couldn’t physically impact me.

      She took one step toward me. "I know everything about you."

      Owen turned his body as if to block me partially from Taylor’s view. "What are you doing here?"

      “Cute. You’re all protective.” Taylor’s lips turned up into an amused smile. “What has Wyatt told you?"

      "Nothing at all." Levi stepped toward her before I could muster a response. "But I take it you are important in all this."

      "The king in person." Taylor smiled at Levi. "Can't say I expected to see you here."

      Levi’s face hardened. "Daisy is under my protection."

      Under his protection. As much as I didn't want to be under anyone's protection, it was nice to have someone as powerful as Levi on my side. At least I knew I didn't want to be on his bad side. His charm and smile didn't fool me; crossing him would have dire consequences.

      "She is also wanted by a higher power than you, but stay calm, Your Majesty. I don't want to hurt her." Taylor pointed at me.

      Your Majesty? I’d never heard anyone refer to Levi that way. There was definitely some sarcasm in her use of the title.

      "Then I will repeat Owen’s question. What are you doing here?" Levi didn’t seem perturbed by her use of the term.

      "Do you usually let men ask the questions for you?” Taylor smirked as she glanced at me. "I was under the impression you were above that."

      I wasn’t completely numb. Her words stung, but not enough for me to care enough to do much about it. I had far bigger problems. "No, but it's been a crazy couple of days."

      "Tell me about it." Taylor put a hand in the pocket of her white jeans. "Why don't we continue this conversation privately? Just us girls."

      The phrase just us girls implied something casual. Any conversation the two of us had wouldn’t be casual.

      Owen shook his head. "I'm staying with her.”

      Taylor rolled her eyes. "He's never giving up, is he?"

      "Never." Owen watched her stoically.

      His unflinching dedication stirred my heart. "He's right. What you need to say to me you can say in front of him." I wanted to hear from her, but after all Owen had done for me I refused to keep him out. Plus, I was afraid if I stepped away from him, I might lose him again. I was done losing. I’d spent so little time with him, and I was determined to change that.

      "This is one of those conversations you are going to have to have on your own." Taylor shrugged. “Either you want to hear what I have to say or not.”

      "Why can’t Owen hear?" Anything she needed to keep a secret from Owen probably wasn’t a good thing for any of us.

      "Because it doesn't concern Pterons." She frowned.

      "But I'm in love with this Pteron, so it does concern him.” I was in love with him despite the numbness. I could hold on. I had to.

      Taylor turned to Wyatt. "I thought you promised me face time with her."

      "I got you to her, and that's more than you were able to do on your own." Wyatt watched me even though he was speaking to Taylor. “The rest is your problem.”

      "I had no difficulty finding her. It was getting her away from Roland and the others that was the bigger challenge.” She turned to me. "How did you do that anyway?”

      "That's a long, not so interesting story." It was also one I had no interest in repeating. I still hadn’t described all of it to Owen, and he was the most important one to share it with.  But other matters had taken precedence. Mainly physically and emotionally reconnecting with him. I’d never get tired of the taste of his lips and the feel of his hands. I’d also never get tired of the way he made my heart race with even one glance.

      "It's a story that involves Sol. I’m sure it is interesting." Wyatt laughed.

      "Sol?" Taylor’s eyes widened. “She was really with him?”

      Wyatt nodded.

      "Guess you don’t know everything about me." I smiled. I got some satisfaction from the look of surprise on her face. Her smugness got under my skin.

      "Knowing about you does not imply I know every movement of your recent life." She crossed her arms.

      "But it's my recent life you care about." At least I couldn’t imagine she cared about anything else. I, on the other hand, wanted to know about her past. I needed to understand how in the world I ended up with her essence, and how she wasn’t dead.

      "It's more than your recent life." She looked down at her nails.

      "Oh you mean since I first got Seduction’s Kiss?" That first trip to New Orleans felt like a distant memory now. I’d been practically a kid back then—innocent and far too trusting. I’d also been a pushover for even going at all. If becoming an Allure had done anything positive for me, it gave me a backbone.

      "Seduction’s Kiss?" Taylor watched me questioningly. "Is that what they call it? It’s an appropriate name I suppose."

      "Sounds like a street drug if you ask me." Wyatt adjusted the band of his pants. He was shirtless, which I assumed was how he spent most of his life. Unlike the Pterons, he spent his time in a world where shirts were very much optional.

      "What kind of streets have you been hanging out on?" Levi raised an eyebrow.

      "I've lived a much longer life than you have." Wyatt lifted his chin.

      "Short or not, I prefer a normal lifetime." Levi didn’t flinch at Wyatt’s rib.

      "Only because you will never have a chance for anything else." Wyatt was trying to bait Levi, and I didn’t quite understand why.

      "Didn't you want his help?" Owen narrowed his eyes. "Because riling him up isn’t going to help your cause."

      Wyatt shrugged. "Don't forget I found Daisy for you."

      "You did." Owen nodded. "For me, but Levi is his own person."

      Wyatt’s expression darkened. "If you don't help me, this fight is going to come to him. If you think The Society is safe, you’re mistaken."

      "Why?" Levi asked. "The Elders have always left us alone."

      "Because of her." Wyatt pointed to me. He didn't touch me, but it stung as if he had. So much of the mess involved me getting Seduction’s Kiss. I never asked for it. I never wanted it. But the very act of being in the wrong place at the wrong time sealed my fate – and now it may have sealed the fate of many others.

      Accepting the paste had been one colossal mistake. The only upside was meeting Owen. It would all be worth it if I could keep my emotions. Losing my love for Owen was not a result I’d accept.

      Owen seemed to sense exactly how I felt. He squeezed my hand and jumped in before I could respond. "None of this is Daisy's fault."

      "I never said it was her fault, but the Elders are going to come after her. She's valuable." Wyatt watched me closely.

      "She's more than valuable." Owen pulled me closer to his side.

      "There is so much you guys don't understand." Wyatt threw up his hands.

      "There is so much you need to tell us, “I grumbled.” You've told us almost nothing.”

      "First Daisy and I need to talk alone." Taylor repeated her earlier demand. “Nothing can happen before we do that.”

      It looked like we were returning to that argument all over again. “I already said—"

      I stopped mid-sentence as a flock of black crows flew over us, circling and cawing louder than I’d ever heard birds before.

      Jared ran over. “Sorry. Girl time is going to have to wait." He jumped into the conversation as though he had been standing with us. In truth he had been across the yard. By now I should have been used to the Pteron’s insanely good hearing.

      “What’s up with the birds?” Taylor pointed up to where the crows continued to circle.

      “We had a look-out posted, and we have no time to discuss the details.” Jared pointed behind him. “We’re about to have company.”

      Owen let go of my hand long enough to pull off his shirt before immediately releasing his beautiful black wings. Levi and Jared did the same thing,

      "What kind of company?" Owen wrapped his arms around my waist.

      "My bet is it isn’t the kind we want to wait around to see." Wyatt released his own leathery black wings. They were huge and so different than the feathered ones of the Pterons.

      "I am growing tired of that sort of company.” I sighed, grateful that even though we were running again, I had Owen at my side.
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      I held Daisy tightly as I flew through the night sky. Levi and I didn’t need to exchange a single word for me to know exactly where we were going. The Crescent City Hotel was the most secure place around—and it was deep inside the city where his most loyal supporters lived.

      I assumed Levi wasn’t particularly thrilled about bringing Wyatt and Taylor to Society headquarters, but I was sure he realized we didn’t have another choice.  We needed answers, and we needed help. If Wyatt was correct, Levi’s involvement had now moved beyond helping me to protecting The Society. He was bound and sworn to do the latter.

      “I’m sorry.” Daisy whispered the words, but I had no trouble hearing her over the wind.

      “What are you sorry for exactly?” There was no reason for her to apologize to me.

      “For this mess. Every time it seems like things are going to settle down they get crazy again.”

      “When did we think they were going to settle down?” I was relieved to have Daisy back at my side, but I knew we were far from finding a peaceful life together. “That can’t happen until you are human again.”

      “Do you really believe that’s possible?” There was a trace of hope in her voice buried beneath faint layers of fear and sadness. The layers of emotion bolstered my confidence. She could feel. Somehow she’d gotten some of her ability to feel back, and I was never letting it disappear again.

      Confident or not, I still had to be realistic. Jim had stopped short of promising her a human life even if he did find the herb. I refused to give her an insincere answer. “I know you will continue to be able to feel. I won’t let you lose your emotions again.”

      “I love your confidence.” She pushed her body against mine. The action stirred my need for her.

      “I love that you still love.” After listening to Daisy’s cries at the Elder’s palace and believing she was lost to me forever, I’d never take her love for granted.

      She smiled. “How do you manage to stay so positive?”

      “I’m only positive because I have you.” I tightened my arms around her. “Hailey can tell you exactly how positive I was before that happened.”

      “When will Hailey be back?” Daisy relaxed in my arms.

      “Whenever they find the herb.” I refused to even consider the possibility they would fail. I couldn’t accept that outcome until I had a backup plan.

      “How far are we?” Taylor called from my right where Wyatt held her. I wasn’t sure what to make of the girl. Was she really who she said she was? The Allure whose essence Daisy had? Or was it some sort of prank set up by Wyatt? I wasn’t sure how we were going to find out, but at the moment we had more pressing matters to attend to.

      We needed to get as far from the Elders, or whoever it was they sent after us, as possible.  Jared had told us there was trouble, and the crows confirmed it. I wasn’t risking waiting around. I knew Jared well enough to know he could handle most things on his own. The few things he couldn’t pull off he was usually smart enough to run from in time—although Jared, like most Pterons, didn’t like to run.

      “Nearly there.” Levi started to descend down toward the New Orleans skyline.

      I felt a small jolt of excitement at the thought of returning home with Daisy. It wasn’t exactly the way I’d envisioned it, but she was with me. It was better than the last time I’d landed there.

      I sincerely hoped trouble didn’t wait for us on the ground. At least if there was any trouble we’d have the upper-hand; it was in the Crescent City.

      We landed in the shadows behind the hotel. I waited for Levi and Wyatt to head toward the front first. Then, without uttering a word, I led Daisy toward the hotel. We met up with Levi and the others as we slipped in through the front doors of the hotel.

      “And here we are again,” Daisy muttered under her breath.

      “It’s the safest place.” I would have preferred to have taken her somewhere more private, but that wasn’t an option. Besides, as much as I would have liked to handle everything on my own, I knew we needed help.

      “I know.” Daisy smiled lightly. “I’m not complaining.”

      “You aren’t one to complain.” She might have called me the positive one, but she stayed strong through everything. Most people would have run out of strength trying to resist the change, but not Daisy.

      “Not when someone is helping me.” She looked down at the ground.

      I lifted her chin with my hand. “You’re so much stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

      “What does strength have to do with this?”

      “Everything.” I brushed my lips against hers. “You wouldn’t be standing here right now without it.”

      “I wouldn’t be standing here right now if it weren’t for you. It’s you that’s fueled me.”

      “You’ve fueled me too.” There was so much more I wanted to say, but it had to wait. We weren’t safe yet, and Daisy’s safety came first.

      Taylor slowed down and waited for us to catch up. “I hope this isn’t some sort of trap.”

      “What would be the reasoning there?” Daisy slipped her hand into mine. “And wouldn’t you have worried about that before you let Wyatt fly you here?”

      “You mean before Wyatt grabbed me and took off?” Taylor rolled her eyes. “Because I had so much time to stop him.”

      “I didn’t hear you complaining.” Wyatt put a hand on her back. “And I don’t need to hear it now. I don’t want to be here anymore than you do, but we have no choice. We have to discuss this somewhere more discreet.” He glanced around the crowded lobby.

      “Exactly.” I led Daisy toward the elevator where Levi already waited impatiently holding open the door.

      Once we were all inside the elevator, he inserted his key card as the door slid shut.

      “Where are we going?” Taylor leaned against the back of the elevator car.

      “To the basement.” Levi smoothed out his white t-shirt. He was dressed far more casually than he usually was when he came to work.

      “So the story is true?” Taylor straightened.

      “What story exactly?” Levi asked.

      “The one about The Society being headquartered in a basement. It all seemed odd to me. I mean there are no basements in New Orleans. We’re below sea level.”

      The door slid open, and we emptied out into the pitch darkness of the basement.

      “As you can see, this is a basement.” Levi started into the darkness. “Although not like any you’ve ever seen before.”

      “I can’t see anything.” Taylor sighed “I forgot how tedious this human thing is.”

      “You are really human?” Daisy tilted toward Taylor. “Completely?”

      I knew her interest stemmed from many sources. I was plenty curious myself.

      “We can talk about all of this once we are in a better spot.” Levi led the way down the long marble floored corridor. I had grown up running up and down these hallways, and I had spent several years working here, but they felt foreign now as I clutched Daisy’s hand. I no longer felt as if I was part of The Society. It was like I was an outsider looking in.

      Levi opened the door to one of the sitting rooms. It wasn’t a safe room, but the walls were completely sound proof even to the ears of the Pterons working nearby.

      After everyone entered Levi closed the door and stood in front of it. “Please everyone make yourselves at home.”

      No one moved.

      No one spoke.

      “I said make yourselves at home.” Levi’s voice remained level. He was likely unsurprised by our decision to remain standing.

      “Are we even sure there was a threat?” Taylor crossed her arms. “Maybe your friend was wrong.”

      “There was a threat.” Wyatt narrowed his eyes. “You think I would have gone along with these guys if I didn’t know it?”

      “Then why didn’t you say anything first?” Taylor grumbled.

      “Because I realized it just as Jared did. Why does it matter? With all the pressing issues going on, I hardly think that one is worth discussing right now.” Wyatt rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I agree.” Levi took a step away from the door. “Jared will be with us as soon as he can. Until then we might as well discuss the multitude of other things that need to be addressed.”

      “Yes, other things.” Daisy’s shoulder’s slumped. “Lots of other things.”

      “Don’t you find it a little bit too convenient that I ask to speak with you alone, and we end up here?” Taylor opened her arms wide. “Where it is impossible for us to talk alone.”

      “I assure you we did not bring you all the way here in order to interfere with your conversation.” Levi frowned.

      “Not that he wouldn’t go to those lengths to get what he wants.” Wyatt raised an eyebrow.

      “I am growing tired of your attitude.” Levi’s hand turned into a fist. “If you dislike me so much, why are you here?”

      “You really don’t understand, do you?” Wyatt shook his head.

      “Understand you want my help fighting some of the strongest beings that exist?” Levi walked over toward a long black couch.

      “And some of the most dangerous.” Wyatt joined Levi across the room. “That’s why it’s so important we work together on this.”

      “By ‘we’, who do you mean exactly?” Levi rested a hand on the back of the couch. “I don’t see anyone else with you.”

      “There are other Dragos ready to help.”

      “Where are they?” If fighting the Elders was so important to them, why didn’t they show up for the meeting?

      “Waiting,” Wyatt explained quietly.

      “Waiting for what?” Daisy asked. “I thought the Elders almost caught up with us already.”

      “They’re waiting for my order.” Wyatt’s expression softened as he faced Daisy. “The Elders are close, but we cannot rush into this. We need to make calm and collected decisions.”

      “Why would the Elders have taken Troy?” Daisy’s forehead furrowed. “They like you.”

      “They want our power. Just like they want your power.” He pointed at her.

      Daisy laughed dryly. “My power. Right.”

      “You are an Allure with a full essence, and you’ve regained some ability to feel. That’s power.” Wyatt watched her far too closely for my comfort. I pulled her closer to my side.

      “How do they know that?” Daisy asked.

      “They knew the second you ran back to Owen. Why else would you have? The transformation should have happened by now.” Taylor answered for Wyatt. “But you already knew that. Don’t waste time asking questions you already know the answers to.”

      “But the transformation didn’t happen.” I concentrated on the most important part of the statement. “And it won’t.”

      “And the fact she is able to resist is extraordinary.”

      “Maybe it’s the essence I got.” Daisy turned to Taylor. “Could you feel at all when you had it?”

      She shook her head. “Not emotions.”

      “Then how or why did you give the essence up?” Daisy made complete eye contact with Taylor.

      “Give it up?” Taylor’s eyes widened. “Is that what you think happened?”

      “I don’t know what happened. But you are alive. That has to mean something.”

      “It was stolen from me.” Taylor’s eyes darkened.

      “Not by me.” Daisy put a hand to her chest.

      “I am well aware. Before you got it you were human. You were predisposed to accept the essence, but that doesn’t mean you would have been strong enough to take it from me.”

      “Predisposed.” Daisy sighed. “Lucky me.”

      What did that even mean? Predisposed. I wanted to know, but I tried to keep my questions to myself. I had plenty, but this was Daisy’s chance to get answers to the many questions she’d been mulling over for months—or really years. Her life had changed long before she met the Allures. Getting the paste had changed everything.

      “Yes. If you hadn’t been predisposed, it would have been impossible for you to accept.” Taylor twirled her hair around her finger.

      “I know that.” Daisy let out a long breathe. “Violet told me that, but I thought maybe you were implying more.”

      “It would be nice wouldn’t it?” Taylor walked toward Daisy. “To have an easy answer to everything.”

      “Easy answer?” Daisy cocked her head to the side. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “I’d take any answers right now.” Levi remained in front of the door. “For starters, who are you, Taylor?”

      “You haven’t figured it out?”

      “I’ve pieced together that Daisy’s Allure essence traces back to you, but that doesn’t mean I really know who you are.”

      “A king that admits to what he doesn’t know.” Taylor nodded. “Interesting.”

      “None of us know who you really are.” And her true identity was important. Her past held answers to Daisy’s, and therefore my, future. I had met one person who knew her. “Although my uncle seemed to know a lot about you.”

      “Your uncle?” Taylor’s face darkened. “Oh, you mean Jim?”

      “Yes, I finally made his acquaintance.”

      “You finally met your uncle. That would be odd in many circumstances.” She moistened her lips. “Very odd.”

      “But not this one.” This situation was crazy. Impossibly crazy. Meeting a secret uncle was nothing compared to everything else we were dealing with.

      “No. It is far from the oddest thing going on right now.” Taylor dropped her arms to her sides. “But how was he?”

      “Jim?” I ran my hand down Daisy’s back. I needed to touch her. To remind myself that she was at my side. And to let her know I was there for her. I would never let her slip away again.

      “Yes. Who else?” Taylor asked.

      “He was fine. Crazy, but fine.” Wyatt answered before I could.

      “You’ve seen him?” Taylor seemed genuinely surprised by this.

      “Yes.” Wyatt walked over to the far wall of the windowless room. “It’s how I tracked down Owen. The Dryads knew where to find them.”

      “Jim is friends with Dryads now?” Taylor raised an eyebrow. “That’s a new one.”

      “He left The Society. He was limited in his social circles.” I felt for my uncle. Despite his eccentricities, I liked the man. I trusted him enough to leave Hailey with him.

      “Why did he leave The Society?” Taylor took a seat at the far corner of a love seat.

      I wasn’t sure if she was playing dumb, or if she really didn’t know. “I don’t fully understand.” I glanced at Levi. I didn’t want to go into what happened to push him out of The Society.

      “What aren’t you saying?” Levi figured out I was hiding something right away.

      “He left The Society because he felt the leadership wanted him to.” I met Levi’s eye.

      “Meaning my father?” Levi clarified.

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “Why would my father have wanted him to leave?” Levi’s brow furrowed.

      “Because my uncle insisted certain mythical creatures existed that The Society said didn’t exist.” And he’d been right. Completely right. I wondered how much would be different if The Society had embraced him instead of sending him away. Would that have changed anything for Daisy? Would the paste have ever been created? The answer to that lay in Taylor. I was sure of it.

      “I am sure my father had a reason.” Levi’s expression darkened. “Although I can’t say it was a good one.”

      Taylor snickered. “Daddy issues?”

      “No.” Levi  shook his head. “But I understand nothing is black and white. It’s the right way to look at the world.”

      “Really wise coming from a bird.” Wyatt made a flapping motion with his hands.

      “Would you like me to throw you out?” Levi narrowed his eyes. “Because I’d be happy to arrange it.”

      “You don’t like being called a bird?” Wyatt smirked.

      “You know the answer to that.” Levi scowled.

      “I don’t mind being called a dragon, although a dragon and a bird are very different creatures.” Wyatt lifted his chin.

      “Birds descended from dinosaurs.” Daisy straightened up.

      “And that’s relevant to this conversation because…?” Taylor gestured with her hand.

      “Because dinosaurs and dragons aren’t all that different.” Daisy shrugged.

      “Does that mean I should listen to him?” Levi turned to her. “Even after he repeatedly insults me.”

      “What does it matter what I think?” Daisy looked down.

      “You are the reason we are all assembled right now.” Levi pointed out.

      I caught Levi’s eye. I wasn’t sure where he was going with this line of conversation. Daisy had enough going on, and I hoped Levi would tread carefully. Otherwise I would have to intervene. King or not, he wasn’t going to disrespect or upset her.

      “I think Taylor needs to do some talking.” Daisy crossed her arms. “You wanted to talk to me. So talk. We don’t know how much time we have before the Elders catch up with us.”

      “They won’t come here yet.” Wyatt leaned back against the wall. “They will want to prepare first.”

      “Prepare?” I knew that couldn’t be a good thing. “What kind of preparation are they doing?” The Elders were frightening. I wasn’t one to get intimidated easily, but they had the kind of power very few had—and no one should. It was too all encompassing, and they took it lightly. They played with us as though we were small toys for amusement. No one was going to play me like a pawn. I was done being treated like a playing piece.

      “Let Taylor talk.” Wyatt nodded toward where Taylor sat. “Then we can discuss the Elders.”

      “There’s no way you could provide a private space for Daisy and me?” Taylor looked to Levi. “We need to have part of this conversation alone.”

      “There is nothing you need to tell her privately. I am king. I need to hear everything.”

      “But some of this doesn’t pertain to you.” Taylor thrust out her chest. “Most of it doesn’t.”

      “I’ve been brought in on it, so it all pertains to me now.” Levi’s expression was unreadable. He was good at hiding his thoughts and opinions when he wanted to be.

      “Not exactly.” Taylor turned and walked over to where Daisy and I stood. She reached out, and Daisy stepped back.

      I resisted the urge to step between them. Daisy was strong. I needed to let her handle this.

      Taylor grabbed Daisy’s free hand. Daisy pursed her lips.

      “Please.” Taylor’s voice softened to nearly a whisper. “We need to talk alone. I promise it won’t take long. Then we can talk to everyone else.”

      Daisy looked at me. “Do you mind if I do?”

      “You want to talk with her alone?” I studied Daisy’s face trying to make sure I was reading her desires right. Was she looking for a way out of speaking with Taylor or only reassurance it was okay?

      Daisy nodded. “Yes.”

      I had no right to stand in her way even if letting her out of my sight worried me. “Levi, can you make that happen?” I wouldn’t be far.

      Levi appeared to mull it over. “You are asking me to allow a private meeting between them?”

      “Yes, but not for long.” I would make sure of that. I didn’t know how Taylor was alive, but she appeared to be completely human. Of course appearances could be deceiving. One realized that quickly when you grew up in a supernatural world.

      “Fine.” Levi walked to the closed door. “Follow me.”

      Daisy looked to me again. Did she expect me to change my mind? I wanted to. I wanted to keep her close, but I couldn’t get in the way. This was important. Taylor was human again. Could Daisy learn how to do the same thing? I tried to keep my excitement to a minimum for both of our sakes.

      I followed the girls and Levi out of the room and watched as they entered Levi’s office. Taylor closed the door in Levi’s face.

      “That one has an attitude.” Levi pointed to the closed door.

      “She does.” I had no interest in chit chatting about Taylor, but maybe it would help pass the time as I waited for them to reemerge from his office.

      “Speaking of attitudes, Allie is going to have one if I don’t check in.”

      “She puts up with a lot.” Way more than most women would.

      “She does.” Levi nodded. “She’s more than I deserve.”

      “I hope to get to that point.” I couldn’t keep the wistfulness out of my voice.

      “Get to the point where Daisy puts up with you even though she shouldn’t?” Levi laughed. “Doesn’t she do that already?”

      “Not in the normal sense.”

      “Normal? Do you think your life will ever be normal?”

      I shrugged. “One can hope.”

      “I gave up on that hope years ago, and I have realized normal is overrated.”

      “Maybe I’ll feel that way eventually.” It had taken years for Levi get there. Hopefully I wasn’t too far behind.

      “And you are going to stand here and stare at my office door until they leave, aren’t you?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “I’d tell you you were crazy, but you’re not.”

      “Because at one time you would have done the same thing.”

      “I still would do the same thing.” He patted my shoulder. “I’m going to make sure the Drago doesn’t set fire to the sitting room.”

      “And call your wife.”

      “Yes, that too.” Levi smiled. “And maybe if I’m lucky I’ll actually get home tonight.”

      “Thanks.” I’d never thanked him for showing up to help. “And you will get home. I know Wyatt says it involves The Society, but it’s not your problem as much as it’s mine.”

      “No problem. You would, and have essentially done, the same thing for me.”

      “Except I never had a wife to leave behind to help you.”

      “It turns out you were going through quite a bit yourself.” He gave me a knowing look, and I assumed he was referring to the years between Daisy getting the Seduction’s Kiss and us finally reconnecting. I still regretted my decision not to hunt her down. But life wasn’t made for regrets. It was made for action.

      “Yeah, well. Still, thanks.”

      “I’m going to do everything I can to help.” Levi leaned in toward me. “I need you to know that.”

      “But there will be a limit…” Levi was hinting at more than his words were saying. “And when you reach that point…”

      “I’m saying that if there comes a point where you have to do more than I can let you, do it. I’ll still be here.”

      “Thanks.” Our conversation likely would have made no sense to anyone else, but I’d understood him completely. He was giving me permission to break the rules. It was permission I didn’t need, but it was nice to have anyway.

      He pointed to the still closed door. “If they aren’t out in twenty minutes I’m coming back.”

      “Worried about Daisy?” I guess I wasn’t the only one.

      “And worried about my office.” He grinned before walking back down the hallway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3

        

        
          Daisy

        

      

    
    
      I watched as Taylor closed the door to the office. I looked around at the space that hadn’t changed much since the last time I’d been inside. There was still a pile of papers on Levi’s desk. This time the pile was higher, and I wondered if some of the same papers were still waiting on the bottom of the stack.

      I was both anxious and terrified to hear what Taylor had to say, which is why I studied the framed photo of Allie that sat on the desk in front of the papers.

      “Are you done staring at that picture?” Taylor pulled my attention away from the photo.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Good.” Taylor stepped further into the room. “I thought we’d never get a few minutes to talk.”

      “It’s been crazy.” I stared at the door. Owen was probably waiting right on the other side.

      “You’re telling me.” Taylor shook her head. “But I guess you’re used to flying that way, huh?”

      “I am. Kind of.”  Was Taylor really thrown off from flying? Being an Allure brought so many crazy things with it, but I guess flying wasn’t one of them. My experience with flying came from a completely different reason.  “I wish I were more used to it. I could do it all the time.”

      “What you mean is you wish you could spend all your time with Owen.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Something like that.” She was right of course.

      “You love him.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes.” I didn’t hesitate with my answer, although the feeling behind it felt odd. The numbness was getting worse. I needed to fight. I wasn’t giving up love.

      “Yet you’re an Allure.” Taylor’s voice lilted as if asking a question.

      “Unfortunately.”

      “You don’t like the gift?” There was something about her voice that made it hard to tell what she was getting at. I didn’t know whether she was being serious or not.

      “No.” I hopped up onto the desk. “Not at all. It is not something I ever wanted.”

      “Despite the beauty and the power?” Taylor eyed the empty chairs.

      “Yes.” The desk had seemed like a better option than the chairs. I liked sitting up higher. It gave me an artificial feeling of being in control.

      “Despite the immortality?”

      “Immortality is overrated.” Who wants to live forever without those they love? I’m not supposed to love. The answer to my question ran through my head.

      “Says the girl who’s only just started to experience it.” Taylor sat down beside me.  “It’s supposed to happen so differently. Has anyone explained the real process to you?”

      “No, and I don’t care.” I didn’t care about anything but changing back.

      She ignored me. “You’re supposed to lose emotion. The numbness fades away as you manipulate and the essence grows. The more you manipulate the faster it grows until its whole again.”

      “But you can never give a piece of it again?” I definitely had major holes in my Allure knowledge.

      “Nope.” She shook her head. “It’s a one-time deal. Each Allure gets to give once.”

      “I want my life back. Well, my life plus Owen.”  I never wanted to go back to life before him. I couldn’t even imagine that anymore.

      “I admit he’s cute.”

      “He’s more than cute.” He was the most attractive man I’d ever met. I still remembered the first moment I saw him. His expression-filled eyes had pulled me in. But it was more than his appearance that had me hooked. It was his heart, his humor. The way he made me feel alive and whole.

      She laughed. “I wasn’t putting him down.”

      “I know.” I did. Just as I knew this conversation wasn’t supposed to be about Owen. “But what did you want to talk about?”

      “There’s a lot that I want to talk about, but we only have time to discuss a few things.”

      “Then we should probably start discussing them.” I glanced at the clock on the wall. That was new since the last time I’d been in the office.

      “And there’s that edge to you again. It disappears when you talk about Owen.”

      “Don’t change the subject again.” Mentioning Owen was a very easy way to distract me, but I wouldn’t let that work this time.

      “Fine.” She nodded. “How much do you know about the Allures you were spending time with?”

      “Only what they told me.” And that hadn’t been much. I’d had to pull details about their lives from them.

      “In other words, almost nothing.”

      “Pretty much.” But it hadn’t mattered before. “Are you really Roland’s maker?”

      She opened her mouth and then closed it.  She opened it again. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because he seemed pretty hung up on you disappearing.” And unfortunately he transferred his feelings to me.

      She ran her teeth over her bottom lip. “He came onto you I assume.”

      I frowned at the mention of it. “Yes. Annoyance was one thing I could still feel, and he made me feel it a lot.”

      “Poor Roland.” She looked off across the room.

      “You chose him.”

      “I did.” She swung her legs.

      “Why?”

      She laughed. That wasn’t the response I was expecting. She laughed and laughed.

      “Is there a reason you’re laughing?”

      “It’s how you said it. Like it’s crazy I chose him as a companion.”

      “No offense, but he wouldn’t be my choice.” I rested a hand between us on the desk.

      “I am well aware of who your choice would be.”

      “But I wouldn’t want to pick Owen.” I hoped to never be in the position to have to. “I would never want to subject him to a life without emotions.”

      “You shouldn’t even care anymore.” She hopped off the desk.

      “I know.” But for one reason or another I did.

      “So something is wrong.”

      “Or something is right.” That was how I was going to look at myself now. Not as a broken Allure, but as someone too attuned to emotions to give them up.

      “That’s an interesting way to look at your situation.”

      “It’s the only way I’m looking at it now.” I looked up at the white ceiling.

      “This positive attitude thing is a bit hard to take. It’s too unexpected.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with unexpected.” Many of the best things in life are surprises. Although many of the worst are too.

      “There’s plenty wrong with it.”

      “Enough!” I hopped off the desk. “Either talk about what was so important you dragged me in here, or we’re going back to the others.” I was done wasting time. Owen was on the other side of the door, and if Taylor couldn’t help me I’d have sure rather have been with him.

      “How well do you know this place?” She gestured to the office, but I knew she was talking about more than the room.

      “The Society?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Not all that well.” I told her the truth. I knew only what I’d learned from Owen, and it wasn’t his favorite topic of conversation.

      “Then what I have to tell you may not be as hard for you to handle as I’d feared.”

      “Ok.” I braced myself.

      “You can’t trust them.”

      “Oh.” Trust was a weighted word. I only trusted one other person in the world anymore. Well aside from my family, and I couldn’t see them without taking the chance of getting them in trouble. That meant I couldn’t see them. I wasn’t putting anyone else in harm’s way.

      “You can’t trust the Allures either. Or the Elders. Or Wyatt. Or even your lover boy, Owen. Or anyone really.”

      “Or you?” I asked slowly. I fought off the seed of doubt about Owen. I needed to trust him. It was the only thing I had.

      “You probably shouldn’t, but I need you to.”

      “Need me to?” The fact that she said that she needed me to, not the other way around didn’t go unnoticed.

      “It’s the only chance either of us has to survive.”

      “To survive?” She was talking about my life or death now? “Please explain.”

      “You’re probably wondering how I’m alive.”

      “Yes. That thought has crossed my mind more than a few times.”

      “Which it should have. I’m supposed to be dead.” She slumped into one of the seats.

      “But you’re not…” At least she seemed perfectly alive to me. But what did I know? Maybe corpses walked around like normal people if they were former Allures.

      “Nope. I’m alive. But not for long.”

      “Not for long?”

      She pulled her knees up to her chest. “I’m living on borrowed time.”

      “Borrowed time?” I raised an eyebrow. “Care to explain?”

      “When they took my essence I thought I was dead. I think I did die at first. Well, not really. Evidently they thought they’d killed me because they threw me in a ditch and buried me.”

      “Wait. Who is ‘they’?” I got chills.

      “You don’t know?” Taylor narrowed her eyed.

      “I know there was a witch… Kalisa.” The last time I’d seen her she was being dragged off by Louie’s men. She’d been the root of most of my problems, but I still didn’t want to think about her being tortured—or worse.

      “She was just a pawn. She wasn’t the one behind it.”

      “Then who was?” I wasn’t surprised by Taylor’s words. Kalisa had told us she was working for someone else.

      “I can’t believe you haven’t figured it out.” Taylor put her feet back down on the ground.

      “Tell me.” I wasn’t going to play games.

      “I’m not sure if I should.” Taylor looked down at the floor.

      “Nuh uh. None of that. Tell me.”

      “What did Roland tell you about me?” She looked up at my eyes.

      “Not much. Just that he missed you. And since I had your essence… well you know. I reminded him of you or whatever.”

      Her face hardened. “Glad I left such an impression on him.”

      “He can’t feel…” And I suddenly understood the significance of that. Even if you had half of another Allure’s essence you still couldn’t feel for them.

      “Sometimes the sex can fool you into thinking you do.” She looked off again. She seemed lost in thought half of the time.

      “Yeah… I heard that. Sort of.”

      “Is that how he tried to get you to sleep with him?” She crossed her legs.

      “One of the ways. He said it would help with the numbness.”

      “Numbness?”

      “Yes. The numbness. Why am I not surprised that you don’t know what I’m talking about?” I sighed.

      “I do know… but it was never much of a problem. It’s supposed to be a quick change.”

      I shrugged. “Not for me. Nothing seems to happen the way it was meant to happen.”

      “Or it happened exactly the way it was meant to be. Isn’t that how you’re supposed to spin it?” Taylor smirked. “Since you’re all positive about things right now.”

      I shrugged. “True.” I waited a moment before repeating my question. “Tell me. Who took your essence?”

      She said nothing for a few moments. Instead she played with a loose string on her t-shirt. Finally, when I was about ready to repeat my question, she answered. “I don’t know.”

      I forced myself to keep my annoyance down. “Uh, you just chided me for not knowing.”

      “Because I hoped it would make you spill the beans.”

      “Why did you think I would know? Because I have it?”

      She shook her head. “No. I know you didn’t do it, but you’ve spent a lot of time with someone who might have.”

      “Who?” This was news to me. I thought about the Elders, the Dragos. Is that why she wanted to talk alone? She wanted to get away from Wyatt?

      “Violet.” She said a name I hadn’t been expecting.

      “Uh…”  I struggled to come up with an answer. “Why would Violet have wanted to do that?”

      Without a moment’s hesitation Taylor answered. “Because she hates me.”

      “She hates you because…”

      “The because doesn’t matter. She was behind it. I’m sure of it.” Taylor slumped down in the chair again. This time so far, she nearly slipped off the chair.

      “Then why not confront her?”

      “Are you crazy?” Taylor looked at me as if I had two heads. “Confront Violet? Do you know who her maker is?”

      “Uh…”

      “Abe. The leader of the Elders… I thought you met them. I doubt you’d forget him.”

      Abe. The mention of his name made me shudder. No wonder everyone held Violet in such reverence. Her maker was the head Elder. “I…I guess you have a point then.”

      “You see why confronting her is not my first choice. But now I’m looking at death, so I’m done waiting.”

      “Why?” I looked her over. She appeared perfectly fine from the outside. “What’s wrong? Why do you think you’re going to die?”

      She sat up. “I can hear it.”

      “Hear what?” I strained my ears to make sure I wasn’t missing something obvious.

      “The ticking clock.” She pulled her knees up to her chest again. “It never stops.”

      “Um…” I struggled to come up with some reasonable response.

      “I’m not crazy!” She yelled.

      There was a loud knock on the door. “Daisy? You okay?” Owen’s worried voice called.

      “Yes.” I sure hoped I was. “I’m fine.”

      “I’m not crazy.” Taylor spoke softly this time.

      “I believe you.” I replied right away. “I know what it’s like when everyone assumes you lost your mind. It’s one of the worst feelings ever, and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.” I’d spent years in therapy because of it. “But tell me more. What kind of ticking clock?”

      “It’s a constant ticking, and it’s speeding up.”

      “You hear it all the time?” I asked to buy myself time to think.

      “Not when I’m sleeping.”

      “I guess that’s good. You get a short break.” I continued to struggle for words. Being on the other side of this was harder than I thought.

      Taylor lowered her knees and scooted to the end of her seat. “Can I have it back?”

      “Excuse me?” I watched her looking for a sign she was joking.

      “The essence.” Her eyes got wide. “You don’t want it. I do.”

      “Uh.. .you just told me you’re going to die without it. I feel for you, but I don’t particularly want to die either, especially if there’s a chance I can keep my feelings.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way.” She clasped her hands together in her lap.

      “Then how did you mean it?”

      “Maybe we could split it? Like you give me half of your essence.”

      “Like I’m selecting you as my companion?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Kind of. I mean it was mine to begin with.” She stood up.

      “Do you really want to be an Allure again?” I looked at her long and hard. “To return to that emotionless state?”

      “I want to live. I want to live forever.”

      “If I could give it back to you I would, but I’m not giving my life for you.” I had too much to live for. Owen, my parents. I had barely started my life. I’d have sacrificed myself to save a friend in  heartbeat, but Taylor wasn’t my friend. Even if I was giving her the chance to talk, that didn’t mean I trusted her in the slightest.

      “I know. I only meant if we could find a way to do it that wouldn’t involve you dying.” She stepped toward me. “I swear, I wasn’t saying I wanted you to die.”

      Before I could respond the door burst open. Owen rushed in. “There will be no mention of Daisy’s death.”

      “So much for giving us alone time to talk.” Taylor rolled her eyes.

      “Alone time to talk can’t involve discussing anything bad happening to Daisy.” Owen’s eyes blazed with anger. “You got it?”

      “Is Jared back yet? Does he know anything more?” I wanted to cut off the line of conversation. Talking about my death wasn’t going to help anyone.

      “Jared’s back.” Owen took my hand. “They know we are in New Orleans.”

      “Was Violet with them? Was it the Allures or the Elders?” Taylor asked.

      Owen squeezed my hand. “Both maybe. Jared didn’t know for sure.”

      “I need to speak with Jared.” Taylor walked toward us. “I can figure out who we’re dealing with.

      “You like to demand things.” Owen wore a pinched expression.

      “I do. And I generally get what I ask for.”

      “That was when you were an Allure,” I said under my breath.

      She heard me. “And you pretend you don’t like the gifts that come with having what once belonged to me?”

      “I would rather not have them, but I understand the appeal.”

      “Ahem.” The sound of fake throat clearing had us all turning toward the hallway.

      Wyatt stood there with a big grin on his face. “So nice you are all getting along.”

      “Where’s Levi?” Owen rubbed the back of his neck. “I find it hard to believe he would let you wander down here on your own.”

      “Glad you haven’t lost faith in me.” Levi appeared in the now very crowded doorway. He turned to me. “You up for some company, Daisy?”

      “That depends.” I wasn’t in the mood to deal with any one like Taylor. That was for sure.

      “That’s a smart answer. The company is my wife.”

      “Allie?” She was the kind of company I was fine with.

      “She’s the only wife I have.”

      “Of course I wouldn’t mind her company.” I smiled. “As long as it doesn’t put her out.”

      “Good. She’s waiting for you a few rooms down.”
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      “Allie?” I waited until we were halfway down the hall before showing my surprise. Levi had less than subtlety suggested we take a walk as soon as we brought Daisy and Taylor to where Allie waited. “You used Allie as a distraction to keep Daisy away?”

      “I didn’t use Allie as anything. She likes Daisy. You love Daisy. They’ll need to be friends.” Levi looked down the otherwise empty corridor.

      “You used her as a distraction.”

      Levi shrugged. “I did what I had to do.”

      “What couldn’t you say in front of Daisy?” I couldn’t shrug off guilt that I was about to engage in secretive talk behind her back. But she’d had a private conversation with Taylor—a semi-private conversation. I’d listened in for key words.

      “She’s in trouble.”

      “And that’s news? She’s been in trouble since she first got that paste from the witch.” Which was from when I first met her. I still wanted to kick myself for not asking her out the second I set eyes on her.

      “I mean even more trouble.”

      “Is this coming from Wyatt?” I wasn’t sure I’d ever put my full trust in the Drago.

      “Partially.”

      “Where is he?” I strained my ears and eyes to find him. I saw and heard nothing but the low hum of the girls’ voices.

      “Waiting outside.” Levi nodded in the direction of the elevator.

      “Is there a reason for that?”

      “I needed to talk to you first. Make sure you were okay with what I’m about to do.”

      “What are you about to do?” I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know.

      “I’ve agreed to a meeting with the other Drago leaders.”

      A meeting? I let his words sink in. “Wait.” Understanding dawned on me. “You aren’t using Allie to distract Daisy. You are using Daisy to distract Allie.”

      Levi shrugged. “I guess you’ll never know.”

      “Where are you meeting them?”

      “Out west. A neutral spot.”

      “You aren’t going alone.” As the king, and as a dad and husband, he couldn’t be that reckless.

      “No. Jared is coming.”

      “I’m coming too. You can’t enter into anything with the Dragos without me. I know them better than any of us.” And I had a lot invested in the outcome of any agreements. I had everything invested.

      “But that would mean leaving Daisy.” He watched me. “Can you do that?”

      “I don’t want to, but I also need to go with you. I was the one who brought you into this.” And we shared an enemy with the Dragos. Our interests may have only been aligned temporarily, but the Elders were in the way of keeping Daisy safe.

      “No.” Levi shook his head. “I entered into this on my own accord. Besides, Wyatt is right. The Society will be the target next.”

      “Not if Daisy and I leave…” I didn’t want to leave the relative protection of The Society headquarters, or really I didn’t want Daisy to leave it, but I’d do what I had to.

      “Come with me. We’ll handle this the way we used to. The three of us. We’ll get back here as fast as possible. Daisy is safe here.” He didn’t need to mention Jared’s name for me to know what three of us he was referring to.

      I didn’t have the same nostalgia over the three of us as Levi did, mainly because my friendship with Jared was far too complicated for that, but I had to admit we worked well as a team. It was Levi’s last statement I worried about. “We hope she’s safe here.” I’d learned to never take anything for granted anymore.

      “I’m leaving my wife here. It’s safe. Allie might not be their direct interest, but she’s my wife which means she’s going to be of direct interest soon.”

      “Fine, but I have to talk to Daisy first.”

      “Do you?” Levi held out a hand and flipped it over palm up. “Allie is quite the talker. Daisy might not know we’ve left.”

      “How quickly do you think we’re going to pull off this talk?”

      “Quick.”

      I turned toward the doorway. I was torn. I didn’t want to worry Daisy unnecessarily, but I felt bad leaving without an explanation. “Where’s Jared? Did he already leave?”

      “He’s waiting for us upstairs.”

      “Watching the lobby?” It wasn’t like Jared to miss out on the action. Well, if you could call all the talking going on downstairs action.

      “Having a drink.”

      “He barely drinks anymore.” Alcohol doesn’t affect Pterons the way it does humans, but even still, drinking excessively wasn’t good for anyone.

      “I think he got into some sort of thing with Vera. You know how it is.”

      “Those two fight more than any couple I know.” Jared and his wife had been that way since they met.

      “Does that surprise you in the slightest?’

      I thought about Jared’s hot-head personality. “Not at all.”

      “So are you coming?” Levi nodded toward the elevator.

      I made up my mind. I needed to get to the bottom of what was happening with the Dragos. “I’m coming, but I have to say something to Daisy.”

      “Suit yourself but no getting me in trouble.”

      I nodded. “I’ll try not to.” I walked down the hall and knocked on the door to Allie’s office suite.

      “Come in.” Allie called.

      I pushed open the door. Designed with neutral colors, and filled with comfortable and neat furniture, Allie’s office was more inviting than Levi’s. Both Allie and Daisy turned to me as soon as I walked in.  Taylor barely looked up.

      “Hey, everything okay?” Daisy watched me warily.

      “Yes.” I walked over and sat down on the arm of the couch next to her. “I just wanted to tell you I have to run out.”

      “Run out?” Daisy narrowed her eyes. “Likely.”

      “I’m meeting with the Dragos.” I ran my hand down her back.” I need to find out what’s going on.”

      Daisy leaned into my touch. “And you don’t want me to come?”

      “You’ll be safer here.”

      “In other words he’s keeping you out of it.” Taylor finally looked up. “Typical.”

      “Let me guess, Levi is going too, but he didn’t want me to know?” Allie raised an eyebrow. There were faint bags under her eyes, but otherwise Allie looked as put together as she always did.

      “Something like that.” The cat was out of the bag. No reason to piss off both the king and queen.

      “Thanks for having my back, man.” Levi appeared in the doorway and punched my shoulder.

      “She figured me out.”

      “When will you be back?” Allie crossed her arms.

      “By morning,” Levi answered. “I hope.”

      “Be safe.” Allie uncrossed her legs.

      “Aren’t I always?” Levi kissed the top of Allie’s head. No matter how many years those two were together, their love never seemed to dull.

      “You’re lucky your Mom’s in town to babysit. Otherwise I’d be sending you home.”

      “Sending me home?” Levi nudged her shoulder.

      “Yes. But your mom saved you. She’s staying at our house.”

      Levi smiled. “We can discuss this later. I’ll be back soon.”

      I leaned my head down to Daisy. “I hope this doesn’t take long.”

      “I appreciate you’re not pretending to know it won’t.” Her lips twisted into a bare hint of a smile.

      “There’s no reason to pretend. It will take whatever time it takes.”  I took her hand. “Can you walk outside with me for a minute?”

      “Sure?” She appeared startled but followed me out.

      As soon as I had her past the doorway I pulled her into my arms and kissed her hard on the mouth. I pushed for entry, and she eagerly responded both with her mouth and with her arms winding around my neck.

      Her mouth tasted just as sweet as always, and it was only when I sensed we had company that I broke the kiss.

      She gasped at me in surprise as I pulled my head back. “Didn’t think I could leave without a kiss, did you?”

      She smiled brightly. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

      “Not to break up this lovely display, but are you ready, Owen?” Levi waited with a hand on the door frame.

      “I guess so.” I kissed Daisy lightly one more time before following Levi to the elevator.  I took one glance over my shoulder to make sure she’d returned to Allie’s office. Leaving her, even if only for a few hours, was hard to do.

      Jared was exactly where Levi said he’d be. He was sitting on his usual stool in front of the large mahogany bar in the center of the lobby. We’d spent countless hours sitting at the bar, as well as at the bar that came before it. I’d spent nearly as much of my teenage years in that hotel as I did in my parents’ house.

      “You’re leaving Daisy to do this?” Jared glanced up from his drink when we walked over.

      “I’m doing this to help Daisy—even if it’s indirectly.” I found she was at the root of almost all of my motivations now.

      “No you’re not.” Jared took a long sip of the brown liquid in his glass. I was nearly positive it was whiskey.

      “Then why am I doing it?”

      “Because you refuse to be left out of things. It doesn’t work for you.” He pushed  the empty glass toward the bartender who refilled it.

      “Sounds like you are talking about yourself.” I could say exactly the same thing to Jared. He was involved in everything, and he thought he could do anything better than anyone. That was especially true when he was comparing himself to me. “Why are you even involved in this?”

      “Because you need me involved. This is what I do best.” He nodded in thanks to the bartender and accepted his refilled glass.

      “I think you’re taking your job too seriously.” He didn’t need to be part of everything.

      “Which job?” Jared took a long swig of his drink. “I wear many hats.”

      “Yes you do. Including a bonnet sometimes,” I ribbed.

      Jared moved to punch me, but I stepped out of the way.

      Levi laughed. “Will there ever be a time when you two stop fighting?”

      “No,” I answered immediately. “But that’s not a bad thing.”

      “Agreed. If we ever get along, worry. It means one or both of us have lost our mind.”

      “You’ve both already lost your minds.” Levi grinned.

      “Where’s the dragon?” Jared glanced around the lobby. “Did you lose him?”

      “He’s meeting us there.” Levi shook his head as the bartender once again looked over to see if he wanted something. I wasn’t sure how much the bartender knew about Levi’s position—it couldn’t have been much, but I was sure he sensed Levi’s importance.

      “Are you sure this isn’t a trap?” Jared pushed his half-finished drink away. “Not that we can’t handle a bunch of fire breathers, but couldn’t he have waited for us?”

      “He needed to give word to the others to get them to meet us.”

      “And he didn’t call them for what reason exactly?” Jared’s voice was laced with skepticism.

      “Most of them don’t have phones,” Levi explained.

      “Why not?” Jared stood from his stool.

      “Phones aren’t used much where they are from.” At least not from what I’d seen in my brief time there.

      Jared lowered his voice to a whisper. “Do you really believe they’ve been living in another world? The gates have all been sealed for years.”

      “I’ve seen the other world.” I matched the whisper. “So yes, I believe it.”

      “Oh yeah…” Jared nodded.

      “Oh yeah? You forget I nearly lost everything when I went there.” I would never forget. The memory was blazed into my mind.

      “But you didn’t.” He shrugged. “Daisy’s here.”

      “She is.” And she would stay here. Or with me. I had no intention of spending all of our time at the hotel. I didn’t even plan to stay in New Orleans unless Daisy particularly wanted too.

      “All right.” Jared left a twenty on the bar. “Let’s do this.”

      Levi put a hand on the bar top and leaned in toward Jared. “Just get it out.”

      “Get what out?” Jared stared at Levi.

      “Why are you drinking? What did you do to piss off Vera this time?”

      Jared groaned. “Don’t.”

      “Why?” Levi played innocent.

      “I’m not telling you, it’s stupid.”

      “What is it?”

      Jared walked away from the bar. “Kids.”

      “What?” Levi asked. “Did you just say what I think you said?”

      “Kids, ok? We fought about having kids.” Jared continued walking.

      “You having cold feet about being a dad or something?” I caught up with him.

      “No. It’s the opposite.”

      “Wait. What?” I stopped short.

      “What?” Jared stopped. “I didn’t say I wanted them today, but someday.”

      “And Vera doesn’t want any?” Levi asked.

      “She doesn’t know. “

      “Then she doesn’t know.” Levi shrugged. “You’re young, and no one is pushing you to have an heir—at least I don’t think so. I don’t actually understand that bear world you’re part of now.”

      “No push.” Jared ran a hand through his black hair. “Yet.”

      I smiled. It was funny to watch Jared in a position I never thought I’d see him in.

      “Wipe that smirk off your face.” Jared scowled.

      “I can’t help it.”

      “Help it, or I’ll help you.”

      “Let’s go. The sooner we go, the sooner we can get back.” And I didn’t want to be away from Daisy a second more than I had to be.

      “Fine. Let’s go.” Levi led the remaining way toward the front doors of the hotel.

      As soon as we walked into the shadows, I pulled off my shirt and took off into the sky. I met up with Levi and Jared, enjoying the wind as I ascended. We soared toward the Dragos. I wasn’t excited to see more of them, but at least we had a common enemy.

      As little as I liked the Dragos I’d met, I liked the Elders even less.
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      "Why am I not surprised they left?" I wasn't annoyed at Owen exactly. How could I be? He'd done so much to help me, and I knew his visit to the Dragos wasn’t a social one, but I was afraid. I was afraid of him getting hurt, and I was afraid the numbness would return now that we were separated. I already felt it spreading when I dealt with Taylor. I couldn’t handle if I lost all emotion again. Would I have the strength to fight to get them back? It wouldn't happen.  I could hold off the numbness. I was strong enough, and it was worth any effort. Owen was worth it.  

      "Because those boys never stay out of trouble." Allie leaned back against the couch. "Eventually you get used to it."

      "Is Levi's life always like this?"

      "This hard to predict? Always involved in something?" Allie stretched out her long legs. She looked far more tired than the last time I’d seen her. I felt guilty knowing Levi was away because of me. Even if she was used to it—it couldn’t have been easy.

      "Yes." I nodded.

      "Mostly, but he's tried to be home more." She rested her head back.

      "How's your job going?" I was making small talk, but I was also curious. I couldn’t imagine what life was like for a queen.

      "Busy." Allie tugged down on the fabric of her navy blue dress. "But I like it that way."

      "You have a job?" Taylor’s eyes widened. “As in a real job?”

      "Why do you sound so surprised?" Allie put a hand to her chest.

      "Because you’re a supernatural queen. Isn't your job to smile and look pretty?" Taylor crossed her arms.

      Allie took in a sharp breath. "Yeah. I'm not that kind of queen."

      Taylor nodded. "Ok. Maybe The Society has changed."

      "You're older than you look?” Allie asked.

      "Yes, but nothing crazy. I’m not a hundred or anything. And I didn't ever really know The Society. I mean my mom is friends with your grandmother-in-law.”

      "Your mother is friends with Georgina?" Allie crossed her legs and leaned forward.

      "Yes." Taylor smiled. “Old friends. Her name is Mayanne, but I can’t imagine you’ve heard of her.”

      “Mayanne?” I froze. Was she serious? "The witch who’s a healer?”

      “That’s one way to describe her sort of magic.” Taylor grinned. “You have heard of her?”

      "Yes. She’s helped me." More than once. She’d saved me. She was also the first person to suggest I had an actual chance with Owen. She’d seen something the first time she met us—even if I was close to death.

      "She's helped me too." Allie rested her hands in her lap. "I owe her my life."

      "Same here." I would never be able to repay the debt I owed her.

      "Wow.” Taylor rolled her shoulders back. “My mom has been busy."

      "Haven't you missed her?” Allie leaned back. It was a subject change, but one that made sense.

      "Recently yes, but I haven't had the nerve to face her. I felt nothing when I was an Allure." She looked at me as she said the last part. 

      "The nerve?" Allie asked for clarification.

      “I left with the man my mother had a crush on.”

      "Wow. This story gets more and more interesting." Allie leaned forward.

      “Had a crush on?” That wasn’t a saying I associated with adults.

      "Yes, a crush.” Taylor shook out her long brown hair. “She didn't love him."

      “How can you be sure of that?” I was being unnecessarily nosy and borderline rude, but I didn’t care. The numbness was spreading. I was sure of it.

      "If it had been love he would have chosen her. He didn’t.”

      "Who's the he?" Allie asked.

      My stomach turned as I realized exactly who it was. Could a mother and daughter have really fought over Louie?

      My distaste must have shown on my face.

      Taylor turned to me. "You don't find Louie attractive?"

      "I haven’t seen him in a while, and I hope to avoid him for the foreseeable future."

      "Not a fan of my creator or the one I created.” Taylor stood up.  “It's odd."

      "Should she be?" Allie asked. “A fan of them?”

      "She has my essence, so yes." Taylor began pacing the room.

      "Louie, no. Just no. He creeped me out. No offense. And Roland had a calming effect on me until he started coming on to me. Then not so much."

      Allie’s eyes widened. "Your life has been crazy, Daisy."

      "I've heard your life was nuts for a while too." And I had a feeling the stories I’d heard were only the tip of the iceberg.

      "Oh yes." She looked off into the distance as if remembering something. "I’ve had my share of crazy experiences, but that’s not worth going into right now."

      "No. Not when we have things to deal with currently." Taylor had stopped pacing and stood there watching. “Important things to deal with.”

      "Don’t even try to convince me to die so you can be an Allure again." I decided to cut right to the chase before she could go down that line of talk again. I didn't want to subject Allie to listening to what my response would be this time. It wouldn’t be pretty. I wasn’t that numb.

      "Yeah, Daisy isn't dying." Allie scooted to the edge of the couch. "And you had better not want her to, or you are going to have me to deal with."

      Taylor held her hands up in front of her. "I don't want her to die. That’s not what I meant, but Daisy wouldn't give me the chance to finish explaining."

      "Because once the part about my death came up I knew it wasn't something I wanted to discuss." Maybe I was being selfish. Taylor did say she was living on borrowed time, but I didn't want to die. I had so much more in life I wanted to experience.

      Taylor groaned. “Listen. I want my essence back. You want to be human again. We might be able to make this work.”

      "You've heard of safely removing an Allure essence from someone?" Allie held onto the cushion of the couch. “I thought that was impossible. At least from all the information I’ve found.”

      "I'm alive." Taylor put a hand to her chest. “It’s possible.”

      "Yet you told me you were on borrowed time." I raised an eyebrow. "That's not reassuring."

      "Borrowed time?" Allie narrowed her eyes. “What does that even mean?”

      Taylor threw me a look, and I knew she wanted to make sure I didn't say anything about the ticking. Her secret was safe with me— unless she kept pushing the ‘take the essence back’ thing. I wanted to give it back but only with some guarantees in place. Although I also knew there would never be a guarantee. Only a hope. But a real one. A real hope that one day I'd fully feel emotions again. 

      "Daisy wants to feel again, and we're going to make that happen." Allie reached over and took my hand. "We're not going to give up until it happens."

      "You have more confidence than I do." I looked at our joined hands.

      “It's easier to be confident when you are watching from the outside."

      I nodded, "Maybe."

      Allie squeezed my hand and then let go. "So did you and Owen get any alone time?"

      "We got some alone time." I smiled.

      "And?" Allie gestured with her hand for me to continue. "Did it still feel like something?"

      "Yes. Amazing.” Amazing was far too tame of a word for what we’d experienced, but I wasn’t going to gross out the queen—or someone who may or may not have been my enemy. “I won't lose that again."

      “Wait, you and Owen have had sex since you've been an Allure?' Taylor sat down on the chair catty-corner from me. “When?”

      I was too numb to feel embarrassed, but that didn’t mean I had any interest in discussing my sex life with Taylor. "Yes. Not that it’s your business."

      “Yet it’s Allie’s business?” Taylor raised an eyebrow. “It’s more my business than hers.”

      "Allie isn’t try to kill me.”

      "Or so you think. You never know who's really trying to kill you." Taylor rolled her eyes toward Allie.

      "Now would be a good time to reassure her that you also have no intention of killing her." Allie folded her hands in her lap. “That would have been the logical and normal thing for you to do, but you aren’t either of those things.”

      "Why would I bother reassuring her?” Taylor frowned. "She's not going to believe me no matter what I say."

      "Still, if you cared, you'd try."

      "Who said I cared?” Taylor laughed dryly. "Just because I got my emotions back doesn't mean I really use them."

      Taylor was something else. I couldn't completely hate the girl. She’d been through so much—even if the initial part had been voluntary. Although that was an assumption. Maybe you don't get a choice when an Allure offers you half their essence. That wasn't a concern I imagined even got discussed by the Allures. They couldn’t care, so they didn't. They. What I meant was we. I was still an Allure whether I wanted to be or not. 

      "Well, I care." Allie straightened up.

      "Yes, I got that. You care even though I have no idea why. You're a queen, and she's just a girl involved with an employee." Taylor looked away.

      "An employee?" Allie rose to her feet. "Do you actually think we view Owen that way?"

      "How else do you view him?" Taylor crossed her arms.

      "As family. He's an uncle to my kids. His sister is their godmother. Got it?" Allie stepped toward Taylor.

      "Who’s his sister?” Taylor jumped to her feet. 

      “Hailey. She’s amazing, my best friend and chief advisor.” Allie smiled.

      The door bagged open, and Hailey walked in. "Man do I have good timing or what?"  

      "Hailey!" Allie ran and threw her arms around the redhead’s waist. "You’re back."

      "I am.” Hailey hugged Allie back, and then broke the contact. “I can't say I have good news though."

      "What happened?" I wasn't responding to her words as much as her appearance. Her long hair was a mess, and she had dirt all over her clothes. The most disturbing part was the blood on her forehead.

      "Yes.” Allie stepped back, as if suddenly noticing her friend’s disheveled appearance. "Yes, what happened?"

      "I'm not saying anything until one of you tells me who she is." Hailey pointed to Taylor.

      "Someone you're not going to like." Taylor smiled. "I'll save your friends the effort of trying to be polite. I’m the Allure whose essence Daisy has. I want it back, and I want to get back at the people who took it."

      "We're not fans of those people either.” Hailey took in Taylor. “Considering my guess is they had something to do with Daisy getting it."

      "I'm sure they did. Everything in life is connected." Taylor clasped her hands together.

      "I may not like you, but I do like that you are a straight shooter." Hailey pulled a hair tie from her wrist and pulled her messy hair into a bun.

      "I am when I want to be." Taylor smiled again.

      "And then you had to go and add that." Hailey sighed.

      "Taylor is really good at that. Saying the worst things at the worst times." She seemed to do it constantly.

      "But can we trust her?" Hailey asked.

      "She already knows a lot..." Allie shrugged. “I’m not sure a little bit more information could hurt.”

      "Then I'll go ahead and tell you." Hailey turned to me. “By the way, nice to see you Daisy.”

      “Nice to see you too.” After a moment’s hesitation I hugged her. I didn’t know Hailey well, but she was Owen’s sister.

      Hailey seemed startled by the hug but not put off.

      I waited nervously for Hailey to tell the story. The condition she was in couldn't be a good thing for me since she’d been looking for an herb to help me.

      “Well, first the good news." Hailey looked down at the ground for a moment and then back up.

      "There’s some good news?" A small glimmer of hope flowed through me. I hadn’t been expecting that.

      "Yes.” Hailey nodded. “We found the herb. My uncle Jim thinks it can help you."

      "That's really good news." I digested it as I braced myself for the second part. The bad news was more likely than not going to counteract the good. "And the bad news?" I asked nervously.

      She chewed on her bottom lip for a second before answering. "Someone stole it."

      "Who?" Taylor sounded suddenly interested.

      “A Shadow.”

      "A Shadow?"  My chest clenched as I remembered the vile dark vapor like creature that had attacked us in the Glamour Realm. 

      "Yes." Hailey nodded solemnly.

      "A Shadow?" Allie put a hand to her throat. "Does every awful creature I've heard about actually exist?"

      "Yes, and then some." Taylor nodded. “Get used to it.”

      "Don't sound so happy about it,” Hailey grumbled.

      "I'm not happy. You'd know if I were happy."

      "My guess is we'd also know if you were mad,” I added.

      "Oh yes, you would. So quit worrying about me.”

      She had a point. "For the short term I will.”

      "Who's going to tell me what a Shadow really is?" Allie asked. “I only read two lines about them in one of Georgina’s books.” 

      "I'll let Hailey tell you." I pushed off the onus on her. "But you might want to sit down for this.”
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      I don’t know where I thought the Dragos would be waiting, but I didn’t think it would be in Colorado. I couldn’t quite believe I was back here again. I was back in the place where I'd had no plans to ever return to. Not that it mattered. Any place away from Daisy was a bad place for me. We had so much time to make up for, and I still didn’t trust that her feelings wouldn’t slip away again. The thought sent a pang of fear through me.

      I needed to keep my head clear and focused. Worrying about Daisy wasn't going to help her. And helping her was exactly what I needed to do. Having her safety tied into The Society was unexpected, but if it meant we had more help, it was a good thing.

      We flew over Coleville, and I thought of Clyde. I wondered if he'd figured out I was gone. As in really gone. I felt a tad guilty about the whole thing. I'd left him in the lurch on the bar deal, but it wasn’t as if I had a choice. I’d left in a rush and leaving a note wouldn’t have made any difference. I was sure he was fine, and I'd check back in once life returned to normal. Well, life would never return to normal if normal meant life before Daisy. But life when I wasn't constantly worried about losing the woman I loved. Or the crazy Elders trying to take out The Society.

      "Let me take the lead on this." Jared broke the silence that had set in as we neared our destination.

      "Why would we do that?" This was Levi’s mission first since he was king, and mine second since it concerned Daisy. If anything I should have taken the lead. I was the one who first met the Dragos, and the Elders were after Daisy foremost. "This relates to me the most."

      "And I'm king, which means I always take the lead."  Levi left no room for argument.

      "You had to play the king card?" Jared groaned. "You'd think one day you'd come up with something more original."

      "I played the prince card for years. I haven't been king all that long."

      "There was no playing the prince card. You played the ‘I'm going to be king’ card." I joked. 

      "You two made out well because I played the card." Levi flew ahead. "Need I remind you how much trouble I kept you out of over the years because of it?”

      "If I'm remembering correctly, I wasn't the one getting in trouble. Unless you counted when I was forced to go along with your crazy plans." I was always the level-headed one. The one who tried to keep Levi from getting in over his head with stupid ideas Jared usually came up with.

      "Wait." Jared flew around me. "You are finally admitting to being the loser who would have never done anything on his own?" 

      "Loser? Is that what you call people who make sane, logical decisions?” I flew toward him.

      Jared moved out of the way at the last moment.

      "You both are losers." Levi turned back toward us. "Ok?"

      We started to descend toward the blur of grey and brown mountains. It was late at night, and the stone looked forbidding in the moonlight. 

      "Why are we meeting here exactly?" Jared asked exactly what I was thinking.  

      "They have a temporary den here," Levi replied calmly.

      He had to be kidding. A den? “You said we were meeting on neutral ground."

      "Because I didn't want to deal with your argument if you knew it wasn't."

      "Why did you give in?” Jared asked. “It’s not like you.”

      "Because the other choice was to go to another realm." Levi landed beside a large boulder. "Would you have preferred that?"

      "No." Being in a different state from Daisy was bad enough. Being in a different world was absolutely out of the question. 

      Levi grinned. "See. I can see the wheels turning in your head. I'm right."

      "Fine. I prefer this, but we have to be smart."

      "Aren't we always smart?" Levi retracted his wings.

      "No comment." Jared gazed all around. "We go in, find out what help they want, what the situation is, and we leave.  We promise nothing until we talk about it. Make them sweat it. Got it?"

      "When did you get so level headed?" Levi grinned.

      "About the time you got married." Jared nodded toward Levi.

      Levi laughed. "Allie got to both of you. Not as much as she changed me, but still some."

      “She did.” I couldn’t deny it. She’d changed us all in some way.

      "Welcome." Wyatt walked toward us in the darkness.

      "We came to the place you designated." Levi addressed him. "Let's get down to business."

      "Business?" Wyatt quirked an eyebrow. "You're considering this business?"

      "What else would I consider it?" Levi appeared unmoved.

      Wyatt’s eyes darkened. "The future of both of our kinds."

      Jared laughed. "Getting a little bit dramatic aren't you?"

      Wyatt's expression remained stony. "This is nothing to laugh about." He turned to me. "Maybe your friend can explain to you the kind of creatures we are dealing with."

      The worst kind. I'd only gotten a taste of the destruction the Elders could cause, but it was enough. They were the worst kind of creatures because they got pleasure out of hurting others. It wasn't only about what they could gain, but what pain they could cause in the process. 

      Levi touched my shoulder. "Owen's told us plenty." He was thinking of my wings. What he didn't understand was that it wasn't the wings I was thinking about. It was Daisy's tears and cries. It was the way my heart split into pieces when I was pulled away from her.

      And the Dragos did nothing during all that. They did nothing to help us. They helped the Elders tear us apart.

      I turned to Wyatt. "Why did you help them?"

      He looked me right in the eye. "Because we had no choice."

      I shook my head. "I don't believe it."

      "Wait." Wyatt’s brows furrowed. "Who are you talking about? The Elders or the Allures?"

      "Both." Violet, Hugh, and Roland, especially Roland, were no friends of mine. They were using Daisy. They were willing to hurt her because it suited them. 

      "I've known Violet for years. I owe her favors." Wyatt kicked the dirt with his black boot.

      "Then why didn't you go to them for help?" Levi asked. "Why come to us? Couldn’t  you have gotten more favors from them if the Allures are as powerful as they want us to believe?”

      "Because Violet is powerless to help us this time. Not with her connection to Abe."

      "The leader of the Elders." Hearing his name made my stomach turn. 

      "What's the connection?" Jared asked nonchalantly. That was part of how he was so successful. He could stay calm and collected and make people believe he didn't care. Not always though. Not when it came to his own life. If this had been about his wife, the conversation would have gone very differently. 

      "He's her creator. She has half his essence, and she's going to be the next elder." Wyatt looked at me as he spoke. "Or she would have been."

      "What do you mean would have been?" Switching to the past tense wasn't an accident. 

      "Daisy changed everything.” Wyatt glanced behind him in the darkness and then back at us. “The power she might wield..."

      "You think the Elders want to make her one of them?" I didn’t fully understand the motivations at play. I’d been thinking they wanted to kill her—not make her part of their circle.

      "Not for any reason good for her.” Wyatt leaned in. “Because they want to use her."

      "Use her for what exactly?" Levi asked nearly as calmly as Jared. He cared. I knew he did, but it was different. He handled things entirely differently anytime Allie was in danger. And she'd been in danger before. He was even more protective now that he was a dad. 

      "Not anything good." Wyatt looked at me. "But if our plan works she won't be used at all."

      "What's the plan?" I was afraid of any plan he had to offer.

      "That's the reason you're here." Wyatt gestured to the entrance of a cave. "To discuss our plan."

      "Then what are we waiting for?" Jared headed toward the month of the cave without waiting for Wyatt.

      Wyatt jumped in front of him. "Let me go first. You don't want to catch my friends off guard."

      "Don't they know we're coming?" Levi froze.

      "They know I called someone in, but I don't believe they know who is coming exactly." 

      "Oh wonderful." I hoped we weren't walking into a fight. Dragos and Pterons didn't know each other anymore so it's not like it was something I'd experienced before, but a fight between our kinds didn't sound like a particularly good idea. Unless it came down to Daisy. Then I’d fight anyone. 

      "They will be grateful for your help when all is said and done,” Wyatt assured us. "We need your cooperation whether they want to admit it or not."

      "This is going to take longer than the few hours I promised Allie." Levi winced.

      Jared nodded. "Yes it is, but it's not as if she will be surprised.”
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      "Let me get this straight." Allie stared at Hailey after she finished describing a Shadow. "You found a cure for Daisy, but it's been stolen by Shadow creatures that have the ability to suffocate you?”

      “Pretty much, yes.” Hailey nodded. “Ok, yes, that exactly.”

      "When do we leave?" Taylor asked

      "Leave?" Allie turned to Taylor.

      "To get the herb.” Taylor narrowed her eyes. “Our goal is to get the herb and help Daisy, right? Or have you guys given up on that already?”

      "Why are you so anxious?" I asked.

      "Because if it helps you maybe it means I get my essence back." There was a glimmer in her eyes that hadn’t been there before Hailey arrived.

      "Or maybe you could use it too and become a normal human,” I suggested. “Maybe it will help with the… you know.” I didn’t want to share the whole ticking secret, but I wanted her to at least consider the possibility of staying human rather than becoming an Allure again. Maybe I was biased, but I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to return to that emotionless state.

      "I don't want to be human. You know that." Taylor shot down my idea quickly.

      "Which makes no sense." I spoke out loud even though I probably should have kept it to myself.

      "Just because you don't want the gift doesn't mean others don't." Taylor glared.

      "Is it the immortality?” Hailey accepted a bottle of water from Allie.

      Taylor took a seat on the couch. "That’s part of it, but it’s also the power. The ability to make someone do exactly what you want them to do."

      "Because you don't sound power hungry." I rolled my eyes.

      "And it's the simplicity." Taylor spoke much lower this time. Her face tensed.

      "What's simple about being an Allure?" My life had been anything but simple since becoming one.

      "The lack of feelings. No sadness. No drama. It’s easy. Carefree."

      "But you also lose all the good feelings." And the good feelings were worth the painful ones.

      "But the good feelings all go away eventually. Nothing can stay the same forever." She stared at her hands in her lap.

      "It can't stay the same, but that doesn’t mean it's not good." Allie sat down beside her. "I assume you're talking about love. And that's exactly what love is. It changes over time, sometimes so slowly you don't notice and other times it's drastic, but it's still there and still good. At least real love is."

      Hailey whistled. "And that's the kind of love I want to find."

      Allie appeared startled. "Wow. Hailey Kaye admitting she wants to find love?"

      Hailey shrugged. "Blame it on my brother. And her," She pointed out me. "You two have made me want it."

      It was my turn to be surprised. Owen and I made her want to find love? Our relationship wasn’t exactly an easy one. “Even despite all the craziness, and near loss of it? Our love still inspired you to want your own?”

      Hailey’s face softened. "Crazy, I know."

      "Ok, this talk is great and all, but let's get moving." Taylor headed toward the door.

      "Moving where exactly?" Allie scooted a little ways over.

      "To find the Shadow and get the herb." Taylor moved to her feet. "Isn't that obvious?"

      "I'm all about positive thinking, but do you actually believe we have any chance against those creatures?" I still remembered the chill I felt being near them. I remembered watching Owen suffer as I was pulled out of Violet’s house.

      "There's always a chance." Taylor rolled up her sleeves. “If we try. If we sit here and wait around like a bunch of scaredy cats, nothing is going to happen.

      “That’s not going to work on us.” Hailey set the nearly empty water bottle down on the wooden end table. “We don’t care what you think of us.”

      “This has nothing to do with what I think of you, I’m speaking fact. If we stay here we lose. Plain and simple. If we leave, we have a chance. Where I come from a chance is better than nothing.”

      I wanted the herb. I wanted to know I'd be able to feel and that the numbness would forever disappear. It was that desire that pushed me to agree with the person I never wanted to agree with. "I'm in even if it's just us. We can leave the others out of it. It’s not their fight. Hailey has done enough already, and Allie’s the queen."

      "Just you?" Hailey took in a sharp breath. "I value my life."

      "What does your life have to do with it?” I would have thought it would have been the opposite. Coming with me most certainly would have put her life in danger. By the looks of her and hearing about her run in with the Shadow, she’d been in plenty of danger already.

      "My brother would kill me if I let you go off and do that." Hailey gave me a pointed look. “He’d go off the wall.”

      "But he doesn't know you're here." At least I highly doubted it. Although maybe they’d spoken.

      "Where is he anyway?" Hailey answered my question by asking her own.

      "Off meeting with the Dragos."

      "The Dragos?" Hailey’s eyes widened.

      "Yes.” Taylor crossed her arms. “Which makes this perfect. We can get the herb without those birds messing it up."

      "Those birds?" Hailey tensed. "I'm one of those birds."

      “But you're different." Taylor rested her chin on one fist. "You're not an idiot."

      "I'm married to one of those guys you think is an idiot." Allie gave Taylor a long stare.

      "Fine." Taylor sighed dramatically. "Without those boys getting involved. Girl power and all that."

      I laughed. "Girl power?"

      Taylor shrugged. "It's a thing."

      Allie, Hailey, and I exchanged looks. Taylor had a screw loose, but she also had a good point.

      "Where did you last see your uncle and that herb?" Allie turned to Hailey.

      "We found the herb in a swamp."

      "A swamp?" It made her experience that much worse.

      "Yes. And we were heading back to New Orleans when we were attacked.” 

      "Still in Louisiana?” Allie asked.  

      "Yes." Hailey nodded.

      "Ok, so not far. Maybe we can do this." At least there was a chance we would catch up with the Shadow.

      "Whether we can do this or not has nothing to do with the distance. It's the enemy." Allie walked over to a closet and pulled out a pair of boots. She carried them over to the couch. 

      "Put those away.” Hailey pointed to Allie’s boots. “You're staying here. You can cover for us if need be."

      “Wait, what?" Allie took off her heels. “You actually think I’m going to sit here while you go to face the Shadow?"

      "No." Hailey shook her head. "Because I know you well enough to know you refuse to be left out of things, but you should stay back."

      "She’s the queen; she can do what she wants to do." Taylor took a few steps toward the door.

      "Obviously." Hailey rolled her eyes. "That doesn't mean I won't try to protect her the best I can. It's part of my job."

      Allie grunted. "Your job is not my security detail. You are my chief advisor."

      Hailey put her hand in the back pocket of her jeans. "I'm talking about my job as your best friend."

      Allie smiled. "Oh yeah. That one."

      "Just tell me where to go, and I can go alone." I knew that was unwise, but I didn't need to put anyone else in danger. Especially not the queen. That would only get Owen in trouble.

      "Is that a joke?" Hailey looked at me like I was crazy.

      "No." I shook my head.

      "You think I’m going to let my brother's girlfriend run off to defeat a Shadow on her own?"

      “Not alone. I’d be there.” Taylor pointed out.

      "When you put it that way..."I gave her a sheepish smile.

      "Yes, I put it that way... and sending Taylor with you is even more dangerous. I have no clue what her motives are.” Hailey turned to Taylor. “Daisy is important to my brother, which means she’s important to me." She put a hand on her hip. "Got it?”

      "Got it." Taylor nodded.

      "Ok, moving on." I was done arguing. "So are we driving?"

      "What other choice do we have?" Taylor asked.

      "Because I'm not flying all three of you." Hailey sat on the edge of the couch. "I'm sure I could do it in an emergency, but it wouldn't be easy."

      "Of course you're not flying three of us. We'll take my car." Allie zipped up her second boot.

      "What do you drive?" Taylor shifted her weight from foot to foot. "If we're going into the swamps we need four wheel drive.”

      "I have a Land Rover. We're set." Allie smiled.

      "You drive a Land Rover?" Taylor cocked her head to the side. 

      "What did you think I drove? A sports car?" Allie exchanged looks with Hailey.

      "Something more queen like."

      "The Land Rover was a high school graduation gift from my dad. I'll probably drive it until it doesn't work anymore."

      "The king won't buy you a new one?" Taylor narrowed her eyes.

      "The king doesn't have to buy me anything. I could buy myself one, but why would I?"

      "I still am surprised you haven't changed the paint color." Hailey stood up.

      "What color is it?" Taylor asked.

      "You'll see. The reason I haven't changed the color is because it's grown on me, and it reminds me of the relationship I used to have with my dad."

      "As long as the car gets us where we need to go, I don't care about the color." Taylor headed for the door.

      "Not when you can just convince someone to give you theirs." Hailey cleared her throat. "Isn't that what Allures do?"

      "Unfortunately I don't have that ability anymore." Taylor looked at me. 

      "I do, but I don't want it. Allie's Land Rover sounds perfect." They also didn’t need to know that I could only manipulate lust.

      "Ok. I'm not parked all that far away." Allie stepped around Taylor and opened the door.

      "You parked yourself? You didn't valet?" Taylor’s mouth fell open.

      "Ok. Let's just get this out of the way. I’m not a priss. Ok? I even know how to dress and feed myself." Allie headed out into the hall.

      Hailey snorted.

      "I'm surprised. Impressed." Taylor followed Hailey out.

      "Fine. Be whatever you want to be, but leave the snide comments out of this." Allie called over her shoulder.

      "Deal.” Taylor turned back toward me.

      I took a last glance back at the room. I had nothing to grab. No purse. No phone. No keys.  

      I had nothing to my name at the moment, not that it mattered. I wasn't completely numb, and I wouldn’t have gone back to that for anything. 

      Allie took a small flashlight out of her purse and led the way down the dark hallway. She was human, which meant she had normal vision. I wondered if it got old being the weaker one.

      Out of the darkness, a figure materialized. He bowed slightly. "Good evening, Allie."

      "Hello, Adrian. I've told you a hundred times you don't need to bow."

      "And I've told you just as many times I can't change my behavior. You are the queen." He smiled. “The queen must be bowed to.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem. Stop calling me the queen. I'm Allie. Just Allie. And Allie doesn’t need to be bowed to."

      “And she just resorted to talking about herself in the third person.” Hailey chuckled.

      "You are not just anything." The guy bowed once more. “That argument won’t work.”  He seemed to take us in. "Are you going somewhere this evening?"

      "Yes. We are going on a girls’ outing." Allie smiled. “A much deserved one.”

      "Does the king know?" He narrowed his eyes.

      "Levi does not need to approve all of my plans." Allie raised her chin. “Especially not one for a girls’ night.”

      "Of course not." The guy flustered. "But he did leave explicit instructions to make sure you stayed safe while he was away."

      "She's with me." Hailey patted Allie’s arm. "She's safe."

      “Still, he asked me—” The guy started.

      “Are you questioning my strength?” Hailey stepped toward him.

      He shook his head fervently. “No, of course not. You’re very strong.”

      "You bet I am. I can take you. Don’t pretend otherwise, or I'll tell the others about how I know that..."

      He reddened. "That won't be necessary. Have a nice evening."

      Allie smiled. "You too. If Levi returns before we do, tell him we'll be back soon."

      Adrian’s face tensed. "Do you think you'll be gone long?"

      "We'll be gone as long as we want." Hailey ushered  us down the hall. "Why do you even humor him? You don't have to."

      Allie glanced back at Adrian over her shoulder. "I have to treat everyone with respect. You know me."

      "Respect. Sure. I get that. But that doesn't mean you have to let him think you are going to listen to him."

      Allie looked back once more. "Cut the guy some slack. This can't be a fun job."

      We reached the elevator. Hailey pressed the up button. There was a down button too, but I assumed that didn’t actually take you anywhere. I couldn’t imagine what would be underneath a basement that shouldn’t have even existed. "It's a cush job."

      We all stepped into the elevator and waited for the doors to close. I wasn’t ready to face a Shadow, but Taylor had been right. Waiting around wasn’t going to help anything.

      I wanted to believe there was an herb that could save me. To believe the numbness might forever disappear and leave me with feelings rather than nothingness, but it was hard to believe. It was equally hard to believe we’d ever defeat a Shadow.

      My gut clenched with guilt. The emotion cut through the numbness that was cutting most of my feelings off. I shouldn’t have been dragging Allie and Hailey into this. They had nothing to do with it. Especially Allie. I could rationalize Hailey had a role because she was Owen’s sister, but even that line of thinking was thin.

      I struggled to come up with a way to face the Shadow on my own, but I couldn’t. I needed Hailey to find it, and I also needed her help to destroy it. Allie didn’t need to come though. Hailey had accepted her argument so easily. Maybe she had a plan to keep her safe and away from danger. I held onto that hope. With everything else going on, I refused to be responsible for the injury, or worse, of the queen.

      The elevator deposited us in the lobby of the hotel, and Allie and Hailey silently led the way to the front doors. Hailey stayed glued to Allie's side, much like a body guard. The two were friends, but Hailey was definitely protective of the queen. I wasn't sure how much of it was a job and how much of it came from the friendship. It didn't actually matter, but thinking about anything other than the altercation we were about to have, my guilt, and the growing numbness was high on my list. 

      Allie hit unlock and the lights flashed on a lavender Land Rover.

      "Purple." Taylor rocked back on her heels.

      "My dad had it special ordered. Don't ask." Allie opened the driver’s side. 

      "It's pretty." It was. Different, but pretty.

      "Thanks." Allie smiled.  

      I got into the backseat behind Allie. Taylor sat next to me after Hailey immediately settled herself into the front seat. She turned around to look at us. "I'm sure this goes without saying, but Allie can't get hurt on this trip. Neither can you, Daisy."

      "What about me?" Taylor put a hand to her chest.

      Hailey seemed to mull it over. "You're in the same category as me. If you get hurt, that sucks, but the first priority is to protect the others."

      "I agree with the Daisy thing. The essence she carries is worth more than my mortal life." Taylor nodded as if to herself.

      "And Allie is queen." Hailey touched Allie’s headrest.

      Taylor stretched out her legs in front of her. "I could care less about the queen thing, but she's a mom. Her kids need her, which means she takes priority."

      Hailey and I exchanged glances. Then Hailey and Allie did. That was not the response any of us expected.

      "I can feel again. Kind of. It's not my fault,” Taylor mumbled.

      "That's thoughtful." Allie turned to look at her.

      "Don’t dwell on it. It's not likely to happen again." Taylor stared down at the floor.

      "Won’t you miss getting to be a mom if you become an Allure again?" I couldn't resist the question because it was one I'd started to think about myself. Having kids had never been a worry of mine— until I met Owen. Now that I knew who I wanted to have kids with, I found I cared. 

      “Although I look young, I’m not. That ship has sailed.”

      “But your body is young. I bet you could still.” I pressed even though I knew it wasn’t a good idea.

      “I get it. You want to make babies with Owen.”

      “Oh please. None of that.” Hailey turned and made a face.

      “I’m just saying.” Taylor put a hand between us on the seat. “Just because you want something doesn’t mean the rest of us do.”

      “Ok. I won’t bring it up again.” I was also done trying to convince her to become human. It was her choice. Not mine.

      “Tell me where I need to go.” Allie pulled away from the curb and out onto the road. 

      “This is your last chance to stay back.” Hailey turned to Allie.

      “Why are you wasting your breath trying to convince me of something you know I’ll never agree to?”

      “I’m easing my conscious.” Hailey leaned back in her seat.

      “Ok. You’ve done it. Let’s move on.”

      “Ok then. Head toward the interstate.”
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      Now that I knew our visit with the Dragos would be even less friendly than I originally thought, I was reluctant to enter their den. A den. What high level creature even called their home a den anymore? It's as if they were stuck in ancient times.  And maybe they were. Unfortunately their time and ours now matched up, and we were going to have to work together.

      I would have blamed my lack of knowledge about Dragos on my ignoring history lessons, but those history lessons didn’t exist. The Society was concerned with reminding Pterons that we were the strongest and most powerful beings. Acknowledging that at other times we had enemies equal to us in strength didn’t fit into the grand scheme. We were told Dragos and Allures were no longer in our world, and that many of the other creatures I’d encounter recently didn’t even exist. I’d like to think they were protecting us, but they weren’t. Our leaders were protecting themselves.

      I glanced at Levi. Would he have done the same thing? I couldn’t imagine him willfully withholding information from the next generation, but I didn’t really know what he’d do if he thought his power was in jeopardy.

      He’d be doing this. His power—and his kingdom—was in jeopardy, and he was meeting with potential allies. Levi wouldn’t make the same mistakes as his father. I was sure of it.

      Wyatt walked into the den first. "Gentleman, our guests have arrived."

      I followed behind him and took in the five men seated in a semi-circle around a roaring fire. Each was dressed in matching black pants and black leather boots. Their shirtless torsos and arms all bore intricate tattoos much the way Wyatt’s and Troy’s did.

      All five men turned and stared as we entered. 

      "Oh no." One man with long dark hair stood up. "Wyatt, you didn't." 

      I exchanged a look with Jared and Levi. Did he know what we were? It wouldn't have surprised me. Levi was very well known in the paranormal world, but I hadn't realized he was well known by creatures that usually lived in other realms.

      Wyatt held up his hands in front of him. "They can help." 

      "Birds?" The long haired Drago said with disdain. "You brought in birds?”

      "You didn't just call the King of The Society a bird." A vein in Jared’s neck bulged. I felt the same anger he did, but I forced myself to keep my cool.

      "He's not my king." The man scowled.

      "Who I am is not the issue. We were called in." Levi strode further into the den. "We are here by the invitation of your leader."

      "Leader?" The man laughed. "You think Wyatt is our leader?”

      "That is what he led us to believe." Levi turned toward Wyatt. "I do hope we weren't further misled."

      “You were not misled.” Wyatt shook his head. "I am one of the leaders. Remember I told you I was taking you to meet with the others. There were seven of us."

      "Where's the seventh?" Jared glanced around the small, dark den.

      "Didn't Wyatt tell you?" The man rubbed the back of his neck.

      "About Troy?" I asked. “He told Levi and me. Evidently Jared didn't know yet."

      "Wyatt is of equal stature to us. Do not confuse that again.” The still unidentified Drago stepped toward us.

      "Or what?" Jared thrust out his chest. He didn't do well with people telling him what to do. 

      "Or you don't want to know. You are too young to remember what Dragos will do to birds they no longer wish to deal with." The Drago’s eyes brightened as if excited to show us exactly what he meant.

      "Ok. We're out of here." Jared pointed his thumb toward the entrance.

      "Wait." Wyatt stepped between Jared and the other Drago. "My brothers will hold their tongues. I asked you here for a reason. We need to work together."

      "I thought you found real help." Another of the Dragos stood from the circle. He had a large scar that ran over his entire torso.

      "They are real. I can vouch for the blond one at least." Wyatt pointed to me.

      He was going to vouch for me? I hadn't been aware he even tolerated my presence. To be fair I hadn’t been a big fan of him when we first met. I still wasn’t a big fan, but he had led me to Daisy.

      "Is he the one in love with the Allure?" A third Drago stood. "The one who nearly gave up his wings?"

      "That's me." I had no problem owning up to my decision. I would make the same one over and over again. I would do anything for Daisy. "Love can require sacrifice."

      "But your wings?" The man touched his back on the spot where his own wings likely hid. 

      "I did say sacrifice." I assumed wings held the same significance for Dragos as they did for Pterons. They were our strongest tie to our supernatural side. A part that was almost impossible to separate from our identity. Almost being the key word. I would have done it for her.

      "That is admirable." One of the previously quiet men said. He was the only one of the group to wear a beard. "It is rare that a man is willing to give so much of himself for a mate."

      "Owen is a rare one." Jared grinned. With Jared it was often hard to tell whether he was insulting you or not. When in doubt, I always assumed he was. That was how our friendship worked. And it was a friendship despite the strain. We'd known each other since we were kids, and I never doubted he would have my back even if he wanted me to believe he wouldn't. Plus, I respected his dedication to Levi. I knew what it was like to be best friends with a king. It came with its perks but also its drawbacks. There were many expectations, some that were impossible to live up to. 

      "Do they understand what's at stake?" The first man asked. "The danger we all face if we let the Elders continue their plan for domination?” 

      "Possibly." Wyatt nodded. "Although I doubt they fully understand the repercussions if we fail at this war.”

      "War?" Jared arched an eyebrow. "No one said anything about war. Unless that was another detail you left out, Levi."

      "I didn't leave that one out." Levi kept his eyes on the Dragos. "That would be quite a substantial one to forget."

      "We are still hoping to avoid an outright war." Wyatt seemed to playing the peacekeeper. He wanted our help even if none of his colleagues, or brothers as he called them, agreed. "That's why you're here."

      "Yes, why we're here." I grabbed onto what actually mattered. "Let's get down to that." Usually I wasn't the impatient one, but I was now. I needed to get back to Daisy. What if she needed me? Or what if she became numb? I couldn't ignore the fear I might lose her again.  

      "We need to weaken them now." The bearded man crossed his muscular arms. "It's the only way. If we wait until the time it takes to mount a traditional offensive it will be too late."

      "Too late for what?" Jared asked. 

      "For everything."  The Drago with the scar spoke in a low voice.

      "Again I will repeat myself.” Jared rolled his shoulders. "Before what happens?"

      "Before the Elders completely destroy us all." The first Drago who stood up explained. “Including The Society.”

      "Or worse." The bearded one leaned in. "Take it over."

      "A takeover would be worse than destruction?” Levi asked.

      "If you're questioning that, then you've definitely never met the Elders." 

       I had met them, and I didn't doubt the Dragos on this for a minute. The Elders were ruthless and would hurt others for sheer amusement. The untold pain and suffering they could cause might well be worse than the destruction of The Society. I hated to agree with a Drago, but I did. 

      "What's your plan?" It was time to get down to business. 

      "We are going to need Daisy for that." Wyatt averted his eyes from me.

      "Daisy?" Rage swelled through me. “Are you kidding me?" I could barely speak. Had they brought us out here for that ridiculous idea?  

      "She's who they want most." Wyatt finally met my eyes. “And no. I’m not kidding.”

      "Which is why she's going nowhere near them." They were crazy if they thought I’d put her in that kind of danger. “Do you think giving them what they want will help anything?” I was so angry I could barely see straight. The rock walls of the cave felt as if they were closing in.

      "I get you want to protect her, but this might be our only chance." The bearded man tried to calm me.

      “The only chance for what?” I strode toward him. “Your only chance to get your friend back?”

      "This involves more than Troy. Don’t pretend otherwise." Wyatt shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      I shrugged it off. “Oh yeah? Then why are you willing to turn over Daisy to get him back?”

      “I never said turn her over.” Wyatt grunted.

      “What do you mean then?” Levi put a hand on my arm. "There has to be another way. We're not putting Daisy in danger."

      "She's already in danger.” The Drago with the scar stoked the fire. “The Elders want her, and the Elders get whatever they want."

      "We're protecting her. She’s safe." Otherwise I never would have left her side. 

      "For right now maybe." He dropped the stick he was using beside the fire.

      "For the sake of argument, not saying we're going to do it, but what would this plan involve exactly?" Jared stepped closer to the fire.

      "Don't you dare." I glared at him. I would fight him if I had to.

      "Chill. We need to examine all angles, and I never said we'd do it." Jared sent me a warning with his eyes.  

      "If this was about Vera—"

      "Don't bring my wife into this. And yes, I would be scared, but I also know she would insist on doing what needed to be done. She hates hiding. I'm not going to pretend to know Daisy well, but from what I've seen she isn't one to hide either. If she was she'd have never come back to New Orleans to get answers." His expression softened.

      "He's right you know." Wyatt crossed his arms over his chest. "She's not the type to sit back and let things happen around her."

      "I never asked your opinion." I scowled.

      "They make a good point, Owen." Levi spoke carefully.

      "Oh no you don't. You of all people know how I feel." Levi had been beside himself each and every time Allie was in danger. 

      "I do know, which is why I understand we might want to listen to them. Allie never wanted to sit back. It terrified her more than the actual threats she faced."

      "We should listen?" My entire body tensed. “You think the decision of whether to involve Daisy is yours to make?" King or not, I wasn’t letting Levi put Daisy in danger.

      "You love her. I get that. We all get that. But what's happening involves us all." Levi locked his eyes with mine.

      "I'm leaving." I turned toward the mouth of the cave. "You don't want to help me, then don't."

      "That's not what I’m saying. But let's say you get her and leave. What's your plan?" He pulled my arm.

      "Hide? Even if your uncle finds a cure for the Allure stuff, do you really think the Elders will sit back and let you live a happily ever after?" Wyatt walked over.  

      I buried my face in my hands. "This sucks."

      "Most things like this do suck." Jared shrugged. “It’s called life.”

      "I'm not saying I’ll agree, but I'll listen to the plan."

      The bearded guy nodded. "At least that's a start."
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      No matter how comfortable a car is, there is something unsettling about sitting in the backseat. It works for short trips, but not for long ones. Especially when it’s a trip that may be leading you toward danger.  I’d spent nearly the whole trip across country with the Allures sitting in the back, and here I was doing it again. It was like a return to childhood.

      “Please tell me you’re not getting car sick.” Taylor scooted closer to the door on her side.

      “Nope. Not car sick.” Thankfully I’d outgrown that problem. But I was nauseous. My stomach was lurching, and I felt clammy.

      “Then why do you look sick?” She scrunched up her face.

      “I’m stressed. I guess I can feel that still.” I figured I had every reason to be. My life was spiraling out of control, and I saw no end of it in sight. Stress made me sick sometimes when I let it get too bad. The silver lining was that I wouldn’t have been stressed if I were completely numb.

      “I’m stressed, and I don’t look like that.” Taylor leaned on her door.

      “You’re stressed?” I raised an eyebrow. “Somehow I doubt that.”

      “Of course I am. My future is in the balance as well as yours. Of course you are too focused on your own problems to realize that. I get it, no offense taken.”

      “I realize I’m not the only one with problems, but stressed is not a word I’d use for you.”

      “What words would you use?” Taylor pulled her legs up on the seat next to her.

      I chose my response carefully. “Determined.”

      “Crazy,” Hailey said at nearly the same time as I spoke.

      “Crazy?” Taylor leaned forward toward the front. “Did you just call me crazy?”

      “I described you as crazy. You asked, and I answered.”

      “I asked Daisy.” Taylor leaned back in her seat. “Not you.”

      “Next time make that clearer.” Hailey looked back at us.

      “Why would you call me crazy?” Taylor crossed her arms.

      “Because you want to be an emotionless zombie.” Hailey kept facing forward.

      “That’s not what an Allure is.” Taylor sighed. “Any other Allure would tell you that. Daisy’s situation isn’t normal.”

      “Except that Allures can’t feel, so they don’t know what they are missing. I’m not going to trust their judgement.”

      “It’s amazing.” Taylor closed her eyes. “The power, the weightlessness.”

      “Uh, weightlessness?” Hailey turned around. “You fly?”

      “No.” Taylor sighed dramatically. “I am talking figurative weightlessness. There is nothing to weigh you down.”

      “Meaning no people,” I said under my breath.

      Taylor heard me. “There are people. I can’t help that you’re messed up, and it didn’t work.”

      “How bad did it hurt?” I asked a question that had been bothering me for a while. “I mean when they took it.”

      “You’re asking how bad it hurt when my essence was stolen from me?” She placed her feet back on the floor.  “Don’t beat around the bush. It was stolen. And it hurt so bad I lost consciousness.”

      I winced. Taylor had been through more than I’d given her credit for. “I know it was stolen, and I am sorry it hurt. I was trying to be delicate with the subject. And I want to know what would happen if we did find a way to give it to you.” I knew the process couldn’t be worse than the numbness, but that didn’t mean I was looking forward to it.

      “A way that doesn’t involve killing you.” Allie changed lanes. “You’re not giving anyone anything if it involves that.”

      “I think I’d rather be dead than lose feeling.” I accidentally spoke the words out loud. I wasn’t going back to the numbness. I refused to.

      The car got silent. I watched the flat landscape whirl by. I’d never imagined I’d spend so much time driving the interstates. If I never had to go on a road trip again I’d be thrilled. I preferred traveling the Pteron way. Flight.

      “The numbness was that bad?” Taylor asked surprisingly softly.

      I tore my eyes from the window. “Yes. Worse than anything I’d experienced. I lost myself. I lost everything.”

      Allie caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “That sounds horrible.”

      “It was.” I tried to push the memories from my mind. Instead I focused on feelings. On the way Owen’s hand felt in mine.

      “We won’t let that happen again.” She met my eyes again. “I promise.”

      No one could promise that, but I appreciated the sentiment. “Thank you.”

      “Do we have a plan?” Taylor asked.

      “Shouldn’t you be the one with the plan?” Hailey rolled down her window, filling the car with wind and road noise. “You are the one who suggested we do this.”

      “You’re supposed to be the super strong Pteron. I assumed you had one.” Taylor’s leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

      “You didn’t know that until after you suggested this road trip. Plus, you were willing to go with just Daisy,” Hailey replied without turning around.

      Taylor opened her eyes. “I knew you would go. You wouldn’t let your brother’s girlfriend get hurt.”

      “You didn’t know that when you made the suggestion.” Hailey closed her window, sending the car back into silence aside from her argument with Taylor.

      “I did. I figured that much out as soon as I met you.”

      “Ok. Who cares?” Allie snapped. “As riveting as your argument is, it doesn’t help us. We need a plan. I’m doing my part. I’m driving us.”

      “Hopefully in the right direction,” Hailey mumbled.

      “Hopefully?” Allie turned to Hailey. “What does that mean?”

      “Only that we’re going toward where I last saw the Shadow. That doesn’t mean it will still be there.”

      “Isn’t this something we should have discussed before we left?” Allie slowed down a little.

      “We didn’t have much time.” Hailey shot Taylor a pointed look. “She rushed us out of there.”

      “Because we have no time to waste, ok?” Taylor glared. “Do you want Daisy to lose her ability to feel again? Or have her captured by the Elders before we have time to change her?”

      “Then we plan now.” Allie sped back up to her previous speed. “We still have a ways to go. What is a Shadow’s weakness?”

      “I’m not sure it even has a weakness.” Hailey looked out the weekend. “It’s horrible. Horrible.”

      “Then what are we even doing?” I asked. “If there is no way to defeat a Shadow?”

      “There are ways.” Taylor twirled a piece of her hair around her finger. “There are always ways.”

      “Ways that don’t lead to one of us getting killed?” Allie glanced at us in the rearview mirror.

      “Getting picky, are you?” Taylor smiled.

      Had she actually made a joke? “Let’s get back to the first problem. How do we find it?”

      “It’s either still there, or it’s been called back to whoever sent it in the first place.” Taylor looked out the window.

      “Or it could be waiting for Hailey to return?” I suggested.

      “That’s a possibility.” Hailey appeared to mull it over. “It knows I escaped. I’m sure of it.”

      “Then maybe we can draw it out.” That would help with the finding part. I still had no clue how we would defeat it if we ever got the chance.

      “Draw it out?” Allie returned to the right lane. “That doesn’t sound like the best idea.”

      “But it’s our only idea. Whoever sent the Shadow didn’t want us to get the herb. It might be waiting for us. But even more, why didn’t they want Hailey getting the herb?”

      “Because they didn’t want you having it.” Hailey followed my logic.

      “Exactly. So if I show up, it’s going to come after me, because I’m the one it really wants to kill or bring back. I don’t even know which.”

      “What if instead of sending the Shadow out they send themselves?” Allie asked. “Then what? We walk right into their trap.”

      “We’re likely walking into a trap either way.” Taylor tore her eyes from the window. “It’s all about knowing about the trap so you don’t get stuck.”

      “As Allie just pointed out, we don’t know what’s going to be there.” Hailey rested her arm on the center console. “This would be a whole lot easier if we knew.”

      “Wouldn’t everything be easier that way?” Taylor stretched her arm out along the top of the back seat.

      “There’s one other option.”  Hailey pulled her legs up and turned toward Allie.

      “What’s that?” I waited anxiously to hear.

      “We try to get more of the herb.”

      “By the way you described things, I assumed the Shadow got all of it.” It had seemed so do or die, as if there was no other choice.

      “The Shadow took all of the easy stuff to get…” Hailey trailed off.

      “Meaning what exactly?” I asked for clarification. “There’s some that’s harder to get to?”

      “Very hard to get to.” Hailey grazed her teeth over her bottom lip.

      “But not impossible?” A small ray of hope swelled through me.

      “Not impossible… in theory.”

      “We need to find that Shadow anyway.” Allie turned her brights on momentarily as if to see better. She turned them off. “It took your uncle.”

      “Yes. We do need to, but he would tell us to find the herb first.”

      “You only just met Jim, yet you know what he’d tell you to do?” Taylor rolled her eyes.

      “And you know him so well?” Hailey turned around. “Care to tell us what you think he’d really say?”

      “I was a friend of Jim back when I was human. He was the type who was all about focusing on the big picture. Which would mean get the herb.” Taylor put her arms behind her head and leaned back.

      “How is that any different than what I said?” Hailey frowned.

      “The way you made it sound it was about sacrificing himself. That’s not what Jim would be thinking. He’d be thinking about proving his point. Showing everyone he was right. He set out to find an herb. He told you it would work. He wants to be proven right. On a broader scale he probably wants to be proven right about other things. About the Allures I’m sure.”

      “Does the motivation matter?” Hailey sighed. “It leads us to the same conclusion. We find the herb before worrying about Jim.”

      “Unless we easily find the Shadow.” I figured ‘not impossible’ meant it wouldn’t be easy to find more of the herb. Of course defeating a Shadow wouldn’t be any easier.

      “Yes. Because it might be safer than trying to find more of the herb.” Hailey said exactly what I was afraid of.

      “Fighting a vapor that suffocates you might be safer than hunting for more of the herb?” Allie gasped. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      “I never got a chance to answer.” Taylor complained.

      “Answer what?” Hailey turned around.

      “Whether the motivation matters.” Taylor ran her fingers over the leather of the seats.

      “That was a rhetorical question.” Hailey shook her head and looked back toward the front. “Don’t go too fast here. I’ve gotten a ticket on this stretch.”

      “When were you driving this way?” Allie asked. “You always fly.”

      “I was with someone who I couldn’t fly.” She gave Allie the universal look to stop asking questions. I wondered what secret Hailey was trying to hide.

      “Oh.” Allie nodded. “Gotcha.”

      I figured it wasn’t my place to ask questions, but there were so many secrets swirling around that I couldn’t quite keep up.

      Taylor returned to her point even if no one else cared to listen. “But it does matter. Motivation matters a lot.”

      Hailey sighed. “Why?”

      “Because motivation always matters.” Taylor crossed her arms.

      “And a statement like that is enough? You think that proves anything?” Hailey asked. “That’s so circular.”

      “Guys, stop fighting.” Allie tightened her hands on the wheel.

      “We will once she stops antagonizing me.” Taylor groaned.

      “No, seriously. Stop. I just heard something funny.” Allie leaned in closer to the wheel.

      “What do you mean?” Hailey leaned forward as well. “I hear better than you, and I didn’t hear anything.”

      “You were probably too busy arguing to hear. Let’s all shut up and listen.” Allie gritted her teeth.

      The car fell into silence.

      There was a wailing sound like a strong wind. It wasn’t coming from outside the windows like it normally would. It sounded almost like it was coming from the engine. At another time or place I would have written it off as engine trouble, but at the current moment, we had to assume it was something far worse than that.

      “Ok. That’s weird.” Hailey broke the silence. The wailing got louder, and it almost sounded like a cry.

      “Do I keep driving?” Allie whispered.

      “Yes.” Hailey answered immediately. “Until we figure out what we’re going to do.”

      “We’re going to keep driving with something under the hood of the car?” Taylor’s eyes bugged out. “That’s nuts.”

      “What should we do instead? Stop and walk the rest of the way? Or how about stop and open the hood and face whatever it is woefully unprepared?” Hailey put her ear to the dashboard. “It’s not getting louder. That’s a good thing. I guess.”

      “We’ve been unprepared this whole trip. What’s going to change now?” Taylor looked over her shoulder out the back window. The wailing grew louder again, and this time it was clearly a cry.

      “We have no good options right now.” I admitted the truth. “But we haven’t had any good options this whole time. I think we need to find a safe place to stop. And I mean safe in relative terms.”

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere.” Allie pointed out the front. “Do we pick an exit and hope for the best, or pull over on the side of the road?”

      Hailey nodded. “Ok, let’s be logical here. Is there something wrong with the engine? Is that possible or does it have to be something supernatural?”

      “What normal engine problem sounds like that?” Taylor asked. “I may not be a mechanic, but I’ve never heard a sound like that before.”

      “I don’t know.” Hailey put her head in her hand. “I’m just trying to be thorough.”

      “Maybe it’s the Shadow.” Taylor folded her arms over her chest. “Maybe it found us.”

      I shivered. “A Shadow in the engine?”

      “Stop the car.” Hailey gripped the dashboard. “Stop it.”

      “Now?” Allie asked with alarm.

      “If Taylor’s right… even if there’s a chance… We can’t just stay in this car and wait it out like sitting ducks.” Hailey’s face had gone ashen.

      “A Shadow could hurt us through a car?” Allie slowed down and pulled over to the shoulder.

      “Based on what I saw that Shadow do earlier?” Hailey unlocked her door. “Yes. I’d believe it could do anything. “

      Allie turned off the car. “I really hope it’s nothing.”

      “Wouldn’t that be nice for a change?” I opened my door and got out, careful to stand as far from the engine as possible. “Some good news?”

      Allie opened her door but stayed seated. “Should I pop the hood?”

      “I’m thinking.” Hailey waited next to Allie’s door.

      “Get out!” I screamed as I watched a black smoke ascend from the engine.

      Allie jumped out. Taylor had already walked over to our side of the car.

      Hailey pushed Allie and me behind her as she neared the billow of blackness.

      “That’s not a Shadow, is it?” I asked. My heart was beating erratically.

      “I don’t know what it is.” Hailey took a step away from it and it followed her. “It’s really weird.”

      “But it isn’t killing us.” Taylor pointed to the smoke. “Which begs the point, what the hell was it doing in your engine?”

      “It can’t be a coincidence. There are no coincidences.” Allie looked at her car. “Someone, or something, put it there.”

      “I’d say to run, but watch.” Hailey took a step to the right and the smoke followed.

      “Is it just attuned to you?” Allie asked. She stepped forward, Hailey pulled her back. The smoke followed.

      “It looks like any movement gets its attention, so technically if we all ran different ways it couldn’t catch up—but if it chose Daisy or Allie we’d be in trouble.”

      “Once again you’re throwing me under the bus?” Taylor laughed dryly. “Lovely.”

      “I thought we went over this. They get priority.”

      “I know… “

      “What if it isn’t bad?” I studied the smoke. It wasn’t doing anything overtly bad.

      “Then why was it making that crying sound?” Hailey asked. “That was weird.”

      “Is there something else in there?” I pointed to the engine. “Maybe the smoke is just part of it?”

      “Yeah… maybe we should open it.” Allie took a step toward her car.

      Hailey pushed her back. “I’ve got this.”

      I stepped up. “Change of plans. I’ll do it. This is about me, which means I’m the one going first. Owen isn’t here. If he was he wouldn’t want his little sister putting herself in danger either. Two can use that argument.”

      Hailey gave me a long look. “We do it together.”

      “I never popped the hood.” Allie pointed to the open driver’s door.

      “How about you pop it, and I wait at the hood?” I offered.

      “Nope.” Hailey shook her head. “Other way around.”

      “I’ll pop the hood. You guys wait in front.” Taylor dove for the SUV, and Hailey and I walked up to the front.

      The hood popped open a tiny bit.

      “Should we open it?” I asked.

      Hailey glanced at the black smoke that was still hovering right next to us. It had widened to stay near all four of us now. There went any idea of running in different directions. “Let’s do it.” She pulled open the hood, and we glanced in. We were hit by a whirl of strong wind, my ears popped as though I were on a plane that was landing. The wind got stronger, and I was blinded by a bright light. A few seconds later our feet left the ground.
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      I’d agreed to listen to the Drago’s plan even though I didn’t want to. I wanted to get back to New Orleans and to Daisy. I wanted to disappear with her and leave the mess behind, but that wasn’t going to happen. She’d lose her feelings, and we’d abandon everyone else we cared about. That wasn’t an option.

      “Daisy needs to stay safe.” Nothing else mattered unless that happened. I wasn’t agreeing to anything, even to listen, until I got those assurances.

      “We will do everything we can to keep her safe. It is in all of our interests to keep her away from the Allures,” Wyatt explained.

      “I know why it’s in my interest.” Jared put a hand to his chest. “But why is it in yours?”

      “Because she would only give the Elders more power. That would hurt us.” Wyatt’s jaw tightened. “It might destroy us all.”

      “That explains why you don’t want her falling into their hands, but what about her getting hurt?” Jared crossed his arms. “How would that hurt you?”

      Wyatt folded his arms across his chest. “She’s innocent in all of this. We know that.”

      “But it wouldn’t matter to you.” My few moments of staying quiet were over. I had way too much at stake to remain out of this discussion. “In fact if she wasn’t in the picture, things might be better.” My body temperature rose to boiling. They didn’t care about her. Not in the slightest. They had no idea how much Daisy had to offer beyond her unfortunate connection to the Allures.

      “That’s not true.” The bearded Drago argued. “If they didn’t have her, Violet would take her place, and we’d still be in trouble.”

      “But you’re friends with Violet.” They’d sided with her and the Allures at Daisy’s expense.

      “No one can really be friends with an Allure. We got along, but all that will change when she becomes an Elder. The Allures always change when that happens.”

      “Daisy doesn’t get hurt.” Levi made eye contact with each Drago. “We won’t agree to anything unless we have that promise.”

      The bearded Drago’s eyes widened slightly. “You are that loyal to your subordinate?”

      Levi answered immediately. “He is my best friend. Like a brother. Therefore Daisy is like family. I have pledged my protection, and I will not renege on that.”

      “Anything we do puts her at risk.” Wyatt scratched his neck. “Just as anything we don’t do does too. She is inherently in danger due to her condition.”

      Her condition? His words were like nails on a chalkboard.

      Before I could physically respond, Levi jumped in. “You will do everything in your power to ensure her safety or all bets are off.”

      “Agreed.” Wyatt nodded. “With that in mind, you need to hear us out. Listen to our full ideas without storming off.”

      “I have already agreed to hear you out.”

      “Yes, but every time her name comes up you stop listening. You need to listen.”

      “Owen will listen.” Levi shot me a look. “Please continue.”

      “Are you familiar with the Pyrean Realm?” The Drago with the beard asked.

      “The what?”

      “I don’t think they are, Fletcher.” Wyatt turned to the Drago with a beard.

      Fletcher nodded. “It’s our realm. The one the Dragos spend the most time in.”

      “It’s different from the Glamour Realm? And the Energo place?” Those were the only other realms I knew about.

      Fletcher nodded. “Yes. Very different.”

      I was glad I wouldn’t have to return to the Glamour Realm. That place did not hold good memories. I’d been separated from Daisy there and met a Shadow.

      “But the only way to get to it is through the Glamour Realm.”

      And there went my relief.

      “How do we access these realms?” Jared asked oblivious to the dangers waiting there.

      “Through a tree.” At least that’s how we’d entered last time.

      “That’s how the Allures enter. We have another way in.” Fletcher and the Drago with the scar exchanged looks.

      “How?” Jared’s brow furrowed.

      “We fly.”

      “That sounds great.” Jared visibly relaxed. “My way of traveling.”

      “It’s a bit different from the flying you are used to.” Fletcher’s lips twisted into a smile.

      “Meaning?” Jared’s momentary relaxation seemed to already be dissipating.

      “Meaning we’re not sure you can survive it.” Wyatt’s face was completely serious.

      “So what do you want us to do?” I had no clue where this line of conversation was heading.

      “Go the way the Allures go.” Wyatt gestured with his hands.

      “But we’re not Allures.” Jared narrowed his eyes.

      “Daisy is.” Wyatt shrugged.

      “But she’s not a full Allure now anyway.” She wasn’t a full Allure, and she wouldn’t be.

      “We can survive anything you can.” Jared’s eyes darkened. “Don’t bullshit us.”

      “You’ve never crossed realms, so you don’t know.” The Drago with the scar added kindling to the fire.

      “How hard is it to go through the tree?” Levi shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      “It isn’t fun, and Daisy may not know how. She hasn’t exactly had training, and as I said and everyone ignored, she isn’t a full Allure.”

      “She’d still get access that way.” Wyatt cocked his head to the side. “And I can go with you. Make sure you can get through.”

      “And if we can’t?” I asked.

      “Then we risk you flying through the realms. At least we will have tried the safer route.”

      “I will accompany them too.” Fletcher walked toward us. “I have agreed to protect the girl. I will not let her get hurt entering the realm.”

      “That settles it.” Wyatt glanced at everyone assembled. “We need to get Daisy and get to the Pyrean Realm as soon as we can.”

      “That settles nothing.” My patience was wearing thin. “We know where we’re going but not what we’re doing.”

      “I thought that part was self-explanatory.” Fletcher’s face scrunched up in confusion. “We have to bait the Elders, lure them into the Pyrean Realm.”

      “And you want to use Daisy as the bait.”  They’d as much as said it already, but I wasn’t going to make any of this easy on the Dragos. If they wanted Daisy’s help they would have to spell it out. And talk to her. “It’s up to Daisy.”

      “What?” The Drago with the scar looked at me as if I were out of my mind.

      “It’s up to her. I won’t stand in the way, but Daisy has the right to decide what she does and doesn’t do.”

      I expected Jared to make some stupid snide remark. He didn’t. Instead he nodded. “Yes. We agree not to get in the way, but it’s up to Daisy.”

      “The Society has changed.” The Drago with the scar rubbed his chin. “The Society I knew gave no thought to what a female—a non Pteron female at that— would want.”

      “Things have changed.” Levi stepped toward him. “I’m king now.”

      “Women have had the real power in The Society for years.” Fletcher smirked. “Your grandmother pulled plenty of strings.”

      I thought of Georgina. Fletcher wasn’t wrong about that.

      “So what happens once we get the Elders into Pyrean?” Jared turned the subject back to the present.

      “Confident we’re going to get them there? What if Daisy says no?” Wyatt seemed to study Jared.

      “She won’t say no.” Jared looked at me as he answered.

      “You know her that well?” Wyatt looked between us.

      “I know that any girl who’s been willing to go through so much to be with that idiot over there.” Jared pointed at me. “She has got to be strong, and she’s not going to sit back and let others take care of her problems.”

      “She’s going to want to do it.” There was no reason to pretend. “But we need to keep her safe.”

      “We’ve already discussed that.” Wyatt sighed. “We don’t need to keep returning to the same point.”

      “So what happens next?” Jared asked before I could tell Wyatt exactly what I thought of pushing aside that point. “That’s the part involving us I assume? You could have gotten Daisy by talking to Owen. That’s not the reason you dragged us out here, is it?”

      “We hardly dragged you.” Fletcher ran a hand through his beard. “You came on your own volition.”

      “We came because Wyatt made it sound urgent.” Levi clenched his jaw. “That is the only reason we made the trip out here.”

      “And it is urgent.” Wyatt shot Fletcher a look. “Very urgent.”

      “So tell us the rest of the plan.” I was tired of being given the run-around.

      “The Elders believe they are immortal and unstoppable. That will be their downfall.”

      “I hope there’s more to the plan than that.” Jared’s expression darkened.

      “There is.” Wyatt nodded enthusiastically. “They will enter Pyrean unprepared. They will pretend to bargain with us. Offer to give us Troy back and forget what they asked for as long as we hand over Daisy.”

      “What did they ask you for?” Levi asked. “And why am I only hearing of this now?”

      “They want us to give up our longevity. Commit to a shorter life.”

      “Why would you do that?” Jared exchanged glances with both Levi and me.

      “Why do you think they took Troy?” Fletcher crossed his arms over his chest. “Our numbers are small. Each one of us is essential to our kind’s survival. Troy is especially important.”

      “Why is Troy especially important?” This was the first I was hearing about it. “He didn’t look any different from the rest of you.”

      “Looks can be deceiving.” Fletcher’s turned to watch the flickering flames of the fire.

      “I know that. But Wyatt and Troy introduced themselves as equals.” At least that was how it seemed to me. Although to be fair, Violet was the one who’d introduced us.

      “Troy is the only one left from the original ruling line of Dragos.” Wyatt ran a hand through his black hair.

      “So you all aren’t actually brothers?” Jared looked at each Drago. “Didn’t think so.”

      “No.  But we view ourselves as a brotherhood.” Fletcher explained.

      “Except for Troy who is higher up.” I was still suspicious about that.

      “You who serves a king will be condescending to us?” Fletcher raised an eyebrow.

      “I am merely trying to understand the dynamics.” If I was going to put any trust in these creatures, I needed to understand them.

      “Ok, back to what’s important. How do we come into play?” Jared asked.

      “When they come, we act like we’re going along with what they want. They know how desperate we are to get Troy back, so they’ll believe we are stupid enough to give in. Then when they think it’s over, we strike.” Wyatt’s eyes darkened until they became completely black.

      “Strike how?” Jared rubbed the back of his neck. “Are we talking brute force?”

      Wyatt shook his head. “Brute force may be needed later, but for now we have to target their weakness.”

      “Which is?” I wish someone had mentioned their weakness when I was facing them the first time.

      “Hubris.” Fletcher continued to gaze into the fire as if it held some answers.

      “Ok. Enough. This isn’t Ancient Greece.” Jared stepped into Fletcher’s line of vision. “We want real answers.”
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      I blinked as I tried to adjust to the blinding sunlight. We’d moved from late evening to the middle of the day—I’d only made that switch once before, and it was through a magical tree. I didn’t remember going through a tree this time. There were trees around us though. Lots of them. We were in some sort of small clearing inside the woods. We definitely weren’t on the side of I-10 anymore.

      “You’re alive.” A vaguely familiar scratchy voice called from somewhere nearby. “Good.”

      “Where the hell are we?” Hailey jumped to her feet and turned around. “And where are Allie and Taylor?”

      I looked around. Hailey was right. The others were nowhere in sight.

      “Your friends are fine. At least I think they are.” The scratchy voice sounded amused.

      “Who are you, and where are we?” Hailey raised her arms, poised for a fight.

      “Daisy knows me.” A slim orange and white striped cat walked toward us.

      “Glendale?” I was simultaneously struck with relief that it was someone I knew but scared at why the cat had brought us somewhere. I was also hit by a flashback to the first time I met him, right before a Shadow attacked Owen, and I was kidnapped by an Allure from the Force.

      “That cat is talking.” Hailey pointed to Glendale. “And you’re talking to it.”

      “Yeah, he talks.” It had been novel the first time, but it was far from the strangest thing I’d encountered since being introduced to the supernatural world.

      “And you know it.” Hailey appeared just as concerned about my familiarity with the cat as with his propensity to talk.

      “We’ve met before. He helped save my life.” I still wasn’t entirely sure why, but he wasn’t a fan of the Force—and I assumed he wasn’t a fan of the Elders either. At least I hoped he wasn’t.  But he had been a fan of Violet, and that scared me.

      “You mean I saved your life. There’s no helping involved here.” Glendale purred.

      “Owen helped too.” It wasn’t the only time he’d saved me.

      Glendale licked his paw. “Technically he was a little bit helpful.”

      “But you only helped me because of Violet. Is that why you’re here now?” I knew I wasn’t listening to anyone working for her.

      “Not at all. Things are bigger than the Allures right now. I’m here on my own behalf.” He lay down at my meet.

      “Why should I believe you?” I wanted to trust him. It would mean the difference of us being in danger or in relative safety.

      “Because I wouldn’t have transported you here if I was helping Violet. I would have brought you to her. I didn’t though.” He rested his head on my foot.

      Somewhere deep in my chest I knew he was telling the truth. Trusting anyone completely was out of the question, but for the time being I would hear him out.

      Hailey watched both the cat and me incredulously. “Answer my other question. Where are we?”

      “Aren’t all places subjective? They exist on one plane of existence or—”

      Hailey stormed up to Glendale. “Nope. You’re not allowed to pretend to be a philosophical cat. You’re going to answer my question. Where are we?”

      “Is she always like this?” Glendale wagged his tail back and forth. “I didn’t mean to bring her here with you.”

      “Please, Glendale.” I ignored his question. “Tell us where we are.”

      “You could say thank you.” He resumed his licking.

      “Why would we be thanking you?” Hailey shook his head. “As far as I’m concerned we’ve been kidnapped.”

      Glendale started to circle around her. “Because I’m saving Daisy’s life. Again. And maybe yours. You are probably in danger for being with her.”

      “Saving her by bringing her where exactly? Two seconds ago we were next to Allie’s Land Rover.” Hailey glanced up at the sky as if it might hold some answers.

      “Land Rover? Is that what that purple thing was? I don’t know much about cars.”

      “Answer the question, cat.” Hailey gritted her teeth.

      “My name is Glendale.” He squinted his eyes so that they appeared to be tiny slits. “Please call me by my name.”

      Hailey groaned. “Where the hell are we?”

      “We are nowhere near hell I assure you. This is a waiting room of sorts.” Glendale’s eyes returned to normal. “Wait. That sounded off. I don’t mean purgatory. You aren’t dead.”

      “A waiting room?” I asked. “What are we waiting for exactly?” I was unusually calm. I wasn’t sure if it was the location or Glendale causing the feeling. Either way, it wasn’t having the same effect on Hailey.

      “We are not waiting on something. We are waiting on someone.” Glendale rubbed his head against my legs. He was such a strange creature. He acted like a cat in his mannerisms, but normal cats didn’t talk. They also didn’t transport people to new places.

      “Who are we waiting for?” Hailey glanced into the woods.

      “Another being who doesn’t want Daisy dead. You have quite the fan club.” He rubbed against my leg.

      “Where are our friends?” I bent down to Glendale’s level. “Would you please answer that question?”

      He bumped his head into mine. “They are safe.”

      “You said that before, but then you backtracked.”

      “I’ve made sure they’re safe. My friend is having them brought somewhere as we speak.”

      “How did you do that? You’ve been with us this whole time.” I returned to standing.

      “I have plenty of abilities. That doesn’t mean I’m going to share all of them with you.” He rubbed against my leg again.

      Hailey kneeled down and looked into Glendale’s eyes. “I need to know Allie’s safe.”

      “There are two girls. Yet you are only concerned with one?”

      “Pretty much, yes.” Hailey’s chin dipped to her chest. “I’d like the other one to live, but Allie is very important.”

      “She’s the queen, you mean.”

      “If you knew who she was, then why did you play stupid?” Hailey’s expression darkened.

      “I didn’t play stupid. It never came up.”

      “Whatever. Just tell me where they are.” She put a hand on her hip.

      “They are safe. Isn’t that all that matters?” Glendale circled her again.

      “I need to know where she is.”

      “She’s on a tropical island sipping a cocktail. How’s that?” He strutted away from her.

      “No bullshit.”

      “Watch the language.” He lay down on the grass.

      “Why am I watching my language?” Hailey narrowed her eyes.

      “Because I don’t appreciate foul language.”

      “You’re. A. Cat.” She grimaced.

      “So?” Glendale rolled onto his back.

      “So cats can’t be sensitive to bad language.”

      “Says who?” He swatted at something with his paw.

      “Says anyone.”

      “Ok. Enough of this.” Hailey’s face turned completely serious. “Right now there are several important things. Where we are, who we are waiting for, and where is Allie?”

      “I can’t tell you where Allie is.” Glendale rolled back over.

      “Why not?

      “Because then I’d have to kill you.”

      Hailey and I exchanged looks.

      “Just kidding.” Glendale made a noise I assumed was normal for a cat laughing. Not that normal cats laughed.

      “So, where is she?” I asked. Maybe Glendale would answer me.

      “It’s safer that you don’t know, but they’ll be fine.”

      “I might need Taylor. She was once a—”

      “An Allure,” Glendale interrupted. “Yes, I am quite aware of who she is. I do live in the Glamour Realm after all.”

      “I know where you’re from, but then why are you here? Or rather why were you in our world?” I pointed between Hailey and me.

      “To save you of course. Haven’t I explained myself well enough?” He stretched as he stood up.

      “Not at all,” I admitted.

      “Let’s wait. When our mutual friend arrives he may be able to explain it better. And who knows he may even have your friends with him.”

      “Ugh. Could you please answer a question with an actual answer for once?” Hailey put her head in her hands. “But I’m talking to a cat so I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “You have wings.” Glendale swished his tail again.

      “So?” Hailey crossed her arms.

      “You have wings and can fly, yet you are struggling to believe a cat can talk? I could understand the confusion if you were a human—but you my lady are not a human.” Glendale rubbed against her legs.

      Hailey stepped back and away from the cat. “Your lady?”

      “Do you have a problem with me calling you that?” Glendale followed her.

      “Not necessarily.” Hailey straightened up. “It just seems like an abrupt departure from how you were talking to me.”

      “You were the one who started the fight. You must declare it over.” He rubbed against her leg again. Either he didn’t understand personal space, or he didn’t care. My guess was it was the latter.

      “Do you have an identity issue or something?” Hailey stepped back again.

      “What do you mean?” Glendale lay down right in front of her.

      “You keep changing your manner of talking.”

      “I have lived many years; I have picked up on many colloquialisms.”

      “Great.” Hailey walked to the other side of the clearing. “Are we safe here? Could you please answer that?”

      Glendale turned his attention to a bug.

      “Of course not.” Hailey sighed.

      Glendale kept his eyes on the small bug. “You are safe. This plane only exists to those who know of it. Very few of us know of it.”

      “This is crazy. And my life has never been normal.” Hailey wrung her arms. “How are you taking all of this so well?” She turned to me.

      “I’ve been in weird alternative places before.” Then I thought of something and turned to Glendale. “This friend… have I met him or her?”

      “Of course. How else would he be a fan of yours?”

      “Is it Sol?” Hope swirled through me. Was he ok? Could he help us? He’d helped bring my emotions back once. Maybe he could do it again.

      “You will have to wait to find out.” Glendale curled up in a ball.

      “Do you get some sort of high from keeping people waiting and wondering?” It was my turn to question the cat. “Is there a reason you can’t answer any of our questions?”

      “See this is why it matters who your friends are. She’s rubbing off on you, Daisy.” Glendale curled up even tighter.

      “Are you serious?” Hailey groaned. “You really just said that?”

      “Evidently yes.” Glendale closed his eyes. “I must say this has turned out to be a more entertaining experience than I imagined.”

      “I am glad we entertain you.” I rolled my eyes.

      “See, now you’re being sarcastic. Pick your friends wisely.” His eyes were still closed, but I wondered if he’d seen me anyway. He could talk. Maybe he could see with his eyes closed.

      “This friend better show up soon or you’re in trouble, cat.” Hailey stared daggers at him.

      “Should I be afraid of that threat?” Glendale opened his eyes.

      “You know the answer to that.”

      Glendale made that weird cat laugh again as he stretched his long front legs revealing his sharp claws. “Maybe you aren’t so bad after all. And look at that. Our guest is here.”

      “Where?” I glanced around but saw nothing.

      Hailey stayed close by my side. “Where is he?”

      Glendale laughed again. “And I thought Pterons had heightened senses.”

      “Here.” Sol materialized seemingly out of thin air. “I’m here.” He was dressed the way he’d been when I’d first met him. Leather jacket and sunglasses. He wasn’t nearly as intimidating this time now that I knew him, even though knowing him meant I knew how dangerous he was.

      “And you are?” Hailey strode toward him.

      “Sol.” He held out a hand. “You’re a Pteron.”

      “I am.” Hailey thrust out her chest. “What are you?”

      “A Seer.”

      “A Seer?” Hailey raised an eyebrow. “What is this? Every creature that isn’t supposed to exist is around now?”

      Sol smiled. “Oh, we exist.”

      “Yet you never show yourself to us.” Hailey narrowed her eyes.

      “I’m showing myself now.” Even with his sunglasses on it was obvious he was taking in her form.

      “And I assume that’s for a particular reason.” She frowned.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “And it has to do with Daisy.” Hailey pointed at me.

      “Yes. All of this has to do with Daisy, doesn’t it?”

      “Glad to see you’re alive.” I smiled. “Thanks for getting me away from Abe.”

      “I could say the same to you. About being alive that is. I was worried.”

      “Why?” I asked. “You did what you could to help me, why do you care what happens next?”

      “I helped you, that should earn me some trust in your book, shouldn’t it?” He cocked his head to the side.

      “In theory.” If trusting people came easily anymore. “But it’s still hard to know what anyone’s true motivations are right now.”

      “It’s always hard to know someone’s true motivations. Impossible really. There’s nothing different about right now.”

      “There’s so much different right now.” I wasn’t even sure about my own emotions, crazy powerful beings were after me, and I wasn’t in my own world.

      “True, and I hope you took what I said to heart. Our interests are aligned right now. That means I’m on your side.”

      “But what happens when our interests are no longer aligned?” That was the million dollar question. The other question was when would it happen.

      “Hopefully by then you won’t need my help anymore.”

      “I’d love to stop needing help.” I hated having to rely on others, especially because I knew I couldn’t actually trust them.

      “You’ll always need help. We all do. Even the strongest creature needs help once and awhile. To forget that is to put yourself in a dangerous position.”

      Hailey yawned. “Sorry to interrupt. Or well, not sorry. But I am interrupting. Are you why the cat brought us here?”

      “The cat?” Sol raised an eyebrow. “Glendale is letting you get away with calling him that?”

      “Am I supposed to be afraid of him?”

      “Are you supposed to be afraid of a cat with the power to transport you to another plane of existence?” Sol shrugged. “I’ll let you decide that for yourself.”

      “Where are our friends?” Hailey asked. “Glendale said you could tell us.”

      “And she finally used my name.” Glendale remained laying down. “I am touched.”

      Hailey closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them. “Please, I need to know if Allie is okay.”

      “You genuinely care about your queen.” Sol studied Hailey. “Interesting.”

      “She’s more than a queen. She’s my best friend.”

      “Do you feel anything when you hear that?” Sol turned to me.

      “It’s nice. True friendship is rare.” I wasn’t sure what reply he was hoping for.

      “I mean feel it.” He put a hand over his heart. “Did I truly open up all your feelings, or was it only just the surface?”

      “It was more than surface.” I thought over my time with Owen. “Definitely more.”

      “Forget the love of Owen part. That’s the emotion and connection that’s strongest for you. What about the others?”

      “I feel worry.”

      “About who?” Sol reached out a hand toward me and then let it fall. “Owen? The thought of losing him or your feelings for him?”

      I looked down. “I’ve felt annoyed and that has nothing to do with Owen.”

      “You felt annoyance before I got involved. Besides, who is the annoyance at?”

      “Taylor.”

      “That’s separate.” He rested his chin in his hand. “So it really is all tied to Owen.”

      “Why?” Hailey’s brow furrowed. “Because she feels so strongly about him?”

      Sol nodded.“Yes, but that alone shouldn’t be enough.”

      “I know this is all really important.” Hailey’s expression softened. “But could you tell us where Allie is?”

      “On another plane,” Sol explained simply.” We’re checking out Taylor before we can reunite the four of you.”

      “Why not send Allie and go back for Taylor?” Hailey asked.

      Sol laughed. “You haven’t warmed to her yet either?”

      “Do you know her?” I asked quietly. “Or did you know her when she was an Allure?”

      “Are you asking me whether she was more pleasant as an Allure?”

      “Yes,” I admitted. “I can’t tell if her personality comes from losing her essence.” I worded it that way rather saying someone stole her essence.

      “I’d say she was happier back then, but Allures are never really happy. Right? They can’t actually feel so it’s unfair to assign any emotion to them.”

      “But she was more pleasant?”

      “All Allures are pleasant when they want to be.” He smiled.

      “Except for me.”

      Sol’s smile became and all out grin. “You’re pleasant sometimes.”

      “You’ve only seen me once.”

      “But I really got to know you. Great quality time.”

      I laughed despite the situation. “Real quality. I mean you tried to drug me and caused agonizing pain.”

      “The drugs would have eliminated any pain.” Sol’s eyes held no apology.

      “Or so you say.”

      “I do say, but you made the right decision saying no. It was smart. Smart is good, and it’s essential in the current situation.” He tapped his temple.

      “I try to be smart when it suits me.”

      Sol laughed. “And a sense of humor is good too.”

      “Why are we here?” Sense of humor or not, there were a lot of questions we needed answers to.

      “Didn’t Glendale explain it?” Sol looked at the cat.

      “Glendale explained nothing. Absolutely nothing.”  Hailey scowled.

      “Glendale?” Sol bent over. “Is there a reason you didn’t?”

      “Cat got my tongue.” Glendale laughed.

      “Not funny. Not funny at all.” Hailey groaned.

      “I thought you’d do a better job.” Glendale rose to his feet again. “Women like to hear news coming from attractive men.”

      “They wouldn’t mind it coming from a fluffy cat.” Sol pointed to him.

      “Fluffy?” Glendale tried to look offended. “Do I look fluffy?”

      “No. You’re not fluffy, but I would have loved to have heard the information from you.” I spoke calmly. I thought about what Sol was saying— my feelings were only on the surface for things that didn’t involve Owen.

      “Glendale saved your life, Daisy.” Sol gave me a warning glance.

      I nodded to acknowledge I got the message. “Does this have anything to do with that black smoke thing that wasn’t a shadow?”

      “Oh you mean the mist I sent up?” Glendale arched his back.

      “That was more than mist.” Hailey tilted her head to the side. “Mist is clear and is part water. This was black and thick.”

      “It’s what we call a mist. I sent it up to get your attention. It worked quite well I must say.”

      “It scared us. We’re lucky Allie stayed calm. That crying thing wasn’t nice.”

      “I thought the crying added some drama.” Glendale walked toward me. “No?”

      “No. It freaked us out more.” Hailey took a few steps toward the cat. “But then again it did make us more motivated to stop, and if you’re telling the truth about us being in danger then maybe that bit was helpful.”

      “Speaking of which, what danger?” I assumed it was the Elders, but you never know.

      “What danger?” Sol raised an eyebrow. “So you are aware of how things have escalated?”

      “Escalated?” A shiver ran through me. That wasn’t the answer I’d been expected. “What do you mean escalated?”

      Sol and Glendale exchanged looks, and I knew I wouldn’t like the answer.
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      We stood there staring at Fletcher. Did he really just say the Elder’s weakness was hubris? I would have thought he was joking, but his face was completely serious.

      “It’s true. They expect everyone to bow down to them, to find them beautiful. We need to bring in people who won’t agree. People who can resist their allure.”

      “Like us.” Understanding dawned on me. I needed to think bigger picture. “Pterons are immune to their allure because our brains are protected from mental magic.”

      “Exactly.” Wyatt smiled.

      “But the Elders know that.” They knew our strengths and weaknesses far better than we knew theirs because our leaders had taught us to believe they didn’t exist. That put us at a distinct disadvantage.

      “They know you are immune to an Allure’s pull, but not theirs. They think they’re above that.” Wyatt’s eyes were bright once again. “They thought you fell prey to it when you were at the palace.”

      “The only thing I cared about at the palace was Daisy. Plain and simple.” And it was still the motivating factor for me now.

      “They don’t think so.”

      “But you believe we are?” I watched Wyatt to make sure he gave an honest answer.

      “Yes. I saw you afterward. I could tell.” Wyatt seemed to be watching me as intently as I watched him.

      “How do we use that to our advantage?” The wheels in my head were turning, but I was still unable to see how we could use this to our benefit in a fight.

      “Are you in?” Wyatt asked. “Because we need to know you’re in before we go any further.”

      “We’re not agreeing to a plan without the details.” That would be dumb.

      “We need to trick the Elders into believing you are not immune to them. Let them believe they can control you.”

      “I still don’t understand how this works.” I didn’t, and I wasn’t agreeing to anything I didn’t understand.

      “We have other creatures on board. Creatures that can only help when the Elders are distracted.”

      “There has to be an easier way to distract them. This all seems extreme.”

      “We need you there either way.” Fletcher watched us. “Are you going to come with us, or are you going to wait for the Elders to attack and destroy Daisy in the process?”

      The skin on the back of my neck prickled. No one was destroying Daisy.

      Levi looked at me. “You feeling ok with this, Owen?”

      “I’m never going to feel okay about Daisy being in potential danger, but hopefully when this is over she won’t be anymore.”

      “Have you heard from Jim?” Wyatt changed the subject.

      I’d forgotten he knew all about the hunt for the herb. “No. I will try Hailey.”

      “Good. Go back and talk to Daisy. Fletcher and I will meet you back in New Orleans tomorrow night. We’ll make the flight to Charleston and go in.”

      “When will the rest of you return to Pyrean?” Jared asked.

      “Once we are sure all of you have come through.”

      Jared nodded. “Fair enough. But be warned that if you fail to show up there will be consequences.”

      “If we fail to show up, we lose the last key to the Drago’s power. We will be—”

      “Stop.” The Drago with the scar interrupted Fletcher. “Don’t tell them the rest.”

      “Don’t tell us what?” My skin prickled again “What are you hiding? I thought we made it clear we wanted no more secrets.”

      Wyatt and the Fletcher exchanged looks.

      Fletcher nodded to Wyatt, and he finally explained. “Troy is our last tie to our dragon ancestors. He must find his mate and continue his line, or the Dragos will not survive. You must know we have a lot to lose in this. As do you. They will find your weakness as well. The Elders want to wipe out all creatures that could ever challenge them. They will stop at nothing to do just that.”

      “They cannot wipe out the Pterons.” Jared’s hands balled into fists at his sides.

      “Do not let your own confidence be your downfall.”

      “We won’t.” I shot Jared a look and turned to Wyatt. “We’ll expect you tomorrow night.”

      “We will be there.” Wyatt nodded.

      Levi led the way back out of the den. We all released our wings and took off into the still dark sky. If we moved fast enough, we’d make it back to New Orleans just before sunrise.

      “Wasn’t that a barrel of laughs.” Jared glided down lower before returning to the altitude Levi and  I were at.

      “I don’t trust them, but I don’t see any other choice.” I didn’t. We needed to stop the Elders.

      “I agree.” Levi turned around to look back through the darkness at the cave. “But just in case we need to be prepared.”

      “I’ll come up with a bunch of contingencies, but it’s hard to plan when I don’t know the terrain. Do you think Pyrean is anything like the realm you saw, Owen?” Jared flew alongside me.

      “If it is, it isn’t the terrain as much as the creatures we need to worry about. I saw some I hope to never see again.” I thought of the Shadow and how close I came to dying.

      “Like what?” Jared asked. “I need to know these things.”

      “A Shadow. Ever hear of those?” I shuddered thinking about it.

      “No.” Jared shook his head.

      “Black vapor that suffocates you. Not great, and I’m sure there are worse things.” And it was the worse things that scared me even more.

      “We need to call in our best experts.” Levi glanced back again.

      “You need to call in my uncle. I’m calling Hailey as soon as we land.” Maybe there was an easier way to handle the Elders. If anyone knew it was Jim. Weird or not, he was knowledgeable.

      “Worried about her?” Jared asked. He wasn’t mocking me. He cared about my little sister more than he did me. In some ways she was like a little sister to him too. Levi felt the same way. She certainly annoyed them enough when she was little.

      “Yes and no. I know she can take care of herself in most situations, but we’re in uncharted territory with all these creatures. The very fact that we need experts says something. I shouldn’t have let her stay with Jim.”

      “Do you really think you could have stopped her?” Levi finally stopped looking back “She’s more stubborn than Allie.”

      “I don’t know if I’d say more stubborn.” Jared laughed. “Allie may take the cake on that. Well, second to Vera. You don’t even want to know how hard she makes things sometimes.”

      “What’s she doing while you’re here?”  I asked.

      “She’s dealing with some bear clans out west. There’s some mess going on out there.” He pointed back toward the direction we’d come.

      “Sounds exciting.” Levi smirked.

      “Yup.” Jared flew higher. “I don’t mind missing it.”

      “Ok. So you call Hailey as soon as we land.” Levi soared up to match Jared’s altitude. “Second to Jim, I think our best bet is my grandma.”

      “You’re probably right. Georgina seems to know everything.”  I flew up to keep pace with them. “Do you think the Elders are really after The Society?” I voiced the question that had been nagging at me. Was the threat real, or was this just the Dragos needing an excuse to pull Levi in?

      “I believe them about that.” Levi looked over at me. “It’s whether they’re going to use us for their own gain that has me worried.”

      “A trap?” Jared asked.

      “Yes.” Levi nodded. “And there isn’t much we can do about that now.”

      “Except deviate from their plan,” Jared suggested.

      “The threat is real. We can’t put everyone at risk,” Levi explained.

      “Give me some time. I have an idea.” Jared grinned.

      “Uh oh.” Jared’s grin could only mean one thing. It wasn’t a safe plan—but it might just work. “That may not be a good thing.”

      “Shut up and trust me on this one.” Jared’s eyes twinkled.

      I would trust him. I had no other choice. I only hoped he was serious about his promise to help keep Daisy safe. “Let’s get moving. The sun’s going to be up soon.” I flew ahead.

      “Who’s the one slowing us down?’ Jared took off, flying by me, and leaving us in the dust.

      “He cares.” Levi remained by my side. “Despite what you think, he cares.”

      “I know,” I admitted. “I just hope he really understands what’s at stake.”

      “We all know what’s at stake.” Levi lowered his voice. “And we have no intention of letting you down.”
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      “The Dragos are involved.” Sol pushed his sunglasses up further on the bridge of his nose.

      “They’ve been involved.” Hailey rubbed her lower back. Maybe she’d been more injured by the Shadow than she was letting on. “At least Wyatt has been.”

      “What did you think of him?” Sol looked to Hailey. “Was it instant hate?”

      “Should it have been?” Hailey dropped her hand and straightened.

      Sol nodded. “I would have thought so. Pterons and Dragos don’t get along.”

      “Since he was the first one I met I can’t say much. But if you’re implying the Dragos are somehow involved on the opposite side—well then I hate them.”

      “They are fighting the Elders. Or rather they are upset with the Elders. That much I can promise you.” Sol ran a hand through his dark hair.

      “Then what do you mean?” I was tired of being given so many answers that only led to more questions.

      Sol lowered his sunglasses for a fraction of a second before putting them right back. “They are going to try to use you to get what they want. And they want a lot.”

      “They want Troy back.” That was all I got from Wyatt. “Right? That’s why Wyatt helped Owen find me and everything… you were the one he was in contact with.” I knew that for sure now.

      “I was the one.” He unzipped his jacket.

      “But that means you are on Wyatt’s side. So why are you telling us any of this?” I steeled myself.

      “I am not friends with Wyatt. I work with him sometimes.”

      “When your interests align, right?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.” He nodded.

      “So what happens now? When your interests can’t align with both of us?”

      “I make them align.” He said simply, as though it were the most obvious answer.

      It wasn’t obvious to me. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning I get involved and make sure things work out the best way for everyone.”

      “What do you want from all this?” The thought dawned on me. Why was he even involved now? And another thought crossed my mind. “And how did you get away from Abe?”

      “I told him you entranced me. Your Allure was strong enough.”

      “Uh, that can’t be good.” Great. Now the Elders thought I was more powerful than I was, which would only make them angrier or make them want me more. Neither was good for me. “They can’t be happy about that.”

      “No. But it was the only way I was getting out of there. I figured they were already after you. This way I’m free to help.”

      “But they just let you go? Didn’t they worry you’d fall under my spell again?” Something wasn’t adding up. My suspicion grew. The Elders wouldn’t have let him go that easily.

      “I pledged to make sure I stayed out of things.”

      “But you’re not. You are deeply involved.” And what did his pledge mean if he could be easily manipulated? What if he was being manipulated by them and only thought he wasn’t?

      I needed time to think. I had to make sure I knew he was of his own mind before I put any trust in him.

      He shrugged. “On a plane that they don’t know exists.”

      “They’re going to find out.” If the Elders were as powerful as everyone said they were, then hunting down a Seer—or me—wouldn’t be too hard.

      “Maybe, maybe not. Either way they want to get rid of me. They kept me around in hopes I’d prove useful later.” He took off his sunglasses.

      I looked away. I didn’t fully understand a Seer’s powers, but I was pretty sure a lot of it came through their eyes.

      “That still doesn’t explain the Dragos' role or why we’re here.” Hailey followed my lead and looked away. “Care to help us with that?”

      “Wyatt isn’t the only Drago leader. He isn’t anywhere near the strongest. He has a soft side for humans, most don’t have.” Sol walked so he was in front of where our eyes were looking. I compensated by looking up.

      “But she’s not human…” Hailey trailed off.

      “She is in the most important ways.”  Sol touched my arm. “She is fighting the change—the part of her doing that is human. There is no doubt about that.”

      “Ok. So what are the Dragos going to do? How do they plan to harm Daisy?” Hailey stepped closer to me.

      “It won’t be intentional exactly; it is more that they think she is expendable. They’d rather she be dead than in the hands of the Allures anyway.”

      “Why?” I tried to ignore Sol’s hand on me, but it was hard. The spot he was touching was starting to heat up. “Are they afraid of what the Elders would do to me?”

      “More what they’ll do with you.” Sol squeezed my arm.

      I still refused to look at him, or where he gripped me. “I don’t see what they can do. I’m just a broken Allure.”

      “You’re an Allure who was given a full, pure, essence who is defying all odds. They don’t see you as broken. They see you as a potential weapon.” He put a hand on my cheek.

      “Don’t touch her,” Hailey snapped.

      “She needs to look at me.” Sol kept his hand on my cheek.

      “She doesn’t have to do anything.”

      “I need to know she trusts me.” His voice sounded close to pleading, which didn’t fit with the image I had with Sol.

      “I don’t trust you enough to look at you. I know what your touch and your eyes can do.”

      “I helped you. I didn’t hurt you.” Sol released my face. “But I need you to know I’m on your side here.”

      I took a deep breath. “I will look at you, but if you do something to me, you will be in trouble.”

      “You seem to forget your Allure does work on me—some.”

      “Whatever.” I debated and finally turned my head.

      He released my arm and smiled. “See. Nothing to be afraid of. I’m here to help.”

      “Then prove it.” Hailey crossed her arms. She was also looking at him now. “The Elders want to use her to do something bad. Got that. What I don’t get is what the Dragos plan to do. Are they going to try to kill her so the Allures don’t get her?”

      “Nothing that extreme. I already said it wouldn’t be intentional, but that doesn’t make them any less dangerous.” Sol met my eyes as if he were trying to convince me he was being completely open and honest. I didn’t doubt him on this. The thought of the Dragos using me didn’t surprise me. I was only one person. I meant little to most of these creatures.

      The part I didn’t get was how he knew. “I don’t get how you know any of this.” I tried to find some logic in his words. “Wyatt likes me, so he told you this to warn me?”

      Sol shook his head. “No. I’m a Seer. I did some seeing.”

      “But you’d have had to touch those Dragos right?”

      “Sometimes visions come to me.”

      “And this one did?”

      “Many visions did. Somehow in the process of reaching into your memories I set off a chain of visions that have played over and over in my mind. “

      “In other words you broke him.” Glendale rolled around on his back.

      “I didn’t break him.” At least I hadn’t meant to. I’d been numb and desperate the last time I’d seen Sol. Now I was less numb, but still desperate.

      “You did something to me. I’m not pointing fingers.” Sol’s lips twisted into a tiny smile.

      “I am.” Glendale sat up. “Or I would be if I had fingers.”

      “Does he have a medical condition?” Hailey nodded toward Glendale. “I mean he switches who he likes and doesn’t like over and over again.”

      Sol chuckled. “Glendale doesn’t like anyone.”

      “He told Daisy he liked her,” Hailey pointed out.

      “Yes, but he’s probably changed his mind since then. He’s a cat after all.”

      “He’s not a regular cat. You’ve already explained that to us.”

      “Enough of this. There is real business to attend to.” Glendale stretched.

      “Is there a plan involved in this business? If so, I hope it involves more than us hiding on another plane or wherever we are.” I was done hiding. Hiding didn’t help anyone. “We can’t stay here forever.”

      “No, we can’t,” Sol admitted. “But this at least saved you from riding right into the Elder’s hands.”

      “They were the ones who sent the Shadow.” Hailey said as a statement rather than a question.

      “Yes.” Sol nodded. “They had the Force summon it.”

      “The Force?” Hailey asked. “Is there more I don’t know about?”

      “I know the feeling.” I’d spent so much of the last few weeks feeling as if I knew nothing. “It’s this police kind of thing that the Allures have.”

      “And the Allures are controlled by the Elders,” Sol explained. “But you knew that already, Daisy.”

      “Did all the Elders start as Allures?” Hailey asked.

      “Yes.” Sol nodded. “Unfortunately.”

      “Have you always disliked the Allures?” I asked.

      “It’s not dislike.”

      “It’s that your interests don’t currently align.” I put on a fake smile.

      “Something like that.” He gave me a genuine smile in return.

      “Ok. Now that we know everyone wants to get Daisy, and you saved us from a perilous death, can we talk about the next steps?” Hailey put a hand on her hip.

      “We need to take on the Elders.” Sol spoke calmly. “We can go along with the Drago’s plan to give us a fighting chance. You can’t hide forever.”

      “Take on the Elders?” I could feel my eyes widen. “Are you kidding?”

      “They want you so they can turn you into the ultimate weapon—well, or use you to make themselves stronger. Either way, they want you for your power.”

      “How do we know you aren’t just using Daisy?” Hailey asked.

      Taylor’s words rang through my head. Trust no one. I needed to keep my guard up. Thankfully I knew Hailey was doing the same thing.

      “You don’t know. You can’t possibly know, and as I’ve told Daisy, she can’t trust anyone.”

      That was right. He told me that too. Everyone was telling me that, but it’s not as though I had a choice. I couldn’t do this entirely on my own.

      Unless I could. The wheels in my head started to turn. Maybe that was the answer. Maybe I needed to go off on my own. I was already separated from Owen. Separating from everyone else couldn’t make all that much more of a difference.

      “You can trust me for now.” Sol seemed to be reading my thoughts. “Let me get you close, and then you can do what you want.”

      “You just told her she can’t trust you, so why would she trust you?” Hailey narrowed her eyes.

      “Because there’s no choice.”

      “Oh drat.” Glendale licked his paw again.

      “What?” Despite how unconcerned he sounded, I knew it was worth listening.

      “Someone else found this plane.” Glendale moved on to his other paw.

      “What kind of someone else?” Hailey straightened and glanced around.

      “I only know I sense a presence. We should go.” His back arched.

      “What if it’s Allie?” Hailey turned her head as if to listen. “Didn’t you say they were coming?”

      “I never said they were coming here.” Glendale’s back relaxed, but his fur seemed to be standing up more.

      “I’m done listening to this feline.” Hailey pointed toward the trees. “We’re not waiting around to be ambushed.”

      I contemplated her suggestion. “Do you have any idea how to get off this plane or whatever it is we’re on?”

      “No.” Hailey shook her head. “But if a cat can do it, it can’t be that hard.”

      Sol grabbed my arm. “You can’t do it on your own. Don’t be stupid.”

      “So we’re just supposed to wait here like sitting ducks?” I watched him incredulously.

      “We’re out of time anyway.” Glendale switched his tail.

      “Perfect.” Hailey sighed. “Just perfect.”

    

  




    
      
        
          14

        

        

    
    






          Owen

        

      

    
    
      By the time we landed back in New Orleans I was desperate to see Daisy. I’d missed her the whole time we were gone, and to top things off, I got a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach mid-flight. Something was wrong. I wasn’t sure if she was becoming numb again or getting sick, but I did know I needed to get to her, and I needed to do it fast.

      I ran toward the entrance to the lobby of the hotel without waiting for the others.

      “Don’t worry about us. We don’t mind,” Jared called after me.

      I didn’t waste the time to glance back. He was only joking, and nothing was going to get between me and Daisy.

      “Owen, hi!” A girl I vaguely recognized called as I hurried through the lobby.

      I gave a small wave in greeting and headed right to the elevator. I may have been rude, but I didn’t have the time to worry about it.

      I inserted my card and waited impatiently for the elevator to reach the basement level. It seemed to be taking double the time it normally did.

      Finally the doors opened, and I walked out into the darkness of the basement.

      I headed down the corridor to the sitting room we’d left the girls in. The door was closed, so I knocked. I didn’t want to get into anything with Daisy or Allie by barging in on some private conversation.

      No one answered, so I knocked again. As I waited, I heard the sound of the elevator returning to the basement. Levi and Jared had caught up.

      “Daisy?” I called out her name.

      When I got no response, I turned the knob and the door opened into a dark, empty room.

      “I wonder where they went?” Levi pulled out his phone and started typing. I had no doubt he was texting Allie.

      “Maybe they went to get something to eat?” Jared suggested. “Or drinks?”

      “With everything going on, they’d have never left this level. Allie wouldn’t have risked it.” Levi frowned.

      I glanced at my own phone trying to calm my rapidly beating heart. There had to be an explanation. Daisy wasn’t alone. She was with the queen of The Society. Allie couldn’t just simply disappear.

      “Where’s Adrian?” I asked. “Didn’t you ask him to keep a close eye on them?”

      “I don’t know.” Levi took off back down the corridor. “Adrian!”

      “I’m here, sir.” The Pteron appeared in front of us. “Is there anything I can do for you, sir?”

      “Yes, you can tell me where my wife is.” Levi scowled. “It was your job to make sure they were safe this evening.”

      “I’m sorry sir, but she insisted. And Hailey.” Adrian looked down.

      “Look at me!” Levi ordered. “Where are they?”

      “I tried to stop them, but they refused. They went out on a girls’ night I think the queen said.”

      “A girls’ night?” I repeated the words. That was ridiculous. That was the last thing Daisy would have been interested in. “Wait, you said Hailey. She is with them?”

      “Yes. She showed up, met up with them, and then they all left together. One thing that was odd though was Hailey didn’t look ready for a girl’s night.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “She was messy—Hailey never dresses up, but she usually looks clean and nice.” Adrian watched me awkwardly.

      “You’re saying she was dirty?”

      “And her hair was messy. It was like she’d been in  a fight or something.” My worry increased. Now it wasn’t just Daisy I had to worry about. Hailey might be hurt too. But that had been before they all left together.

      “Did she arrive with anyone?” I didn’t want to give away Jim, but I needed to understand how they’d gotten separated.

      “She was by herself. Should she have had anyone else with her?”

      I shook  my head. “Not necessarily.”

      “How long ago did they leave?” Jared asked.

      “Maybe an hour? Not too long ago?”

      “Are you sure?” Levi pushed. “The exact timing could be important.”

      “Maybe two hours.”

      “Let me get this straight.” Levi took two steps toward Adrian. “My wife walked out of here two hours ago and you didn’t call me? What part of watch them did you not understand?”

      “Hailey assured me she could handl—”

      “Did I ask Hailey to watch Allie?” Levi cocked his head to the side.

      “No, but—“

      “Then why would it be okay for you to push Allie’s safety into Hailey’s hands?”

      “With all due respect, sir, Hailey is as strong as I am.”

      “Physical strength has nothing to do with smart decision-making.” I spoke out loud without really meaning to. “Hailey doesn’t always do the smartest things.”

      “Isn’t Allie allowed to go out with her girlfriends?” Adrian made the mistake of asking.

      “Allie is allowed to do anything she wants to do unless her safety is at risk. And this time it wasn’t only her safety on the line.”

      “Oh.” Adrian paled.

      “We need to know where they might have gone. Any other information you’d like to share?” Jared pressed. “Because we will get the information out of you. The question is whether we make it hard or easy.”

      “All they said was they were going out for a girls’ outing or something like that. I swear I’m telling you everything.”

      “Get out of here.” Levi scowled.

      “Yes, sir.” Adrian hurried away.

      “They didn’t go on any girls’ night.” I figured that went without saying, but I wanted it out there.

      “No kidding?” Levi pulled his phone from beside his ear and stared at it. “Allie’s phone is going right to voicemail. She’d never turn her phone off. She might want to ignore me, but she wouldn’t want to do that if my mom might call about the kids.”

      “They could have gone somewhere local that has no service, but I agree. I highly doubt that’s what they’re doing.”

      “Then what are they doing?” I asked the obvious question. “Why would they have left? Especially without calling? That’s the weird part.”

      “Could Taylor have put them up to it?” Jared asked. “Like forced them?”

      “You think anyone could force Hailey to do something like that?” Levi asked. “She’s protective of Allie, so if they went somewhere my guess is it had to be important.”

      “But Hailey struggles to say no to Allie. Is there anywhere Allie would have wanted to go that Hailey would have reluctantly agreed to?” Jared looked up and down the corridor.

      “I think Hailey’s appearance plays into this. Adrian is right. Hailey makes an effort to look presentable. If she looked disheveled it’s because she found herself in trouble.”

      “But she made it back here. She has extra clothes down here. Why not change?” Jared’s brow furrowed.

      “Exactly. She didn’t change, which means there is no way they were going out somewhere for fun. Not that any of us believe that.”

      “Have you tried Daisy?” Jared pointed to my phone.

      “She doesn’t have a phone anymore.” That was something I really needed to change. “But I’m trying Hailey now.” I hit her name in my contacts and waited. I wasn’t surprised when it went directly to her voicemail.

      “Hailey’s phone is going straight to voicemail too.” I couldn’t contain my growing fear. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

      “Ok. One thing we do know is that they left voluntarily. First Adrian told us that, and secondly Hailey wouldn’t have let them leave without a fight.”

      “What if Adrian is lying?” A wayward thought hit me. “What if Hailey wasn’t here at all?”

      “I’ll make sure he’s telling the truth,” Jared offered. “You two search the rest of the rooms down here. We need to rule out the possibility that they’re hiding or anything.”

      Levi nodded. “Do what you have to do.”

      Normally I’d remind Jared to go easy on the guy he was about to interrogate, but I didn’t this time. We needed answers, and we needed them fast.

      “You start down that way.” Levi pointed to the right. “I’ll go this way. Call out if you find something.”

      I nodded even though I already knew there would be nothing to find. Whether Adrian was lying or not, the girls had left the basement. I only hoped that wherever they were they were safe and somehow we’d be able to find them.
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      “What should we do?” Instead of the panic that should have been there, I felt nothing but a slight irritation. Who was interrupting us and why? We had no time to waste. “Where do we go?”

      “First we take care of our new visitor. Then we go.” Glendale arched his back again.

      “Take care of them?” Somehow I didn’t think any visitors were going to be easy to take care of. That wasn’t how things worked. “What if they’re stronger than us?”

      “Then we all die.” Glendale’s voice was flat and unconcerned. His arched back and hair sticking up on end said something entirely different.

      “Ignore him. He doesn’t get out much.” Sol leaned in, kicking some dirt with his foot in the process.

      “Where is the intruder? If you’re going to be annoying, you can also be helpful.” Hailey bent down to Glendale’s eye level.

      “They’ll be coming from that way.” Glendale did nothing to show which way he was referring to.

      “Which way?” I demanded.

      “Oh, you didn’t notice that I moved my eyes toward the woods on the right?” Glendale lay down.

      “You may be the most annoying creature I have ever met.” Hailey glared at the cat.

      “I bet you’ll remember me,” Glendale replied happily.

      “I’ll remember you if we live through this.” Hailey straightened up. “That is if there is anything to live through. I haven’t sensed anything, and my senses are good.”

      “She’d have made a good Elder. All that confidence.” Glendale lowered his head in the direction of Hailey. He was perfectly capable of letting us know a particular direction—when he wanted to.

      “She’s got the beauty too.” Sol pointed a thumb at Hailey.

      “Ugh.” Hailey shuddered. “I have no interest in being a soulless being.”

      “Allures have souls,” Sol argued. “Besides, do you want to offend your friend?”

      “She doesn’t want to be one either.” Hailey looked over. “Right?”

      “Obviously not.” Still, I didn’t like to hear her say Allures had no soul. What did that mean for me if we failed? I wouldn’t fail. I couldn’t.

      There was a rustling of leaves—the first physical suggestion we weren’t alone. Hailey and I both turned toward where we heard the leaves. Not surprisingly, it was in the same direction Glendale had suggested. I wasn’t sure how the cat could tell, but he’d been right.

      “Stay behind me at all times. If I move, you move. Got it?” Hailey moved in front of me.

      “I’m not going to let you get hurt for me.”  I stepped to the side of her. I was done allowing that to happen. It was time to fight my own battles.

      “Yes, you are.” Hailey edged in front of me again. “We discussed this. My brother loves you. I will protect you.”

      “But your brother loves you.” And that love was just as important. Her life was just as important. “And I’m not human. You can’t use that excuse either.”

      “Fine, then I’ll use my authority with The Society. Levi put you under Society protection. That gives me the power to tell you what to do.” She stepped in front of me again.

      “No it doesn’t.” I moved around her again. “It means you can help protect me, not that I have to listen to you.”

      “Whatever. I’m not letting you die or get into their hands. If these crazies are right, letting you get into their hands is going to be a mess for all of us.”

      “We’re not crazy. It will be a big mess.” Glendale spoke from right beside me. I hadn’t noticed him move over.

      “You really have no idea who we’re facing?” I asked, hoping he’d suddenly share more information.

      “I know now.” Glendale rubbed against my leg.

      “Then tell us!” For the first time I felt my temper ready to blow. A real emotion that wasn’t tied to Owen. Hopefully that was a good sign.

      “It is someone I can handle on my own.” He slipped passed us.

      “Uh, you’re a cat.” Hailey gritted her teeth. “Who can you take on your own?”

      “Be patient. Very patient.” Glendale slipped passed us toward the woods.

      “Who is it, Sol?” I hoped that he would give us a straight answer.

      “I don’t know.” He stared off into the woods. “But if Glendale says he can take them, we’re fine.”

      “You trust his word that much?” Hailey asked with surprise.

      “He’s a coward most of the time. If he thought his hide was in trouble he’d be off hiding. If he’s playing the hero, it’s because he knows he’ll be successful.”

      “I am no coward.” Glendale hissed. “Watch and learn.”

      As if on cue the rustling grew louder. I fixed my eyes on the woods, waiting for something to appear.

      I saw nothing. Hailey and I exchanged looks momentarily before we returned to watching.

      “What are you doing here?” Glendale spoke.

      “You know why we’re here.” Hailey huffed.

      “That’s not a good enough reason.” Glendale pressed.

      “Shut up, cat,” Hailey snapped.

      “I’m not talking to you.” Glendale called back before starting further into the woods.

      “We don’t need your help. You should leave.” His tail switched behind him as he disappeared into the woods.

      “A boy? Which boy?” He continued his conversation once he was out of sight.

      Had Glendale completely lost his mind?

      Sol put a hand on my shoulder, and I interpreted the touch to mean I should wait and see.

      “Very well.” Glendale came back into the clearing. “Do you know a boy that goes by the name of Andrew?”

      “Andrew?” I startled. I hadn’t thought about my online friend in weeks. “Allie’s step-brother?”

      “You know Andrew?” Hailey raised an eyebrow. “How?”

      “It’s a long story, but the short version is we met over our obsession with finding the paranormal.”

      “Finding the paranormal?” Hailey shook her head. “Why would Andrew care about that? He hasn’t figured us out yet.”

      Since I knew the real reason for his interest was Hailey, and I tried my best to keep people’s secrets even if I didn’t particularly care anymore, I didn’t say much. “He’s figured out Allie’s new friends are different.”

      “Ok. Anyway, why are you asking Daisy about him?” Hailey looked at Glendale.

      “Our visitor claims Andrew knows how to help us.” Glendale inclined his head to the side as if someone were standing there.

      “What could Andrew possibly help us with?” Hailey scrunched up her face “He’s just a nerdy guy.”

      “Would you like to talk to our visitor yourself?” Glendale asked.

      “I don’t see anyone.” No reason to pretend. I saw nothing.

      “That’s the point. You can only see him when he wants to be seen.”

      “Yet you can see him?” I squinted toward the spot Glendale had made a gesture to. “And hear him?”

      “Yes. It’s one of my many abilities.” Glendale raised his head proudly.

      “Seeing people who aren’t really there?” Hailey stepped forward. “Because there’s no one here.”

      “Ow.” She stepped back. “What the heck?”

      There was a shimmer and suddenly there was a man standing right in front of Hailey. “Are you all right?”

      I stared at the man standing there in jeans and a t-shirt. I recognized him as though from a dream. It had been so long. “Harold?” He was the reason I saw Kalisa. He was the reason I ended up with Seduction’s Kiss.

      Harold bowed his head slightly in greeting. “Hello, Daisy. It has been a long time.”

      “What?” I stumbled forward. “Why? How? I hate you.” The words tumbled out in a tangle of sounds.

      “Hate me?” Harold put a hand to his chest. “That’s a strong word.”

      “You are the reason I’m in this mess. You sent me to her. You sent me to Kalisa.” I wanted to muster more anger, but I couldn’t.

      “I was only doing my job. I never intended for an innocent to get hurt.” His eyes appeared genuine, but doing a job didn’t excuse putting me in such danger.

      “Your job? A photographer doesn’t send people to become a supernatural creature.”

      “You know he’s not really a photographer, right?” Glendale settled in the grass beside me. “You’re young, but you’re not stupid. You’ve never seemed stupid.”

      “Yes. I mean obviously he’s not human. He appeared here and was invisible and inaudible at first, but what job?”

      “It was the job I was summoned for. I have no choice over the assignments I am given.”

      “What job?” He was nearly as bad as Glendale in giving straight answers.

      “Finding someone who could handle the potion.”

      “You sat in that store waiting?” That seemed quite extreme. If finding someone pre-destined to be able to handle being an Allure was as rare as everyone made it sound, he could have been waiting years.

      “No. No. Don’t you know what I am?”  He narrowed his eyes. “I would have thought by now you would have received a thorough education on all creatures.”

      “Someone who can make themselves invisible and silent?” That was all I’d seen so far. “And unfortunately I must have missed the Creatures 101 class that is supposed to be given to Allures.”

      “I’m a Grantor.” Harold held up his head proudly in much the same way Glendale had. If the situation had been less intense and dire I may have laughed at noticing the similarity.

      “You can’t be serious.” Hailey groaned. “This is too much. Next thing you know a Boogieman is going to walk in here.”

      “I know a few of those. Do you want me to invite one to meet us?” Glendale made his cat-laugh again, and I wondered if he were joking.

      “No!” Hailey snapped. “I want to go back to a time before all this creatures suddenly showed themselves. I liked it better that way.”

      Harold laughed. “I’m sure you did. Believing you were on top of the world.”

      “Pterons are strong.” Hailey tensed.

      “I do not doubt your strength, but your abilities are limited to that and flight. Wouldn’t you rather have more abilities?” Harold’s eyes were larger now and seemed to twinkle.

      “I’m not taking anything from you if that’s what you’re offering.” Hailey crossed her arms. “I already see how well that worked out for Daisy.”

      “Daisy should have been fine—great even. I thought she was the right one.” He turned his attention to me.

      “The right one for what?” I was getting tired of all these implications without answers. “Who are you, how did you show up at that store, and why did you send me to Kalisa? And if I wasn’t the right person, who was? What was the goal?”

      “That’s a lot of questions.” Harold rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know where to start first.”

      “Start with what you are.”

      “If a Grantor is what I think it is, he is a genie of sorts,” Hailey explained.

      “A genie? Like he lives in a bottle?” I tried picturing Harold small enough to do that.

      Harold laughed. “I’ve never lived in a bottle. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Then what do you mean?” I was beyond caring if I sounded stupid. Those emotions are a complete waste of time.

      “If someone captures him they can make him do their bidding. He has no choice but to do it, and because of that he automatically gets the abilities to do it. At least that’s the story. Of course I never believed that was possible because, well, that’s insane.” Hailey watched Harold warily.

      “It’s not insane. Not anymore than we’re crazy.” Glendale sat up. “You’ve been brainwashed into forgetting how much magic and power exists in the world. Your rulers tried to convince the masses you were alone—of course you weren’t. Most of us have chosen superior realms to live in, but we’ve never left. No gate is strong enough to keep us out. No magic powerful enough to bind us.”

      “Who sent you?” A chill ran through me. “If you’re really a Grantor, then you’re probably here on a job. Someone captured you.”

      “Yes.” Harold nodded. “You’re starting to understand.”

      “Who?” I glared at Glendale. “And you didn’t let us attack him?”

      “I already told you who he’s working for.” Glendale’s tail flipped to the ground and back up again.

      “Andrew?” Hailey laughed. “Like he could catch a Grantor.”

      “Why not?” Glendale continued flipping his tail. It made a sound each time it made contact with the grass beneath him. “What would preclude him from doing it?”

      “He’d have to know about a Grantor.”

      “And he did.” Harold nodded.

      “All his research… he did it for himself and to help me.” I’d forgotten about him so easily. That didn’t speak highly for me. I wanted to blame it on everything I’d been through, but it wasn’t like the girl I was before. I didn’t forget about friends. I was determined to find myself again.

      “I admit he found me in a compromised position. It made it easier. But he is currently my master.” Harold shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      “And he told you to find me?” Now that I’d accepted Harold was a Grantor, I decided to go with it and get some answers. “And so you were given the ability to do it.”

      “Yes. He was worried about you. He was also worried about her.” Harold nodded toward Hailey.

      “About me?” Hailey put a hand to her chest. “Are you serious?”

      “Why do you find that surprising?” Glendale rubbed against her leg. “Are you unused to people caring about you?”

      Hailey scowled. “What I’m used to has nothing to do with this. The real question was how the kid caught, Harold did you say?”

      “Harold is a fine name to use.” Harold grinned. “It’s catchy.”

      “Fine. I’m calling you Harold then. Does Andrew know what’s going on? Does he know how to help us?”

      “That’s for him to explain.” Harold held his hands up to the sides.

      “Well, we aren’t going anywhere with you unless we know.” Hailey stamped her foot down into the grass.

      “Then I can bring him here, but as my arrival means this plane is no longer secret, I wouldn’t stay here too long if I were you. I’m likely to have been followed.”

      Hailey groaned. “I hope Andrew can help. Otherwise he just screwed with us for no reason.”

      I turned to Sol. “You’re the one who wanted us here. What do you think?”

      “I think Harold is right that it isn’t safe to stay.”

      “What was your plan?” I asked. “I mean you brought us here for a reason. You say you can use my power to help us… what does that mean?”

      Sol nodded. “Let’s find this Andrew. After that I’ll lay some of my cards on the table.”

      “Only some?” Hailey narrowed her eyes.

      “I try to be honest. I wasn’t going to lie and say them all.”

      “That’s good because we’re not laying all of our cards on the table either.” Hailey’s lips twisted into a tiny hint of a smile.

      “Ok then. Shall I get us out of here?” Glendale stood up and stretched again.

      “Yes, but try not to kill us.” Hailey grabbed hold of my arm, and I didn’t complain. I wasn’t looking forward to another one of Glendale’s transports.
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      Adrian knew nothing. Absolutely nothing. The idiot had let the girls walk out without stopping them. Without asking any of the right questions. He should have called Levi. He should have told them to wait. Instead Daisy was out there somewhere, and I now understood the feeling in the pit of my stomach. She was in danger. I’d left her, and that had been a mistake. I was pissed at the guard, but it was really my fault.

      “I’m sorry.” Jared apologized. I could count on one hand how many times he’d said that within my hearing.

      “Why are you apologizing exactly?” He wasn’t the idiot who’d let them walk out. Or left Daisy. I could have let Levi and Jared do it on their own.

      “I am responsible for all security here. I should have known Adrian was an idiot.” Jared looked down at the ground. “And I know you’re beating yourself up about this. Stop.” He looked at me. “You needed to see the Dragos. You couldn’t have sat back and left that conversation to us.”

      “It doesn’t matter whose fault it is.” Levi’s eyes were nearly black. “What matters is finding the girls, and finding them soon. I’m just as much to blame as either of you and yet I’m not here bitching. I don’t want to hear another word about fault.”

      “We will find them.” Jared’s usually confident expression returned. “I promise.”

      “They are going to be fine.” Levi sounded like he was trying to convince himself. “We just need to figure out where they could have gone.”

      “Did they take Allie’s car?” Jared asked. He pulled out his cell phone.

      “Maybe, but we don’t have a GPS tracker on it anymore. Remember?” Levi put a hand in the pocket of his pants.

      Jared looked away guiltily. “Yes we do. I also have one on yours.”

      “You have a tracker on my car?” Levi’s mouth fell open. “You have to be kidding me.”

      “You are the king and queen. I run security. What was I supposed to do?” Jared shrugged. “It’s not like I’m always tracking you. I have the ability to track you. And right now this might actually be helpful.”

      “What if the program fell into the wrong hands?”

      “It’s encrypted. Owen and I are the only ones with access.”

      “I have nothing to do with this.” I shook my head.

      “It’s in your account under emergency access. Not that you’d bother to ever check something that important.” He frowned.

      “I know now.”

      “We’re taking it off my car later.” Levi’s expression left little room for debate.

      “We can argue about this later, but Jared’s right. At the moment the tracking ability can be a very good thing. Do we think they took Allie’s car?”

      “We don’t know that they took it, but it’s worth a shot.” Levi fidgeted.

      “I had one on Hailey’s car too.” Jared locked eyes with mine. “Just so we have full disclosure.”

      “You don’t have one on mine.” I wasn’t asking a question. Jared didn’t really care about what happened to me.

      “Nope. Hope you aren’t too disappointed to hear that.”

      “No, not in the slightest, but what do you mean had one?” The tense of the word hadn’t been lost on me.

      “I mean she found it and got rid of it.” Jared smiled. “Your sister is observant.”

      “As compared to me evidently.” Levi shook his head. “I’m surprised you’re alive to talk about it if Hailey found out.” Levi messed with his phone again. “But I don’t care right now. Find the car.”

      Jared typed something in his phone. “It’s already loading.”

      “Good.” Levi appeared just as impatient as I was, and no one could blame him.

      Jared glanced at his screen.  “Well Allie’s car is on I-10 east of here. Do we assume they took hers and head that way? Split up and search here as well?”

      “Why else would her car be there?” Levi asked. “Are you thinking decoy?”

      “Possibly, but that’s if we assume they didn’t leave willingly. That’s a huge assumption to make based on the information we have.”

      “Is the car moving?” Part of me was afraid to find out. If it was stopped it probably wasn’t a good thing.

      “No.” Jared turned the screen so we could see it. “But that might not mean anything. They could have stopped for many reasons.”

      “On the side of I-10 at this hour?” Levi raised an eyebrow. “Have our men search the city for them while we head to her car. We stay together. My gut is they took the car, and we’re going to have to follow the trail from there.” What he didn’t say was the trail likely wasn’t going to lead anywhere good.

      “I’ll get a security detail set.” Jared disappeared down the corridor.

      “Do you think it’s odd that Allie didn’t call you?” I didn’t want to piss Levi off, but Daisy had an excuse not to call me. “We’re going off the assumption the girls left voluntarily. If that’s the case, why didn’t she give you a heads up? Doesn’t this seem weird to you? She knows how much you worry about her.”

      “I think she would have unless she purposely didn’t want me to know where she was going.” He took out his phone again.

      “And why would she do that?” I was treading a fine line but finding the girls was top priority. If that meant I made Levi uncomfortable then so be it. “She isn’t one to keep a lot of secrets.” At least I didn’t think she was. They never seemed to have any communication problems now. In the beginning, that was a different story.

      “Because she was planning to do something dangerous. You’re right, she knows I worry about her. That’s exactly why she wouldn’t have called me. She didn’t want to be stopped.” Levi’s expression darkened. “And yes, I know what that means for you as well. We have to assume this has to do with Daisy.”

      “Yes.” I pushed away the guilt over Allie being involved. Levi was the one to suggest she spend time with Daisy. I was also positive Daisy hadn’t forced Allie to help her with anything. She was far more likely to have tried to do whatever it is she wanted to do by herself.  She would have done exactly what Allie did. She never would have called me even if she had a phone. Except, she wouldn’t have been motivated out of worry that I’d stop her, it would be worry that I’d get involved. Which is why I knew Hailey had to be involved in the decision-making progress. Daisy would have kept Allie out of it. I was positive.

      We’d find them, and it wouldn’t matter in the end. “We do have to assume it’s because of Daisy. Assumptions can be dangerous, but in the scope of our situation with the Elders it’s the most logical explanation. I can’t imagine any other reason they’d have driven off that way.”

      “Unless it’s Hailey. That’s the other option.” Levi looked at the palm of his hand before flipping it over. “Could she be into something?”

      “The only thing she’s into right now is helping Daisy.”

      “True.” Levi nodded. “But could she have discovered something when she was with your uncle? Maybe that was the impetus for leaving so quickly?”

      “I had the same thought myself. Something had to have precipitated them leaving before we got back. The only thing we know of that changed since we left is Hailey’s arrival.”

      “You don’t think Taylor got them into a mess, do you?” Jared reappeared. “Made up a story to lure them out?”

      “They aren’t stupid.” None of them were. “And Daisy doesn’t trust Taylor. I heard some of their conversation, and Taylor is trying to become an Allure again at all costs. Daisy isn’t going to roll over and give up her life.”

      “I knew I didn’t like that girl.” Jared grimaced.

      “Let’s find the car.” Levi started walking toward the elevator. “We’ve wasted enough time already.”

      “If they aren’t at the car, we’ll figure out where they went. I agree they’re smart, but that doesn’t mean they can disappear without a trace.” Jared inserted his key card and the elevator went up the ground floor.

      When the doors opened in the lobby, we came face to face with the same girl who had called my name earlier. “Owen, hey!” She waved her arms around even though I was right in front of her.

      I studied her face again, finally placing where I knew her from. “What are you doing here, Marta?” Marta was a waitress at the diner in Coleville. There was absolutely no reason for her to be in New Orleans—especially not at The Crescent City hotel unless she was something entirely different than I thought. I used to think I could tell whether someone was human or supernatural—now I knew the truth. There were so many more creatures out there than any of us knew about. “I’m say it again. What are you doing here?”

      “Hey.” She put her hands in front of her. “Easy there. Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      “Messenger?” I looked at her again. “What message do you have for me?”

      “Who is she?” Jared pointed to Marta. There was a time when he would have flirted with a girl like her. She fit his busty blonde type. But that was a time before Vera.

      “I’m a friend of Owen’s,” Marta replied before I could.

      “She’s from Coleville,” I further explained. “But I don’t know what she’s doing here.” I assumed it couldn’t be a good reason. I’d thought she’d seemed like a nice girl. Perfect for Clyde, but looks can be very deceiving.

      “I have a message for you.” Marta flicked her blonde hair off her shoulder.

      “One you had to be here in person to give?” I narrowed my eyes. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “I have a message neither of us want someone to intercept.” She glanced over her shoulder and back at us. “There are eyes and ears everywhere.” She glanced over her shoulder again. Either she was paranoid, or she knew something I didn’t.

      “What are you?” I knew for sure she wasn’t human. Otherwise she wouldn’t be talking openly in front of my friends. She knew who they were. She would have also had no way of finding me. I hadn’t made it a point to get to know many locals in Coleville.

      “What I am isn’t important. What’s important is the message.” She grabbed hold of my arms. Her grip was far tighter than I would have expected. I tried to carefully shake her off. When she didn’t get the hint, I pried her hands off.

      “What’s the message?” Levi loomed over Marta’s relatively small frame. I knew he was just as impatient as me. I also knew everything was different now that Allie was missing. Finding her was top priority. Lucky for me finding Allie would hopefully mean finding Daisy. If they weren’t together, the outlook was bleak.

      Marta appeared unperturbed by Levi. “The message is don’t underestimate the Allures.”

      “The Allures specifically?” I was more concerned about the Elders. They were more powerful than the Allures.

      “Yes.” She stepped around Levi. “They came into town yesterday.”

      “To Coleville?” I tried to figure out why they were out there. They were looking for Daisy and not me. What evidence would have sent them to Coleville? I’d just been in Colorado, but not to visit that town.

      “Violet got her claws into Clyde.”  Martha mimed her own hands being claws.

      “Why?” I was getting more confused by the situation every minute. “How could Clyde possibly help? Please don’t try to tell me he isn’t human.” He was more human than almost anyone I’d met.

      “He’s human.” Marta’s bottom lip tugged as if she wanted to smile but was hiding it. “That’s part of the problem. He’s so easy for her to manipulate it isn’t funny.”

      “Ok, so get to the point. What can this Clyde guy who’s just a human do?” Jared asked. He’d stayed fairly quiet which meant he’d been listening.

      “I’m not sure. What have you told him?” Marta watched me expectedly.

      “You think I told him anything about my life?” I’d barely even put up with the guy let alone dished out personal secrets.

      “There has to be a reason she went to him.” Marta tapped her foot. “I assumed you’d know.”

      “Why do you care?” Everyone had a motivation. I needed to figure out what hers was. And what she was. It was unnerving not knowing what kind of creature I was speaking with.

      “Because I do.” She tapped her foot again. “And you are lucky I do. I will bring nothing but help. There is no ill will here.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Where are you headed?” She nodded toward the door.

      “How do you know we’re headed anywhere?” I asked.

      “You came upstairs. You are headed somewhere.” She rolled her eyes. “You can give me some credit.”

      “I need to find Daisy.” I decided to admit I didn’t know where she was. Maybe Marta mysteriously could help with that too.

      “She’s not in this world at the moment.” Marta pressed her lips together in a firm line.

      “What?” I felt my eyes bug out. “What are you saying?”

      “I am not saying she’s dead.” Marta quickly amended. “Just not in this world presently.”

      “I assumed that.” I’d have been in a much worse state if I believed Daisy was dead. I’d have been on  a rampage.

      “Then what do you mean?” Levi asked. “And is Allie with her?”

      “Allie?” Marta furrowed her brow. “The queen you mean?”

      “What other queen would I be talking about?” Levi frowned. “And I expect a straight answer. No dancing around it.”

      “How am I supposed to know where she is?” Marta frowned. “I am not the keeper of the queen.”

      “You know where Daisy is, or where she’s not,” Levi pointed out. “What stops you from also knowing the whereabouts of my wife?”

      “I know about Daisy because of who she is.” Marta clasped her hands in front of her.

      “Because she’s an Allure?” Jared asked.

      “No.” Marta shook her head. “Because of her connection to Owen. I thought that much was obvious.”

      “How would that be obvious? Nothing you’ve said explains that at all.” I fought to rein my annoyance in. Marta was slowing us down, and she had better have had a good reason for that.

      “Oh.” Understanding crossed her face. “I forgot that you don’t know what I am.”

      “No. We don’t.” Levi scowled. “We have no time for this. We need to find Daisy.”

      A loud commotion by the bar had us all tensing. It didn’t take long to realize it was just a bunch of drunks. The bartender, one that had been there for years now, escorted both of them out the front door of the hotel.

      “There’s no we involved in this.” Jared jumped back into the conversation as though no time had passed. “We don’t know who or what you really are, so why would we want you to go anywhere with us?”

      “Because I have Owen’s best interests at heart. Well, if I had a normal heart.”

      “How do we know that’s true?” I took one more glance at the bar. Order had returned. The workings of the hotel weren’t our problem exactly, but Allie’s dad owned it, and with The Society headquarters in the basement we didn’t want problems. “We’re supposed to take you at your word? The last time I saw you, you were serving food at a diner.”

      “I’ve seen you in far worse places than that. And there is no reason to look down on that sort of work.”

      “I’m not looking down on waitressing. Not at all. I’m commenting on you showing up out of nowhere, refusing to tell us who you are, and then insisting you come with us.”

      “I will come with you no matter what.” She blinked a few times, and I could have sworn I saw something glitter. “Just because you don’t see me doesn’t mean I’m not there.”

      “Great. Now she can turn invisible. Fantastic. Keep the stories coming, sister.” Jared stretched his arms over his head. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m ready to go.”

      Marta beamed. “Your anger is flattering on you. Most people don’t look good mad, but you do.”

      “Tell that to my wife.” Jared smirked. “But this isn’t angry. This isn’t even close to angry for me.”

      “I am aware. I am also aware that you are angry quite frequently. It is only reasonable to assume that your wife knows that already.” Marta sounded completely different than she had in Coleville. As our conversation wore on her voice became lighter and sweeter.

      “Do you know where Daisy is, or just where she isn’t?” I pulled us back to the important topic of conversation. I already knew Marta wasn’t the small-town girl she’d pretended to be. She was something else entirely.

      “I know where she isn’t. I may be able to discover where she is. I know who took her there.” Her voice lightened even more. This time I could have sworn I heard bells ringing.

      “Huh?” Between the change of voice and her vague words I wanted to make sure I was following. “Who took her away?”

      “He was saving her. I appointed him with her safety, and he’s done fine so far.” She put her arms behind her back.

      “What?” I felt my anger boiling. “I’m in charge of her safety. Not someone random.” Who did she think she was appointing anyone to go anywhere near Daisy?

      “Glendale wouldn’t want to be called random.” She lifted her chin. “In fact he would be offended by such a characterization.”

      “Glendale?” I knew that name. Why did I know it? Then it hit me. “The cat? You sent the talking cat to protect Daisy? Are you out of your mind?” I already knew that answer. Absolutely, but then again had I met anyone on my journey to save Daisy who wasn’t out of their mind?

      “He’s protected her before. He is quite fond of her, which is why he was most willing to help her again this time.” Marta rolled her neck around. “Is there anything else I need to answer before we leave? You made it sound as if you were in quite a rush.”

      “Where is she? Where did the cat take her?” My muscles quivered.

      “Wait. I got lost at the phrase ‘talking cat’. Is anyone going to fill me in?” Jared looked longingly at the doors. He was itching to go.

      “I have no idea who she’s talking about either.” Levi pulled out his phone once again. He must have been holding out hope Allie would suddenly call him.

      “Where were you headed?” Marta asked. “You never told me where, but we should go there at haste. Maybe Glendale left a message for me there.”

      “A message?”

      “Yes.” Marta nodded. “Although I can’t promise he did. He wouldn’t want to leave a trail. The whole purpose was to rescue her.”

      “Rescue her from who?” Levi pocketed his phone. “The Elders?”

      “The Elders aren’t her biggest concern.” Marta glanced around the lobby again. “I already told you who you need to fear.”

      “The Allures?”

      “Especially Violet.” Marta said in nearly a whisper.

      “Of all the Allures she seemed the least awful.” Roland was by far the worst. I’d seen the way he looked at Daisy.

      “Because she’s female. That’s why you think so. You did not view her as competition. You let your fear and jealousy blind you to the real danger.” Marta wagged a finger in front of my face.

      “Roland is dangerous too.” No one was going to convince me otherwise.

      “Not more dangerous than Violet.” Marta’s expression darkened. “It is a mistake to forget that.”

      “Who cares?” Jared let out a long breath. “Daisy is in danger. And most likely Allie is too, and Hailey. Let’s do something about it. We know we’re going to be facing enemies. Let’s find the girls. No matter who they are with, we can protect them.”

      “As I said, I do not know where Allie is, and Hailey is not in this world right now either.” Marta closed her eyes and then reopened them. “Yup, she’s not.”

      “You can tell where Hailey is because she’s his sister?” Jared asked.

      Marta nodded. “Yes. They share blood and a true bond.”

      “Let’s find Allie’s car.” Levi headed straight for the front doors.

      “Am I going to need to fly you?” I asked over my shoulder to Marta as I followed Levi.

      “No. I can get there myself.” Marta gave a smug smile.

      “You have wings?” Jared studied the part of her back that was visible underneath her white tank top.

      “Yes, but none you can see.” Marta grinned bigger.

      “Oh. Great. More of the invisible talk.” Jared’s voice dripped with skepticism.

      “Seeing isn’t always believing, Jared.” Marta nearly skipped out the door.

      “You know my name?” Jared called after.

      “Yes.” Marta stopped right outside the door. “Why is that surprising?”

      “Just that I never told you it.” Jared stepped out of the way so a couple could enter.

      “I didn’t need anyone to tell me. It is my business to know everyone in Owen’s life.”

      “Why?” I didn’t get why she was fixated on me. I wasn’t the one who was royalty. “Why is my life your business?”

      “It is in your interest that we table this conversation. It is far more important that we find Daisy.” Marta disappeared around the corner after Levi.

      “You always manage to find the weird ones.” Jared patted my shoulder.

      “I think she found me.”

      “If she helps us find Daisy, more power to her. If not, well then you have an obsessed fan with a screw loose.” He turned his finger around in the universal sign for crazy.

      “I’ll second that.” I reached the shadows, pulled off my shirt, and released my wings. At least we were headed toward Daisy.
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      Knowing you are about to be transported doesn’t make the process any better. It might actually make it worse. It means you know what’s happening to you when your feet leave the ground and the place you once were disappears as if it never existed.

      After whirling around floating weightlessly through a blurry haze of colors, we landed with a thud on a hard floor. I ran my hand over what I soon discovered was concrete.

      “I liked the grassy forest clearing better.” I picked myself up off of the floor. Thankfully I didn’t have any injuries beyond some bumps and bruises.

      “I had to think fast.” Glendale licked his front paw. “Don’t think I enjoyed this landing either.”

      “Where are we exactly?” Hailey stood up beside me. She positioned her body so she was between me and the others.

      I glanced around the darkened room. The concrete floor matched the countertop of a bar that spanned two walls of the room. A few empty bottles and glasses lay behind the counter as if the last people inside had left in a hurry.  A few stools were strewn on the floor around the room as were more liquor bottles and more cobwebs than a haunted house. “Do I want to know why you selected an old bar for a meeting place?”

      “This isn’t just an old bar.” Sol laughed. “I remember this place, Glen. I lost a fortune here in my youth. A fortune I plan to win back.”

      Hailey and I exchanged looks. She spoke first. “Am I missing something?”

      “Glendale chose an interesting location. It wasn’t random I’m sure.” Sol smiled slyly.

      “Just as him losing the fortune wasn’t random. He was never very good at cards.” Glendale purred loudly.

      “The glassy clearing as you called it was a completely new plane. Lovely, yes. I do great work in creating those.” He raised his head up. “But I needed to take you to one this time that could be linked to your own world. That takes a lot more work to create, so I went with an older one I built many years ago.”

      “How old are you?” I hadn’t thought to ask Glendale that. I’d been distracted by the whole talking cat thing.

      “Older than I look.” Glendale stretched. “I’ve been blessed with looks that never fade.”

      “I think you may actually be more conceited than Jared. I had no idea that was possible.” Hailey clenched and unclenched her hand. “Yes, you have nice fur. Can we move on? Where is Allie? And where is Andrew? We are wasting time.”

      “If you would only let me finish.” Glendale walked around the perimeter of the room.

      “Ok. Finish.” Hailey crossed her arms.

      “Patience is a virtue my young friend.” He stared her down. I was instantly glad his withering look wasn’t turned toward me.

      “Now I’m a young friend? Not a lady anymore?” Hailey walked over to the bar and looked down behind it.

      “You are still a lady, but as we were discussing my ripe old age I thought emphasizing your youth was appropriate.”

      “Great. Please finish.” Hailey effortlessly hopped up on the bar.

      Glendale laid down again. “This bar connects to your world. Harold should be able to bring his current master here easily.”

      “And Allie?” Hailey swung her legs.

      “She’ll be here soon.” Glendale walked over to Hailey.

      “Good.” Hailey crossed her arms.

      “Unfortunately I let this place go. Normally I’d offer you a beer.” He nodded toward the bar where Hailey was sitting.

      “This place actually served beer?” Hailey glanced behind the bar. “Those taps worked?”

      Glendale jumped what seemed to be an impossible height and landed on the bar beside Hailey. “Oh yes. This was a popular joint for a short while.”

      “What happened to it?” In the scheme of things, the fate of the bar wasn’t all that important, but it was the first thing Glendale showed any actual interest in, and that alone intrigued me.

      “Maybe Sol should tell you.” Glendale splayed out on the bar.

      “Don’t give us the whole ‘it will be better to hear from an attractive man’ thing.” Hailey rolled her eyes. “That implication is insulting, and it’s not going to work.”

      “I can tell them.” Harold offered. “At least the reason I think it was closed.”

      “Oh?” Glendale picked his head up. “Are there rumors out there?”

      “There are plenty of rumors out there, but I don’t believe this is a rumor. Glendale was deemed an enemy of the Elders and all of his businesses were shuttered.” Harold gave Glendale a long look.  “Am I right?”

      “All of your businesses?” Hailey leaned her chin on her elbow. “You had others.”

      “Oh yes, Glen was quite the entrepreneur back in the day.” Sol put his hands behind his neck.

      “Entrepreneur? Done calling me a shark now?” Glendale stretched.

      “So your ill will toward the Elders has existed for a long time?” I asked as carefully as I could. Maybe the questions about the bar might lead to some actual helpful information.  I definitely needed some of that.

      “For a very long time.” Glendale set his head down again. “They tend to dislike anyone with an above normal lifespan.”

      “Because they view them as a challenge to their authority.” It wasn’t a question. For as powerful as the Elders were, they were mighty insecure.

      “And because they know the longer you live the less easily you’ll fall for their tricks.” Harold righted a stool and sat down. “By the way, Andrew is on his way here as we speak.”

      “How is he getting here?” I asked. I was really wondering if there would be another Glendale equivalent showing up. Although I found it hard to believe there was anyone else quite like him.

      “Much the same way you did.” Glendale turned his head in my general direction.

      “Should we try to break his fall?” I asked more because it sounded like the right thing to do than because I worried. My emotions still weren’t what they should have been. I should have cared more. Instead I was focused on myself. I missed the way I used to be. Maybe I got walked all over, but I had a real and true heart. I needed to find that heart. It was the only way I would ever truly feel whole again.

      “We have no idea where he’ll land, so I do not see how that would be possible.” Glendale hopped down from the bar.

      “Your jumping ability is impressive.” I had to give him that much.

      He turned toward me. “Thank you. Your continued survival is impressive.”

      Any response I could have made to him was quashed by the loud thud as Andrew catapulted into the room. I looked at where he’d fallen from first, but there was nothing there. The ceiling appeared completely intact.

      I hurried over and offered him a hand.

      “Daisy!” He beamed. “My Grantor found you.”

      “She is not the only one I found.” Harold grinned.

      He gazed around until he found Hailey. His eyes lit up. “Hailey! There you are!”

      Hailey jumped down from the bar. “What did you think you were doing?”

      “What do you mean?” Andrew took a step back. His smile faded.

      “Capturing a Grantor? Are you crazy? You could have been killed.”

      “I’m glad you are worried about my well-being.” His smile slowly returned.

      “I’m not worried about you.” Hailey shook her head. “I’m worried about Allie’s family. Her mom is really happy with your dad.”

      “Oh well, it’s still worry related to me.” His glow only grew.

      “There are so many questions to ask you, but we don’t have time. I need to figure out where Allie is, so tell us. No games. How can you help us?” Hailey leaned in toward Andrew.

      “Allie is missing?” Andrew glanced around.

      “She is on her way as we speak.” Glendale walked over. “Hailey is exaggerating the urgency of that particular problem. Now the other issues at hand are urgent.”

      “That cat talked.” Andrew bent down to pet the cat. “How awesome.” He rubbed Glendale behind his ear for the whole of two seconds before Glendale swatted at him. Andrew pulled his hand back. “I take it you aren’t someone’s pet?”

      I laughed. Leave it to Andrew to be wowed rather than weirded out by a talking feline.

      Glendale’s eyes narrowed into tiny slits. “Do not use the P word around me.”

      “My apologies, sir.” Andrew straightened up.

      “Did you just call the cat sir?” Hailey’s face scrunched up.

      “Yes. I believe I did.” Andrew looked down at his hands. “I did do that, didn’t I?”

      “How can you help us?” This wasn’t the time for arguing, so I moved to stop that before it could get any worse. “Is there a reason you went through such effort to seek us out now?”

      “Of course. I was worried about you.” He turned to Hailey. “Both of you.”

      “Why exactly?” Hailey leaned her chin on her fist.

      Andrew said nothing for a moment. Then he opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. Closed it.

      “Just say it already!” Hailey snapped.

      Andrew looked down. “Because there’s a huge price on both of your heads.”

      “A price?” I needed to make sure I’d heard him right. Was he serious?”

      “Yes. I saw it all over the boards.” Andrew didn’t need to explain what boards he was talking about. Although spending my days on internet boards looking for evidence of Owen seemed like a lifetime ago.

      “People were offering a reward for us?” Hailey gestured to herself and me.

      “I know it seems crazy but it’s true. They have your name spelled wrong though Hailey. I kept seeing it with an ie.” He spelled the letters with his hands. “I obviously didn’t correct them.”

      “Yes, so there’s a price on my head, and I care that they spelled my name wrong.”

      “I’m just letting you know, in case you see it and don’t think I know how to spell your name.” Andrew’s face reddened.

      “Glad you know.” Hailey looked away, and I could have sworn I saw a little smile. Andrew amused her even if there wasn’t a chance she’d ever admit it.

      I held in a laugh.

      “So where’s Allie?” Hailey turned to Glendale. “I’m beginning to seriously doubt your understanding of the word soon. That means quickly. Ok. Not in an hour. Not in a day. It means nearly now.”

      “Time moves differently on different—”

      “Nope.” Hailey interrupted. “Not a chance. I don’t care how differently time moves, you’ve implied Allie would be here soon. I expect her here now. Otherwise we’re going to have a problem.”

      “We won’t have a problem.” Glendale swished his tail.

      We all looked up expecting Allie (and maybe Taylor) to suddenly appear from above.

      A sound from behind us had me turning as Allie and Taylor walked through a door behind the bar. “Why are you all staring at the ceiling?” Taylor asked.

      “Allie!” Hailey hopped up on the bar and jumped off the other side and hugged her. “I’m so glad you’re finally here.”

      “Finally? We followed right behind you. How long have you been waiting for us?”

      Glendale made his cat laugh again. “And you didn’t want to hear my temporal realities on different plane explanation.”

      Hailey glared at him.

      “I’m just saying.” He lay back down on the floor.

      “That cat is talking.” Allie pointed to where Glendale was now curled up in a ball on the concrete floor. “Should I be alarmed?”

      “No. He’s helping us.” I waved at her in greeting. “Glad you could join us.”

      “What about me?” Taylor jutted out her hip. “Aren’t you glad I’m here?”

      “Of course. But no plotting my demise.” My words were dry and humorless. I had enough to worry about without having to constantly look over my shoulder for her.

      “Why would she be plotting that?” Harold looked between us.

      “Because she wants her essence back. The one you helped give me.” There was no beating around the bush. The more open we could all be the better.

      “You were in on it?” Taylor crawled under the bar and headed for Harold.

      “I was, but not by choice.” He backed away.

      Taylor looked around the room for some kind of confirmation.

      “He’s a Grantor,” I explained mostly because I didn’t want to get slowed down again when she injured him. If she could that is. She was human again. Still, it wasn’t worth a fight. “Save your energy for when you find the person who captured him and had him do it.”

      “Where do we find them? Where is your master, Grantor?” Taylor stretched herself to her tallest height.

      “I am his current master, and I assure you I had nothing to do with the loss of your essence. And I certainly wouldn’t have wanted to give it to Daisy. She’s my friend. I didn’t even know what an Allure was until recently. And I didn’t meet Daisy until after she was given it,” Andrew rambled on.

      “Who is this kid?” Taylor pointed to Andrew and talked about him as if he wasn’t there.

      “My step-brother.” Allie ducked under the bar. “And I have no idea what he’s doing here.”

      “Hey, sis.” Andrew grinned.

      “Don’t sis me. What role do you have in all this?” Allie put a hand on her hip.

      “Did you think I didn’t know Levi was more than human?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “I figured you wouldn’t care.” She sighed. “Evidently you did.”

      “Of course I care. We’re family now.” He tilted his head to the side. “I’d have thought that would have mattered to you.”

      “Either way, what are you doing here right now?” Allie didn’t buy into his play for pity. I was seeing a new side to Andrew.

      “He says he can help us.” Hailey leaned back against the bar. “Isn’t that something? He hired a Grantor.” She gestured to Harold who nodded.

      “What’s a Grantor?” Allie took a step back.

      Harold bowed slightly. “Think of me as a relative of the genie. Andrew captured me, which means he’s my master. He used me to track you down.”

      Hailey nodded. “He claims there’s a hit out on Daisy and me.”

      “Not a hit. I guess I shouldn’t have said price on your head. They want you alive,” Andrew amended.

      “Who wants them alive?” Allie asked. “The people who want Daisy now want Hailey too?” Then she seemed to notice Sol. “Who’s the guy in the shades?”

      “Sol.” He walked over and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      She warily took his hand. “I assume you’re here for a reason too?”

      “We all want the same thing.” Glendale rubbed against her legs.

      “To help Daisy?” Allie looked down at Glendale with a careful expression.

      “To destroy the Elders, or at least give them a taste of their own medicine.” He did his cat laugh again, but this time it sounded kind of scarier. It had a hollow note to it. “They have far too much power. If we don’t stop them soon it will be too late. They’ll destroy us all.”

      “Aren’t the Elders like the strongest beings around?” Allie glanced around the room at everybody. “Or am I missing something? What happened to finding the herb to change Daisy back? Not that I’m not all in for getting rid of these jerks. They messed with Daisy and Owen.”

      “Destroying them completely would be difficult.” Glendale lifted his head. “Likely impossible. But we need to stop their domination. We’ve let things go on for far too long.”

      “And Andrew is involved in this how?” Allie watched him warily. “I’m sorry, I still don’t understand that part.”

      “I found that they were in trouble, and I did what I could to find them so I could help.” He puffed out his chest and stared longingly at Hailey.

      “Ok, we welcome any help we can get.” Who was I to turn down a willing helper who managed to find us?

      He smiled. “Okay, what can I do for you?”

      “Wait.” I froze. “Don’t you know what you can do? Your Grantor said you could help us.”

      “Yes, Andrew.” Hailey hurried toward him. “Please tell me you have some idea for how to help, and you didn’t waste everyone’s time, and risk your life just to find us.”

      Andrew looked down at his shoes.

      “Oh, boy. Things are getting mighty interesting.” Glendale cackled.

      “Interesting?” Hailey bent down to his eye level. “You mean horrible?”

      “Interesting, horrible? Depends on how you look at it.” Glendale went to rub his head against her forehead, but she jerked back. “The boy did offer to help still.”

      “Yes, he did.” Sol smiled. “He did offer to help.”

      “Uh oh. What idea did you come up with?” I didn’t like the excitement in Sol’s voice. They had a plan to use Andrew, and that most likely wasn’t in his interest. “You can’t hurt him.”

      “I’m not going to willingly hurt him.” Sol lowered his shades slightly. “But I can’t promise it won’t happen inadvertently.”

      “I’ll do whatever it takes to help.” Andrew exclaimed eagerly. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Andrew, don’t be an idiot.” Allie groaned. “I still don’t really get why you’re here, but whatever reason,” She glanced at Hailey making it seem that she did know, “It isn’t worth getting yourself hurt. Thanks for telling us that there is a reward for Hailey and Daisy. That is important information. You can go now if you want.” She shooed with her hand to the door she’d walked through.

      “No he can’t.” Glendale stretched his front legs. “They’ll know he was with us and then pump him for information. Not only could that set us back, it could also get him killed. He’s with us till the end.”

      “Why do you sound happy about that?” Hailey gritted her teeth.

      “Because his presence annoys you.” Glendale’s eyes gleamed.

      “His presence annoys me because he’s one more person I need to worry about. I already need to protect these two.” She pointed to Allie and me.

      “You don’t have to protect me,” I argued. “I’ve already told you it’s not your job.”

      “I’ve said the same thing.” Allie jumped in. “Save your breath. If she decides you’re worthy of her protection it lasts for life.”

      “That means she’s going to care about my safety for life.” Andrew grinned from ear to ear.

      “Only because of your family.” Hailey looked up at the ceiling. “Don’t forget that detail.”

      “Who cares about the details? It’s the concept that counts.” Andrew was in heaven.

      “I like this young man’s spirit.” Glendale stretched his back legs this time.

      “We’re still doing the whole young thing, huh?” Watching Glendale got me tired. He wasn’t a normal cat, but he sure acted like one.

      “I hope you don’t like his spirit too much.” Sol wagged a finger at Glendale.

      “Oh, come off it. I haven’t indulged in years.” Glendale shut his eyes.

      “Indulged in what?” I stepped away from the cat.

      “Nothing you need to worry yourself about.” Glendale hissed in the direction of Sol.

      “They were going to find out eventually.”

      “Find out what?” I asked not sure I wanted to know the answer.

      “Fine, if we have to have this conversation, I’ll do it myself.” Glendale curled into a tight ball. “I’m not a normal cat.”

      “Really?” Hailey laid on the sarcasm. “I’m shocked.”

      “You enjoy interrupting, don’t you?” Glendale didn’t move.

      “Please, continue.” Hailey smiled. “I will refrain from my natural instinct to cut you off.”

      “It’s a natural instinct indeed.” Glendale lifted his head.

      “Oh?” Hailey appeared interested. “That doesn’t sound too good.”

      “Because it’s not.” Glendale moved to sitting. “It’s not good. But before I go any further, I assure you I’m reformed.” Glendale gave us what I’d call a kitten face.

      “I wasn’t aware your type could reform.” Harold crossed his arms.

      “We can. And for your information I’m even working with a G.P. right now.” Glendale raised his chin.

      “A G.P?” Allie asked. “I don’t imagine that stands for General Practitioner or anything.”

      Glendale strutted toward Allie. “No, my dear. It means Guardian Pixie.”

      “A Guardian Pixie?” Hailey laughed dryly. “That’s a new one.”

      “Don’t laugh. She’s assigned to your brother.” Glendale curled up at Allie’s feet.

      “My brother?” Hailey put a hand to her chest. “My brother has a Guardian Pixie? What happened, did the fairies run out?”

      “Stop it, Pteron. You are treading into dangerous waters.” Sol warned.

      “Why? What does this cat have to do with the pixie? Not to mention why would my brother have such a thing?”

      “You have one too.” Glendale stayed completely still. “Although I’m not sure you’ll ever meet him.”

      “Him? Mine’s male?”

      “Owen’s pixie isn’t doing a very good job.” I spoke quietly, but I couldn’t keep the words to myself. “If someone was looking out for him, then why did he end up in the mess with me?”

      “Don’t you believe in destiny?” Glendale rolled over so he could look at me. “If you don’t, you should. All of this was pre-determined. And she will serve her role. As will yours, Hailey.”

      “I wish Owen was here.” I missed him. We’d done what we thought we had to when we left. “Do you think the guys are back and looking for us yet?”

      “I’m sure they are.” Allie sighed. “Levi’s going to be pretty mad.”

      “Where were they?” Glendale lay on his back. “Where would they be back from? I thought it odd he’d left your side.”

      “They met with the Dragos.” I hoped that wasn’t a mistake.

      “Interesting. I wonder what those lovely fellas had to say that they couldn’t say to you.” Glendale stared at something in the corner. I followed his gaze, hoping he hadn’t seen anything.

      “I don’t know if it was so much we couldn’t hear than that they wouldn’t come to New Orleans,” Allie explained. “At least that’s the impression I was under.”

      “How about we find Owen?” Glendale kept his eyes in the corner as he addressed me. “You’re stronger with him, and we’re going to need your strength.”

      “You make everything sound creepy.” Hailey followed his gaze as well. “You should have said you will need your strength.”

      “I meant what I said. We will need it. Besides, I am creepy. You’ve said as much yourself.” In a whirl he was across the room. He pounced and smacked something with his paw. A moment later he lifted his paw and started playing with something on the floor.

      “Wait.” I took a few steps toward him so I could see what he was playing with. A cockroach. A huge dead cockroach. “You never told us what you were reformed about.”

      “Oh.” Glendale brushed the dead bug away. “Eating souls.”

      The room went silent. I finally broke it. “You aren’t kidding, are you?”

      “No. I’m afraid I’m not.”
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      Marta had wings all right. They were clear crystal wings that seemed far too tiny to carry her weight, but somehow they did. She flitted across the sky gracefully yet never in a straight line.

      I checked over my shoulder a few times to make sure she was keeping up, and she was always there. She was smiling as though she hadn’t a care in the world. I couldn’t remember a time when I felt that way aside for the rare moment when I was alone with Daisy. Holding her in my arms brought me a peace I’d never found before. Thoughts of holding Daisy pushed me along. I flew past both Jared and Levi.

      Allie’s Land Rover wasn’t hard to find. The lavender vehicle beckoned as we descended toward the interstate. The hood was open as if they’d had some sort of engine trouble. That would only add more fuel to Levi’s argument that it was time for a new car. It was one of many arguments he always lost.

      It was later in the morning than we’d normally fly, but driving would have taken too much time. Flying anywhere afterward would be another story. I already knew Daisy wouldn’t be at the car. Marta’s crystal wings made everything else she said seem far more plausible. Daisy wasn’t in our world and that was truly frightening.

      We landed in the woods off to the side of the road, hoping none of the people in the other cars noticed us. If they did they’d probably chalk it up to their imagination anyway. People don’t want to believe the supernatural is real.

      “You think the engine overheated?” Jared walked over to look in the hood.

      “If it did, don’t you think Allie would have called someone? Triple A or something?” Allie was good at a lot of things, but she knew when to call in help. She was practical.

      “Well, something must have been going on.” Jared started to check over the engine. “Nothing looks off on this end, should I see if the car starts?”

      “No need. I’m sure it will start fine.” Marta leaned over the engine beside him.

      “How do you know?” Levi eyed her warily.

      “Because I smell magic. Whatever made them stop wasn’t mechanical failure.” She tapped the side of the car.

      Levi paled. “But it could have been the creature you sent to help Daisy, right?”

      “Yes, it had to be.” I wasn’t ready to accept something happened to them.

      “Oh yes, absolutely.” She bent down and ran her hand over the ground. “Yes, it was him all right.”

      “Glendale?” I still couldn’t quite believe the cat was involved, but he’d been a help before.

      “Yes. It’s him.” She smiled. “Definitely.”

      “Ok, so what now?” Jared shifted uncomfortably. Talking cats and pixies were outside his comfort zone. To be fair, they were outside of mine too. “Do you know where he took them?”

      “It could be many places, and we don’t know if they are all together. How many girls were there all together?”

      “Four of them, if you include Taylor. I assume Taylor would have gone.” Daisy wouldn’t get that kind of break.

      “She wasn’t leaving Daisy’s side.” Jared spoke what I was thinking. “Taylor views her as her meal ticket.”

      I grimaced. “Did you have to word it that way?”

      Marta grinned. “Lovely. We’re all set.”

      “What?” I turned to her. “What’s lovely about Taylor wanting to destroy the love of my life to get what she wants?”

      “That’s not the lovely part. It’s that Glendale’s come himself.”

      “What?” I glanced around.

      Glendale strode out of the woods flinging his tail around. “I still don’t understand the appeal.”

      We all stared at him.

      “What appeal?”

      “You.” He strutted over to me. “How did you get a girl like her so interested in you?”

      Jared laughed. “Even a cat can’t understand it.”

      Glendale turned and walked toward Jared. “I can say the same thing about your wife. She’s the leader of the Ursus. One of the strongest bears alive, yet she chose you.”

      Levi chuckled. “Let me guess, you’re wondering the same thing about Allie?”

      Glendale swished his tail back and forth. “You’re a king. Kings get women above them. That’s how it works.”

      “Are you going to take us to them, or are you only here to insult us?” I was stressed and worried. Neither of those things made me particularly interested in taking shit from a talking cat.

      “I’m not sure yet.” Glendale lay down.

      “Glen, you know Daisy needs him. Your job was to protect her. I assume you did that.” Marta knelt down on the ground next to him.

      “Yes. She’s fine. So are the others. I must say I am a fan of the sister. She’s a feisty one.” Glendale’s whiskers popped out.

      “Don’t bother my sister.” She’d risked herself enough getting involved in this mess. I wasn’t letting a cat make things worse for her.

      “I’m not bothering her. We’re arguing, but she likes it. I like it too.” He rested his head down.

      “Where are they?” Levi used his no-nonsense voice. “I need to see my wife at once.”

      “You will on one condition.” Glendale rolled over.

      “What condition is that?”

      “You promise to go along with our plan.” Glendale pawed at something invisible in the air.

      “How are we going to promise anything if we don’t know the plan?” Jared folded his arms over his chest.

      “It’s a plan that will leave Daisy alive and with her feelings back.”

      “You know how to do that?” My heart nearly stopped. “You believe it’s possible?”

      “Yes. The more challenging part will be making sure the Elders leave her be. We all want that, which is where you come in.”

      “Have you talked to the Dragos? They have a plan. One I don’t necessarily trust.” I decided to lay all the cards out to Glendale. If he had Daisy, I wanted to be on his good side so I could see her sooner.

      “No, but I understand they have hatched a plan. Wyatt will be meeting us.”

      “Only Wyatt?” Levi asked. “Not the other Dragos?”

      “He and Troy are the only two I can stomach, and Troy is indisposed at the moment.”

      “Yes. We’ve heard.” I assumed that was the only reason Wyatt was talking to us. And that meant the reason I had Daisy back.

      “You still haven’t described the plan.” Jared gave Glendale a long, cold look.

      A few cars slowed down on the interstate beside us.

      “I think we need to move.” Marta glanced toward the road. “I am sure they will agree to whatever plan you have made if Daisy is keen on it.”

      “But Daisy will put herself in danger… I won’t allow that.” I clenched my jaw. “So I might not agree with every plan.”

      “Under my plan Daisy lives. I can’t say the same thing for the Dragos plan.” Glendale stood up. “Can you?”

      I exchanged looks with Levi. He nodded. If he’d shaken his head I would have gone with Glendale anyway. I needed to get to Daisy, and I needed to believe there was a way out for her. I would do absolutely everything in my power—and beyond— to make sure she got the life she deserved.

      “Very well.” Glendale swished his tail. “Let’s go.”

      An intense wind surrounded us, and there was a flash of bright light before our feet left the ground. Everything started to whirl, and I felt a sense of weightlessness as we floated through a sea of bright colors before landing hard on the floor.

      “Owen!” Daisy dashed over to my side.

      I pulled Daisy down next to me and smashed my lips into hers. She responded immediately, returning the fervor and eagerly opening up to me. I jumped on the access to her mouth and devoured her sweet taste while my tongue found hers. I didn’t care we were being watched. The only thing that mattered in that moment was Daisy. She was fine, and the kiss told me all I needed to know about an important thing. Her feelings for me were still there.

      I held onto her afraid to let go. I continued the kiss until she started to pull away. I was sure it had something to do with the loud throat clearing happening in several areas of the room.

      Daisy pulled away but kissed me lightly on the lips before looking out sheepishly at the others in the room.

      “So she does feel embarrassment.” Glendale picked up his head from where he sat right next to us. The cat cared nothing for our personal space.

      “I can feel everything at the moment.” A blush spread across her cheeks.

      I kissed her again for good measure. It was light and short, but it got a smile out of her.

      “Ok, if you two are done.” Glendale stood up. “We have matters to attend to.”

      “Yes. We do.” A man wearing sunglasses and a black leather jacket stepped away from a concrete bar I hadn’t noticed. I hadn’t noticed anything in the room beside Daisy. Now that I was looking around I could see we were in some sort of bar.

      “Who are you?” Levi asked the leather jacket clad guy before I could.

      “Sol.” He nodded instead of extending a hand. “All you need to know about me is I want what you want. We’re all working together on this one.”

      “You’re the one who brought her feelings back.” I remembered the name from when Daisy had explained things to me. I pulled Daisy tighter into my arms. “Thank you.”

      “To be perfectly honest with you, I have no idea how I did it. I don’t know if I could do it again if that’s what you were asking, but I am willing to try.”

      “Where’s Hailey?” I searched around the room, belatedly realizing I didn’t see her. I was a horrible brother and guilt hit me like a ton of bricks.

      “She’s fine.” Sol held up a hand. “Relax. She went with Andrew and his Grantor to find your uncle.”

      “Andrew and his Grantor?” Those words meant nothing to me.

      “As in my step-brother. He somehow captured this genie-like thing,” Allie explained from her spot in Levi’s arms. “He went off to find Jim who had been captured by a Shadow, I tried to—“

      “What?” I stopped listening the second Allie said the word Shadow. “Hailey is off looking for a Shadow?” I got chills thinking about the thing. “Where is she? I need to find her immediately.”

      “She’s fine.” Glendale scratched an itch. “She won’t be wrestling with any Shadows today.”

      “Allie just said—”

      “She said she’s off to find Jim who had been captured by a Shadow. Not that she would be trapped by one. Everything is under control. Wyatt is with the group. Drago fire can destroy a Shadow easily.”

      “When did they leave?” Drago fire or not, I was worried. “When will they be back?”

      “Soon I hope.” Taylor nodded in greeting. “We can’t do anything until then.”

      “Did Jim find the herb?” I asked Glendale since he appeared to be in charge, no matter how weird having a cat in charge was.

      “According to Hailey he had. But then the Shadow took him. Seems these young ladies were off to find more of the herb before I stopped them from driving right into a trap.”

      “What kind of trap was it?” Allie picked her head up off of Levi’s chest. “You never told us.”

      “You don’t want to know.” Glendale turned his back to her. “Trust me on that.”

      “Of course we want to know,” Daisy pressed. “No one wants to be left in the dark.”

      “On matters such as these you should want to be left in the dark.” Glendale started to pace the room.

      “When a Helzin Demon tells you that you don’t want to know, you probably don’t want to know.” Marta wore a darker expression than any she’d worn since I met her.

      “A Helzin Demon?” Daisy squeezed my hand. “What?”

      “I did admit to eating souls.” Glendale licked his paw. “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      I scooted back with Daisy. “You’re a demon?”

      “A Helzin Demon. Entirely different thing. You should know that, but there is a generation of Pterons that know nothing. I keep forgetting.” Glendale continued his strut around the room.

      “Yes, which is something I will have to deal with.” Levi ran his arm down Allie’s arm. His whole demeanor was more relaxed now that he had Allie by his side. “But for now we have more pressing matters.”

      “The King of The Society admitting there were more pressing matters than his precious kingdom?” Glendale flicked his tail. “You really are nothing like your father.”

      “You know my father?” Levi’s face registered surprise.

      “Everyone knows of the Pteron kings.” Glendale’s ears perked up. “Even if we don’t follow them.”

      “Then why did you stay silent?” Daisy asked. “I mean, why did you let the new generation believe you were truly gone?”

      “Because there was no reason to intervene. Until now of course.”

      “Yes, why are you ‘intervening’ as you call it now?” Jared questioned. This must have been a huge shock for him. His business was security, yet The Society had been facing dangers he’d known nothing about.

      “Because the Elders have gone too far. If we leave their power unchecked they will destroy us all even if it destroys them. They are too blind to see that throwing off the power balance to such an extreme will destroy everything and everyone.” Sol tossed off his leather jacket.

      “The power balance?” Levi tightened his hold on Allie.

      “Seriously?” Glendale rolled over. “Never heard of that one either? You’re almost worthless.”

      I bristled. “Don’t disrespect the king.”

      “You should be angry.” Glendale jumped to his feet. “You’ve been lied to.”

      “I am angry about that, but right now I have other concerns.” Far bigger ones for me. “As Levi said, The Society matters can wait.”

      “Does anyone else find this refreshing?” Glendale looked at Sol. “Odd, but refreshing.”

      “I told you they were different.” Marta smiled.

      “Who is that?” Daisy whispered.

      “Oh. That’s Marta. She was a waitress in Coleville but evidently she’s not human.” I brushed some of Daisy’s hair away from her face. “And she came to us with a warning.”

      “What kind of warning?” Daisy shifted beside me.

      “I warned them about the Allures, specifically Violet.” Marta walked over.

      “Specifically Violet?” Daisy paled.

      “Yes. She is a lot more frightening than she seems.” Marta’s expression darkened.

      “I’m beginning to realize everyone is.” Daisy’s eyes were on Glendale as she spoke.
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      Glendale was some sort of demon. Hailey was off fighting a Shadow. Violet was apparently the most dangerous creature I’d encountered yet. In other words, things had gone completely crazy. My only comfort though was a big one. I was curled up in Owen’s arms. Despite everything I couldn’t help but soak up the warmth of his skin and the way the stubble of his cheek tickled my neck where he rested against me. I’d had so few moments with Owen, that it was impossible not to revel in each and every one of them.

      “Our friends are returning to us.” Glendale rolled over on the floor.

      “When?”

      Before Glendale could answer, a trapdoor in the floor I hadn’t seen before opened and a crowd climbed in.

      “Hailey!” Owen called out. I untangled myself from him so he could greet his sister. I moved to my feet. Now that I wasn’t curled up with Owen, sitting made me feel uncomfortable.

      “Hey.” Hailey smiled as he pulled her into a hug. “Miss me much?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. What about you?” Hailey’s eyes were brighter and her voice lighter than before she’d left. “And do I get to meet your Guardian Pixie or is she private?”

      “Uh, what?” Owen gave her a confused look. “Guardian Pixie?”

      “She means me.” Marta joined them and put a hand on his shoulder. “It is nice to meet you, Hailey, although I’ve been watching you for quite a while since you’re with Owen a lot.”

      “Um, that’s kind of creepy.” Hailey took a step back.

      “What is a Guardian Pixie?” Owen eyed Marta warily. “And why would I have one?”

      “Yes, why does Owen have one?” Jared wore an amused smile. “I’m sure the explanation will be quite entertaining.”

      “He has one because he needs one right now. You only get assigned to someone when they have a great need that goes beyond their self and extends to the universe at large. Only one other in this room has one. And that’s Hailey.” Marta grinned.

      “Where was he when I was struggling with the Shadow the other day?” Hailey put a hand on her hip. “Or was that not important enough?”

      “You escaped while Jim didn’t…” Marta tilted her head to the side.

      Owen glanced around the room wildly. “Where is Jim?”

      “Right here.” A man in his forties stepped out from behind Harold. “I’m moving a little slow at the moment.” He limped forward.

      “Jim?” Owen asked with concern “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. Thanks to your friend there.” He pointed to Wyatt. “A Drago is nice to have around.”

      “Glad I could be of service.” Wyatt held out his arm and led him over to a stool.

      “I see you found us.” Levi eyed Wyatt.

      “Yes. And it looks like you’ll have an easy time getting to Pyrean now.” Wyatt pointed to Glendale.

      “I’m not sure easy is the right word.” Glendale rolled his head around.

      “What do you mean? You can easily move between realms, Glen. Or have you lost your touch?” Wyatt leaned back against the bar.

      “I can’t move this many people that easily. Even I have limitations. Besides, we’ll be found. The Elders must be guarding your realm. Isn’t that why you aren’t there right now?” Glendale flipped his tail back and forth while he watched the movements.

      “Wait.” Levi tensed. “No one said anything about Pyrean being guarded by the Elders. You made that part seem simple.”

      “I don’t recall making any part seem simple. Because nothing is simple. I would have expected you of all people to know that.” Wyatt straightened.

      “Why me of all people?” Levi gently left Allie’s side.

      “What with the lengths you had to go through to secure your queen.” He glanced at Allie.

      “How do you know of any of that?” Levi looked to Owen as if in answer. Owen shook his head.

      “We’ve been watching you even if you haven’t been watching us.” Wyatt used two fingers to point at his eyes.

      “This is starting to feel  very ‘big brother’.” Jared started toward Levi. “I’m not a fan.”

      “Of the show or this?” Marta piped in.

      “Which do you think?” Jared asked incredulously. “Just because you’re all glittery doesn’t mean I like you.”

      “Again with the anger. It’s delightful.” She clapped.

      “Wait.” I no longer let people’s interest in emotions pass casually. “You like anger?”

      “Why not?” Marta smiled. “Don’t you like all sorts of emotions?”

      “As an Allure or a human?” Taylor walked to my side. She’d stayed far away from me ever since Owen arrived.

      “Either. They are important to both creatures.” Marta ran a hand through her hair.

      “Did you find the herb?” I returned my attention to Jim. Talking about emotions was only going to upset me.

      Jim wiped his brow. “I did. And I managed to get some of it back before the Shadow inhaled it all.”

      “The Shadow inhaled the herb?” I put a hand to my throat.

      “Yes.” Wyatt nodded. “But we got most of it back.”

      “How?” I asked. “How could you get anything from a Shadow? Drago fire or not, those creatures were strong.”

      “That’s a long story for another day.” Hailey exchanged a long unreadable glance with Wyatt. Something had happened out there, but I knew she wasn’t going to be sharing anything currently. She was fine, so it didn’t seem worth the fight.

      “You know you’re going to have to tell me.” Owen may have noticed the same look I had. “All of it.”

      “Yes. I’m quite aware.” Hailey smiled. “I appreciate the protectiveness, brother of mine.”

      “Ok. We all need to get on the same page.” Sol’s hand fisted, and he strode to the center of the room. “Glen, do you want to explain, or do you want me to?”

      I still found it humorous that Glendale’s old friends called him Glen. I was sure he had plenty of entertaining stories to share—but then I remembered.  He was some sort of demon. Plenty of his stories wouldn’t be entertaining at all. Yet here we were putting our faith in a Helzin Demon and a Seer. Neither of which were creatures I actually understood. What I did know is that both had powers far greater than what I’d seen. Right now we were on the same side, but what if eventually we weren’t? All of Sol’s talk about our interests temporarily aligning had me nervous.

      “I am living a fantasy.” Jim slumped into a stool. “An absolutely fantasy.”

      Owen returned to my side and pulled me into his arms. “Because there are so many weird creatures here?”

      “Who are you calling weird?” Glendale sat up.

      “Ok, exotic. Do you prefer that term?” Owen ran his hand down my back.

      “We’re not exotic, but I don’t mind the connotation.” Glendale slipped down into a stretched out position again.

      “Great.” Owen nodded.

      “To answer your question, Owen, yes. Discovering all my research was correct is rewarding, but I will keep my excitement to myself for now. Let us hear this plan.” Jim straightened his back.

      “Does everyone understand why we’re gathered here right now?” Sol let his eyes roam over everyone in the room.

      I did the same. We were a random assortment for sure, but also a strong one. I definitely wasn’t going into this fight alone, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I was grateful to have support but also struck with guilt even though I knew each of the people present was there for their own reasons beyond me. Well, aside from Owen, Allie, and Hailey. I was the reason they had been dragged into this mess. Owen was part of The Society, but that didn’t mean he’d have been in that room facing the Elders to protect it.

      We all nodded. “Good. But just to be certain we have one overarching goal, with several side goals. We must all work together.”

      “The main goal being to take on the Elders.” Jared seemed more at ease now that the conversation had moved to the actual game plan.

      “Yes. Destroying them would be wonderful of course, but that’s not going to happen. So we will need to settle for weakening them. Succeeding in that goal will allow us to focus on the other goals.”

      “Saving Daisy.” Owen tightened his arm around me.

      “Yes.” Sol nodded. “That has multiple parts.”

      Taylor raised her hand. “May I request that saving me becomes a goal?”

      Sol seemed to consider her question. “As long as it doesn’t hurt any other goals.”

      “Ok, continue.” Taylor crossed her arms.

      “Daisy’s emotions need to be restored, and she has to be free of the Elders; therefore, half of that is solved by the major goal.” Sol paced back and forth in the center of the room.

      “And I may be able to help with the other.” Jim held up a brown satchel.

      “Perfect.” Sol smiled in my direction.

      I studied the bag. Could something so unassuming truly hold the answer to my emotions? Could it forever take the numbness away? I snuggled into Owen’s side.

      “Next goal is Troy.” Wyatt stepped forward. “It is in the interest of all of us present that he returns safe and sound.”

      “Yes. The Drago’s line cannot end.” Sol seemed to understand what Wyatt was implying even though I didn’t. I kept my questions to myself.

      “Which leaves us with Glendale.” Sol nodded in his direction.

      “What do you need?” I asked louder than planned.

      “A new form.” Glendale stood up and walked toward Sol.

      “You’re tired of being a cat?” Hailey asked. I hoped she was careful. She’d been gone when Glendale explained what he really was.

      “No, but I have no choice. It has been too many years.” Glendale sighed.

      “How do you find a new form?” I had assumed he’d always looked like a cat, but assumptions are often wrong.

      “I have to take it from another Helzin Demon.”

      “Helzin Demon?” Hailey frowned.

      “Yes. Glendale is a Helzin Demon.” I tried to warn her to accept my word. We didn’t need to go off on another tangent. We’d wasted enough time already.

      Thankfully she only nodded.

      “Ok. Now that our goals have been laid out, we need to discuss the specific strategy. Does anyone have any questions before we continue?” Sol slowly glanced at all present again.

      “Yes.” Jared stepped forward. “Why are you wearing sunglasses inside?”

      “That is not relevant to our campaign. Anyone else?” Sol asked.

      No one said anything.

      Sol grabbed his jacket from a stool. “Ok then. Let’s continue.”

      “I can’t take all of us.” Glendale stood up again. “No matter how I try to pull it off it won’t work. Even if I could manage to hide the transport, it wouldn’t cover this many creatures.”

      “Which means we need to be strategic in our selections.” Sol pulled a white board and a marker seemingly out of thin air. He started to hastily write on it. A few seconds later he’d written all of our names down.

      “Some of you can be excluded immediately.” He adjusted the marker in his hand and proceeded to cross off two names from the list: Allie and Taylor. “And please no calling me sexist. I have left plenty of women on here.”

      “No way. I was an Allure, and I know the Elders. You need me.” Taylor folded her arms over her chest

      “You were an Allure. Past tense. That’s the key word here.”

      “But I didn’t lose my knowledge when I lost my essence.” A few tears slipped down her face. It was the first true sign of emotion other than anger that I’d seen.

      “Let’s table this argument. Allie? Are you going to argue you’re needed?”

      “Normally I would, but if anyone needs to sit this one out, it should be me. I also have kids at home.” Allie gave me a long look. “Not that I wouldn’t do anything to help you, Daisy.”

      “I completely understand. And your kids are also a reason Levi should stay back too.” I met Levi’s eyes.

      “I’m the king!” Levi roared.

      “Yes, but you’re also a dad.” I wasn’t going to back down. “How many Pterons do we need?”

      “More would be helpful, but not if the risk of getting caught makes it unwise. Three would suffice for our needs, so as long as Jared agrees to come, and I know Hailey and Owen will….” Sol half smiled.

      “Of course I’ll come.”

      “You really expect me to sit this out?” Levi’s eyes widened.

      Allie touched his arm. “They do. Besides, you may end up being more help back at The Society. You never know what sorts of reinforcements will be needed.”

      Levi’s head fell, but he nodded. “I will step out. I will have a whole team ready if you need us.”

      Sol opened the cap of the marker and crossed off Levi’s name.

      “Does that mean I’m in?” Taylor rocked back on her heels.

      “Not necessarily. There’s still too many of us.” Glendale stretched out his front claws.

      “I can get there without the transport of course.” Wyatt flexed his arm showing off some of his intricate tattoos. One day I’d have to find out more about what they meant. “I can also take Hailey with me.”

      “How?” Owen eyed Wyatt warily. “You said Pteron’s might not survive it. Has that changed?”

      “Hailey’s different.” Wyatt smiled in her direction. “I don’t have time to get into it now.”

      “You will get into now, or she isn’t coming.” Owen clenched his jaw.

      Hailey sighed. “Wyatt, are you for real? You’re not trying to kill me?”

      “Kill you? Are you kidding? We need you.” Wyatt appeared offended by her words.

      “Then I’ll go.” Hailey nodded to herself.

      Owen frowned. “It may not be safe.”

      “But it would help the numbers.” Glendale preened. “It will really help the numbers.”

      Sol nodded. “I agree.”

      “I’m going, right?” Andrew interjected before Owen could argue any further. “I have a Grantor.”

      “Yes, you’re coming.” Sol and Glendale exchanged a look that sent up red flags.

      “Uh, none of this will involve Andrew being hurt, will it?” Glendale and Sol didn’t care about the life of a human—they’d view him as expendable, and despite the numbness, I refused to do the same.

      “Not on purpose, but we are all at risk. The Elders are dangerous. You know that first hand. Besides, the boy and his Grantor can get there themselves. I don’t have to transport them, so they won’t affect us.” Glendale crossed his front paws.

      “Which is why I have to question whether it’s smart to bring Andrew with us. If he doesn’t need to be there, he shouldn’t.” No one needed to put themselves in danger if they didn’t have to.

      “I need to be there, Daisy. Don’t worry about me.” Andrew pinched the bridge of his nose. “Please."

      “I have to worry. I am tired of watching innocent people get hurt.” Especially when they were doing things to either directly, or indirectly, help me.

      Glendale walked over. “Hun, the kid captured a Grantor. He can’t be that innocent.”

      “What do you mean?” I rolled my shoulders trying to get some tension out.

      Owen figured out what I was doing and started to give me a back rub.

      “It means the only way to capture me is to use dark magic.” Harold gave me a knowing look. “You figure out what that means.”

      “What?” Allie and I shouted at once.

      “You used dark magic?” Allie stormed across the room to Andrew. “Are you crazy?”

      Andrew shrugged. “I did what I believed I had to do. I needed help, so I found it. It’s not like I practiced the magic myself. No one can tell me it was wrong.”

      “Everyone can tell you it was wrong.” Allie fumed.

      “Speaking of magic, we could use more. Anyone have a witch on retainer?” Glendale glanced around at everyone in the room.

      “I’m a witch.” Taylor raised a finger.

      I was about to dispute her claim when I remembered who her mom was. “You were born one. Did you hold on to those abilities?”

      “Are you asking whether I lost them when I became an Allure, or when my essence was stolen from me?” She glared.

      “Either.” She’d been through two major changes in her adult life.

      “It’s in there, but it can’t be brought out on its own.” She looked down as if embarrassed.

      “She needs someone to bring it out—someone like me.” Glendale settled down in front of her. “I love being useful.”

      “You love yourself.” Sol smirked.

      “Ok, Taylor is in.” Glendale stretched his front paws. “That leaves me with transporting a Seer, a half-Allure, a former Allure,  two Pterons, and myself. Am I leaving anyone out?”

      I wanted to say quite a few words about his characterization of me as a half-Allure, but I didn’t. Half sounded better than broken, whether it was or not.

      “Are we ready then?” Glendale stretched for the umpteenth time that day.

      “I guess so.” Ready or not we had to do this. The only good thing about the numbness returning was I wasn’t afraid.

      “Hailey, we should go.” Wyatt touched her arm. “Our trip is going to take longer.”

      “Are you sure you want to go with him?” Owen sounded half-panicked yet resigned. “I am sure Glendale can take one more.”

      “You’re not sure of anything.” Glendale turned away from him. “I’m stretching as is. She’s safe with the Drago. He protected her from a Shadow; have some faith in the man.”

      “She’s my sister,” Owen argued.

      “She’s a Pteron.” Glendale stuck up his tail. “Don’t you think you’re all strong and powerful?”

      “I’ll be fine, Owen. Take care of Daisy.” Hailey locked eyes with Owen before turning to Levi. “And get Allie home safe.”

      “Take care of yourself!” Allie pulled Hailey into a hug. She then came over to me and gave me a big hug. “You can do this. It’s all going to work out.” She patted my back before returning to Levi’s side.

      “How are we getting home?” Levi asked.

      “Oh, yeah.” Glendale stopped mid-way to sitting. “I’ll do that real quick.”

      For the first time I got to watch others getting transported by Glendale. I was too far away to feel the wind, but I knew it was there by the way Allie’s hair blew all around her face. Then in a whoosh they were gone.

      “It looks a whole lot easier when it’s not you.” It almost looked fake.

      “It looks a whole lot easier than it is.” Sol zipped his jacket. “Glendale expends a lot of energy doing it.”

      “Then isn’t this dangerous? Moving them before we go to face the Elders?” I was positive the whole operation was risky, but weren’t we adding more to it than we had to?

      “He has no choice. How else would they get back?”

      Sol had a point, and I knew it.

      Before long Glendale reappeared. “Now that that’s out of the way. Let’s do this.”

      “Are you sure you don’t need more time?” I asked as gently as possible. “We can wait a few minutes.”

      “No, we can’t. Wyatt and Hailey are already on their way. The rest of the Dragos will be there soon. We need to time this up perfectly.” Glendale eyed the corner of the room. Maybe he was wishing he could nap. As if to prove me right he yawned.

      “If you’re sure you’re ready.” I had no other choice but to go along with it.

      He waited as the rest of us surrounded him. “I’m never sure of anything, but it’s never stopped me before.”

      The bright light appeared, an intense wind, and the next moment our feet left the ground.
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      We landed in a heap on warm sand. I helped Daisy up before taking in our new surroundings. The whole transporting thing was something I wasn’t sure I would ever get used to. One moment we were in the old bar. The next we were on a spectacular tropical island. I glanced around, trying to take in the expansive ocean and bright sky that seemed to go on forever.

      Daisy bent down and ran her hand through the fine white sand. “It’s beautiful here.”

      “It is. Too bad this isn’t a vacation.” Once all of this was over, a vacation was exactly what we’d need to take.

      “Duck!” Sol yelled.

      I pulled Daisy down to the ground seconds before a flock of giant, bright red birds with wingspans about twice that of an eagle flew right where our heads were.  We stayed low to the ground while they circled back again. This time I noticed razor sharp points on the bottom of their bodies. “What are those?” I asked as soon as the birds flew away.

      “Blood birds. Not very nice animals.” Glendale came out from where he was hiding behind Sol.

      “You’re hiding?” I asked, surprised that Glendale was cowering.

      “If you were my size you’d be hiding too. Those birds eat cats for breakfast. Of course I’m not a normal cat and could have ripped them apart, but I didn’t want to upset our lady folk.”

      “Your lady folk could have handled it.” Taylor rolled her eyes.

      I blinked several times to get used to the bright light. The dingy bar had almost no lighting, so the bright sun above was a drastic change. “This is Pyrean?” No wonder the Dragos talked so highly of their realm. They lived in paradise. Crystal clear water surrounded the lush tropical landscape. The only sounds came from the distant crashing waves.

      In the distance I saw two dark figures flying in. Before I could worry for long, they moved close enough that I could tell it was Wyatt and Hailey.

      They landed on the sand next to us and retracted their wings.

      I felt a flood of relief when I saw Hailey appeared unharmed. “You okay?”

      “Of course.” Hailey put a hand on her hip. “You need to stop worrying about me so much.”

      “I’m never going to stop worrying about you. You’re my baby sister.”

      “So now what? I feel like no one has quite explained the full plan.” Daisy sat down on the edge of a rock. When the tide came in the water stopped about a foot from her.

      “That’s just details.” Glendale lay down in the sand in front of Daisy. “Who needs details?”

      “We all need details.” Daisy stretched out her legs to the side of Glendale. “Details are what mean the difference between success and failure.”

      “Not necessarily.” Glendale lay back—on top of Daisy’s legs. “But you want details? Here they are. We have to get to the other side of Pyrean.”

      “Then why did we land here?” I sat down beside Daisy.

      “Because this side isn’t so heavily guarded.” Glendale reached out a paw and proceeded to play with the lace of my boot.

      “When do we switch and want to get spotted?” I yanked my boot out of his reach. He wasn’t a real cat, and he needed to stop pretending he was.

      “You mean when do I get used as bait?” Daisy spoke bluntly.

      “So you do understand?” I watched her reaction carefully. I hadn’t been sure how much she knew.

      “I’m not sure whether I should be concerned that you came with me here without knowing whether I knew what I was up against.” She pulled her knees up to her chest and balanced them on the rock.

      “I knew you’d do whatever it took to save your emotions—and to escape the Elders.” I scooted closer to her.

      “True.” Daisy pressed her lips together in a firm line. “I’ll let you off the hook just this time.” If I hadn’t noticed the lightness in her eyes, I might have worried she was upset with me.

      Wyatt tossed a small rock out into the ocean. He watched it disappear out in the waves. “To answer your question, we need to wait until I know all my men are ready.”

      “How many men do you have here?” Sol asked.

      “All of them.” Wyatt turned from the water.

      “Why did you want The Society involved?” I asked Wyatt the question that had been bothering me. “You sent Levi away after all that.”

      “Because we’re not going to be destroying the Elders today.” He tossed another rock into the waves. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t plan ahead. We need to build a relationship. Trouble is brewing and your people need to stop burying their heads in the sand. Levi is back in New Orleans planning, isn’t he? Do you doubt at this moment he’s readying his troops for war?”

      Of course he was. Levi may have been willing to stay back, but that didn’t mean he went home to sleep. He knew how much was at stake. “Ok. So all that talk about specifically needing Pterons now, for this mission. The talk at your den about the allure? That was all bullshit?” I couldn’t understand why they’d even wasted time trying to convince us of anything.

      “Everything that was said is true. Having you and Jared around will be helpful.” He pointed between where Jared stood in the sand and where I sat with Daisy. “Getting Pterons and Dragos to work together is going to take more than a few hours. Or a few weeks. It might take years, so we might as well start building it now.”

      “You’re making all this up spur of the moment.”

      Wyatt shook his head. “Believe what you want, but I always have a reason for what I do. We have a strong enough group right now to achieve the goals we need. That’s what’s important.”

      “And you’re completely confident about that?” I pressed. “I understand that Glendale couldn’t transport everyone, but shouldn’t we get more backup?” Now that we were in Pyrean reality had set in. We were facing a major threat with limited resources.

      “I already told you we had my men, and this isn’t a battle of numbers. It’s the element  of surprise. Our goal is to weaken them.”

      “Weaken them enough that they can’t hurt Daisy?” That was the reason we were there. Even with the herb, if the Elders were going to pursue her; Daisy would never truly be free.

      “If they are strong enough to get Daisy, they’re not weakened enough. We need to get Troy back. That’s going to take some work.”

      “Uh, looks like a storm’s approaching.” Daisy pointed up at the blackening sky. The once bright sun was now nearly blocked by dark storm clouds.

      “Let’s take cover in the sea caves.” Wyatt gestured to large rocks further down along the shore. “There’s no sense doing anything in this storm. I need my men, and they won’t be able to reach the meeting place in this weather.”

      A flash of lighting lit up the sky.

      “You can’t fly in the rain?” Did the Dragos really have that weakness?

      “We can, but this is going to be a whole lot more than rain.” As if to prove Wyatt’s point a roll of thunder was followed by another flash of lightning. “Just wait until the hail starts.”

      “Let’s go. My fur is getting wet.” Glendale scurried off toward the series of caves carved into the rocks most likely by years of heavy storms sending in waves.

      “This place reminds me of where Allie got married.” Hailey called over the sound of the howling wind. She carefully stepped over the rocks that jutted out of the ground.

      “It does. It’s a lot like Kauai.” I thought about Allie and Levi’s wedding in Hawaii and it led to the thought of one other thing. I held tight to Daisy’s hand and held back to let Wyatt catch up. “Let me guess, you like this place for more than the weather and surf. There are active volcanos aren’t there?”

      Wyatt grinned. “We do love our fire.”

      We walked under the pouring rain. “Owen, why don’t you two take this one? I’ll keep watch up ahead.” Wyatt pointed to a secluded cave a ways off from the others. It was by far the most protected from the wind and rain.

      “Why?” Daisy asked with suspicion. “Why should we get it?”

      Wyatt leaned in. “Because you never know what night will be your last.”

      The words should have been depressing, but they weren’t. Instead they gave me hope. He was right—but wasn’t that the way it was for everyone? We were living a more dangerous life than most people, but dangers lurked everywhere. No one truly knew how long they had to spend with their loved ones. That was reality of life. We should all have been spending every day as if it were our last, but few of us have the luxury to do that. Whether it was the right choice or not, I’d take it. I needed time alone with Daisy. And I sensed she needed the same thing. “Ok, man. Thanks.” I led Daisy into the secluded, dark cave just as the hail Wyatt had predicted started to fall. They were easily the size of golf balls. I understood why we needed to take shelter.

      “Romantic.” Daisy moved into the corner of the cave. She smiled to herself.

      “It’s secluded all right.” I sat down next to her and took her hand in mine. Her hands didn’t seem quite as small as they used to, but they were still far smaller than my own.

      “Does it feel real to you that we’re in another realm?”

      “I haven’t thought about that much to be honest.”

      “Then what have you been thinking of?” She rested her head on my shoulder.

      “You.” I brushed my lips against hers. “All I can think about is you.”

      “I feel the same way.” She leaned into my arms.

      “I love you, Daisy. I’ve loved you since before I even really knew you.”

      “I know the feeling.” A tear slid down her face. “I’ve spent more time searching for you than with you, yet that doesn’t change the intensity of my feelings.”

      “You okay?” I brushed away the tear.

      “I don’t want this to be our last time together.” She blinked back more tears. “I can’t lose you. This.” She touched the space over my heart.

      “You won’t.” I put my hands on either side of her face. “We’re going to make it through this. That’s why we’re here. And we’re going to do it together.”

      “I don’t deserve you.” She looked down.

      “It’s me who doesn’t deserve someone as strong and brave and beautiful as you, but I don’t care. You’ve chosen me, and for that I will be eternally grateful.”

      The storm continued to brew outside, lightning lit up the mouth of our little cave. Thunder and the sound of waves crashing against the shore were the only sounds in the otherwise silent night.

      “And I will be eternally grateful for you.” She kissed me, pressing her lips into mine.

      I gladly opened up to her, pulling her completely into my arms. I explored her mouth as I listened to her heartbeat. It was a heartbeat I already knew by heart.

      The kiss grew more fevered, and I ran a hand under the hem of her shirt.

      She leaned into my hand, and I moved it up higher, wanting to touch every inch of her warm skin. She wasn’t cold anymore, a side-effect of no longer being human, but she felt as soft as always.

      She broke the kiss and pulled off my t-shirt. “I love being able to see in the dark.” She ran her hand over my chest.

      “Yeah, I know the feeling.” I pulled off her t-shirt and set it down next to my own. I unhooked her bra and cupped her breasts in my hands.

      She lined the shirts and her sweatshirt up and lay down on the floor, pulling me down on top of her. I took my weight off of her.

      “Those clothes can’t make this floor soft.” I patted the hard stone floor.

      “Who said I need soft?” She leaned up on an elbow. “I need to feel.”

      “I need you to feel.” I unbuttoned her jeans and slid them down her body. By the time I had them off of her she was already starting on mine.

      She pulled off my boxers. “This is when I’d normally make a comment about how we shouldn’t be doing this with everything going on.”

      “But?” I waited for her to continue as I kissed my way down her body.

      “But I’m not wasting my breath or energy worrying about that this time. Worrying has never helped me before, and it’s not going to help me now.”

      “What is going to help you?” I took one of her breasts in my mouth.

      She moaned softly. “Being with you.”

      “Glad we both agree on that.” I slid my hand between her legs, watching her expression as she opened up to me.

      She reached up and took me in her hand.

      I closed my eyes and savored the sensation.

      “I need you, Owen.”  There was nothing soft about this request.

      My name on her lips had my eyes flying open. Her eyes were large and sharing the same message as her words.

      “I love you, my Daisy.” I thrust into her, hoping our physically connected bodies would protect us from what the next hours held in store.

      Her eyes widened and she grabbed hold of my shoulders. “I love you, Owen.”

      We moved together in perfect unison. Our breathing and heart rates falling into the same fast-paced rhythms. We both had our eyes open, locked on one another. I refused to miss a single one of her reactions. Every sound, every expression filled me with joy.

      Outside the storm raged on, and I could still hear the hail hitting the rocky ground, but inside all that mattered was our connection.

      “I’m never losing this.” She put her hand on my cheek.

      I leaned my face into her hand. “I’m never losing you.”

      “Owen.” She sighed my name, and I sped up, sensing it’s what she needed. She held on as I pushed her over the edge. Moments later I reached my own.

      I stayed inside her afterward, breathing heavily and unwilling to separate.

      She brushed her lips against mine. “If we survive this, we’re doing that every day.”

      “When we survive this we’re doing that more than once every day.” I kissed her shoulder.

      Daisy ran her hand down my back. “I like that positive attitude, but we should get dressed.”

      “I know.” As much as I didn’t want to disturb the magic of our time together, we had no choice. The thunder occurred less frequently now, and I no longer heard the hail. The storm was dying down, which meant it was time to move.

      We dressed in silence, each watching the other. Daisy was a view I’d never get enough of.
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      Within moments of getting dressed, loud shouts from down the beach had Owen and me dashing out of the cave.

      “Let go of me!” Violet’s angry voice cut above the rest of the commotion.

      I hurried toward the beach and the sound of her voice.

      Owen grabbed my hand. “We need to be careful.”

      “I know.” I squeezed his hand to let him know I did appreciate the warning.

      “Daisy!” Violet called out as soon as I reached the edge of the water. Violet was being restrained by two Dragos I’d never seen before. Their wings had an iridescent quality that shimmered in the sun that was emerging from behind the clouds.

      I stayed back. “Violet.”

      Her eyes brightened when she saw me. “Thank goodness you’re okay.”

      “Oh, you’re going to pretend to care about my well being?” I was far passed carrying about being polite. I didn’t know for sure she had it out for me, but she was an Allure, and that meant she definitely didn’t care.

      “I don’t know what they told you, but you can’t trust them. I warned you about them.” She looked right into my eyes as if trying to manipulate me. Had she forgotten that didn’t work on me anymore?

      I didn’t call her out on it, there was no point. “But I can’t trust you either. Not at all.”

      “I never hurt you. I tried to help you.” Violet fought against the Dragos’ hold. I was surprised they were enough to keep her back. Everyone acted as if she were the most dangerous one out there, yet it seemed almost easy to keep her in place.

      That’s when I noticed Taylor holding Glendale. Taylor’s eyes were fixed on Violet and I knew part of the restraint came from her.

      “I can’t trust a word that comes out of your mouth.” I had no idea where her loyalties lay, but they weren’t with me. That part was for sure.

      “I can change that.” Glendale purred happily in Taylor’s arms. “I can make her tell the truth.”

      “How?” I eyed him warily. “If you had that skill then why are you only telling us now?”

      “He needed a witch.” Taylor stroked Glendale’s fur.

      “So he’s like a familiar?” I raked through my knowledge of witches. “Isn’t that what witches call their cats?”

      “I’m a Helzin Demon. You know that.” Glendale glared at me.

      “Ok.” I nodded even though I didn’t quite get it.

      “We are working symbiotically. He helps with my power, and I help with his.” Taylor kept her eyes fixed on Violet. “Let’s get the truth out of her, Glendale.” She adjusted Glendale in her arms.

      He closed his eyes and purred even louder. Violet grimaced. “Violet’s too strong to make this work perfectly, but she’ll be more inclined to answer your questions now.”

      I looked at Owen and then at Hailey. Both had transformed their wings while I’d been distracted. I was severely outnumbered by winged creatures. Owen gave me a reassuring smile and wrapped his hand around mine.

      I steeled myself before beginning. “Why are you here, Violet?”

      Her eyes were partially glazed over. “Because I need to be here.”

      “Why?” The first answer wasn’t nearly as helpful as I’d have liked.

      “Because I know of a way that we can help each other.”

      “How?” I didn’t hide my skepticism.

      “Don’t listen to her, Daisy.” Sol frowned. “Whatever they are trying isn’t working fully. I can tell.”

      “I’m not stupid.” I was tired of everyone acting as if I was helpless on my own.

      “Just a reminder.” Sol shrugged.

      Sol’s reminders were more annoying than Owen’s, but I shrugged it off.

      “How can we possibly help each other?”

      “I need half your essence. It may not work since you were not made like other Allures, but I think it might. You give me half, I’m happy. You don’t need all of it. Starting with a whole essence in the beginning may be why you couldn’t fully change. This might fix you so you’ll be happy.”

      “I’m not going to be happy until I can feel all the time.” I was tired of living in fear of the numbness. I couldn’t start a normal life until I knew my emotions were here to stay.

      “You may be happy with who I give the essence too.”

      “It’s my essence!” Taylor yelled. “It is not Daisy’s to give.”

      Glendale shifted in Taylor’s arms. Taylor dropped him and the glaze disappeared from Violet’s eyes.

      “I’m not the reason you lost the essence.” Violet addressed Taylor calmly. “I know you blame me, but I am not at fault.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Taylor’s jaw clenched. “You are not innocent in any of this.”

      “I will not deny I had a role, but it was not meant to be you. It should have been someone else. Someone who had existed for longer, but that wasn’t to be. Besides, I got nothing from you. The essence was stolen before I could act.”

      Taylor scowled. “You think that matters?”

      “Why did you need an essence, Violet? You already had Hugh.” She’d had her chance to pick a companion. Why did she suddenly need another?

      “I do have Hugh, and I have no regrets there, but my line will die out if I don’t act fast.” Violet’s face fell. “He’s sick.”

      “What line?” I glanced around. The others were being silent. I guess they were leaving it up to the Allures to discuss things ourselves.

      “My line. Before I became.” Violet started to speak, but then she stopped. “Before I became an Allure, I had a child. That child grew up and had children and so on. But this generation there is only one, and he is sick. He never had a child. If I do not change him quickly he will die, and it will be as if my human footprint never existed. Please, Daisy, you need to understand.”

      I was flabbergasted. All of this was over her descendent? She, who claimed being an Allure was so great, was asking me to understand that her line of descendants would die out? “I have to understand? What about my line? Or I guess you don’t care, do you? I’m just part of some stupid experiment or whatever the hell I am. But you know what? I care. I care about my future, and your future isn’t more important than mine.”

      “Don’t you see, Daisy. I care about this.” Violet’s eyes filled with more emotion than I’d ever seen inside them.

      I said nothing. I only watched.

      “I care. I actually care,” Violet continued. “I feel. Through the years it is the one thing I’ve held onto, and it has only grown stronger. I cannot lose the one thing I can still feel. You need to understand.”

      “Then you should understand I’m not going to be happy as an Allure, and giving you, if it were possible, half of the essence won’t change what I am. It will just connect me to someone I care nothing about.” I struggled to come up with adequate words to explain myself. “I’m sorry he’s sick. I’m sorry he’s at the end of his life, but making him an Allure will not give him his human life back—and you of all people should know that an Allure life is nothing like a human life. It’s long. It comes with power, but that power is useless if it isn’t what someone wants.”

      “What do we do with her?” Glendale sauntered over. “Use her as bait instead of Daisy?”

      “Abe will want her back.” Sol nodded. “Even after all these years she’s still Abe’s prize.”

      “And I thought the Pterons were messed up.” Hailey shook her head. “This is like a soap opera.”

      “This is only the tip of the iceberg.” Wyatt nudged her shoulder.

      “I am not Abe’s prize. I am a means to more power for him. I didn’t see it then, but I see it now. Which is why Daisy is his new prize. She holds the answers for far greater power. You were idiots to bring her here.” All trace of emotion was gone from Violet’s eyes, and I wondered if I’d merely imagined it.

      “We’re not going to let them get her.” Owen wrapped his arms around me from behind.

      “Oh? You going to fight them? Like you did last time?” Violet laughed dryly.

      Owen’s arms tensed. “I should have fought harder last time. I will this time.”

      “They will kill you this time.” Violet’s expression darkened. “They’ll torture you and make Daisy watch until she begs them to stop your pain. And they will only stop if she agrees to do what they say. She’ll agree, and then they’ll kill you. And then she’ll beg to have them take away her feelings. That’s how it’s going to play out.”

      “No. That’s not how it’s going to play out.” Owen held me tighter.

      “He’s right.” Taylor walked toward Violet. “It’s not going to play out that way, because you are going to make sure of it.”

      Violet chortled. “How am I going to stop them? I’m not an Elder yet.”

      “They’ll still listen to you.” Taylor crossed her arms. “But not yet. First we’re going to help Daisy save her emotions.”

      “Now?” Any hope of getting them back had seemed so far away. I expected to have to fight the Elders before it happened, and now that the possibility was before me, I didn’t know how to react.” Do we really have time?”

      “Yes. Considering all the time we’ve wasted in the past few days, we can waste more now.” Taylor stared at her bare wrist as though she expected a watch to be there.

      “Why?” I didn’t believe Taylor had suddenly changed her mind about me. “Why do you want to help me? Are you going to take your essence back?”

      “That’s not how this is going to work.” Taylor sighed. “Glendale explained it.”

      “When?” I narrowed my eyes. “I didn’t hear him.”

      “In my head.” She touched her forehead. “Jim, you got the herb?”

      “Yes.” Jim held up the satchel.

      “Sol, you ready to try what you did last time?” Glendale asked.

      “Yes.” Sol nodded.

      “Wait.” I held up a hand. “I wasn’t done talking.”

      “I know you think you’re the most important person in the world, but that doesn’t mean we’re all going to wait around for you to decide that my change of heart doesn’t matter. But if you really want to know, if I can’t get the essence back from you, the last thing I want is for Violet to get it. If this works the essence will no longer be retrievable because it will completely change in nature and form. You also get your emotions back so it’s a win for you and a loss for Violet and the Elders. If I can’t get a win for myself, I’d rather a loss for my enemies.” She gave me a stern look. “Ok?”

      I was stunned at the thought of what was coming, so I said nothing.

      “We’re all set then.” Taylor smiled. “I’ve even got the dark magic.”

      “Dark magic?” I shivered. “I never said I was okay with that.”

      “It’s the only thing that’s going to work.” Taylor kicked her foot in the sand. “And Pterons, go restrain Violet. I don’t think I can do both things at once.”

      “I need to be with Daisy for this.” Owen pulled me closer to his side.

      “You don’t need to be anywhere but making sure Violet doesn’t try to kill Daisy, got it?” Taylor scowled.

      “Got it.” He took both of my hands in his. “I love you. I am right here. I swear I will be over there in a second if you need me.”

      “I know.” I did my best to appear more confident than I actually was.

      He kissed me. I closed my eyes and lost myself in the kiss, memorizing the sensations so I could hold onto them during whatever I was about to experience. Sol was involved, which meant it was going to be painful.

      “Cut it out. When I said we had time for this I didn’t build in time for a make-out session.” Taylor scrunched up her nose.

      “So what do I do?” The thought of having any sort of dark magic used on me sounded positively terrifying, but getting rid of the numbness that kept crawling back kept me from refusing.

      “The herb works best in water I read. Should we get her in the water?” Jim pointed out to the ocean.

      “Don’t worry, Owen, she’s going to be okay,” Hailey reassured him. “Taylor actually has a point. Keeping Violet in check is important.”

      “I don’t think she needs to be floating out at sea.” Sol looked from me to the water and back again. “But maybe doing this at the shore makes sense.”

      “My clothes stay on.” All the talk about being in the water freaked me out.

      “Uh, that’s not even a question, love,” Owen called out immediately.

      Glendale chuckled. “What kind of dark magic do you think this is?”

      “I was just letting you know that wasn’t happening.”

      “If you embraced your Allure side, you’d have no reason to be embarrassed.” Violet said with an edge to her voice.

      I turned toward her. “I don’t feel embarrassed now, but I’d rather feel embarrassed than feel like this.”

      “Ok, miss ‘I’m not embarrassed’. Go lie down in the water.” Taylor pointed to the shoreline.

      “Why are you in charge?” I would have been more comfortable if someone—or really anyone else—was calling the shots.

      “Because you need my magic.”

      “Our magic.” Glendale swished his tail.

      “Ok.” I dashed over and kissed Owen again for good measure.

      He grinned. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” I held onto his hands for a moment before I made myself let go.

      I lowered myself down into the shallow water. It was cold, but nothing I couldn’t handle.

      “She loves water.” Violet’s words were blurred with my ears partially in the water. “Couldn’t pull her out of it.”

      “Because it was the only thing I could feel.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to explain myself.

      “Ok. Owen, no flipping out about how this is going to look.” Sol waded into the water.

      “If you try to attack Sol it’s going to ruin everything,” Taylor added.

      “Why would I flip out?” Owen asked.

      “Because it’s going to look like I’m hurting her.” Sol stood beside me in the water. “And I will be hurting her, but it’s the only way it works.”

      I answered before Owen could. “He won’t flip out. He wants me to get my emotions back.”

      “Yes.” Owen let out a deep breath. “I do.”

      “Don’t worry, Daisy. I’ll watch him,” Hailey assured me.

      Jim handed over the satchel to Taylor who loosened the top and dumped out several brown roots into her hand. It definitely didn’t look like anything special.

      I must have made a face because Jim patted my arm. “It’s far more powerful than it looks.”

      “Ready, Sol?” Glendale asked.

      Sol nodded. “Yes. Hopefully I don’t kill any of us.”

      “That had better be a joke.” Owen’s voice carried over.

      “It’s going to be fine,” Hailey reassured him—but she didn’t sound all that convincing.

      Sol moved over me. “This is going to hurt.”

      “I know.”

      “And I can’t promise it’s going to work.”

      “I know.” I floated easily in the water. There must have been a high concentration of salt.

      “You know everything, huh?” Sol removed his sunglasses. There was still a faint hint of brown in his eyes, but there was no pupil, and I knew they would be completely black soon.

      “Pretty much.”

      “Ok. Then let’s do this.”  He stood over me and put his hands on either sides of my head.

      His eyes became deep black holes. They were cyclones circling around and pulling me in. His grip on my hands tightened painfully, but I ignored it and focused on his eyes.

      A searing pain spread through me, but this time I was prepared for the combination of fire and ice that racked through my entire body.

      I wouldn’t scream. I was conscious enough to know that would send Owen running over and could ruin everything.

      An intense ringing reverberated through my head, and then joined the pain as it spread throughout my entire body.

      I was prepared for all of that, but I’d forgotten about the sensation of tugging, as if someone was pulling me in every possible direction all at once. It felt like I was being pulled apart from the inside.

      And then, just when I thought I couldn’t handle anymore, the images returned. They were grey-scale at first, but then they became color and three-dimensional. They were more than pictures. I could feel, taste, and smell them.

      I was eating my grandmother’s cookies. I was touching my childhood puppy’s fur. I was kissing Owen’s lips, running my hands through his hair. His eyes were crystal clear and locked on mine. I could feel him.

      The ringing intensified as the images suddenly disappeared. Owen floated away, and I was left in complete darkness. I tried to scream, but nothing came out. I couldn’t feel anything, or see anything. I was lost.

      I waited for Owen’s face to return. I waited for him to rescue me, but instead the darkness grew, until I questioned whether I’d ever seen light before—whether I’d ever felt anything.
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      “What was that?” Jared glanced out at the water.

      “I don’t know. I need to watch.” I couldn’t take my eyes off Daisy in the water. It was hard to sit back as she went through this. I didn’t know what was happening exactly, but her face was pained, and it was taking everything I had to restrain myself. I wanted to help her. To save her. She needed me. And I needed her.

      Taylor, Glendale, and Sol remained with Daisy. Sol was intently looking into her eyes, and Taylor was saying all sorts of stuff in a strange language. Jim stood there holding the empty sack and glancing back at me every few moments with what I assume were supposed to be reassuring looks. They did nothing to reassure me.

      Taylor continued chanting, Sol continued his crazy looking stare, and I continued worrying.

      Taylor whispered something to Jim. I strained to here, but the sound of the wind made it possible only to hear a few words. Power. Need. Now.

      “They need more power than these herbs contain.” Jim took a few steps up the beach toward me. “We’re losing her.”

      Daisy gurgled. Hailey grabbed my hand. “Stay back. You promised.”

      “Losing her?” My chest clenched. “No. That’s not possible.”

      “Watch her.” Jared stepped away. “Owen, focus on Violet. We have to keep her here.” His expression was stern.

      “What are you doing?” I watched as he put on a glove and pulled out an iridescent purple crystal that seemed to glow from his pocket.

      He held up a crystal in the faint light. “Vera makes me travel with these now.”

      “What is it?” I asked warily.

      “An origin crystal. I have no time to explain, just trust me on this.” His expression and words left no room for argument. He walked into the water. “Vera activated this so it should work.”

      “It’s impossible.” Jim stared at the crystal with wide-eyes. “These don’t exist.”

      “When are you going to accept that everything exists?” Wyatt looked up at the sky and then back at Jim. “You act surprised every time.”

      “So I don’t know what you’re doing here exactly, but this has a lot of extra power, if that’s what you need.” Jared held out the crystal to Taylor. “But you’re going to have to explain to me what needs to be strengthened exactly.”

      “I can do it.” Taylor grabbed for the crystal.

      Jared held back. “I can’t give this to you.”

      “I’m the witch saving your friend’s girlfriend. Give me the crystal.”

      “I can handle the crystal. You tell me what to do.”

      “How? You’re not magical.” She put a hand on her hip. “This isn’t the time to play games.”

      “You don’t know what I am or not.” Jared glared at her.

      Glendale twitched his tail. “I thought I sensed something else with you.”

      “What do I need to do?” Jared held up the crystal in his hand.

      “I don’t know exactly.” Taylor barely whispered, but her voice carried. “But in theory we need more power to force the change and bring her back.”

      My body tensed.

      “And charge the water,” Taylor added. “I think the water might help even more than we anticipated.”

      During all this Sol appeared to be in some sort of trance staring at Daisy. I understood his warning earlier. It was not an easy thing to watch.

      “Got it.” Jared took the herb and crystal and put them in the water beside Daisy. The water slowly darkened to a navy blue and seemed to surge in height as if the tide was coming in. He suddenly pulled the crystal out of the water and pocketed it again. “Don’t want to overdue it.”

      Daisy gurgled and her body convulsed.

      “What’s happening?” I eyed Violet and then eyed Daisy. I needed to be with her.

      “Keep Owen away!” Glendale yelled.

      Daisy gurgled again, she was taking in water.

      “Stay here.” Hailey gripped my hands. “Violet could ruin everything.”

      “I can’t stay away. I can’t.” I shook Hailey off and sprinted toward the water.

      Sol was out of his trance, and he released Daisy when I arrived.  She was just floating there with her eyes closed.

      “Daisy.” I fell to my knees in the water. “What did you do to her?”

      “Give her time.” Sol stayed close by and calmly put his sunglasses back on.

      “Give her time?” I wanted to punch him, but I needed to stay close to Daisy. “Go watch Violet. I’m staying with her.”

      Sol nodded and walked up the beach. I checked for her pulse and was reassured when I noticed her breathing. I rested my head on her chest to reassure myself, and to hear her heartbeat. I took both of her hands in mine.

      She squeezed my hands and relief flooded me.

      “Daisy?” I looked down into her now peaceful face.

      She opened her eyes and tears streamed down her face. “Owen.”

      “Are you okay?” I pulled her into my arms. Cool water streamed down our bodies.

      “I’m.” She seemed to be struggling for words. “I’m. I’m not numb.”

      “Where’s the essence?” Taylor turned to Sol. “Do you know where it went?”

      “I don’t know.” Sol let out a deep breath. “It’s gone. But she’s not human either. I have no idea what she is. This is a first for me.”

      “But the numbness is gone.” Daisy rested her head on my chest.

      I breathed in her sweet scent and ran a hand through her wet hair.

      “You don’t have the Allure essence anymore, so it makes sense that you can feel normally,” Sol studied her face. “I guess we can call this a success.”

      “What about ticking?” Taylor demanded. “Do you hear any?”

      “No.” Daisy shook her head. “I feel great.”

      “It worked.” Jim grinned. “It actually worked.”

      “Thanks to Jared’s crystal.” Taylor smiled at him. “Not sure how you had one, or how a Pteron knows how to use one, but it’s not my problem.”

      “No it’s not.” Jared gave her a knowing look before coming to join Daisy and me. “Don’t worry, Daisy. The side-effects eventually wear of.”

      “What side-effects?” Daisy blanched.

      “It increases your strength.” Jared gave a sly smile.

      “Ok.” Daisy smiled. “That’s not a bad side-effect.”

      “One goal taken care of.” Taylor wiped her hands against each other in an exaggerated way. “And we solved my problem too.”

      Glendale remained laying in the sand. “Unfortunately that crystal did nothing for my strength.”

      “Because you’re imbued with dark magic.” Taylor knelt down beside him. “The crystals are light.”

      “Whatever you say.” He lolled around on the sand.

      “How did it solve your problem?” Daisy turned in my arms so she could look at Taylor.

      “It seems using dark magic made the ticking stop. I’m not sure if this is a permanent fix or not, so I’m just going to have to keep using magic.” Taylor grinned, and her eyes darkened. Maybe I should have been concerned with how excited she was to use dark magic, but there was too much going on to intervene. We’d just have to make sure to keep an eye on her.

      “Which means you’re stuck with me.” Glendale wrapped around her ankles.

      “Yes, so we need to get you a new form.” Taylor bent down and picked him up.

      “How do you do that?” I asked.

      “You don’t want to know.” Glendale rubbed his head against Taylor.

      I turned Daisy in my arms so she was looking at me again. “Are you really okay?” I looked deep into her eyes.

      She nodded. “Yes. Although I don’t know what I am. Sol is right; I’m not human. But I’m not an Allure—at least not by feelings.”

      “You’re just you I guess.” I brushed my lips against hers.

      “Yeah, I guess.” She pressed her lips into mine with such intensity she nearly knocked me over.

      Daisy gasped. “I guess that’s what Jared meant by more strength.”

      “The essence is really gone?” Violet watched with a blank expression.

      “It is,” Sol replied. “I can’t explain where it went though.”

      “How is it possible?” Daisy asked. “How could you remove the essence without killing me or hurting me like Taylor?”

      “You were never really changed into an Allure,” Sol explained. “You were stuck halfway. If you had been fully an Allure the herb wouldn’t have done anything. But the herb combined with my tapping into your emotions, and perhaps most importantly Jared’s crystal, did something to remove the essence from you. There must be some seriously strong magic in that crystal.”

      “It’s powerful all right.” Jared tapped the pocked that housed his crystal.
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      I was terrified on our walk across Pyrean. Really, truly terrified, and it felt good. I kept searching for the numbness, expecting it to rear its head, but it didn’t.

      I also felt nerves. My stomach churned, and I felt joy.  I walked hand in hand with the man I loved. We’d left the beach behind and were now walking through what looked like a jungle. The Pyrean Realm was lush and full of some of the most beautiful foliage I had ever seen. Large flowers bloomed in a rainbow of colors all over vines that hung from the canopy above.

      “The Elders are going to be upset when they see her.” Violet added to my anxiety. “They’ll kill her. I don’t know what you have planned, but it’s going to fail and Daisy will end up dead.”

      “They’ll be able to tell she’s different?” Andrew asked. “It will be that obvious the essence is gone?”

      “Yes.” Violet gave me a sidelong glance. “And there’s no telling what the Elders will do.”

      “Then we’ll use you as bait, Violet. So glad we have you.” Wyatt smirked.

      “If you cared about the girl one bit you’d get her out of here.” Violet dug her feet into the dirt.

      Hailey pushed her so she’s start moving again. “Stop trying to pretend to care.”

      “I don’t care. I’m an Allure. But I do think her death would be senseless. So much work for absolutely nothing.”

      “We don’t care what you think.” Taylor picked up a stick and proceeded to break pieces off until it was the perfect size to use as a walking stick. Or maybe a staff. I wasn’t quite sure what was going on in her head.

      “You think you’re part of the club now?” Violet cocked her head toward Taylor. “You think that now you’re all friends? Because if you, do you’re mistaken. They got what they needed from you.”

      “No. That’s something you would do, Violet. But not us.” I wasn’t going to let her poison anyone. I didn’t really understand what role she’d had in the mess my life became, but she had a role in destroying Taylor’s. And she felt no remorse. That wasn’t her fault—being an Allure made that impossible, but it didn’t mean I would forgive her. “Taylor helped Sol bring my emotions back. She helped take away the numbness and give me a semblance of a normal life.”

      “Until she does something to hurt you. You’re too good, Daisy. Maybe that’s why you couldn’t be a true Allure. But Taylor isn’t good. She practiced dark magic, and now that dark magic is in you. There’s no telling what it will do.”

      “Don’t try to play with my mind. It won’t work.” It was strangely easier standing up to Violet now. I had fear, but not of her. She couldn’t hurt me anymore—well she could, but not as much as she could before. I wished we were done. That we could go home, or whatever home would be. I needed to figure out what I was, but not until we knew the Elders were off our back. Taylor wasn’t the only one who’d helped. Glendale, Sol, and Wyatt did too. It was time for me to uphold my side of the bargain.

      We walked for miles. I wasn’t entirely clear why we were walking instead of flying, but I didn’t ask. I was so elated to have the numbness gone that I probably would have gone along with anything. The sun had come up and was beating down on us with intensity like I’d never experienced before, but I didn’t mind the heat or the sweating. I could feel, and I wasn’t losing that ability again. I knew it this time. It felt right. Secure. Something had happened in the water. Of that I was sure, but I wasn’t human. Sol hadn’t needed to say anything for me to realize that.

      As if reading my thoughts, Taylor opened the conversation again. “Do you still think you’re going to live forever? Can you tell if that’s changed?”

      “I have no idea. I hope not. I don’t want to live forever, but I understand why you do.” I understood her more now. I understood her anger and why some of that anger applied to me.

      “I get why you don’t.” There was a lightness to Taylor that hadn’t been there before. She held onto Glendale as if he was the most precious treasure on earth, and maybe to her he was. He was essential to the magic that might give her a longer life.

      The ground started to rumble beneath us. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re almost to the volcano.” Wyatt smiled. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “Why are we going to the volcano exactly?” Hailey asked.

      “Because the fire in that volcano isn’t any average fire,” Wyatt pointed into the distance.

      “Meaning what?” Owen asked.

      “Meaning it’s one of the few things that can kill an Allure, and Elders are Allures at heart. Even if it doesn’t kill them, it will weaken them.” Wyatt raised his chin. “There is a reason we’re in the Pyrean Realm.”

      “And you think the Elders will let you get them in that fire?” Violet laughed. “Good luck with that.”

      “We will see who’s laughing later.” Wyatt scowled.

      “We were friends once, weren’t we?” Violet rolled her shoulders.

      “Allures are incapable of being friends.”

      “That’s not very nice.” Violet pouted. “I tried to be your friend.”

      “This conversation is touching and all,” Sol went heavy with the sarcasm. “But does anyone else hear that?”

      “Hear what?” I strained my ears as my heart rate accelerated.

      “Buzzing.” Hailey froze. “I hear buzzing.”

      “That’s what I hear.” Sol looked up at the sky. “Wyatt, any chance that’s your men?”

      “My men don’t buzz.” Wyatt wasn’t smiling. “We need to hurry to the volcano.”

      “Shouldn’t we fly then?” Flying was the fastest way of travel I knew of aside from Glendale’s transporting.

      “Not when we have no clue what that buzzing is.” Wyatt began to run. “Let’s go.”

      I could think of a dozen things that could have been making that buzzing noise. None of them would be good, but it was the dozen creatures I wasn’t even aware of that scared me more.

      We hurried forward, Owen keeping me right at his side.

      The rumbling grew louder, and the ground beneath us shook more.

      “Almost there!” Wyatt called out from a ways in front of us as he disappeared over a ridge at the top of the volcano. Seconds later he cried out in pain.

      Hailey was right behind Wyatt, and she too cried out in pain. Owen and I ran at full speed ahead.

      I tried to make sense of the scene in front of us as I took in the sight of Wyatt, Hailey, Sol, and Glendale all surrounded by what looked like a cage of electrical current. Wyatt reached out for it and fell backwards as if from a shock.

      At the same moment Owen froze, and I slipped out of his arms. I caught myself, landing on my feet just as I felt a horrible stinging in my arm. I reached out for Owen, but I couldn’t move. Seconds later I too was surrounded by an electrical cage

      Violet walked around freely, unaffected by whatever was trapping us. She looked at the sky just as a flash of light lit up the landscape, and Abe and Arabella walked over.

      “How cute!” Arabella clapped her hands. “We caught more than we thought.”

      “The cute part is that they thought luring us here would somehow give them an advantage.” Abe laughed.  “Or maybe not cute. More like pathetic.”

      I heard the pounding of giant wings as I looked up to see at least two dozen Dragos swoop in. They went for the Allures, but before they could touch down Abe sent up a flash of light with his hand. All of the Dragos fell to the ground limp.

      “What have you done?” Wyatt screamed. He shocked himself as he tried to escape his prison.

      “We found some helpful friends more than willing to turn over their power. It’s made life so much easier.” Abe blew on his finger as if it was a gun.

      “Willing? You mean you stole their power from them?” Wyatt yelled.

      “All for the better good of their leaders.”

      “Where is Troy?” Wyatt raged. “What have you done to him?”

      “You know I have a soft spot for him.” Arabella licked her bottom lip. “I’m keeping him around—for now.”

      “And there she is.” Arabella walked over, the heels of her stilettos digging into the dirt below.

      “Fear?” Arabella scrunched up her nose in disgust. “What is this?” She turned to Violet. “What happened to her?”

      “She never fully transformed. You know that.” Violet made complete eye contact with Arabella, a feat I’d have never been able to do.

      “This is different. The essence is gone.” Arabella frowned. “How could you have let this happen?”

      “She’s an abomination.” Abe glared at me. “She holds onto the greatest gift of being an Allure without having to pay the price.”

      I was too terrified to say or do anything, but Abe’s words still hit me. The Allure’s greatest gift was immortality. Was he saying I still had that? How would he know?

      “She will have to pay a price, Abe.” Arabella’s eyes darkened. “Everyone has to pay a price.”

      “She’s paid a price enough.” Owen struggled against the electric walls that held him. Each time he touched them he was sent flying backward in pain.

      Abe reached for me, seemingly unaffected by the electric current that kept me prisoner. He dragged me over toward the edge of the volcano.  I could feel the heat of the fire even from far below. My heart rate accelerated, and I could feel bile rising in my throat. “The fire of this volcano is one of the few things that could kill an Allure. It’s why Wyatt brought you here. He wanted to lure us in. I assume he’s smart enough to know it wouldn’t kill us, but it would take us a few years to recover. Clever really. Especially clever for one of them,” he spat out.

      “You can still use her.” Violet walked over. “She may still be helpful.”

      “Helpful?” Abe narrowed his eyes. “Like she has been helpful to you? Have you been thinking about that man again?”

      Violet looked down. “He’s my descendent.”

      “Which is why the children of an Allure should be killed as soon as they are changed!” Abe thundered. “This is your fault. You let this happen.”

      “It’s not my fault.” Violet came within steps of where Abe held me. “You sent her to that Seer. That was your choice.”

      “You should have gotten her back.” Arabella walked over. “But you wanted her for yourself. You wanted to use her for your own gain.”

      “No.” Violet shook her head.

      “I know she is the one you made, Abe, but she needs to be punished. She cannot get away with this.”

      “I know she does.” Abe tightened his grip on me. “She will spend five years in a cell.”

      “What?” Violet’s eyes widened. “Five years? By then it will be too—“

      “Enough!” Abe yelled. “So that’s all that matters to you now. Even as you face your punishment you cling to your need to keep your human line alive. That five years is now ten. Speak again, and it will be fifty.”

      Abe lifted his finger, there was a flash of light and Violet disappeared.

      “What did you do with her?” I probably should have kept my mouth shut considering Abe still held me over the fire, but if it delayed him, maybe someone would come up with a way out of our mess.

      “You care don’t you? You care for one who hurt you?” Abe inched me closer to the edge.

      “I don’t care.” I didn’t. I was past caring about Violet. She wasn’t the one facing death less than an hour after finding hope.

      “Elders, you like to make deals, don’t you?” Owen called out.

      “It depends on the bargain.” Arabella sauntered over to him. “What kind of deal were you thinking.”

      “You want to punish Daisy?” He asked.

      “It’s more than just a punishment, it’s a price.”

      “Let me pay the price.” Owen looked at Arabella.

      “No.” I started to shake. “Stop talking Owen.”

      “You want to pay the price for her?” Arabella asked in a sugary sweet voice. “Is that what you just said?”

      “No. He isn’t doing anything.” I’d never let Owen risk himself for me again. “This is about me. Leave him out of it.”

      Abe turned me so I could look at Owen. I struggled against Abe’s hold, but his grip was iron tight.

      Owen nodded. “Yes, I will pay the price for her if you promise to let her go and never look for her again.”

      “Why would we look for her?” Arabella frowned. “She’s worthless to us. I hope she enjoys a very lonely life. She won’t be accepted by her own kind, so she’ll be forced to befriend mortals who will keep on dying. That’s punishment—but it isn’t a price. What are you offering, bird? To die in her stead?”

      “I am.” Owen refused to look at me.

      “No!” Tears streamed down my face. “Owen, don’t do this. I’m not worth it.”

      “You’re worth everything.” His eyes locked on mine. “How could I ever let you die?”

      “How can I let you die?” I fought against Abe. Weren’t those crystals supposed to make me strong? They did nothing. Or maybe the Elders were that powerful.

      “It’s not your choice.” Owen’s eyes pooled with emotion. “Find happiness, Daisy. Know my love for you is everlasting.”

      “We will keep our word.” Arabella grinned. “She will have a long life of loneliness.”

      “It’s better than no life at all.”

      “Very well.” Abe flicked his hand, and Owen tentatively stepped forward. He walked over to the edge a few feet from me.

      “I will always love you, Daisy. You are my everything. Never forget that.” He turned to Abe. “You will uphold your end of the bargain.”

      “On my life.” Abe nodded solemnly. “And you know how much we value our lives.”

      Owen  slowly closed his eyes and then opened them. Looking at me again.

      “Owen, don’t do this!” Hailey screamed.

      “I have no choice.” He looked back at his sister. “I love you, Hailey. Take care of Daisy for me.” With one last long look at me, he jumped off the edge down into the fire below.

      “No!” I screamed, using every ounce of strength to break free from Abe’s hold.

      He held me up, forcing me to watch as Owen disappeared into the red, angry flames below.

      I heaved, vomiting as I tried to comprehend that the only man I’d ever loved had sacrificed himself for me. “It should have been me!”

      “Thanks for the entertainment. We’ll be back to play again sometime soon.”  Abe released me just as he and Arabella disappeared into thin air.

      “Daisy. Don’t move!” Jared yelled. I glanced behind me, he was walking toward me. I crawled toward the edge and pushed myself off. I wasn’t giving up. I’d never give up on the chance to save the love of my life. Before I could reach the bubbling fire,  Jared swooped in and picked me up. He flew me up to the side and set me down. “Don’t! His death will not be in vain.”

      “I’m going after him. Maybe he survived.” Hailey was on her knees at the edge.

      “No.” Wyatt shook his head. “I’m doing it. You are going to have to trust me on this.” Wyatt dove into the fire and disappeared under the flames.

      “Did he just?” Jared tried to make sense of what had happened. We waited, watching the flames dance below. My entire body ached. I could barely breathe. I knew there was nothing Wyatt could do, but some part of me needed to believe Owen had miraculously survived.

      My hopes faded away as Wyatt returned holding a large gray oval like rock boulder.

      “What is that?” Hailey snapped. “You said you’d save him.” Hailey fell to her knees again. “You said you’d get my brother.”

      “Only time is going to tell now. Let’s hope my hunch is right.” Wyatt walked off with the boulder.

      “What hunch?” Hailey hurried after.

      I was still in a heap on the ground. Jared bent down and picked me up.

      “No. I’m staying here.” I kicked.

      “No. You’re coming.” Jared started to walk.

      “You can’t believe that rock is him.” I fought against Jared. I wanted to stay near him. I wanted to stay near the last place I saw Owen. “We have to stay here. We have to stay with him.”

      “I’ve seen so many weird things since meeting you that I’ll believe anything. I love him too, Daisy, and I’m not giving up yet. And you can’t either. You owe him that much.”

      “I owe him everything.” Tears flooded my eyes again. I knew I needed to stop, but I couldn’t. Just because I could feel emotion didn’t mean I was allowed to wallow in them. “I owe everything to him.”

      “Then keep some hope.” Jared set me down, and we walked behind the others silently.

      We reached the mountain range, and Wyatt released his wings. He flew up until he disappeared into the clouds.

      Hailey took off right after him. Jared released his wings and wordlessly wrapped his arms around me.

      “We’ll wait for you here.” Taylor averted her eyes.

      I couldn’t even manage a nod. My insides were in a knot. I felt like every inch of me had been torn apart. Jared took off, and I held myself together the best I could as he flew us up to land on a cliff. He walked into a deep cave, and I followed.

      Wyatt and Hailey were kneeling in front of the grey rock that looked strangely like an egg.

      “Is that really him?” I kneeled down beside Hailey.

      “It is, but I can’t make any promises that aren’t mine to give.” Wyatt touched the rock and stood up.

      “I know you lost a lot today too.” I forced the words out even though I knew they were hollow. The loss of Owen was so deep—so personal, that having sympathy for others was hard.

      “Their deaths will be avenged.” He clenched his jaw. “I will rally my remaining men. I am thankful the rest of the brotherhood did not attack on the first round.”

      “I will do all I can do.” That I could promise. The Elders had stolen far too much from the world. They had to be stopped.

      “I will kill them all with my bare hands.” Hailey’s eyes were completely black as she sat beside me. “The Elders will suffer for all the pain they have caused.”

      “We’ll do it together.” Wyatt touched her arm gently before leaving the cave.

      Hailey and I sat there for hours. Neither of us speaking. Both of us lost in our grief, and unable to say a word to the other.

      Until Hailey broke it. “Whatever happens now, I am glad he found love.”

      “Love is what destroyed him.”

      “No.” Hailey looked at me. “Love is what saved him. It’s a gift we don’t all get to have.” She looked back at the rock.

      “Do you think?” I touched the gray rock wishing it felt anything but cold and hard.

      “That he’s in there?” Hailey finished my thought.

      “Yes.” I wanted to believe it was true, but it seemed impossible. I’d seen the flames. How could anyone survive?

      “I need to believe it.” Hailey ran her hand over the rock. “Otherwise the anger will destroy me. I need to let it simmer so I can strike when I have the upper hand.”

      We fell back into silence. Hours passed.

      Taylor, Sol, Andrew and Glendale came into the cave at some point while we waited.

      “I’m sorry, Daisy.” Sol kneeled beside me.

      “You didn’t do this to him.” I kept my eyes on the rock. I couldn’t handle looking at anyone.

      “We’ll get the Elders back.” Taylor patted my arm. “I can promise you that.”

      I made myself look at her. Her eyes were gleaming and she pet Glendale’s fur. I nodded in response.

      “We’ll be stronger next time you see us.” Glendale rubbed against my arm. “And I’ll have a new form.”

      “Good luck.” I gave him a sidelong glance.

      “I’m always here if you need to talk.” Andrew spoke from somewhere behind me.

      “Thanks.” I forced myself to be polite.

      “You too, Hailey.” Andrew called from further away.

      I glanced over my shoulder and watched as they disappeared through the entrance.

      More hours past. Another storm rolled in, bringing with it hail nearly the size of tennis balls, and winds strong enough that we felt them inside the cave.

      Days past. We lost all sense of time. Wyatt kept telling us to wait, so we did. Neither of us were willing to give up the hope. Wyatt offered us food and a place to sleep, but we both sat unmoving. Jared came to sit with us a few times, but never for long. One time, Hailey pointed to the cave entrance. “Go home to Vera. Tell Levi. But don’t tell my parents yet. That has to be me.”

      Jared nodded. “Are you sure? Vera will understand—“

      Hailey nodded. “Please. We don’t all have to be here.”

      “Daisy, do you want me to stay?” Jared asked to my back.

      I reluctantly pulled my eyes from the rock. “Go home. We will send for you if anything changes.”

      Jared nodded. “I’ll make sure Andrew gets home too.” He turned and walked out of the cave.

      It was just Hailey and me waiting at the rock.

      “This is a fantasy, Daisy. He’s not coming back.” Hailey spoke for the first time since Jared left.

      “But what if he’s in there?” I gently caressed the rock. “I can’t leave if there is even the smallest chance.”

      “I don’t want to leave, but I don’t want to hold on to a delusion. I need to plan.”

      “There’s plenty of time to plan.” Wyatt came to sit beside us. “If he’s going to make it, we’ll know soon.”

      “And what if he doesn’t?” Hailey asked.

      “You already believe you lost him. You’ve grieved. What more do you have to lose right now?”

      “Nothing.” I spoke the truth. “I have nothing more to lose.”

      “You’ll be here?” Hailey asked. “I can’t do this. I need to fly. I need to move.”

      “I won’t leave his side until we know for sure. I can’t.” I fought back a fresh round of tears.

      Hailey nodded. “He’s lucky to have you.”

      For all of her talk, Hailey hadn’t given up. She wasn’t talking in past tense.

      I waited for hours, trying to ignore the coldness seeping through me. Without Hailey the vigil felt harder, and the outcome I wanted seemed even less possible.

      I rested my head on the rock, willing something to happen, searching for a sign. I heard a cracking sound, and the rock shook and vibrated as it started to heat up. I let go as it turned bright red and the rock burst apart with a bright flash of light. A searing heat knocked me backwards.

      “Hailey!” I called her name, as I crawled back toward the rock and waited to see what the future held.
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      “Owen,” Daisy’s sweet voice roused me from a deep sleep. I struggled to open my eyes, and I couldn’t speak, but I needed her to know I heard her.

      “Owen, I’m here. I love you.” She was crying. I could hear it in her voice even though she was trying to hide it.

      I struggled with my eyes again, and this time they opened. I blinked a few times, trying to get my vision in focus. The first thing I saw was the most beautiful face in the world.

      “You’re okay.” Tears spilled down her face. “You’re really okay.”

      “What happened?” I finally managed to speak. “Everything is a blur.”

      “You gave your life for me—but then Wyatt saved you somehow.” She wiped away tears with the side of her hand.

      I fought against a throbbing pain throughout my body and sat up. I was sitting in a pile of rubble. “I jumped into the volcano.”

      “You did. I still can’t believe it.” She took my hands in hers.

      “But I’m not dead?” I searched her eyes for proof. I needed to know she hadn’t followed me to some sort of afterlife.

      “No. You’re very much alive.”

      “Daisy.” I crashed my lips into hers. Dipping into strength I didn’t even know I had, I wrapped her up in my arms, holding her tightly against my body. Her heartbeat accelerated as she responded, welcoming me into her mouth. I lost myself in the kiss, as her hands ran up and down my chest. Her gentle touch sent sparks through me and my body ached for more of her. I was positive she could feel just how much I wanted her, and she moaned into my mouth. I slipped my hand under her t-shirt and bra, cupping her breast and squeezing it gently as I deepened the kiss.

      She pushed my hand away. “Wow. Glad you’re happy to see me, but that has to wait.”

      I smiled sheepishly. “It does?”

      “Yes. Let’s wait until we’re somewhere a little more private.” She glanced toward the entrance of the cave. “ But I guess this means you’re feeling all right?” She searched my eyes for something.

      “I’m feeling great. Amazing.”

      She smiled. “But how do you feel about that?” She ran her hand over my chest.

      I looked down. My abdomen was covered in what appeared to be tattoos. I also had one on my arm. “Those look like the ones the Dragos have. Did Wyatt do this? How am I just noticing this now?”

      “I think you were distracted when you first woke up.” She smiled coyly. “But you had them when you uh, hatched.”

      “Hatched?” I looked around at the rubble again. “What are you talking about?”

      “Let’s find Wyatt. I think he’d be better at explaining it.” Daisy took my hand and led me out into the bright sunlight.

      I could see the ocean. My vision was crisper, clearer, I’d always been able to see great distances, but now I could see fish swimming miles away. I watched the waves move out for a few moments, reflecting on the impossibility that I’d been given another chance at life. The warmth of the sun gave me renewed energy, as if it was charging my soul.

      “Owen!” Hailey landed a few feet away and ran into my arms. “You’re okay.”

      “Yeah, glad you missed me.” I played on one of her favorite lines as I held my baby sister in my arms.

      She punched my shoulder. “I thought you were dead.”

      “I should be.” I looked at Wyatt. “Would you care to explain?” I was unnaturally calm about the markings all over my body. I guess compared to a fiery death they seemed like nothing. I was alive, and I had Daisy at my side.

      “Pterons descended from the first Dragos whether your people will admit it or not. You always had some Drago in your bloodline. It’s what allowed you to live in the fire before I reached you. But you had to be reborn as a Drago to survive.”

      “I can’t be a Drago.” I scoffed. “I’m a Pteron.”

      “Transform.” Wyatt released his own black, leathery wings. “But walk away from the girls. You don’t know how you’ll react the first time.”

      “Wait… are you serious?” I searched his face for evidence that this was a joke.

      “Completely.” Wyatt took a simple step toward me. “You need to try it.”

      I followed Wyatt’s advice and moved away from Daisy and Hailey. I reached for my Pteron, ready to transform, but it wasn’t there. Instead there was a fire so strong I could feel the heat. The intensity was so powerful it was impossible to ignore, so I embraced it and felt my body relax.

      “Oh my God.” Hailey stared at me with her mouth hanging open.

      I looked over my shoulder and nearly jumped when I saw the huge leathery wings that did not resemble the feathered wings I’d had my entire life.

      “You’re a Drago.” Hailey still stared at me

      “I am.” The realization should have been stranger, but it wasn’t. It filled me with a mix of comfort and strength.

      “There’s a lot to teach you, but I think you have other things on your mind right now. There’s no rush—you have one heck of a long life ahead of you.” Wyatt cracked a smile.

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” Daisy took both of my hands in hers. “You’ll live longer too.”

      “Which has its pluses and minuses.” Wyatt put a hand on my shoulder. “Welcome to the brotherhood. We’re small in numbers now, and we can use anyone we have.”

      Hailey pulled me into a hug. “I’ll give you two some space, but I’m glad you’re not dead.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “I know this a lot to take in.” She kissed me on the cheek, released her wings, and followed Wyatt as he jumped off the edge of the cliff. I watched the two fly off over the ocean.

      I turned to Daisy. “Are you ready for this?”

      “For what?” Daisy looked into my eyes.

      “For the rest of our lives together?”

      “I’ve been ready for it since before I even really knew you.”

      “I love you, Daisy.” I pulled her into my arms.

      “I love you too.” She rested her head on my chest, and I knew we were both exactly where we belonged.
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      Want more Chronicles? Check out the other series set in the Chronicles world.

      The Crescent Chronicles, The Empire Chronicles, The Dire Wolves Chronicles, The Grizzly Brothers Chronicles, and The Forged Chronicles. Also keep an eye out for the Pteron Chronicles, coming soon!
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        The Grizzly Brothers Chronicles

      

    
    
      There's a new Alpha in town and he just found his mate, she just doesn't know it yet.

      Welcome to Crestview, Montana. Population ~1000 and not all of those are human.

      After his brother is murdered, Ian must step up to become Alpha of his bear shifter pack. At the same time law student Mara shows up in town, and Ian knows she’s destined to be his mate.

      When a rival pack lays claim to Mara, Ian and his brothers will stop at nothing to protect her.
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      In the space of a few moments I went from kissing Ian to being held in rough arms as I was carried up toward the sky.

      Disoriented and petrified, I watched Ian’s ranch disappear below. I tried to scream, but I was breathless from the shock. Instead I held onto the creature carrying me, both hoping he’d release me and terrified he would let go and send me falling to my death.

      Less than forty-eight hours before I was a normal law student. Now I was falling for a bear shifter and kidnapped by a guy with wings.

      It turned out my summer in small town Montana wasn’t going to be so quiet after all.
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      No one should be laid to rest alone. Even if you’ve been forced to walk the road of life with no one by your side, you deserve to have someone present at your burial. At least that’s what my grandfather taught me when I was a kid. Somehow even at twenty-three I couldn’t shake the lesson, which is why I was standing in the pouring rain without an umbrella.

      The weather report hadn’t called for rain. I’d checked twice before leaving the house dressed in the black cotton dress I saved for these sorts of occasions. The material was too thin for the cool Montana morning, but I didn’t have any other options in my closet.

      I’d made the slow drive over to the old cemetery just outside of town for the first time since arriving in Crestview six days before. I’d witnessed far more burials in the same time period when I lived in Philadelphia, but it seemed most people in this small town had someone around to bury them.  I hoped people would be able to say the same thing about me when the time came.

      The rain had started innocently enough. A few drops landed on my wavy brown hair while I watched the gravedigger work. I ignored the water, watching the surprisingly upscale wooden coffin sit beside the hole in the ground that would become its new home. I’d been to plenty of these burials before, but this one felt different. Usually it was older people who had money but no family. This man was in his thirties. Had the dead man bought himself a high-end coffin before he died? Most thirty-year-olds I knew weren’t preparing for their own death.

      The small drops of rain became larger, but I refused to run back to my truck. It couldn’t take that much longer. These burials never did. There was no one around to make speeches or to play music. There was something beautiful about the simplicity even though the reason for it was depressing.

      The worker turned the crank and lowered the coffin into the hole. I walked closer, still keeping enough of a distance that he might not notice me. Explaining my presence was the most awkward part of these things.

      I looked up at the sky, letting large droplets of rain splash down my face. Was my Grandfather watching me? He’d never told me much about his belief in the afterlife. He’d always been more concerned about his life while on earth.

      “Miss?”

      I startled at the sound of a voice. The gravedigger paused with the coffin midway into the hole. He was older than I expected. At least seventy something with a weathered face that suggested he spent a lot of his time outside in the sun.

      “Yes?” I brushed my wet hair way from my face.

      “You should get on out of this rain.” The man squeezed water from his soaking wet t-shirt.

      “So should you.”

      He frowned. “This is my job.” Then his expression softened. “Unless. Are you a friend of his?” He pointed to the coffin.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’ve never met him.” And I’d been unable to find out anything about him. Some might call it stalking, but I called it honoring. I always researched the deceased in an attempt to know them in some small way. Even if you are alone at the end of your life, you still did something, and someone should acknowledge, even if silently, the imprint you left on the world.

      “Then why are you here?” He tilted his head slightly.

      “Because someone should be.” That’s what my grandfather used to say. Of course it sounded better coming from him. More sage.

      “Well, I’m here already, so why don’t you go ahead home.” He gestured with his hand for me to leave as if shooing a fly away.

      “Ok.” I accepted his logic half to be polite and half because the rain had picked up even more. “You do an important job.”

      His body stiffened. “No one has ever said that to me.”

      “Now someone has.”

      “Get out of this rain before you catch a cold.” His expression was serious.

      “That’s not possible.” I shook my head. “It’s an old wives’ tale.”

      “I believe the old wives. There was a reason for every story they told.”

      “There’s also a reason for science.” I may not have gone into the sciences, but I had a lot of respect for people who did.

      “Is that why you’re here?” His brow furrowed. “Standing in the rain at the burial of a man you never met?”

      “Maybe.” I shrugged before walking back toward my truck.

      And that’s when I saw him standing underneath the trees only a few feet away from me. Tall, dark, and with intense emerald green eyes so bright they almost gleamed. The intensity of his eyes was only matched by his scowl that seemed born more out of sadness than anger.

      I looked away, despite my desire to study his handsome face. Handsome faces brought heartache with them.

      I resisted the urge to look back as I made my way across the parking lot to my truck. I’d chosen to park in the furthest spot in the lot. Given the rain, it wasn't my best decision.  I manually unlocked the door and stepped up into the Chevy S-10 truck that had been my grandfather’s only months before. It was nice to have my own vehicle, but I’d had far preferred his company. I’d learned to drive in this truck, but somehow now that the title bared my name it felt different, less like mine.

      Choosing to spend my summer break working in a small town in Montana probably didn’t help matters, but it sounded good at the time. I needed to get out of the city. There is something soothing and healing about silent, dark nights. They are the kind of nights that only exist in the country, and even though I hadn’t lived in the country since I was eighteen, it still called to me in a way the city never would.

      Besides, it gave me the opportunity to spend more time with Connor—also known as Professor Daniels, the one person who knew my Grandfather almost as well as I did. And even if all my law school classmates were convinced I was sleeping with Connor, I didn’t care. I wasn’t, and I had no plans to ever change that.

      I pulled out of the freshly paved lot and onto the bumpy road. I was glad I had a truck with good clearance. I’d have bottomed out a regular car at least a dozen times already. I took a quick glance back out toward the rainy cemetery. I was too far away to see the grave, but I assumed it was being covered up. The attractive guy was gone, and a small voice in my head wondered if I’d completely imagined him. It wouldn’t have been the first time.
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      She didn’t look like a bitch. Nothing about her suggested she’d been involved with Jonovan or his death, but she had to have had something to do with him. Otherwise, why was she even at his burial? No one was even supposed to know about it. Normal people don’t show up at a stranger’s burial—especially not people who looked like her.

      I wanted to forget about the way her wet black dress hugged her body. And how her damp hair fell in her face hiding one of her eyes. None of that mattered. What mattered was finding out how involved she was with Jonovan and whether he’d planned to make her his mate.

      The old pickup truck didn’t fit her. It was as though she’d borrowed it from her father. Maybe she had. I wasn’t sure when she’d gotten to town, but it had to have been after I left a month before. I’d hoped my brothers would keep things under control while I was away, but as usual as soon as I left everything fell apart.

      I walked into the trees and shifted, waiting for the familiar feel of my bear to take over. He was stronger and more instinctual than my human form, and he was the only chance I had of catching up with her truck now that it had already disappeared around the curve of the road. My vision tunneled as I adjusted to my second form.

      I didn’t have any time to waste, so I took off through the trees that ran parallel to the worn road that led back into town.

      I caught up to the old truck quickly. She was driving slower than people normally would. Either she was being especially careful because of the rain, or she wasn’t used to driving these roads.

      I caught a glimpse of her through the window. She’d pulled her long brown hair back into a bun on the top of her head exposing her neck.

      My bear growled, and I became even more certain of her significance and her involvement with Jonovan. An image of him touching her came to my mind, and I wasn’t sure if my bear or human side growled louder. It didn’t matter. There would be others. I didn’t have to claim her as mine even if every part of me knew I should.

      She pulled into Mrs. Peterson’s long driveway, taking out a row of dark pink hollyhocks with her sharp turn. For someone who drove well under the speed limit she wasn’t cautious with her turns.

      She slowed down as if to assess the damage she’d caused before continuing up the driveway and over to the gravel extension that led to the guesthouse.  Mrs. Peterson had been renting out the place sporadically for years, but the girl’s presence there could only mean one thing: she wasn’t staying in town long. If she were she’d have rented a place far away from the watchful eyes of Mrs. Peterson. But it also meant something else. Mrs. Peterson would be able to tell me everything about the girl. Starting with her name.

      I stayed hidden in the thick woods that ran all around the back and side of the property. She sat in her truck longer than I expected. She could have been waiting on the rain to slow, but she was already soaked. She’d seemed unperturbed by the water at the cemetery. I didn’t imagine a little bit more water would change anything. But what did I know? I was as clueless about women as the next guy.

      She opened her door slowly and stepped out. She clutched a cream-colored envelope and held it against her chest as she dashed toward the front door of the small blue cottage.

      I couldn’t make out any writing on the envelope, but by the way she clutched it, I could see it was important to her.

      She closed the door to the house, cutting out my view. I had no clue who the girl was, but she was someone special. I’d find out who she was and get my answers. After that I’d either never let her go or pretend I didn’t want her. I already knew the latter would be almost impossible to do.

      Hunt is available now!
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