

[image: Cover for The Evolution of Fae and Gods]



The Evolution of Fae and Gods


Chronicles of the Stone Veil

SAWYER BENNETT


The Evolution of Fae and Gods is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2021 by Sawyer Bennett

EPUB Edition

All rights reserved.

Find Sawyer on the web!

sawyerbennett.com

www.twitter.com/bennettbooks

www.facebook.com/bennettbooks


TABLE OF CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

About the Author


CHAPTER 1


Carrick

The feeling of impending doom brought him out of his sleep, and he was instantly on high alert.

Carrick had fallen asleep on the couch in his office, doing some late-night reading in search of any information he could find on changelings. Glancing out his office doors to the skyline, he could tell they were in the pre-dawn hours.

Removing the book off his chest where it had fallen, he swung his legs off the couch and grabbed his cell phone. Shoving it into the side pocket of the cargo pants he still sported from the trip to Faere, he moved quickly out of his office. The condo was dimly lit by sconce lighting that he left on throughout the night, but he didn’t need it to navigate across the penthouse to Finley’s suite. He could see fine in the pitchest of dark if the situation were to arise. Rather, he left the lights on for Finley’s benefit.

His stomach clenched as unease seemed to coil even tighter within him the closer he got to her room. Carrick was almost sure whatever woke him up had something to do with Finley, so he had no problem barging in on her in the wee hours.

Without so much as a knock, he threw her door open, his anxiety skyrocketing when he saw her empty bed.

He didn’t need to search the apartment, for he already knew she was gone.

Carrick closed his eyes, searching for the connection that they shared. It had snapped into place the minute he laid eyes on her at Fallon’s gallery show all those weeks ago. Finley had once been amazed that Carrick found her hiding out on the Fantasia, and he had told her that he had never lost her.

That was truer than she would ever know.

Opening himself up, Carrick spread his powers out far and wide in a muted blast across downtown Seattle, and it took only a second for him to locate her. The imminent danger she was in rippled through him like a shock wave, and genuine fear clogged his throat as he hoped he wouldn’t be too late.

Envisioning One Bean in his mind, he reached out, grabbed the coffee shop with his power, and pulled it to him. In a blink, he stepped from Finley’s bedroom into One Bean’s entryway only to find the building burning hot all around and two fireballs flying right at Finley.

Carrick released the distance he’d bent between his condo and this place while simultaneously using his extraordinary speed to move in front of Finley to protect her.

He barely got a glance at Fallon twenty feet away before he felt the heat of the fireballs and managed to turn his body toward Finley. He snatched her into his arms, curled as much of his body around her as possible, and let the fireballs slam into his back.

The fire melted his shirt, singed his hair down to the scalp, and seared the skin on his back and shoulders. The force of the blast knocked them both to the ground, and Finley cried out in pain as he landed heavily on top of her.

Carrick didn’t have time to assess her injuries. He was glad of that painful cry she uttered because it meant she was alive, and he had more important things to do at this moment.

Springing to his feet, he whirled on the Dark Fae and reveled in her look of surprise. He had just ruined her plans to kill Finley, but he braced when her expression changed from shock to fury. Finley groaned behind him, and while he was attuned to her, he refused to take his focus from the enraged creature across the burning shop.

Flames covered the walls, had engulfed all of the furnishings, and ceiling tiles were starting to crash down. The smoke was thick, and while it didn’t affect him, he heard Finley start coughing.

Carrick knew the coffee shop was a loss, but it would be a victory if he got Finley out of here alive.

He also knew he could potentially end this prophecy once and for all if he were to just kill the Dark Fae right now.

Obviously, there were risks to that since they still didn’t know what this creature’s role was. Her death could activate it for all he knew, which meant killing her wasn’t the right move.

Moreover, Carrick didn’t know if there was any connection between this changeling and Finley’s real sister in The Underworld, and he simply couldn’t take the chance that she might be destroyed as well if the Dark Fae died.

Decision made to escape rather than kill, Carrick realized he needed a distraction. He pulled forth his powers, which were stronger than any fae, and picked up a burning table with the force of his will. It hovered a moment before he sent it flying at the Dark Fae who was once Finley’s sister, and took only a moment to feel the pleasure of seeing it crash into her with such force that she went flying backward into the hallway.

He didn’t wait to see her get up because he knew she would. That was merely a love tap to a fae, and he didn’t know if she was willing to continue to tangle with him. If she did, that put Finley in more danger as the smoke and fire would kill her before Fallon could attempt to get past him.

So he spun toward Finley, heaved a sigh of relief when he saw her rising to her feet, and grabbed her by the arm to help her the rest of the way. Turning her toward the door, he put an arm around her back and said, “Come on. We have to go.”

Finley was hobbled, her first step to the door a limp, and Carrick was about to scoop her up in his arms when something slammed into their backs. This time, it wasn’t fire or a return volley of burning furniture, but rather felt like a magical wall slamming into them with the force of an ocean tsunami. It lifted them off their feet and propelled them straight toward the glass window beside the door.

Carrick barely had time to pull Finley to him, once again wrapping himself as much around her as he could, before rolling slightly so his body took the impact of the glass.

It shattered all around them, slicing into him everywhere and he knew there was no way Finley was going to escape without some cuts. Through shards of flying glass and billowing black smoke, he saw the sidewalk rushing up to meet them. Carrick managed to twist just enough that he took the brunt of the impact, coming down hard on his right side. He heard the breaking of his collarbone and ignored the pain, pushing Finley off him and bolting to his feet to face the blasted-out window.

He braced, preparing for the Dark Fae Fallon to continue this fight. Waited for her to come flying through the window.

The smoke was so thick he couldn’t see into the shop, so he garnered his power and thrust his hands toward the window. A hard gust of wind blew through to clear the inside for a quick look.

Dark Fae Fallon was gone.

In the distance, Carrick heard the wail of a fire truck, and he knew they had to leave. There was no way they’d be able to explain in any sane way what had happened here.

Turning to Finley, he found her leaning on one hip, hand to the pavement to support herself. Black soot on her face, tears streaming from the smoke, and blood dripping down her forehead, she appeared completely shell-shocked. Carrick knew she wouldn’t be able to run, so he made a hasty decision.

Despite the broken collarbone and several cuts all over his body, not to mention the third-degree burns on his back, Carrick was still able to easily lift Finley from the pavement, cradling her gently in his arms.

Just before he prepared to run in the opposite way of the rescue sirens, he felt Finley sob against him. He looked down to see her staring in grief as One Bean burned.

Carrick wished he had time to comfort her, but he needed to get them away from the scene first. He had to get her back to the condo to assess her injuries and take care of her.

Turning on his heel, Carrick ran two blocks in the general direction of his condo and then ducked into a side alley so he could better assess Finley and call for help.

Squatting, he gently lowered her to the pavement. She groaned from something that caused her pain, but eventually settled her back against the filthy brick wall.

“Sorry,” he muttered as he fished his phone out of his pocket, hoping it hadn’t been crushed during his flight through the glass window.

Breathing relief when he saw the phone was completely intact, he dialed Zaid. With terse instructions, he told Zaid where to pick them up and pocketed the phone.

Turning his gaze to Finley, he grimaced as he took her in. She was battered in a way that made him want to hunt that abomination of a Dark Fae down and kill her slowly with iron daggers.

“Where are you hurt?” Carrick asked, wanting an assessment of the injuries that weren’t obvious.

He could already see the glass had shredded her clothing, and she was bleeding from numerous cuts from top to bottom. He imagined he looked much the same, but worse. Finley had a large scrape across her cheekbone and a purple bruise starting under the eye on that side.

But he remembered her hobbling—he was afraid she had broken bones and maybe even internal injuries. He needed to know if it was prudent to take her to his condo for care or if he should bypass it for the hospital.

“My ankle,” she said, nodding wearily to her right side. “I don’t think it’s broken, though. Just sprained.”

“Where else?” Carrick pressed.

“How about every inch of my body?” she retorted with a wry smile, and Carrick took that as a good sign.

He needed a bit more, though, so he pushed. “Anything internal? Any pain in your stomach or chest?”

“Not the type that would mean a ruptured spleen,” she muttered. “I’m just really sore, but the ankle is the worst.”

He’d take her to the condo then, which was for the best. Going to a hospital was most likely going to cause quite a stir, including involvement by the police. As it stood, there was a good chance they’d be trying to locate Finley soon to let her know her shop was on fire.

Finley’s eyes closed for a moment. When she opened them back up, they were filled with misery. “One Bean is destroyed.”

“I know,” he murmured.

“I almost died,” she said.

“I know,” he replied softly.

“You saved me.” Her tone was filled with a bit of awe.

“I won’t ever let anything bad happen to you,” Carrick vowed.

He said it while looking her straight in the eye and with the purest of intent, for he cared about Finley more than she could ever imagine.

But he also knew he was most likely telling her a lie because he didn’t think he could protect her from the horror that was coming.


CHAPTER 2


Finley

You would think I’d be embarrassed to be stripped down to my underwear and bra while Carrick carefully attends to every single cut on my body. Several he had to pick out shards of glass with tweezers, and it was a painstaking process. A plate sits on my bedside table where he deposits the bloody pieces of glass, along with a bowl of warm water he uses to clean around the wounds.

But I’m not embarrassed at all because Carrick waved off Zaid’s offer to help and insisted on caring for me himself, despite the fact he is clearly seriously injured.

The first thing he did upon carrying me into the condo was take me right to my room and gently lay me on the bed. He then placed his palm on my forehead, murmured some words I didn’t understand, and immediately a sense of peace and well-being washed through me. While my injuries still hurt, the traumatization of what happened tonight feels blanketed right now.

I watch as Carrick bends over a cut on my left thigh. His focus on his work is intense as he examines the length and depth before dabbing liquid from a brown bottle without a label on it. It stings for a moment before numbing the wound quite nicely.

There’s a light knock on my bedroom door, and Zaid peeks his head in. Strangely, I’m not embarrassed to be in my underwear in front of him either, and now I’m wondering if that’s because of whatever mojo Carrick put on me with his hand to my head.

“There’s a healer on the way,” Zaid announces.

Carrick doesn’t take his attention off his work. “Good. Because some of these cuts need stitches, and I’d rather not put her through that. Plus, I want the ankle fixed ASAP. She doesn’t have time to let it heal naturally.”

Zaid nods and disappears, the door shutting quietly.

“What about you?” I ask, resisting the urge to reach out and brush away a lock of hair that’s fallen over his forehead. Normally, his hair is always perfectly swept back in gentle waves from his face, but I have to say he looks incredibly roguish with it messed up a bit.

“What about me what?” Carrick asks vaguely, more focused on my injuries than on my words.

“You’ve got horrible burns,” I point out. I’d seen his back, which is raw and blistered, when he left my room to get medical supplies. “You have ten times as many cuts as I do, and your left arm is drooping, so I know there’s something wrong with it.”

“Broken collarbone,” he replies, sounding matter of fact.

“Carrick,” I exclaim, finally getting his attention. Those beautiful golden eyes come my way. “You need a healer, too.”

I expect him to fight me on it or ignore my proclamation, but he only smiles. “You’re sweet, Finley, but my injuries are going to heal before yours are.”

To prove his point, he holds out his arm and pulls up the shredded sleeve. There’s dried blood everywhere, but I don’t see a single open cut.

“But your back,” I protest.

Carrick angles slightly toward the wall so I can see his back, which is bare because the material burned away. It’s almost completely healed except for a few patches of pink skin.

Before I can say another word, he adds, “And I can feel the fracture is almost done knitting.”

“Oh,” I murmur, having forgotten Carrick is nearly impervious to injury. He’s a demi-god, after all.

He gets back to work, moving to a large scrape on my hipbone that I think happened when we bounced onto the sidewalk. Carrick took most of that impact, but I wasn’t immune to the cement burns.

“Want to tell me why you were alone at the shop facing off with a Dark Fae at four-thirty in the morning?” he asks quietly, but I don’t miss the underlying edge of anger in his voice. Now that I’m safe, he has a handle on my injuries, and he knows a healer is on the way to handle the rest, he can focus some of his attention on my foolishness.

Trying not to get distracted when he has to push the edge of my panties at my hipbone out of the way so he can clean the entire scrape, I just admit the obvious. “I’m an idiot. I got a call from what I thought was a police officer telling me One Bean had been broken into. It never even occurred to me to question the truth of it.”

Carrick lifts his head, his expression full of mild disappointment. “You have got to stop rushing off on your own. That stupid stunt at Fallon’s gallery, and now this? You’re going to get yourself killed.”

Glumly, I avert my gaze. “I know… and then the world will perish if I’m not around to thwart the prophecy.”

“No,” Carrick barks, and my gaze snaps to his. He’s livid. “Then, I’d have to live with the guilt of not protecting you.”

I hear pain in his voice. It alarms me enough that I raise to my elbows so we can have a conversation while making eye contact. “Carrick… I’m really sorry.”

The anger in his eyes bubbles, but then it starts to wane. Sighing, he gives a helpless shake of his head as he dabs more of the liquid on the hip scrape. “You have got to be more careful. Her being able to throw fireballs like that isn’t something a Dark Fae should be able to do. That was strong magic, and we don’t know what we’re dealing with. Now, more than ever, you have to be cautious since we know this fae has decided to take you out.”

“Because she knows,” I murmur, and Carrick’s head flies back up, eyes wide. “She said she’d heard some interesting things about me, and she knew I could see under her glamour.”

“Fuck,” he mutters, scrubbing his hand through his hair. “Did she say anything about the prophecy or feather?”

I shake my head. “No. Only that she was going to kill me… and not just for being a nitwit sister who is in her way.”

Shaking his head, face flush with both sympathy and determination, he says, “I’m sorry, Finley. But you can’t go anywhere on your own from now on. No telling when she’s going to come after you again.”

I lay back down on the bed, much of that peace and well-being he’d instilled in me drifting away. My eyes pin to the ceiling, afraid I might cry if I look at Carrick. “Where would I go?” My voice is petulant and morose. “One Bean is gone. I have nothing.”

“I’ll rebuild it for you,” Carrick replies softly, and my gaze moves to his. Nodding, he reiterates, “I’ll rebuild as fast as I can, okay?”

“Well, I mean… there’s insurance we’d have to navigate, and—”

“Fuck insurance,” Carrick mutters, putting his attention back to my wounds. “I’ll have the work started immediately. And we’ll pay the employees, so they don’t have to get other jobs. But, even if we could start rebuilding tomorrow, it’s still going to take a few months.”

I stare long and hard. Where had the dismissive, uncaring man gone? The man who I, not but a week ago, thought pretty much couldn’t stand me. The man who only does things if he gets a favor in return.

My eyes narrow. “What do you want in return for rebuilding?” I ask suspiciously.

Carrick’s head doesn’t lift, but he side-eyes me briefly before scoffing. “It’s nothing more than business, Finley. I have money invested in it. The sooner we open back up, the sooner we can be profitable again.”

I don’t argue with him even though I know he’s deflecting. No businessman starts a rebuild without waiting for insurance to pay.

He’s doing it for me.

I settle back onto the pillow, taking a moment to admit this only serves to validate my feelings. Because, somehow, I’ve gone and fallen for the big, immortal jerk… and while he says we could never work out, I know he cares for me, too.

“That should hold you over until the healer gets here,” Carrick says, capping the brown bottle and setting it on the bedside table.

He stands from his perch on the end of the bed and stares down, making me feel completely vulnerable in my bra and panties because he doesn’t act like a gentleman at all. He peruses the entirety of me, and, admittedly, it might just be to make sure he got all the cuts, but he certainly takes his time with it, which causes my skin to flush.

“Why don’t you put on a robe or something?” Carrick suggests as he heads toward the door. “The healer won’t need to see your injuries to fix them.”

“Okay,” I reply, sitting up and swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. When I stand, I have to force myself not to wince or groan from the aches and pains because getting thrown through a glass window is no picnic.

After one last glide of his eyes over me, Carrick moves to the door and quietly slips out.

My first step on my sprained ankle is a doozy, and it throbs wretchedly as I hobble into the adjoining bath, where, for the first time since we got to the condo, I’m able to get a good look at myself in the mirror. I’ve got black soot in patches across my face, a nice big scrape across my cheek, and a shiner starting to really shine. My hair is a mess, and I can see sparkles of glass stuck within the curls. I’ll have to come back later and carefully get it all out.

As Carrick suggests, I wrap myself up in a floor-length robe, but as I’m limping back into the bedroom, my cell phone rings. While it had survived Dark Fae Fallon, the screen is cracked, but I can make out it’s a Seattle number calling. I’m guessing it’s either from the police or the fire department.

It’s barely six AM so I roughen up my voice, slow my words, and try to sound like I’ve just woken up when I answer.

It is indeed a police officer to tell me that One Bean had caught fire, that the fire department almost had the fire out, and it looked like the businesses on either side were spared. I didn’t have to do anything immediately as I didn’t own the building, just rented it, but there would be an investigation, and if they found arson or foul play, they’d let me know.

I think I acted appropriately shocked, even though I wasn’t. However, my grief was genuine because every time I think of my beautiful coffee shop as nothing but a shell of black cinders, my throat closes up and tears threaten to spill. The detective heard it in my voice and extended sympathies a few times before we hung up.

I had called Lisa from the car after Zaid picked Carrick and me up. She was supposed to be the one opening the shop, and I needed her to know what had happened so she could get a phone tree going to the employees. I would need to get out an email soon to assure them that their jobs would remain intact while we rebuild.

In the kitchen, I find Zaid doing what he does best, which is cooking a huge breakfast. Carrick is on an island stool with a cup of coffee in front of him while he scrolls through his phone. He had put on a new shirt, but he’s still sporting black soot on his face and dried blood on his arms and hands.

Zaid hears me come in, glances over his shoulder, and nods to the island. “Sit. I’ll get you some coffee.”

“I can get it myself,” I assure him, touched he cares and a little wowed by this sweetened version of Zaid.

“Sit,” he barks, and I jump slightly. Carrick cuts his eyes to me, an amused smile in place, and nods to the seat beside him. I move that way, trying to minimize my limp. It does no good as Carrick watches me like a hawk, lips pressed flat in dismay that I’m in pain. I’m sure he’s thinking over and over to himself what an idiot I’ve been.

Just as I’ve situated myself and made sure my robe doesn’t gape, Zaid is putting coffee in front of me. “Thank you,” I say, and he grunts back.

A chime goes off on Carrick’s phone, and he informs us what it says. “Lucien is on his way up with the healer.”

“Lucien,” I say in surprise, sitting up a bit straighter. It’s the brother I haven’t met yet.

Subconsciously, I smooth my hair down a bit because I know, without a doubt, that he’s going to be as good-looking as Maddox, who, in my opinion, is just slightly less gorgeous than Carrick. My hand comes away with a shard of glass stuck to it, which I pluck off and set on the counter.

We can hear elevator doors slide open, causing Carrick and me to swivel our stools to watch as Lucien comes into the kitchen with the healer.

My first shock is not in Lucien’s appearance, but in the fact he has Stan the Light Fae with him, held tightly by the scruff of his neck. When they step into the kitchen, Lucien gives him a hard shove, and Stan stumbles forward several feet before righting himself.

“For fuck’s sake, Lucien,” Stan says, rubbing at the nape of his neck. “Is that really necessary?”

Lucien ignores Stan, glancing at Carrick. “Sorry… he’s the best I could do on such short notice.”

“Appreciate it,” Carrick replies, then tips his head toward me. “This is Finley.”

And wow.

Lucien is super-hot. Maddox looks nothing like Carrick, but Lucien actually resembles him to the extent their facial features are damn near perfect. Lucien might actually have the most perfect cheekbones I’ve ever seen on a man, not to mention full lips that are accentuated by a five o’clock shadow. His dark hair is buzzed so short he might as well be bald, and his eyes are a steel gray.

The only imperfect thing about him is a scar that runs through his right eyebrow, but, frankly, it’s needed because he’s just too handsome otherwise.

Still, neither Maddox nor Lucien come anywhere close to how stunning Carrick is, but I can still admit his brothers are not hard on the eyes.

If there is one thing I think sets Lucien apart from his demi-god brothers—just on first impression alone—is he gives off a menacing vibe. Whereas Maddox is jovial and mischievous, and Carrick is more remote, Lucien just looks like someone that should not be messed with at all.

Lucien’s gray eyes take me in, clearly studying the woman who has become a fixture in his brother’s life, before he lifts his chin in acknowledgment.

“Nice to meet you,” I say.

“Breakfast?” Zaid asks Lucien as he flips some bacon on the built-in griddle.

Lucien shakes his head. “No. Got things to do after you finish with Stan.”

“I told you,” Stan grits through clenched teeth. “I am not healing some filthy human tra—”

That’s all he gets out before Lucien’s right hand flies, fist closed, in a vicious backhand that connects squarely with Stan’s mouth.

“Fuck,” Stan cries out as I see black blood staining his teeth, which, luckily for him, seem to be intact.

Lucien just cocks that scarred eyebrow at Stan. “You were saying?”

“Nothing,” he mumbles as he grabs a wad of paper towels Zaid seamlessly hands over to him so he can spit out the blood.

I wrinkle my nose, thinking that looks aren’t everything. Stan is a stunning Light Fae noble, but he’s such a bigoted asshole to me that it makes him incredibly unattractive. I do wonder why Stan doesn’t just bend distance and disappear if he’s so averse to helping me, but I suspect it has to do with an inherent fear of what the demi-god brothers could do to him if he didn’t help.

Stan starts walking my way, and I swivel the stool around so he can reach me a bit easier. Carrick turns, too, and actually puts an arm on the countertop, leaning forward in a way that cages part of my body within his space. I think it’s a clear message to Stan that his fist will be close by if the asshole speaks badly of me again.

Coming to stand before my stool, the royal fae glares hard. He reaches a hand out toward me, pressing his palm to the center of my chest. Still glowering—his expression telling me very clearly that if he ever ran into me on the street, I’d be dead—he continues until a low vibration hits me dead center and his hand starts to feel warm on my breastbone.

It washes through me, moving through my arms and legs, swirling in my belly, and slithering up my spine. Even my brain feels toasty as my eyes start to droop with drowsiness.

“There,” Stan says disdainfully, pulling his hand away. Immediately, the warmth is gone and I’m alert.

Holding my arms out, I lift one sleeve of my robe to see my skin is perfectly smooth without a single cut or nick. When I rotate my ankle, it’s pain-free.

Turning Carrick’s way, I ask, “My face?”

“Perfectly perfect,” he replies casually, but the fact he called it perfect makes my belly warm again.

It appears I’ve been fully healed.

“Can I go now?” Stan demands of Lucien.

He nods. “I’ll walk you out.”

The two brothers briefly grasp each other’s forearms. Lucien’s gaze shoots across the counter as he says, “Later, Zaid.”

Zaid grunts.

Then Lucien’s attention comes to me, the barest hint of a smile on his face. “Stay out of trouble.”

I salute him. “I’ve been lectured sternly and promise to do so from here on out.”

The smile cracks no bigger before Lucien pivots away, ordering Stan, “Let’s go.”

Of course, Stan gives me a hateful sneer one last time before he follows the demi-god out of the kitchen.

“Pleasant fellow,” I mutter as I swivel my stool back around just as Zaid starts scrambling eggs.

“Stan’s an asshole,” Carrick replies.

I glance sideways. “I was talking about your brother.”

“He’s an asshole, too,” Zaid says, but it’s almost with affection.

“He definitely seems more serious than both Carrick and Maddox,” I remark thoughtfully.

“Lucien is a loner,” Carrick explains. “The gods haven’t been good to him through the millennia.”

Frowning, I carefully point out. “You’re all slaves to them, right? I can’t imagine any of you were treated well.”

Carrick shrugs. “I guess it’s all relative. We all do their bidding, but they tend to choose Lucien to do their more brutal work.”

Lifting my coffee cup to take a sip, I ask, “Brutal work?”

“Trust me,” Carrick murmurs with a shake of his head. “You don’t want to know.”

I let it go because I don’t want to know right now. I’ve got way too much on my plate as it is, but maybe later when things are better, I’d like to learn about the mysteriously menacing demi-god.

As we eat breakfast, I listen with one ear to Carrick and Zaid discussing some strategies regarding Dark Fae Fallon. She’s not going to give up on taking me out. But I have a hard time concentrating on that particular problem when I’m still mourning the loss of my business.

It’s not lost on me how I was almost killed but a few hours ago and how incredibly lucky I am to be alive. But somehow, that gratitude has been pushed way into the back of my mind because my career—one I’d come to love and get extreme fulfillment from—is gone for now.

One Bean is a non-entity in my life, although there are still things to do. Carrick says he’ll pay the staff until we rebuild. I’ll need to stop some auto ship inventory and put the remaining vendor accounts on hold. We have a newsletter list, and we’ll have to send out an announcement to our patrons letting them know we’ll be back better than ever.

But after that… I have nothing to do.

Well, except save the world, but is that really a full-time job? Especially when it’s not like I can go out and do anything. At least not without a bodyguard.

“I’ve got to go into the office today,” Carrick says, knocking me out of my thoughts. I turn to face him. “I’m going to wrap some things up so I can work from home for the foreseeable future.”

“You know,” I say with a scowl. “I don’t even know where you work. Or even what you do other than give grants to new business owners and slay Dark Fae.”

Carrick smiles. “I’ll fill you in on it sometime.” His expression then turns deadly serious. “You are not to leave this condo. Zaid will be here with you, and Titus is coming to train.”

“And what about Rainey and Myles?” I query sweetly. They’re returning from Arizona tonight, and I’d really like them to come over tomorrow so I can update them on everything.

I can tell Carrick doesn’t like it, but since he’s basically made me a prisoner, he gives a curt nod. “They’re welcome to visit you here.”

“Can I show them the library?” I ask, excitement bubbling within me. They’re going to spaz out when they see it.

“Of course,” he replies, then stands from his stool. “But given that Fallon is going to be coming hard for you, I think you should urge them to get out of town again. It makes them a bigger target.”

He makes a good point, and it’s actually crossed my mind a time or two since I escaped death at Fallon’s hands. I nod and promise, “I’ll have a serious talk with them.”

Because, once again, my life has changed drastically. It’s become more perilous than ever before, and it could put them in danger, too.

Yes, I will talk to them, but I’m fairly sure I know what they’re going to say… and it’s not going to be what either Carrick or I want to hear.


CHAPTER 3


Finley

I walk back and forth the length of Carrick’s home gym, performing my dynamic stretches before Titus gets here. Currently, I’m doing stretch lunges past the whip practice dummies Carrick had moved here today from the downtown gym we’d been using. He, of course, nixed the idea of us going back there again.

Which I thought was a little odd since Titus would be with me and I would hope between the two of us, we could handle the creature who had taken over my sister’s body if she tracked us down there. But he was adamant, and I frankly didn’t want to argue with him.

Truth be told, Dark Fae Fallon burning down One Bean and trying to kill me—and very nearly succeeding—left me a bit shaken. I didn’t even mind hanging at the condo with Zaid in residence, although he stayed in his office the entire time. Still not sure what he does, but he’s not here to protect me today.

Carrick took care of that by having Maddox hang out in the lobby while he wrapped things up at his office.

Wherever that may be.

I make a long lunge, hold it while placing my hands behind my head and then leaning to arch my back. Groaning at how good the stretch feels, I marvel I don’t feel a single side effect from my injuries this morning. Stan may be an asshole, but he’s an amazing healer. Maybe I should send him a cake in gratitude or something.

Despite hiding out in Carrick’s condo, my day has been quite busy. I called Rainey and Myles to inform them One Bean had burned down. That couldn’t wait for when they came over to visit as they were going to hear it once I sent the newsletter to my patrons since they were subscribers, not to mention they have friends and coworkers who go there as well.

I wanted them to hear that jarring news personally from me, but I purposely withheld what happened, only telling them I’d fill them in on the details tomorrow. They were flying in late tonight, and we’ve made plans for them to come here tomorrow. I have so much to tell them that’s happened in such a short time.

I’ve been to Faere, found out Carrick is a demi-god, learned I have a real twin sister trapped in the Underworld, Fallon is a changeling, and, oh yeah… she is the one who burned One Bean down and tried to kill me. Plus, Carrick miraculously saved me, and I might be falling mightily hard for him, but he doesn’t return the feelings.

Phew… it’s a lot.

Sucking in a huge breath, I let it out slowly. A thousand worries on my plate, and not many I can control. I’m going to be glad to share all of this with my besties tomorrow before hopefully convincing them to leave.

I managed to contact all of my vendors for One Bean, stop auto ships, and send out a personal email to the staff, who had been apprised early this morning that there was a fire and we were closed. But I wanted to have them hear from me personally that they would be taken care of until we can rebuild.

Carrick is being tremendously generous in covering everyone’s salaries. Before he left this morning, I asked him to add the cost of those salaries onto the original loan he’d given me, and I would pay it all back to him.

I was surprised he looked a bit offended, especially since he made it clear earlier that he was only helping to rebuild because it was a business investment.

“I’ve got more money than I know what to do with,” he said drolly as he refused my offer to pay him back for the salaries. “Don’t worry about it.”

Of course, I jokingly replied, “Why don’t you just waive the loan I owe you then?”

Carrick didn’t laugh, only gave me one of those looks that said he was in full business mode. “Oh, no, Miss Porter. You’re going to work to pay that back; otherwise, you won’t appreciate it.”

That didn’t bother me in the slightest. I wasn’t serious about my request, and I always believe in paying my debts. Not sure I liked him calling me Miss Porter as it seems like that’s his way to keep things professional with us since we had “the kiss”.

Regardless, it took me half a day to do all those things and put in a claim with the insurance company. They will have an adjuster come out to evaluate it but not until after the arson investigation is done.

I do wonder what they’ll find. It won’t be an electrical issue or a grease fire, nor will they find any accelerant. It will most likely look like spontaneous combustion, but I doubt that will go on the report. It certainly won’t say “fire due to Dark Fae fireballs”.

Most likely, it will be inconclusive and as long as the insurance processes quickly, we can start the rebuild. Carrick has assured me he can get crews working immediately because, as it turns out, his conglomerate includes a commercial construction division. He explained they normally do the high rises that seem to be going up all the time, but they’ll slum it for a little coffee shop.

He was teasing, of course.

About the slumming-it part.

“There you are,” I hear Titus call as he enters the gym. I release the stretch on my back and pull out of my lunge, turning to face him. He grins, giving a slow sweep of his gaze up and down. “Back from Faere, and you don’t look any worse for wear.”

I frown. “You mean I’m no worse for wear after Dark Fae Fallon tried to kill me today, don’t you?”

Titus’ eyes bug out. “Say what?”

“Carrick didn’t tell you?”

Titus shakes his head and walks my way, coming to stand with his arms crossed over his beefy chest and concern on his face. “I was in Detroit battling a nest of dark daemons that were on a murderous rampage.”

“Oh, well… a lot has happened. Want me to fill you in now or after training?”

“Now,” he demands.

And so I do the rundown, starting from the moment we stepped into Faere to my meeting with Arwen and all I learned—including Carrick is a demi-god, but excluding the sacrifice part as I didn’t want to overly worry him—and finishing off with this morning’s escapade of Fallon trying to kill me and burning One Bean to the ground, which would cause worry enough.

Titus whistles low. “Damn, girl… you’ve had quite the adventure.”

Not sure I would call it that, but I do have a curiosity. “Why didn’t you tell me that Carrick is a demi-god?”

He shrugs. “You never asked.”

“Yes,” I retort, screwing up my face in irritation. “I did ask. I asked when we were on top of the building that night sharpening my distance skills.”

“You asked if he was a fae,” Titus replies as he moves over toward the training cabinet. “I told you he wasn’t. You then asked if he was a daemon, and I told you he wasn’t, to which you asked how old I am, changing the subject, and you never asked me again.”

My eyebrows draw inward in consternation as I think back to that conversation, and I think he’s right. I huff with exasperation as I join him at the cabinet. “You could have just said what he is. You know that’s what I was aiming for.”

“It’s a moot point now, isn’t it?” The nonchalance in his tone is infuriating because Titus is who I’m closest to. Except, well, maybe I’m closer to Carrick now because he kissed me.

I shake my head. No, that’s not right. He kissed me, but Titus has seen me vulnerable and an emotional crying mess, and I didn’t feel awkward at all while breaking down in front of him.

I think it would disappoint Carrick if I showed that weakness.

“Look,” Titus says, opening the cabinet and pulling out some throwing knives made of iron. “I’m sorry about One Bean. You kind of glossed over that, but I know it has to hurt losing that place. It was your passion.”

Damn his sweet, kind ways and the tickle in the back of my throat that threatens to become a little sob.

I hide it by holding out my hand, and he places the weapons on my palm—four in all. They’re small but heavy, wrapped in leather around the handle, and designed for fast throws at close distances. We’ve only worked with them once before, and I wasn’t bad, but I wasn’t completely accurate either.

“These are a good secondary weapon to carry since they’re small and easy to conceal, so I want to focus on them a bit more,” Titus explains.

“What else are we doing besides knives tonight?” I ask, taking one in my right hand and flipping it in the air a few times.

“Whatever else you think that you can use some extra help on,” Titus replies, shutting the cabinet. His gaze meets mine, his expression on the regretful side. “Because tonight is our last training session together.”

“What?” I practically scream, bobbling the knife so it clatters to the floor. “You can’t stop training me. Did you not hear that Dark Fae bitch almost killed me, and I am nowhere near ready to—”

“You are ready,” he cuts in, the deep rumble in his chest filled with confidence. “All you and I are doing at this point is practicing. I’ve taught you all I can, and I’ve got a job I need to get back to.”

“But… but… how will I stay sharp on things without daily training?” I feel adrift without an anchor.

“Carrick can spar and train with you,” Titus replies easily, then gives me a sly grin. “But he’s faster and trickier than I am, so I’m giving you fair warning. Also, he likes to make you think he’s sweeping low but will always go high with a back fist. Don’t fall for it.”

“Titus,” I beg, waving off his efforts to tease me into complacency. “I can’t do this without you.”

“You can and you will,” he replies somberly. “You have no choice, for I am not coming back to train with you. It’s time for you to fly on your own.”

“You’re abandoning me,” I accuse petulantly.

He levels me with a disappointed look. “I most certainly am not. I am merely done with all I can show you. But I will be back to help you or Carrick whenever you need me. When the time comes, there may be a battle. I’ll always be at your side when you need me for that. But as for training, there’s nothing left I can give you.”

I know I should take that as the highest form of compliment. To know that in just a few short months, Titus has taken what were pretty damn good mixed martial arts skills and turned me into a fierce fighting machine. I’m well versed with the whip, still have my nunchucks at the ready, and I’m not going to suck with a short sword. Any one of those other weapons in the cabinet I can use, and I can continue to practice with Carrick.

Of course, the thought of doing hand-to-hand, which leads to some grappling and wrestling on the floor, doesn’t seem like such a bad thing to me.

I actually snort thinking about that, and Titus tips his head in question.

I shake mine, not willing to share that thought, and instead smile. “I get it. Thank you for all you’ve taught me since, because of you, I’ll at least have a fighting chance out there.”

“More than a fighting chance, Finley Porter,” Titus says, pulling me into a one-armed hug that could easily snap my neck if he so chose to do. “My money is on you to save the world. Now let me get the target set up for the knives.”

Titus moves to the far end of the gym, where a lone wooden cabinet hangs on the wall. It’s shallow and has two doors, which he pulls wide open to reveal a round bullseye target about two feet in diameter and made of wood. Titus mounted it higher than my frame to more closely resemble the height of enemies I might be facing. Apparently, most Dark Fae and daemons are big.

Because the circles painted on the target weren’t overly helpful, Titus had used a Sharpie marker to draw two eyes near the center of the top ring and a red “X” about four inches down.

As a reminder, he taps the eyes first. “Strike right between the eyes.” Then he taps the red “X”. “Or land that knife here… in the throat.”

I bend over, pick up the knife I dropped, and move over to a spot on the wooden floor marked with some blue painter’s tape. Transferring three of the knives to my left hand, I take the fourth and hold the blade with the handle pointed toward the target.

Titus, in a show of confidence that I won’t hit him, doesn’t move away.

I take a deep breath, adjust my stance, and cock my arm. Letting my lungs release, I use my wrist to snap the knife away and watch it flip end over end until it sticks in the target.

Right at the middle of the bullseye, which would be about chest level.

“That would be the equivalent of a flea bite to a fae,” Titus remarks dryly. “You can’t pierce breastbone with those knives.”

I know this as he had instructed me before. But that was just my first toss.

For the next three knives, I get successfully closer until my last one strikes the throat area. Titus moves to pull them out and walks them over to me. “Again.”

I hold the knives loosely as Titus moves back near the target, and why this question is even important in the grand scheme of things, I ask him, “Are you married, or do you have a girlfriend?”

Titus turns, eyebrows lifted in surprise before a lopsided grin lands on his face. “I didn’t know you thought of me that way, Finley.”

I roll my eyes in response. “I don’t. It’s just… I’m curious how you make something like that work when you can theoretically live forever? Does that mean you could only ever be in a relationship with another human from Semper Terra who doesn’t age either?”

There is no doubt that I think I’m sly with my questions since I’m only showing a mild interest in societal roadblocks immortals might have.

But the look on Titus’ face tells me I’m way too transparent.

“Never mind,” I mutter, moving back to the tape and putting a knife in my right hand.

I’m concentrating on the bullseye so hard that Titus’ soft voice jars me. “Carrick’s not built for relationships, Finley.”

My gaze slams to him and I open my mouth to deny it, but he continues. “He’s lived far too long and been through so many awful things that he doesn’t have the capacity if that makes sense.”

I think he might be wrong about that, but he has more to say. His voice is tender with empathy as he points out the real issue. “It could never work between an immortal and a mortal. You’re a Buffy fan. You knew it was impossible between Buffy and Angel.”

“That’s because her true love was Spike,” I mutter, my eyes cast down to the floor.

“Regardless, where is the future in it?” Titus points out. “You’d have a handful of years before you got old, and he didn’t. How hard would it be for both of you to part ways after making a relationship? Or, God forbid, he stays with you until you die… what will that do to him?”

And this is where my hope lies because neither of those things applies in our situation. “Carrick wants to ascend.”

Titus frowns, taking a few strides to come back to me. “What’s that?”

“It’s where he asks the gods that made him to unmake him, so he’ll just cease to exist. It will be his reward if he helps me thwart the prophecy. He’s done with his life.”

“Oh,” Titus says, but he doesn’t really understand what that means to me.

“And I’m going to die in the prophecy,” I tell him, watching his face freeze before it clouds with horror. “At least that’s what Arwen said.”

“You didn’t tell me that a bit ago when I got the Faere recap,” he accuses. “Don’t you think it is important?”

I shrug. “I hate worrying my friends.”

He leans in, eyebrows drawn together. “And she said that’s a definite? That you’ll die?”

“Not in those words,” I admit. “But she did say that great sacrifice would be required, and it would be mine to bear.”

“Fuck,” Titus mutters under his breath. His eyes turning sorrowful, he says, “That sounds ominous but not conclusive. Still… I’m sorry you have to bear that.”

“Don’t be,” I hasten to assure him because, weirdly, since hearing this news from Arwen, I’ve somehow come to accept it. For the most part. “It is what it is, and you know, the whole world in jeopardy and stuff. But I was just thinking…”

My words trail off as I’m too embarrassed even to say them aloud and feel even more foolish to be discussing them with Titus.

“You think that since you both are on borrowed time, why can’t something happen?”

I shrug, but truth be told… he nailed it.

“Finley,” Titus says softly. “How do you even know there’s something there? I mean… Carrick’s been nothing but brusque and standoffish with you from what I’ve seen.”

“He kissed me,” I say, somewhat reluctantly. That seems pretty personal to be divulging, but I’ve already gone down the rabbit hole.

Titus’s eyebrows shoot straight up. “He did?”

I nod. “In Faere.”

“And then what?” he prompts, eyes sparkling with interest.

“And then nothing,” I reply glumly. “I got the whole lecture about how it could never work between us because of the immortal-mortal thing.”

“But that’s not necessarily the case if he’s going to ascend and you’re going to die,” he points out, then reaches out and raps his knuckles gently on my head. “Knock on wood that doesn’t happen.”

I laugh and bat his hand away.

“What does Carrick have to say about this particular point?” Titus asks. “You know… the ‘both of you might not be around for long, so why not give in to it’ sort of thing?”

Shaking my head, I admit, “I haven’t talked to him about it. No time really. But maybe…”

“Well, let’s get back to work,” Titus says, taking me by the shoulders and turning me back to the target.

He walks that way and when he makes it to the wooden bullseye, he faces me. “But my last piece of advice, Finley… if you truly are on borrowed time, don’t wait too long to have that talk or to make a move if it’s something you want. For tomorrow is never guaranteed.”


CHAPTER 4


Finley

“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Myles says after a low whistle of awe.

I just pushed the button to open the secret passage that leads down to Carrick’s library.

“Is it a doorway to another realm?” Rainey asks with excitement.

“You could say that,” I reply coquettishly, not wanting to ruin the surprise when they reach the bottom of the spiral staircase.

Up until this moment, Rainey and Myles have been hanging out with me in the kitchen while I’ve filled them in on everything that’s happened in the last two days.

Rainey actually got behind the island counter and helped Zaid cook breakfast for us. I’m still a bit in awe that Zaid acts a bit human with her, but, then again, Rainey has always had that effect on others.

We ate Belgian waffles with fresh whipped cream and raspberries while I started to recount what had occurred from the trip to Faere until now. Carrick was out at a business meeting he couldn’t cancel, but he left Lucien in the lobby as added protection.

Apparently, Myles and Rainey met him on the way up. “That is one scary dude protecting the elevator,” Myles said after we got our hugs done.

“He’s a demi-god just like Carrick,” I replied without thinking about how shocking that information would be to them. Thus, I had to start my recap with that bit of information rather than from the beginning of when Stan took us into Faere.

Needless to say, my friends were shocked about the demi-god thing, impressed with my eavesdropping skills, and spent way too long asking questions about gryffins. I glossed over Deandra and my kiss with Carrick, instead focusing on the information Arwen gave me.

There was much debate on what it meant that there would be a sacrifice required and it would be mine to bear, and Rainey was in tears throughout most of it.

Of course, she snapped out of it when I got to the whole issue of Dark Fae Fallon trying to kill me and One Bean burning to the ground, and when I was finished, both of my friends looked a little green around the gills.

I haven’t asked them to leave yet. I want to wait until Carrick gets back because I want them to hear about the dangers from him. It’s not just the changeling that took over my sister anymore. They need to understand the dynamics of fae versus humans, and they need to respect the fact that I’m a huge target now.

It could put them in extreme danger.

So, until Carrick comes back, I decided to take my friends down to the library and let them be as wowed as I was.

“Come on,” I say as I enter the passageway and start down the spiral staircase.

Rainey comes next, followed by Myles, and once they reach the bottom, they’re stunned speechless. For several moments, they just sort of turn slowly around, taking in the cavernous room that traverses the entire length and breadth of this building with the endless rows of bookshelves.

I explain the reading order and suggest the books on the far end, which we can’t even see from the staircase, that deal with supernatural histories is where I might be able to find some information about guardian angels because we’d love to find the one that was present at my birth.

But truth be told, I’m more interested in reading Carrick’s journals. I just don’t have time and not sure I ever will.

Myles wanders in the direction of the bookcase that holds Carrick’s journals, reaching one and running a hand over the leather-bound books. “So this is a history of Carrick’s life?”

“Pretty much,” I reply.

“And how old is he again?”

“Four thousand eight hundred and fifty-six.”

Myles turns to face me, shaking his head. “No wonder he’s such a jerk. Anyone that old has just got to naturally be grumpy.”

I didn’t tell Myles and Rainey about what Ascension meant, and they haven’t asked. I skipped it for much the same reason I didn’t tell them we kissed, because that was all mixed up in personal feelings I wasn’t quite sure how to process just yet.

I’m sure I’ll have the talk—most likely with Rainey—but, for now, I’m on overload and I’m trying to take things minute by minute.

Myles pulls one of the journals from a shelf before bringing it over to the large conference room table. Rainey and I move to his sides.

The journal is old, made of leather, and a bit dusty. There’s a leather strap that wraps around the book and ends in a simple knot, which Myles undoes to open it.

The pages are yellowed, thick, and extremely textured. The ink used is black, and the writing is completely unintelligible. It’s rows and rows of different shapes and symbols.

“What the hell type of language is that?” Rainey wonders aloud.

“It’s cuneiform,” a man’s voice says, and our heads raise to see Carrick walking down the last few steps of the spiral staircase. “More specifically, Sumerian.”

Rainey and Myles are staring wide-eyed as he approaches the table, wearing a designer suit. He’s apparently back from his meeting, but he hasn’t changed into something more comfortable.

Carrick leans over, studies the rows of symbols that are upside down to him, and lifts his gaze to Myles. “That’s my account of the war between Sumer and Elam in roughly 2700 BCE. I helped lead the Sumerians under the King of Kish to defeat the Elamites. It’s actually pretty boring.”

“Just wow,” Myles mutters in disbelief, eyes still agog at Carrick. I think it’s hitting him what it means to be almost five thousand years old.

“How many wars have you fought in?” I ask him out of curiosity.

His gaze comes my way. “Far too many to tell you. The gods did love to influence the outcomes of those fights for dominance and territory.”

For a moment, I allow myself to feel the sadness that should be felt for a man who had no control over his life. Who was forced to fight in bloody wars he had no personal stake in.

“How do you have all these thousands-of-years-old books in such great shape?” Rainey asks, which I hadn’t even thought of before. This book we’re looking at should be crumbled to dust.

“Magic,” Carrick says simply before turning to me. “I assume you’ve filled Myles and Rainey in on everything, right?”

The unspoken question being have I asked them to leave yet.

“Almost everything,” I reply vaguely, and he nods, understanding I didn’t get to the tough part.

“What are we missing?” Rainey asks me.

Oh, a slutty Light Fae named Deandra, I think to myself. A kiss that, although soft and brief, was cataclysmic. And… I need you to leave town.

I smile. “Just some logistics.”

“Carrick,” Zaid calls down from the top of the stairs, and we all look up that way. Zaid comes down a few steps, bending over so he can see us. “Maddox is here, and he’s got Echo with him. She says she has some important information.”

“Put them in the living area, and we’ll be right up,” Carrick replies, his eyes coming to me. “Let’s go see what Echo has to say, then we can fill Rainey and Myles in on the rest.”

“Sure,” I reply with a small smile.

Rainey and Myles glance at each other, mutual unease in their expressions. I’m sure they’re assuming I’ve left out something really bad, but truly… it’s just Carrick and me planning to gang up on them to get them to leave for their safety.

Carrick turns toward the staircase, and I follow him up, Rainey and Myles bringing up the rear.

Maddox is standing near the fireplace in the living area, resting an arm on the pewter gray mantle that holds no pictures or decor. In fact, I’ve never even seen the fire lit and not sure what it’s for.

I make a quick introduction between Maddox, Rainey, and Myles, who give silent chin lifts to each other.

Echo is slouched in one of the blue velvet club chairs set around a low-slung round table. She’s picking at her nails and looks petulant, and I wonder how much of her being here is of her own volition and how much is due to Maddox threatening her or possibly even kidnapping her.

Those are things that would have bothered me a few weeks ago, but not so much now. If force needs to be used to get information, then I’m here for it. Especially since Echo isn’t all that nice of a daemon, and I’m fairly sure she’d kill me if she had the clear chance to do so without repercussions from Carrick.

“She has information?” Carrick asks his brother as he walks his way. Zaid, Rainey, and Myles stand back near the grand piano, but I move in closer to Echo. She lifts her head, looks at me from under those unnaturally long eyelashes, and actually hisses.

“Oh my word,” Rainey breathes from behind us.

I resist the urge to hiss back.

“Echo got word to me that she has some important information,” Maddox says as he pushes off from the mantle. “So I picked her up and brought her to you.”

“I want a thousand dollars,” she demands, sitting up in her chair and twisting toward Carrick. “Or you don’t get my information.”

“I could just torture you for it,” Carrick replies blandly, causing Echo’s gray skin to blanch.

“You’ll get paid an amount that’s equal to the strength of your info,” I say to Echo, and her head whips back my way to glare. “If it’s really good and benefits us, you’ll get the thousand dollars.”

“You going to pay it, Miss Porter?” Carrick drawls with a lazy smile.

I side-eye Carrick briefly. “Of course not. You are.”

To Echo, I continue while I still have her attention. “Give us an idea of what type of information you have.”

Smirking, Echo’s gaze moves from me to Maddox to Carrick—who she doesn’t look at for long because he intimidates her—then back to me. “I know who the Dark Fae is who took your sister’s body.”

Before I can even turn Carrick’s way with a look that says get your wallet out, he’s already pulling it from his inside breast pocket. He opens it, efficiently flips through crisp bills, and pulls out ten one-hundred-dollar bills. After tucking the wallet away, he holds it up for Echo to see. “Start talking.”

Echo’s eyes sparkle with greed as she leers at the money, and I’m wondering if she’s imagining all the drugs she can buy with it.

“Talk, Echo,” Maddox growls, and it snaps her out of her obsessive stare.

Straightening up, she moves forward in the chair to perch on the edge. Glancing at the money that Carrick holds fanned out in his hand one more time, she surprisingly settles her gaze on me.

“I have a friend who has a friend who has been hanging out at your sister’s art gallery,” she says.

“That’s not my sister,” I counter.

Echo’s lips curl into a faux smile of sympathy as she shakes her head. “No, she most definitely isn’t your sister. She’s someone far more important.”

I glance over at Carrick, who is staring with narrowed eyes at Echo. The hard lock of his jaw tells me he’s bracing for bad news.

I’m bracing, too, because I can hear in Echo’s tone that this information will change things.

“The Dark Fae who’s wearing the glamour of your sister is Kymaris,” Echo says with relish.

“Kymaris?” Zaid says, shuffling forward quickly with a heavy frown on his face. “Are you sure?”

“Yup. That’s the word. She somehow escaped the Underworld and is now here,” Echo says smugly, then cuts her eyes to me. “My condolences over the loss of your sister.”

I grit my teeth because Echo hasn’t said anything about this Dark Fae being a changeling, so I’m not about to educate her on that. Besides, I have so many other questions.

“Who is this Kymaris?” I ask Zaid just as I note that both Carrick and Maddox have the most serious expressions I’ve ever seen.

They actually look worried.

“She’s the Queen of the Underworld,” Zaid replies, bringing his knuckles up to his chin as he seems to drift deep into thought over this news.

“Queen of the Underworld?” I ask, implying I need clarification. At this point, Rainey and Myles want in on more of the conversation because they walk over to stand near me.

Carrick cuts his eyes my way. “She was the supposed leader of the rebellion of angels when God cast them from Heaven to the Underworld. Rumor has it that she assumed the throne as the supreme ruler there.”

“Rumor has it?” Rainey asks.

Carrick shrugs. “There’s not a lot of accurate history about the Dark Fae. Those who have been freed from the Underworld aren’t necessarily the best historians.”

“The question is, what is she doing here?” Maddox ponders aloud, which causes Echo to twist around in her chair to look back.

“She’s shut down the gallery, and the friend of my friend said she’s actively looking for Dark Fae. Word is out that the Queen is here on Earth, and she’s seeking her loyal subjects. She’s gathering daemons first, supposedly to make contact with their dark parents.”

“Again,” Maddox mutters. “Why?”

Echo shrugs. “That’s all I have. I swear.”

Without making further threats and accepting that we have all her information—which was really quite good—Carrick hands over the thousand dollars and then lifts his chin to Maddox.

Maddox nabs Echo by the back of her army surplus jacket and hauls her off the chair. As he escorts her to the elevator, he says, “Lots more money if you have more information, you understand?”

Echo nods effusively as Maddox jabs the button.

“And,” he warns darkly. “Just a reminder, if we hear you’ve mentioned Finley to anyone, Carrick will carve out your intestines with an iron soup spoon. Got it?

Echo’s gray skin pales again, but she reassures us. “I wouldn’t. You can trust me.”

The elevator doors slide open, and Maddox gives her a little push in. When she’s gone, he turns back and says dramatically, “Queen of the fucking Underworld. How about that?”

“Why don’t we all sit down and brainstorm what this means?” I suggest, giving a pointed look to Carrick that I think he understands. We still need to talk to Rainey and Myles about the danger they’ll be in, but I’m hoping that will be better received now that we’re talking about the baddest of the Dark Fae being here on Earth for the prophecy.

We move to a larger grouping of furniture and settle onto couches and swivel chairs. Zaid would normally be offering refreshments, but he seems incredibly worried as he takes a small loveseat all to himself. Carrick and Maddox choose the two swivels, and Rainey, Myles, and I sink onto a cream-colored leather couch opposite them.

“Are you sure she was telling the truth as well as being complete with her info?” I ask Carrick. His eyebrows shoot up that I’d question his judgment. “Well, you know… because you’re usually a lot more sinister with her.”

Carrick’s lips twitch, but his answer is dry. “I’m sure that’s all she knew, and it was worth every penny.”

“So I’ll say again,” Maddox exclaims. “Queen of the fucking Underworld here. What do we make of it?”

“What can we make of it but that she’s here to take over?” Myles suggests. “Echo said she was recruiting Dark Fae.”

Carrick shakes his head. “It can’t be that simple. There just aren’t enough Dark Fae here to form any type of legitimate force because they are so few and their powers are nominal.”

“Kymaris’ powers weren’t nominal when she torched One Bean,” I point out.

Carrick nods gravely. “I suspect her being a changeling funneled some strong magic into her somehow. What she did is not the norm for Dark Fae without stone magic.”

“Could she have stone magic?”

Scowling in thought, Carrick gives a shake of his head. “It’s possible but unlikely. Stones haven’t been seen in hundreds of years.”

“I’m wondering how other Dark Fae got into this world, but the actual Queen herself couldn’t? I mean, if anyone would have the power to do it, it would be her.”

Zaid drapes an arm over the back of the loveseat, crossing one leg over the other. As always, he’s dressed in black pants and black mock turtleneck with black loafers. “It would all be speculation. We know some Dark Fae have managed to slip through small tears rendered with stone magic, but that was in the form of dark rituals where humans here would attempt to summon demons to grant them powers. As to why Kymaris never came through before, I suspect because she’d be rather ordinary here as the Dark Fae don’t have power beyond strength and immortality unless they are granted powers by someone who has stone magic. But what we do know about changelings is that they’re not just a method to come to the human world, but also a catalyst for great magic. So it means we know she’s planning something big.”

“Prophecy big,” I mutter.

“Still, why recruit Dark Fae?” Rainey asks.

“I’d like to know that, too,” Carrick replies. “Our best bet right now is to find the angel who was at Finley’s birth.”

“What about a plant?” Maddox suggests. “I know some Dark Fae who would do it for the right price.”

There’s a quick shake of Carrick’s head in denial “We can’t risk it. Money speaks, but loyalty to their Queen could be much stronger. As of now, the people in this room, Titus, Lucien, and Arwen are the only ones who know Kymaris is a changeling. We need to keep it that way.”

“And we need to find the angel,” Rainey reminds them. “Perhaps we should start right now with some research. Myles and I have to head back to work tomorrow, but we can help in the evenings as well as the rest of today.”

My gaze drops down to my hands, folded in my lap. I take a breath to fortify myself as I prepare to battle my two best friends.

Carrick, however, beats me to the punch. “You both need to leave Seattle.”

Not tactful, no lead-in, and completely harsh.

But truthful.

My head snaps up to see Myles open his mouth to retort, but I catch his attention. “Myles… seriously… things are getting extremely dangerous. We’ve just learned we’re battling the queen of all the Dark Fae who has crazy strong powers, as evidenced by how easily she torched One Bean. She’s gathering Dark Fae to her side. This isn’t safe.”

“Moreover,” Carrick adds smoothly. “We know Kymaris is coming for Finley because she knows Finley has some abilities. You are putting yourselves in jeopardy by sticking around and staying close to her.”

“We’re not leaving,” Myles grits out. “We’re part of this. We’re on the team.”

“We’re the Scooby Gang,” Rainey says with a firm nod.

“You’re both idiots,” Carrick growls. “This isn’t some game or corny TV show.”

“Please, you guys,” I implore them both. “I’m worried sick about you.”

Rainey frowns, tilting her head. “And you don’t think we’re worried sick about you?”

That sets me back a moment because I never once considered their motivations. I just assumed they wanted in on this exciting adventure.

“Do not push us away,” Rainey says softly, her eyes pleading with me to understand. “We’ll be cautious. We’ll only come around you if you’re protected. But we want to help, and we don’t want to leave our lives and our jobs here either.”

I look across the glass coffee table at Carrick. He’s sitting with one leg crossed over the other, his coat jacket unbuttoned, and I notice his tie has been loosened. His eyes meet mine, and I hope he understands I truly don’t know what to do. I can’t make them do anything, really.

With a sigh, Carrick uncrosses his legs and stands from the chair. “I’ll put some stronger protections on the Fantasia. I can also give you two amulets that will provide some measure of protection against daemons and fae, but not enough that you could ever defend yourself for long. You get into a situation, then you do your best to run like hell.”

Rainey beams as Myles gives a curt nod to Carrick. They clearly aren’t ever going to be friends.

Carrick reads the questions in my eyes—such as how he can just roll over like that—and shrugs. “They’re not going to leave. You know it and I know it, so I’ll help protect them as best I can. Besides, we can use the research help.”

“Well, let’s get to it,” Rainey says, popping up off the couch, which makes me stand too just from the enthusiasm in her tone. “Let’s go back down to the library and start researching angels. We can order a pizza for lunch and work straight through the day.”

She walks off, heading back to Carrick’s office and the secret passageway, acting like she owns the place. Myles silently follows after giving me a half-smile and a quick but smug smirk to Carrick.

Before I join my friends, I turn back to Carrick. “How are you going to make the protection spell on the houseboat stronger?”

With a jerk of his head toward his brother, he says, “Pooled magic. Lucien will help.”

“I’ll call him,” Maddox says as he grabs his cell phone out of his pocket. “We should go over there sooner rather than later.”

“Agreed,” Carrick replies, loosening his tie to take it off. “I’m going to get changed, then I’ll help with research.”

While I very much think Carrick is at his most handsome when he’s in one of those very well-tailored suits, I prefer the Carrick in Faere who wore cargo pants and hiking boots and had a sexy five o’clock shadow at the end of the day.

“I’ll bring down some refreshments,” Zaid advises. “And then join in the research as well.”

“How about you go down and I’ll grab some drinks for us,” I suggest, and Zaid looks absolutely scandalized I’d suggest such a thing. We engage in a staring contest for only about five seconds before I turn tail and head off toward Carrick’s office so we can begin learning everything we can about angels.


CHAPTER 5


Finley

Glancing down at my phone on the table, I note the time and close the book I’d been skimming. “Workout time,” I announce to Zaid, who sits in a chair opposite me.

He grunts an acknowledgment, not lifting his eyes from the book he’s nose deep in.

I expected no different.

For the past week, both Zaid and I have spent a lot of time down in the library, researching as much as we could about changelings and guardian angels. There’s a lot more information on changelings than we had thought, but it’s voluminous and contradictory. We’ve typed pages of notes, and in the evenings while we eat dinner, Zaid, Carrick, and I discuss what we learned. Sometimes, Rainey and Myles join us, and occasionally Maddox, too. Lucien not so much, because well… he’s a loner.

It’s been a week since Echo brought us the news that Kymaris, Queen of the Underworld, is the Dark Fae now wearing my sister’s glamour. Our inner circle knows she’s a changeling, so we are trying to stock up on as much knowledge of this strange ritual as possible so we can know what we’re up against.

Every day, Zaid and I head down to the library for research. Sometimes, Carrick joins us; sometimes, he leaves to do only God—or gods—know what. On those occasions he leaves, Maddox or Lucien is always at the condo for extra protection, although it’s probably not needed. All three demi-gods reinforced the protective spells on not only the condo but on the Fantasia as well. With their combined power, they were confident nothing could get through—short of one of the gods themselves.

Even though the Fantasia is protected, I still worry about Rainey and Myles as they returned to their jobs and weren’t going to spend every moment within the safety of the houseboat. Carrick gave them each an amulet that provided a mini-shield should they be attacked, but it wasn’t strong enough to protect them from a sustained attempt.

Last night, my distress over their safety was eased a bit when Myles and Rainey came over after work to help with some research and eat dinner. I was bemoaning their safety when away from the Fantasia when Myles dropped a bombshell.

“You don’t have to worry anymore,” Myles said with a grin as we all sat around the conference table in the library, getting ready to dive into our books.

I cocked an eyebrow. “And why is that?”

“Carrick has a Light Fae protective Secret-Service-like detail on us,” Rainey answered for her boyfriend.

“He has a what?” I exclaimed, shocked that such a thing even existed, much less that Carrick would be thoughtful enough to implement it.

Not that he’s not thoughtful, but I thought he’d gone above and beyond in helping to protect my friends, short of letting them move into the condo with us, which was still a hard no among everyone except me.

“Yeah,” Myles explained as he leaned back in the leather executive chair. There are eight around the table. “Rainey and I noticed this guy following us one morning, so we just stopped and asked him who he was. He told us he was a Light Fae, and that Carrick had set up a rotating schedule to watch over us when we weren’t aboard the Fantasia.”

“Wow,” I murmured, now exceedingly touched by Carrick’s effort. Because I knew he didn’t do it for Rainey and Myles. He did it for me, knowing how utterly devastated I’d be if something happened to them.

And I’m not even jaded anymore by thinking that my devastation would, in turn, hamper our efforts to thwart the prophecy and prevent him from attaining his Ascension.

No. I’m pretty confident Carrick did it because he cares about me. I’d seen it in the way he protected me from Kymaris, and the care in attending my wounds after, and even the way I find him watching me sometimes.

He cares and, yet, he thinks that’s all he has to give to me. It seems that every day that passes, I’m more convinced our fates are more deeply entwined than just the gods meddling, and I feel like there’s something more to us that he’s not telling me.

I shake myself out of my ruminations about Carrick, which embarrassingly often takes up brain space at odd times.

Pushing up from my rolling chair, I nab my phone and bid Zaid a farewell. “See you at dinner.”

He grunts again, and I head up the spiral staircase.

Over this last week, Carrick has demanded I keep up my training, so every day at three, I head up to the gym for a few hours. On the occasions Carrick is in the condo, he has joined me as Titus said he would to keep my offensive and defensive skills sharp. He mainly acts as an instructor, giving me advice on technique. Sometimes, he will engage in weapons training with me, using a heavy wooden staff to defend himself while I’m allowed to attack with swords, my whip, and a battle-ax.

It surprised me at first, but then made sense, that Carrick is far more advanced as a warrior than Titus. I just assumed because Titus was an annihilator and Carrick is mostly a businessman, that it would be reversed. But when I thought about the fact Carrick was created to fight wars and has lived several thousand years longer than Titus, I realized that, of course, he would be better.

I head into my room to get changed, having moved all my workout gear over to my closet. My clothing has remained standard—leggings, sports bra, tank, and one of the several pairs of expensive athletic shoes Carrick had bought for me. I secure my hair into a long braid and grab the little duffel bag that I keep my wraps and gloves in so I can do bag work, as well as a water bottle.

When I get to the gym, I’m slightly surprised to see Carrick in there. He’d left this morning without a word as to where he’d be going, and Lucien had set up a quiet guard in the living area with a direct line of sight to the elevators should something wicked come through. Carrick hasn’t been all that transparent as to where he’s been going, but I think sometimes it’s work-related as this morning he exited the condo in one of his suits. Other times, he’s casual, and I expect those trips are to reach out to contacts for information.

Right now, though, he cuts an incredibly sexy figure in a pair of workout shorts and a plain gray t-shirt. It’s the first time I’ve actually seen Carrick’s legs and just… damn. They’re golden-colored like the rest of his skin and muscular in a proportioned way to his height and the rest of his muscles. He’s just a physically perfect specimen of a man, but then again… he’s not really a man, is he?

He’s a perfect demi-god.

Carrick turns his head when I walk in, giving me the slightest smile of greeting. “We’re going to work on some hand-to-hand today,” he advises me.

“Cool,” I reply, dropping my duffel down and pulling my wraps and gloves out. We’ve yet to do that, and I love practicing my martial arts skills.

Carrick shakes his head. “You’re not going to need those.”

Frowning, I stuff them back in the bag. “Why not?”

“Because you’re not going to be able to lay a hand on me,” he replies smugly. “I’m simply too fast.”

I tip my head, eyes narrowed slightly. “Oh yeah? I’ll have you know I’ve managed to land many strikes against Titus.”

“Titus can’t touch me either,” Carrick replies smoothly.

I wrinkle my nose as I straighten, not sure if that’s true or not. But I know Carrick is setting me up to defy the expectations he just laid down. He knows I work best when I’m a little mad and riled up.

“You might want the headgear, though,” Carrick taunts. “I’m not going to hold back.”

“I’ll pass.” I give him a saucy smirk before moving to the end of the gym to start my dynamic stretches.

Carrick doesn’t join me, but I’m guessing demi-gods don’t need to stretch. He surfs his cell phone while I take about ten minutes to warm up, and when I’m done, I walk over to the water cooler and fill my bottle up.

“I’m ready,” I say as I twist on the cap and set it on the floor.

Carrick looks up, puts his phone on an incline bench, and moves to the middle of the gym with about a thirty-by-thirty-foot area of free space where we do hand-to-hand and set up my dummies for whip practice. They’re currently all stored along the wall, several with chunks missing from the plastic where I’ve perfected my striking.

I jump nimbly from foot to foot, a tactic Duane always taught me to prevent myself from getting flat-footed, which makes people slow. Carrick merely walks slowly—completely flat-footed but still a million times faster than me—attempting to circle me, but I never give him my back.

I move along the same path, facing him with my arms up, hands fisted loosely, and in the prime spot to protect my face.

On the other hand, Carrick has his arms hanging down at his sides, his face, torso, and gonads completely open to my attack.

So I take it, launching into a jump front kick, and I go for the shot that will take him out. I aim right for his jewels, part of me hating to hurt him in that way, but also falling back on Titus’ training that I should never show an ounce of mercy, and if I have a kill shot or a shot to take someone out of action permanently, I must take it.

I push off hard from the floor with my right foot, left knee rising to give me an extra lift, and when I’m at my apex of flight, I snap out my right leg, aiming the bottom heel of my foot right at his balls.

Carrick doesn’t try to step back or turn his body to evade me. His arm merely flashes so fast I can’t see it, but all I know is he has my ankle in his hand, and he shoves me backward. It’s not hard enough to throw me straight to the ground, but it’s forceful enough that I stumble back several feet before the momentum takes me down to my ass in a humiliating conclusion to that attack.

“Get up,” Carrick says, palms up and flapping his fingers toward himself in a taunt.

I growl and push myself up, now engaging my brain a bit more. If this is how Carrick wants to play at hand-to-hand, I’m going to have to be more wily than him because I’ll never be as fast.

It takes only a moment to consider my options, and I rush him to attack. There’s a brief flash of surprise on his face and his hands come up, suspecting I’ll go with a flurry of punches. Instead, a mere two feet from him, I go into a baseball slide across the floor, made possible only by the fact I’m wearing full-length leggings because, otherwise, I’d be leaving strips of skin on the floor, and glide right by Carrick’s left leg.

As he’s turning to see where I went, I pop up, make a mad dash to my duffel bag, and have my whip out in mere seconds. I don’t know where Carrick is—if he’s just watching or rushing to attack me—but I don’t take any chances.

I whirl counterclockwise, fluidly bringing my whip, which has the thong coming across the front of my legs in a gentle whoosh. I then lift my hand above my head, the rest of the whip following almost gracefully. I helicopter it once over my head, finally catching Carrick’s eyes on mine, and slash it down to give a warning crack that comes merely inches from slicing across his chest.

My heart is racing, wondering if this is going to be a fight of whip versus demi-god, but Carrick’s face splits into a wide smile, and there’s pride in his eyes.

“Well done,” he praises.

“I figured I’d never match up to you in hand-to-hand,” I say, explaining myself.

“That was your smartest choice, and it shows me you’re using your best weapon… your brain.”

I have to force myself not to preen because I’m not sure Carrick has ever praised me before.

He nods at the whip. “Go ahead and put it down. You do need to practice hand-to-hand, and I’m going to put myself on human super slo-mo for you so that you can get some repetitive strikes and blocks in.”

I nod, turning to drop the whip in my duffel. This will be helpful because even though we’ll be going at regular human speed, practicing my moves over and over helps to build muscle memory and will quicken my response times.

We go at it for almost half an hour, working in four-minute fast rounds with one-minute breathers in between. Of course, that’s for my benefit, not Carrick’s, who doesn’t get out of breath at all. In fact, he hasn’t even broken a sweat while I’m covered in it.

“Last round,” Carrick says as he presses the button on his watch to reset the timer. I’m still a little wheezy, bent over with my hands on my knees, but I give a resolute nod.

We start again, my arms and legs feeling heavy and weighed down from the prior rounds we’d completed. I spend a little too much time putting space between us, walking in a circle to keep him at my front.

He doesn’t like me taking this extra breather when I just had one, and he comes at me. He volleys several punches, which I’m able to parry only because he’s slowed them down even more in deference to my frail human body being nearly depleted of energy.

An inside-out parry misses his punch and would have connected with my nose had Carrick not pulled it at the last minute.

“Come on, Finley,” he growls. “If you’re fighting a daemon or fae, they’re not going to go easy on you like this. Give me more.”

I go on the offensive, hit him with a one-two, and manage to block a roundhouse punch from him. But I don’t merely block it, I wrap my arm around his, pin it hard to my side, and step into him to give three hard uppercuts to his stomach that’s seemingly made of steel, and I can feel my knuckles bruising.

Carrick easily pulls free, puts his hand on top of my head, and pushes me backward like I’m an annoying kid throwing a tantrum.

It’s humiliating—even more so when he lectures me. “That was pretty pathetic. Come on now. Pull deep.”

Christ, I’m tired, but anger fires my blood up and I get a burst of energy I didn’t expect. I take advantage of it while he’s standing complacently and attack. Except this time, I feign high and then take a page from Titus’ book and crouch low. One foot planted hard on the floor, the other leg extended, I make a twirl like a top and sweep Carrick’s leg out from under him.

He goes down and I start to pop up, intent on bringing my knee down onto his chest and putting an elbow to the bridge of his nose, and then I can see if demi-gods bleed black or red.

But Carrick isn’t about to let me attack him further. His arm shoots out as he falls to the floor, hooks around my thigh, and brings me crashing down with him.

Carrick to his back.

Me coming straight down on top of him, in what might be a bizarre twist of fate, has me perfectly aligned on top of his body. My torso to his torso and my face hovering right above his, my hands on his chest, his on my hips.

I’m breathing hard, not just from the physical exertion but from the fact I’m lying on top of Carrick.

Weirdly, Carrick’s chest is moving a bit more rapidly than his placid, under-exerted self was just moments ago.

And those honeyed eyes of his… glowing again. I know now it’s not a trick of the light, but something otherworldly in him that tells me he’s feeling strong emotion.

There’s no rational thinking or pre-planned speech. I react from my gut and my heart as I advise him in the barest of a whisper. “I’m going to kiss you, and if you don’t want it, you better throw me off now.”

Not a muscle twitches on Carrick’s face so I can read what he might be thinking, but a red haze starts to overtake his pupils. I have no clue what that even means, but the gold in his eyes is still gleaming bright, and the fact he hasn’t thrown me off spurs me on.

I bend my head, tilting it slightly, and press my lips against his as my eyes start to flutter closed.

At first, nothing happens. I don’t feel a thrill of pleasure, and his lips stay firmly locked tight. A flicker of doubt hits me, and I even consider pulling away.

But then a low rumble of a growl emits from Carrick’s chest, and I find myself rolled off his body as he changes our places, coming to rest right on top of me. His hand goes behind my head so it doesn’t hit the hard gym floor.

I get just a flash of Carrick’s eyes, and he doesn’t hold back a single thing that’s running through that gorgeous head of his. He lays it all right out in his expression.

Lust, anger, possessiveness, and even regret.

It’s the lust that wins out because Carrick doesn’t just kiss me. No, he takes my mouth and brands it as his. He kisses me hard and deep, and I become a riot of feelings. My head spins because I never knew a kiss could be like this. Perfectly domineering and yet gentle at the same time, the glide of his tongue on mine is the best thing I’ve ever felt in my life. It’s the first taste of an addictive drug, and I know I’ll never in my lifetime get enough.

I’m not embarrassed by the moan that slips free of my mouth and fills his, nor how my hips try to rise upward to touch him.

Which is a mistake because the minute the soft center between my legs presses against the extremely hard, long, and thick ridge between his, Carrick rears back from me like he’s been electrocuted.

I cry out in despair when his mouth leaves mine, and my heart is crushed as I see his eyes darken and go flat.

“Fuck,” he mutters as he rises fluidly to his feet.

I scramble to mine, needing to be on equal footing and braced for the lecture I know I’m going to get.

“We can’t go there, Finley,” he says hoarsely, raking his fingers through his hair in agitation as his hard eyes pin on me.

“We just did,” I point out, my heart still galloping from what almost was.

“I know, and that was my fault—”

“I kissed you, so my fault.”

“I kissed you back,” he grumbles.

“You devoured me, Carrick, and don’t try to act like it wasn’t anything special.” He winces, his gaze dropping to the floor. I’d bet a million dollars Carrick Byrne has never averted his gaze from anyone in his entire life.

I can feel him disconnecting, so I demand. “How did you find me?”

Carrick’s head pops up, and he frowns. “What?”

“How did you find me the night I was at One Bean, two fireballs hurtling my way? How did you know where I was and that I was in danger?”

Jaw locked, Carrick doesn’t answer me, but I don’t need him to. I’ve pondered that over and over again since he rescued me, and I’d already come to a conclusion.

“We have some sort of connection, don’t we?” I ask, moving to stand before him. “Deny it.”

“I can’t,” he admits, but he doesn’t elaborate.

“Then why push me away?” I implore to know, hoping it doesn’t come across as immature and whiny. But I know this is something big. I can feel it in my bones, and I know he feels it too.

Why, oh why, is he denying it?

“I’ve already told you,” he replies flatly. “It can’t work between an immortal and a mortal. Don’t you think it’s been tried before throughout history?”

I stare for a long moment, wondering if he practices that in front of the mirror because it sounds legitimate when he says it.

“But you’re not immortal,” I say angrily, and Carrick’s eyes flare wide with astonishment. “You’re going to ascend. Become undone. You’re essentially going to die, so you are not immortal.”

“Finley,” he murmurs, his voice replete with sympathy.

I hold my hand out, palm facing him in a ‘just shut the hell up’ gesture. “I am most definitely mortal, and if the prophecy holds true, there’s a good chance I’m going to die, too. We’re both on borrowed time. We’re both going to die.”

It takes him a moment, but I can see when it registers.

When he understands what I’m saying.

The implication.

That we are both the same… living on borrowed time.

“Nothing is keeping you from me,” I say softly. “And if there is, it’s because of some secret or knowledge you hold but won’t tell me about, which means that maybe I really can’t trust you.”

My words don’t have an impact. I’m met with stony resistance written all over his face. Not even a little bit of indecision warring within those eyes that have gone the color of burnt amber.

“So be it,” I say, my voice strong and confident as I realize there’s not ever going to be anything between Carrick and me. I tell my heart it can hurt later when I’m all alone.

Turning on my heel, I move to my duffel. I pick it up, sling it over my shoulder, and, without a backward glance, walk out of the gym. “See you at dinner.”


CHAPTER 6


Carrick

The laughter coming from the living area was distracting, but it didn’t annoy Carrick, who had been working in his office. He was glad to hear Finley laughing with her friends, and he no longer chastised himself for caring about those small moments. The one thing he just could never deny—not even to Finley when directly confronted—was that there was a connection, and he cared for her far more than was healthy for either of them.

Carrick saved the notes he’d been typing on his laptop, a summary of what he’d learned in his travels the last few days. The handwriting process in journals had long ago become antiquated with the advent of computers, Carrick had preferred to keep his memories and adventures in digital format.

Pushing up from his desk, he made his way out of his office to quietly stand at the corner that rounded into the living area. Crossing his arms, he leaned against it and watched for a bit.

Finley, Rainey, Myles, and Maddox were playing a game—something he was unfamiliar with because Carrick didn’t play games. It appeared there were teams, and he was surprised that it seemed to be Finley and Myles versus Rainey and Maddox.

A guessing game, he surmised, as one player stood at an easel with a large pad of paper and drew an object while the other partner tried to guess what it was. There was a small sand timer on the table that he guessed was used at each turn.

Finley was at the easel, furiously drawing an object. It was easy enough to identify as a pen.

Yet, Myles yelled out idiotic things like bullet and torpedo.

Frustrated, Finley snarled, but then Myles yelled, “Pen,” and she beamed.

Next, she drew a plus sign to the right of the pen and then drew an eye.

“Pen… eyeball?” Myles mumbled.

Finley shook her head, drew a plus sign to the right of the eye, and then followed with what was a rough but very obvious camping tent.

Myles got that, too. “Tent,” he yelled.

Finley got excited and put the marker to the pad, but frowned in consternation. Instead of drawing an object, she drew a horizontal line after the tent, indicating another portion of the word she was drawing.

Finley then pointed with her finger at the pen, then the eye, then the tent, and finally the blank line.

Pen. Eye. Tent. Blank line.

Pen. I. Tent. Blank line.

Fucking easy, Carrick thought. Penitentiary.

Myles frowned, fisting his hands in his hair with frustration as he made ludicrous guesses.

“Time,” Rainey called out gleefully as the last of the sand ran out.

Myles slumped back in his chair. “What the hell is that?” he growled at Finley.

“Penitentiary,” she snapped. “I practically had it spelled out for you.”

Rainey and Maddox snickered and high-fived, which Carrick took to mean they were winning. Ribald jokes were thrown across the table, and, once again, they were laughing.

He focused in on Finley with her beautiful smile and those hypnotizing eyes he dreamed about every night. He was glad she was having fun because he knew those times would become rare.

A flashback hit Carrick in the gut as he remembered her on top of him in the gym yesterday. She wasn’t smiling then, but her eyes were speaking a story he understood. And as much as he absolutely didn’t want her to kiss him, the moment her lips touched his, he knew he hadn’t been more thankful for anything in an exceedingly long time.

It was like sailing through a galaxy of stars on the night wind, and yet he cut it off as fast as it had started. He just couldn’t go there. Yes, he had to admit there was a deep connection and they were indeed fated, but it simply couldn’t happen. Her point about them both having an expiration date on their lives didn’t sway him because he knew even if he had only one night with her, it would spell the same disastrous consequences as if they had weeks or months together.

While he felt it was the right decision, he hated how much he was dwelling on it. Hated wondering if maybe there was the slightest of chances…

But no. He couldn’t have her.

Turning back toward his office, he decided to check in on Zaid down in the library. He spent more time down there than anyone, but even if he read every day for ten years, he’d never make it through them all. And they didn’t have ten years. They probably had weeks. It was like trying to find a needle in a haystack, but his friend was nevertheless persistent.

Making his way through the secret passageway and down the spiral staircase, he immediately saw Zaid hunched over a book at the large table. His head came up at the sound of Carrick’s footsteps, and he lifted his chin in greeting before jotting down a note on a yellow pad.

“Find anything interesting?” Carrick asked as he kicked a chair out and slumped down in it.

The daemon lifted his gaze once more, already shaking his head. “There are more references to changelings than I thought there would be, but it’s all so contradictory. Some accounts merely say changelings are nothing more than dark tricks the fae play on humans. Some say it’s to be able to breach the veil in between realms. And, of course, some accounts back up what Arwen said… it’s to be a catalyst for great magic.”

“So, nothing definitive that will give us direction,” Carrick mused.

“The last such account was in the year 980 after the common era, where a Polish priest wrote about exorcising a demonic spirit from a young child. It was written by a Dark Fae who merely recorded the event as he thought it funny the priest had no idea it was a changeling.”

“And what happened to the kid?” Carrick wondered.

Zaid shrugged, pushing the book in front of him away in annoyance. “There’s nothing else about it. That’s all there is… little stories here and there with no obvious thread to glean any truth.”

Sighing in frustration, Carrick settled back into his chair. “Lucien called me a bit ago. Said he went by Fallon’s gallery, and it’s closed down. Windows have all been blacked out, the sign is gone, but there’s still some activity with daemons going in and out through the back.”

“I’m betting Kymaris has found a home somewhere,” Zaid pondered.

“She’d need something remote but within easy distance to the city if she’s recruiting.”

Zaid frowned as something occurred to him. “She won’t be doing anything in Fallon’s name, though. By closing up the gallery, she’s clearly letting that cover go.”

Carrick nodded, rubbing at his chin. “Especially with Blain missing, she won’t want prying police eyes on her. She’ll have a new human identity by now.”

Reaching across the table, Zaid grabbed a folded newspaper that had been sitting there and held it up. “You read this yet?”

Carrick had not, although he enjoyed reading the Seattle news each day. Time had just not been as plentiful since Finley Porter came into his life. “What’s in it?” Carrick asked.

“Article about Blain Stratherton,” Zaid replied, setting the paper back down. “Basically that he’s still missing and presumed dead. While they said the case is still open in Bern, Switzerland, it sounds like they’ve exhausted all avenues.”

“Only because they haven’t been looking for the Queen of the Underworld in connection with his murder,” Carrick said dryly.

Zaid came as close to laughing as Carrick had ever seen him, which was nothing more than a twitch of one corner of his mouth before he got it under control.

Carrick knew that he’d have to figure out Kymaris’ location sooner rather than later because it was always safest to keep enemies to the front rather than the rear. He’d put Maddox on it while he worked on finding Finley’s angel.

“I need to go to Rome,” Carrick announced.

“Angel lead?” Zaid surmised.

Nodding, Carrick explained that Rainey had found a small mention of a group of angels called Custodia, but it was from a very old manuscript written back in the 11th century and currently housed in the Vatican’s private libraries.

Zaid looked at his watch, knowing Carrick would be bending distance to slip inside. “Rome is nine hours ahead of us.”

“I’ll leave in a few hours, so I hit in the wee morning hours when it’s unlikely someone will be in there,” Carrick said, standing up. The trip there would take but a second. “Until then, I’ll be in my office doing actual work for my company.”

“I’ll keep reading,” Zaid replied.

Carrick turned to head for the stairs, but Zaid stopped him with a direct, perceptive question. “Are you okay?”

Quietly sighing before he turned around, Carrick tried to school his features, but it wouldn’t matter. Zaid was an empath and could feel emotions, no matter what his face said. Zaid also knew Carrick better than anyone, even his brothers, who sometimes would spend centuries apart. But since the day Carrick and Zaid first met, Zaid had never left his side.

“I’m fine,” Carrick said, an utter lie, and he knew that Zaid knew it.

“I’ve been by your side for twelve hundred years, my old friend.” Zaid paused, letting that sink in as it was designed to be a guilt trip of sorts. “I owe you more of a debt than can ever be repaid. You’ve always wanted my counsel, and I hope now is no different.”

Damn him all to hell, Carrick thought, but he moved back to the chair he’d just vacated and sat in it heavily.

Carrick’s mood was sullen. “I already know what your counsel will be—perhaps I just don’t want to follow it.”

“Indulge me anyway,” Zaid demanded.

Carrick rubbed his hands over his face. He was a demi-god—unkillable and with endless energy—and yet he felt very tired right now.

When his gaze met Zaid’s, he said, “I kissed Finley.”

Zaid’s gray eyebrows shot up over the prominent ridge of his forehead. “You what?”

“Twice,” Carrick clarified.

“Are you mad?” Zaid exclaimed, no hiding the horror he felt.

“I must be,” Carrick replied with no small degree of self-loathing. Then he proceeded to tell Zaid everything, the absolute full truth.

That he was attracted to the consternating female.

That he was insanely jealous when Pyke danced with her.

That he kissed her in Faere.

That he thought he’d die himself when Finley almost died at Kymaris’ hands.

And lastly, about the kiss last night, which held more meaning than the first.

Zaid shook his head sadly. Carrick knew Zaid always wanted him to be happy if he could, so he braced to hear the truth that couldn’t be denied from his friend. “You cannot get involved with her like that. It will only complicate matters. Make you both sloppy.”

Carrick slumped a bit. “I know.”

“It will interfere with your Ascension,” Zaid pointed out, which should have ended any debate within Carrick’s mind.

Yet, Ascension was the last thing he was concerned about these days. “I was thinking,” Carrick began carefully. “That if I’m going to ascend, and with Arwen’s prediction that Finley’s life will be a sacrifice, why shouldn’t I take advantage of the time we have?”

“Do you really want to go there?” Zaid asked quietly, concern heavy in his voice. “Knowing what the consequence will be?”

“If I’m going to ascend, what does it matter? When I am no more, how will it even matter?”

“Because in the time you have before Ascension, your heart will become trapped, and then it will matter in the worst ways possible,” Zaid replied, and Carrick knew he spoke the truth.

He grumbled. “I knew I wouldn’t want to hear what you had to say.”

“But,” Zaid drawled as if this was the most important advice he would give, “if you decide to go down that path with Finley, I’ll have your back when things go to shit, which we both know will happen.”

This didn’t assuage Carrick. He very well knew that starting anything with Finley was the worst possible idea that could be had. He knew Zaid would give it to him straight, and he would be validated in his resolve to keep things at arm’s length with her.

Carrick knew deep in his soul that there could be no scenario in which he should ever consider kissing Finley, fucking Finley, or letting his heart go to Finley.

And just as sure as he knew that, he also understood it still wasn’t enough to discourage him from further consideration.


CHAPTER 7


Finley

The kitchen table had become my makeshift office, although I could have easily spread out down in the library to do my work. But somehow, I needed to keep that separate.

The secret library with thousands of books that held all kinds of mystical secrets was a slap in the face reminder that my life has become unpredictable and dangerous.

Working on my laptop at the bright kitchen table overlooking part of the city and the Sound lets me have some semblance of a normal life.

Today, I’m sending out emails to update vendors on One Bean. Yesterday, which was exactly ten days since the fire, I was notified that the arson investigator’s findings were inconclusive, although they suspected it was faulty electrical wiring.

That brought on a whole new set of business problems because the insurance company was not eager to pay the claim if they could blame the fire on someone else—such as the original electrician and contractor who wired the building.

I had updated Carrick about this last night as he ate dinner by himself at the large dining table because, frankly, since being rebuffed, I’m not all that keen to be in his presence. It hurts a little too much, so, for the last two evenings, I’d made a sandwich and ate it in my bedroom while watching TV. He’d offered to train, but I declined, citing a fake sore knee. I know it’s obvious I’m avoiding him, but that doesn’t bother me in the slightest. I put myself out there, and it didn’t work. My bruised ego will heal soon enough, though my heart might take a bit longer, and then I’m ready to get back to business as usual.

Carrick agreed that as long as the insurance company had a slight chance of denying the claim due to it being someone else’s fault, they were not going to make a speedy payment. My heart dropped but laid low only briefly because Carrick stood from the dining table, leaving his meal half-eaten.

“Come with me,” he said in a clipped tone, and I followed him to his office.

I stood in the doorway as he unlocked one of his desk drawers and pulled out a checkbook. He bent over his desk, quickly signed every single check in it, and then tossed it to me. I opened the front flap to see “Byrne Enterprises” at the top of the first check.

“A bunch of blank checks?” I asked, needing a bit more clarification of what he wanted to be done.

“I’m going to have one of my general contractors, a guy by the name of Philip Hostein, get up with you tomorrow. He’ll start work on the rebuild. He’ll hire the subcontractors. You just need to pay his invoices as he sends them, and he’ll handle paying the people under him.”

“And that’s it?” I asked hesitantly. “You don’t need me to check bids or make sure you’re not price gouged?”

Carrick gave me a smile that sent a chill up my spine. “Phillip has been working for me for a long time. But he’s also a light daemon. He knows if he were ever to try to take advantage of me, I’d make him pay for it.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You’d kill him for double-crossing you?”

Carrick smirked. “No, but I’d sure make him wish I’d killed him.”

Before I could pry further or try to give myself a gut check as to whether Carrick was serious, he turned away and reached back into the unlocked drawer. Out came a large lockbox, and, after he put in a three-digit code, it opened.

He reached in, came out with a stack of credit cards, and flipped through them until he came upon the one he wanted.

A simple black card that he handed over his desk, forcing me to take several steps toward him to accept.

“That card has no limit, so use it on whatever else you need to get equipment, furnishings, stock, and decor.”

My jaw dropped open just a tad, but Carrick wasn’t paying any attention. He merely closed and locked his drawer, walked by me out of his office, and didn’t acknowledge my murmured, “Thank you.”

So on the heels of Carrick’s generosity, this morning dawned bright for me as I awoke to the knowledge that One Bean was on its way back. Carrick had warned me that even with a quick start on construction, it would still take a few months as some specialty item materials could take a while to get in.

Regardless, the morning got better when Philip Hostein called me at eight AM and wanted to know if I could meet him at the coffee shop just for introductions and discussion on how the rebuild should happen. Carrick had told him I was the main point of contact.

I was due to meet him in half an hour, but it was only about a twenty-minute walk, so I logged out of my computer. Picking up my empty coffee cup, I rinsed it in the sink and loaded it into the dishwasher. I don’t bother letting Zaid know I’m leaving because I told him during breakfast that I had a meeting at One Bean. He waved me off, not interested in such trivialities, but he made sure I knew he was still overseeing my well-being. “Maddox will accompany you.”

I didn’t bother arguing. Carrick had made it clear that either he or one of his brothers had to be at my side if I left the condo. Since Carrick has been missing all morning, I assumed Maddox would be my escort today anyway.

After a quick trip to the bathroom, a futile attempt to tame some of my curls, and a swipe of lip gloss, I ride the elevator down to the lobby with my backpack slung over my shoulder. It’s the first time I’ve been out of the condo since Fallon—or rather Kymaris—tried to kill me and torched my business.

Maddox greets me in the lobby with a cheesy grin. “Damn, girl… you get finer every day.”

Even though Maddox is one of the most handsome men I’ve ever seen, I roll my eyes because A) I know he’s just a jokester who likes to try to make me laugh, and, more importantly, B) he’s not the man I want complimenting me on my looks.

Regardless, I’ve become very fond of the big oaf.

He falls into step beside me as we head out of The Prestige. I almost giggle as I see the doorman give Maddox a wide berth because he most definitely doesn’t look like the refined, wealthy elite who live here—not with his long hair pulled back, beard, and tattoos visible under his V-neck shirt and on his wrists to the tips of his hands. I don’t have proof, but my guess is he’s covered from head to foot in them.

“What in the heck do those lobby folks think about you loitering around?” I ask, throwing my thumb over my shoulder.

“Well,” he drawls with a roguish smile. “I asked that same thing to the pretty blonde receptionist the other night when we spent some, shall I say, quality time together in the supply closet.”

My head whips his way to find him grinning from ear to ear. “Eww,” I say while wrinkling my nose. “And you shouldn’t be canoodling when you’re supposed to be protecting us.”

Reaching out, Maddox tweaks my nose playfully. “You’re such a fuddy-duddy, but I was actually off duty and Carrick was back. I didn’t fuck her until I’d turned my watch duty over to him.”

I can so see Maddox luring a woman into having sex with him in a dark closet, and I have to admit the thought of it is a bit… intriguing. I could almost imagine Carrick and me, but I drive that thought away.

“So… what did she say?” I press him.

“She just thinks I’m extra security for Carrick,” he replies with a shrug. “I expect Carrick is so rich that he could place a battalion of Marines in the lobby, and no one would say anything.”

“Are you that rich?” I ask him slyly.

He puts it back on me as we turn west on the next block. “What do you think?”

I ponder that for a moment. “I imagine you can’t live as long as you demi-gods do and not accumulate immense wealth.”

“That would be true,” he admits. “I just don’t splash it around like Carrick does.”

“He’s not splashy,” I rush to defend his brother.

Maddox just cocks his eyebrow, indicating he doesn’t believe a word of what I just said. “So, where are we going this morning?”

“To One Bean. Carrick already has a general contractor on-site, and he wanted to meet with me.”

Maddox whistles in appreciation. “Damn… that was fast getting the insurance money.”

“We didn’t,” I admit with a side glance as we traverse the midmorning walkers. “But Carrick wanted to start rebuilding quickly.”

That makes Maddox laugh, a knowing sort of chuckle, and he looks amused.

“What?” I demand.

He shakes his head, still laughing. “It’s just… Carrick isn’t the one wanting to rebuild quickly. He’s doing it just for you.”

I scoff in earnest. “It’s business. He told me himself.”

“You’re so blind, Finley,” Maddox teases, but doesn’t elaborate on that. I want to know what he means, but I also don’t want to open a can of worms regarding Carrick’s feelings, or lack thereof.

So I change the subject, “Speaking of your annoying, arrogant, controlling brother… any idea where he is today?”

“Rome,” Maddox replies casually, and I almost stumble over my own feet because I’m so shocked.

“He went to Rome?” I ask in astonishment. “Why? When? Is he coming back?”

“To answer you in order,” he drawls as we come to a crosswalk and have to wait for the light to change. “Yes. I imagine he has a lead. He went late last night. Of course he’s coming back, and I imagine your next question will be, when, to which I’d answer probably sometime today.”

For a moment, that doesn’t make sense to me because I know people can’t get on a plane from Seattle, fly there overnight, and be back the very next day. Not if they had business there.

Then it hit me… he didn’t fly.

He bent distance.

A flash of jealousy hits me that I can’t do that. Oh, the places I’d travel to. Paris to have croissants for breakfast, Japan for a sushi lunch, and Brazil for their world-renowned beef for dinner.

It’s moot to pine over such things as I’m human and bending distance would kill my fragile body.

It’s probably my biggest fear when it comes to defending myself against Kymaris should she come after me again. All she’d have to do is bend distance to reach me, grab me, and pull me back through the distortion. She could head straight to a cemetery and toss my dead body right into a grave.

That’s exactly how simple it would be for her to kill me, and I’d never be able to defend against it. Despite not necessarily liking the idea of having a bodyguard such as Maddox with me, it’s as safe as I can hope to be against Kymaris right now.

We turn on the next block, and I see One Bean ahead.

Or what is left of it. As we get closer, I can see all of the brick is still intact but covered in soot. The window we crashed through has been boarded up.

Mr. Hostein is waiting for us and we make quick introductions, although he already knows Maddox. This isn’t surprising to me since Mr. Hostein is a light daemon—who, under his glamour, is clearly a member of the lower caste. He’s homely looking and would be considered an average-looking human if it weren’t for the nose that was larger than what would be considered normal and hooked like a beak.

Regardless, he’s pleasant, diligent, and ready to get started. He sweeps his hand to indicate I should precede them in, warning me to watch the debris on the floor.

I step into One Bean—my home away from home—and I don’t let myself get overwhelmed with emotion over how bad it looks. Everything is completely destroyed, and nothing can be salvaged. The smell of char and must from the water used to put the fire out is nauseating.

“We’re going to have to gut the interior,” Mr. Hostein advises as I look around. “So if you had any desire to change the layout, now would be the time to consider it. Mr. Byrne said you have free rein and budget to do what you want.”

Change the layout?

Free rein and budget?

I had considered changing things a time or two, but I knew I could never afford it. The counter and registers are dead ahead as people walk in, and, when it’s crowded, the line has to go out the door. I’d often thought of moving it to the adjacent wall, which would also open up some more seating.

I start to get excited as I wonder what else I can do, like increasing the partial upper-floor space.

But then I go still, realizing Carrick giving me unlimited funds to reopen my business and enhance those dreams might be his way of alleviating his guilt or even appeasing me. Perhaps he thinks he can buy my happiness since he can’t give me what I really want.

Clearing my throat, I decide not to take more than what my pride can tolerate. “Um… I think I’ll just keep things the same.”

Mr. Hostein shrugs. “Suit yourself. But if you change your mind, you have a few weeks as it will take that long for demolition.”

I nod, smiling easily, but no way in hell am I taking more from Carrick. I’m not taking anything other than his help in thwarting this prophecy. Putting that distance between us again is the only way to keep my heart secure and ensure I stay focused on the important things such as saving the world.

*     *     *

“Will you stop staring?” Zaid snaps as he catches my eyes on him again.

I laugh, lifting my glass of wine. “I’m sorry… it’s just… I’ve never seen you just sit and relax.”

And it’s even funnier that he’s incredibly uncomfortable as he sits at the far end of the kitchen island with a glass of red wine that Rainey set before him. This was right after she showed up around an hour ago, her and Myles each toting bags of groceries.

Zaid tried to intercept her on the way to the kitchen, which is essentially his kingdom, but Rainey stopped him in his tracks. “Zaid… I’m cooking dinner for everyone tonight. You deserve a night off, so I am insisting you sit, relax, and drink wine while I do the work.”

Zaid looked like he’d been struck with lightning, his appalled expression remaining there for a good five minutes after he had, in fact, taken a seat at the end of the counter.

Eventually, he started sipping at the wine, and while he didn’t actively participate in the conversation between Rainey, Myles, and me, he stayed within our social circle, which was good enough. I feel bad Maddox is relegated back down into the lobby, where he’s been ever since we came back from One Bean. I’ll take him down a plate of Rainey’s lasagna that is currently bubbling in the oven. She’s not the best cook, so no telling how it will turn out, but I watched as she prepared everything and she did exactly as I would have done.

At least it smells fantastic, and my stomach is rumbling because I didn’t eat lunch. When we got back, I headed down to the library and spent the rest of the day working.

Well… not working.

Reading some of Carrick’s journals, or rather, attempting to read them. The further back in history I went, the less I could read as he wrote in the language of whatever region he was living in at the time. There were some interesting pages during the French Revolution, which were actually written in English, and it appeared Carrick was a subject of the English crown but living in France.

Of course, a million questions.

Did Carrick have a different name as he moved through generations, centuries, and millennia? I know he must have as Carrick isn’t an ancient Sumerian name.

For that matter, he doesn’t look like what I would expect a Sumerian to look like, but he never said he was created to blend in with them. Only to fight their wars.

Having met and seen how ridiculously beautiful but very unique Veda is, I expect Carrick was created more in their image than to fit into any particular civilization.

When Rainey and Myles showed up with groceries for dinner, I realized I’d been in the library for over five hours and had not once tried to research changelings or angels.

Only Carrick.

I’m so lost in thought about the man—well, demi-god—and his exceedingly long history in this world that I’m caught completely off guard when he materializes in the kitchen just behind Zaid. Except he doesn’t just appear statically as if out of thin air. Rather, he seems to be taking a large step from somewhere else, right into the kitchen. Like literally one foot appears, then his leg, torso, and finally the rest of his body.

Rainey and Myles are caught way more off guard than I am. She shrieks, and Myles yells, “What the fuck?”

We all just experienced Carrick bending distance. Zaid does no more than lazily glance over his shoulder to proclaim, “You were gone a lot longer than I thought you’d be.”

“Well, when in Rome,” I quip since that’s where Maddox told me he went. “Do as the Romans do, so maybe he was just eating a lot of pasta.”

“Actually, I wasn’t in Rome long,” Carrick says as he moves behind the counter and peers into the wall-mounted oven to look in on the lasagna. He then nabs the open bottle of red wine and pours himself a glass. “I’ve been in New York for a good chunk of the day.”

Rainey’s eyes come to mine, then to Myles, then back to me.

I finally ask the question. “And did you learn anything about angels or changelings or whatever lead you were following?”

“It was angels,” Carrick says before lifting his glass and taking a small sip. He walks up to the counter and leans on it. Even though the man has been gone for hours and hours, traveled from Rome to New York, he looks fresh and full of energy. He chose black cargo pants, a long-sleeve shirt, and combat boots, so I expect some, if not all, of his trip, was on the secretive side.

Carrick then tips his head right toward Rainey, standing beside him as she had been buttering up the garlic bread to go in the other oven. “You can thank her. She found an obscure mention of a group of angels called The Custodia that intrigued me.”

Rainey nods effusively. “I remember that name. It was just that one mention, but there was a cited source that was unreachable via internet searches as I seem to remember.”

“That’s because the source was an 11th-century manuscript that was housed in the private Vatican libraries, which are not open to the public.”

“A little breaking and entering. I like it.” I turn to find Maddox strolling into the kitchen. How he knew Carrick was home and that he was off duty is beyond me.

Maddox grins at my scowl, and I ask, “How did you know that Carrick was back, and you could leave the lobby? Do you two communicate with some form of telepathy?”

Waving his cell phone in his hand, he gives me a chastising look that says I’m a complete dummy. “It’s called a phone. Carrick texted me as he was leaving New York.”

“Oh,” I mutter, ducking my head to take a large gulp of my wine as everyone laughs at my expense. Maddox, though, walks over to me and pats me on the head, which is even worse.

“Anyway,” Carrick continues. “I found the manuscript with no problem, but it didn’t provide much information. Only that there were a group of angels that some small sects of the Catholic church recognized in the past, but the Vatican did not, insisting they were not the same as guardian angels.”

“That’s not overly helpful,” Rainey murmurs.

“No, it wasn’t,” Carrick agrees as he stares down at the garlic bread. I suspect he might not have eaten today. “Do you need to get that in the oven?”

Rainey startles and blushes. “Gosh, yes… sorry. I’ll do that. You keep talking.”

“So, I got to thinking… many families have centuries-long traditions of entering the priesthood,” Carrick explains, giving a side glance at Rainey to make sure she is moving with the food. “While I was at the Vatican, I went into their archives that track the lineages of such families and found that the priest who wrote that manuscript citing Custodia angels was just such a family who took their priestly duties seriously.”

It clicks immediately. “He has a descendant who is a priest in New York,” I say with excitement.

“Wrong,” Carrick says emphatically, shooting me down. “But… he does have a descendant who was a priest in New York but left about five years ago. Fell in love with one of his parishioners and got married.”

“Saucy,” Maddox says in a voice filled with admiration.

I give him an elbow, seeing as how he’s standing so close and it’s hard to resist. Looking back to Carrick, I ask, “And did you find anything helpful?”

“Very,” he replies as Rainey comes back to the counter to stand beside him, eyes wide with interest.

When Carrick looks back at the oven, Rainey assures him, “Dinner will be ready in about ten minutes, I promise.”

“Great, I’m starving,” he says, then sets his wineglass down. “I’m going to make a long story short as I spent a few hours with this former priest. But bottom line, he had diaries and manuscripts handed down through his family, and it was a firmly held belief that there were indeed a group of angels called The Custodia. They were earth walkers, appearing human, and thus able to hide in plain sight. Supposedly, their job was to watch over certain humans and help guide their destinies. These priests, though, did not think these angels were divine, mainly because they walked the earth and aren’t mentioned in the Bible. He also said they were vastly different from guardian angels, who they believed were spirits of the deceased.”

“If not divine, then what are they?” Myles asks.

Carrick doesn’t look at Myles but rather his brother as he answers. “If not divine, then they’re most likely creatures of the gods.”

“You mean the same gods who created you?” I ask in shock.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Carrick admits flatly.

“Created to play a part in their prophecies,” Maddox mutters.

My thoughts race as I try to comprehend this. “If I understand, I was destined by the gods to be part of a prophecy, and my job is to stop it. A Custodia angel would be watching over me and guiding me if necessary?”

That last part, I ask Carrick.

His gaze meets mine. “I’m not sure, but the last interesting thing I learned was that a Custodia angel is always near to their charge both spiritually and physically. They will often play important roles in their humans’ lives so they can stay on the right path.”

My eyebrows draw inward as something starts to niggle in my brain. “Close physically?”

Carrick nods, his eyes lighting up. He’s already figured something out, and he knows I’m headed in the right direction.

“Holy shit,” I murmur as the answer strikes me. “My aunt Tina.”

Rainey cocks her head in confusion. “Your distant aunt you’d never heard of who showed up after your dad died with guardianship papers in hand to take care of you and Fallon until you reached eighteen? That Aunt Tina?”

“That’s her,” I say with excitement. “She has to be my Custodia.”

“I think it’s very likely,” Carrick agrees. “So, we need to find her.”

“That’s easy,” I reply brightly, this being the best news I’ve heard all day. “She lives about an hour north. We keep in touch via email and text. She’s forever sending me photos of the gardens she works on.”

“We’ll go tomorrow then,” Carrick replies just as the oven timer dings. His gaze swings that way hopefully.

Rainey pulls the lasagna out as well as the bread. We eat family-style right at the counter as we each help ourselves to gooey, cheesy portions. Carrick asks about my meeting with Hostein, and I give him the basics. Rainey and Myles talk about their real jobs, and Zaid gets a second glass of wine, but it doesn’t loosen him up in any way.

“There’s one other thing,” Carrick says as he starts to serve himself a second piece of lasagna. “It looks like Kymaris has closed Fallon’s gallery down. It’s all boarded up, but there’s still some activity with daemons going in and out at night.”

I’m not surprised Carrick has eyes on the gallery. I’m sure he wants to know all he can about the Queen of the Underworld.

“But Kymaris hasn’t been seen,” Carrick continues, and my stomach knots up with unease. It’s fear that she could perhaps just be waiting under my bed for me. “We expect she’s probably moved to a more remote house or something. Maddox is going to find her.”

“How will you do that?” I ask curiously, wanting them to find her quickly.

“Good old-fashioned stalking,” Maddox tells me with a wink. “There’s too much activity going on from the back entrance, so it’s likely some of those daemons are maybe going back and forth from there to where she’s located. Just need to follow them until we find her.”

“We can do that,” Myles says, looking over to Rainey. “Right, babe?”

“Totally,” she agrees. “We’ll do a stakeout and—”

“Absolutely not,” Carrick and I say at the same time.

This starts an argument, mainly between Carrick and Myles, both talking loudly at each other around mouthfuls of lasagna. I settle back, eat, and sip my wine. I know Carrick will physically restrain Myles and Rainey if need be to keep them safe, so I just let the argument rage on. He’s far more persuasive than I ever can be, and while I love my friends, I’m firmly on Carrick’s side regarding this.

My thoughts turn to “Aunt Tina,” a woman I had never gotten close to in the two years she lived in our house until Fallon and I turned of age. I had wanted a relationship, as she was supposedly from my dad’s side of the family and the last living part of him we had left.

But she always kept distance between us. She was diligent in her guardianship, made sure we were well cared for, but she never let any attachments form. Fallon gave up first, not really interested, but I held on a bit longer.

Sure that at some point, some of my dad would shine through.

It never happened, but now I’m sure the reason is that she was never my family member to begin with.

She was my angel.


CHAPTER 8


Finley

Carrick and I didn’t waste any time. The next morning, we left The Prestige and headed north out of Seattle in his fancy sports car.

Of course, I had no clue what type of car it was, other than I’d never seen anything like it, and I felt like I was in some space movie as I slid into the passenger seat. I asked Carrick right away, “What type of car is this?”

“A Bugatti Chiron,” he replied as he pulled out.

Immediately, I Googled the car and read stuff about hyper-performance sixteen-cylinder engine and fifteen hundred horsepower, all of which was over my head. But my eyes popped out of my head when I saw the price tag was a cool three million dollars.

The entire ride, I was afraid I’d sweat on the leather and ruin it, but Carrick seemed completely at ease, shifting gears and maneuvering out of city traffic. I could hear the engine poised to scream if he let loose, but he drove like a slowpoke.

Tina Porter posed as my estranged aunt for two years and lived just an hour north of Seattle on the outskirts of Mt. Vernon. Fallon and I had never been to her house, but we did have her address on numerous documents, plus she sends me cards from time to time.

We never once thought to question her story about being estranged from the family. Mired in grief over our dad’s death by suicide, we readily accepted there was a family member he never told us about. After all, the legal papers she had in hand when she came to see us the day after he died were legit and accepted by the courts without question. I think we were a little grateful that “Aunt Tina” didn’t ask us to move to Mt. Vernon with her and happily accepted her offer to live in our house. We were thrilled we wouldn’t be going into the foster system. Tina moved into Dad’s bedroom and, for two years, met our most basic needs.

Now, as Carrick and I stand at the bottom of her porch steps, looking up at a house I’ve never seen or been to before, I wonder what we’ll find. We’re only here on a hunch, but my gut says we’re right about it.

Tina is my Custodia angel.

I glance around, marveling at how secluded of an area she lives in. Her driveway went back a good quarter-mile off the main road, right through a thick copse of trees. There were no other houses around.

Her small home is made of weathered lumber with a covered porch. Her yard is beautiful with well-manicured green grass that’s able to grow because the tree line sits back a good hundred yards from her house, allowing plenty of light in. She has flower beds and meandering paths branching off to either side of the house, with colorful perennials planted all along the front. Clearly, she has the greenest of thumbs, and I wonder why she never bothered with our house the few years she lived there.

Before we can move up the steps to the front door, it opens, and then the screen door pushes forward with a creak as a woman steps out. I haven’t seen Aunt Tina in twelve years, but it’s her.

Just… different.

She’s actually younger looking than when she came to take care of us, by at least twenty years. Her blonde hair is the same color but not the short, practical bob she’d worn then. It’s lustrous and wavy, parted down the middle, with long chunks hanging over her shoulders. The age lines are gone, and her complexion is dewy fresh. This is the validation that was needed. She’s not my aunt, but an angel, and the expression on her face says she knows that we know the truth.

“I should be surprised you came to see me,” the angel says with a smile. “But I’m not.”

I’m suddenly dumbfounded as to what to say, so I make a hasty introduction. “Tina… this is Carrick.”

She responds by stepping fully out onto the porch. She’s wearing an ankle-length beige skirt with fringe at the bottom and a loose white blouse that reveals both shoulders. Her feet are bare. “It’s not Tina. It’s Sarvel.”

“Oh,” I mumble, now totally dead in the water with conversation ideas.

Sarvel looks to Carrick. “And I know who you are, demi-god.”

“Wish I could say the same about you,” he replies smoothly. “Which is why we need to talk. Can we come in?”

“Yeah,” I add with a lifted chin. “What he said.”

Sarvel’s eyes crinkle, and she waves her arm. “Come on in. I’ll fix us some tea, and we can talk.”

The angel disappears into the house, and Carrick motions for me to precede him in. Her home is tidy but minimalist, contrary to the bursting colors in her well-tended gardens outside. The kitchen is just to the left of the living room where we enter, and Sarvel is putting water in a kettle. She nods at the couch, urging us to take a seat.

Just before I turn away to do so, I notice her wave her hand over the kettle, and it starts whistling with steaming water.

So she has magical powers.

Or angelic powers.

But they’re not divine, right?

So many questions.

Carrick and I settle beside each other on the couch but with sufficient space separating us. I’ve still been playing things super cool with him—light hearted and joking around—and he’s been acting no different to me. It’s like our kiss in the gym never happened, and, while I don’t like it, I’m not going to press it either. We have more important things to worry about right now.

Sarvel comes into the living room and sets a tea service tray on the empty coffee table. She pours and offers us a cup, to which I accept, but Carrick declines. Sarvel takes her own to sit in a rocking chair that faces us in the corner.

She begins the conversation. “You’ve obviously found out I’m your Custodia, and I expect you want some questions answered.”

I nod, setting the teacup down as it’s too hot to sip at. “We couldn’t find much information, so I guess I first want to know what is a Custodia angel, are you divine, and what is your purpose?”

Sarvel smiles, holding her cup with both hands. She blows across the top, takes a sip, and puts the tea on a table beside her. “First, I am not divine. I have no connection to Heaven or God. I was created and just came to be, and, when I came to consciousness, I had an awareness of what I had to do.”

“Created by who?” I ask.

“The gods,” Carrick answers for me.

Sarvel nods in agreement. “Yes, we’re created by the gods to help guide the fates.”

I frown. “What does that even mean?”

“It means I’m to watch and guide if necessary, to make sure things progress according to fate and destiny.”

“And exactly what is Finley’s fate and destiny?” Carrick asks, his tone clipped.

“I have no idea,” Sarvel replies.

I just stare, and Carrick does, too. I don’t think either one of us knows what to say, but it’s Carrick who is clearly the more quick-witted. “You’re an angel who will guide Finley toward her destiny, but you have no clue what it is? Then how the hell do you know how to guide her?”

“I just know,” she replies, then sits forward on her chair. “It’s inherent, this knowledge, and it comes to me when I need it. Just as I know what my purpose is, but not the end destination.”

Carrick and I look at each other, me confused and him skeptical.

“Maybe it will help if you let me tell you how Finley became my charge, which was on the night she was born,” Sarvel suggests. She doesn’t wait for our consent but launches into a story. “Twenty-eight years ago, on July 18th, I was created and given my new charge. I appeared in your parents’ bedroom on a dark and stormy night, invisible to their eye, and I watched your pregnant mother labor. I knew the baby coming out was to be my new charge.”

“But—” I say, and Sarvel raises her hand to stop me.

“I just knew,” she repeats very slowly. “No one tells me. I’m not given a manual—I just appeared there and knew that the baby coming out was my next charge to watch over. Please don’t try to press me on the details I can’t give.”

“Sorry,” I mutter. “Please continue.”

Sarvel smiles, a forgiving one, and continues. “Your mother was very brave, and your father very attentive. The weather was preventing the ambulance from getting there quickly, and it became clear to them that she was giving birth right there on that bed.”

I tried to imagine it in my head. My mom sweaty and red-faced, maybe yelling obscenities at my father while he rubbed her back and encouraged her.

“When a baby finally came and I laid eyes on it, I knew immediately it was not mine to guide. I was confused, not realizing you were still tucked safely in your mother’s belly, but before I could process it, a dark daemon walked into the room holding something in its arms. I’d never seen a daemon before, but I was created with the knowledge I would need, and thus I knew what it was. It took me a moment, but I realized the daemon was holding a naked newborn baby. The baby who had just been born was a mess, squalling on the sheets between your mother’s legs while your father was trying to clean it off. I wondered for a moment if the baby the daemon held was to be mine, but my gut told me it wasn’t.”

God, she paints such a vivid picture. My father would never talk about the details of that night, instead choosing to romanticize my mother’s pain, bravery, and sacrifice.

“I watched,” she said softly, “remaining shrouded with invisibility. Before your father even noticed the dark daemon in the room, it wielded magic that it should not have and froze your mother and father in place. It then proceeded to take the baby it carried and touched it first to your father, then your mother. With a gleeful smile, the daemon laid the baby between your mother’s legs and picked the baby who had just been born up by the ankle. Without a care in the world for the baby’s safety, the daemon carried it out the door that way and disappeared down the stairs.”

I gasp in horror at the crudity of the kidnapping, and, to my surprise, Carrick reaches out and takes my hand.

“Why didn’t you stop it?” I demand angrily.

“Because I wasn’t supposed to,” she replies.

“Because you just knew,” I grit out, knowing that will be her answer to a lot of questions.

“When the daemon left, your parents became unfrozen, seemingly unaware of what happened. Your mom immediately started screaming in labor pain once again because you were about to be born and you were going to be mine to watch over.”

I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself from interrupting her. I want to tell her I was never hers as I’m angry and bitter she did nothing to save my sister.

“Your birth was fast,” Sarvel says.

“Born just six minutes later,” I murmur.

“And your mom immediately lost consciousness and died soon after,” she adds, sympathy in her voice. “At first, your dad didn’t even know as he was trying to handle two babies, but, by the time he did, she was already gone.”

My eyes start stinging with tears, and I blink furiously so they don’t fall. Carrick’s hand squeezes mine and I let him, holding on to his comfort.

“Your dad was mindless with grief, moving to your mother’s side while the two babies cried on the mattress between your mother’s legs. It allowed me to move forward, still shadowed, of course, and examine you. I reached out… touched your foot, and then I knew.”

Sarvel pauses for dramatic effect. “I knew that a changeling had been placed and that you’d be facing an incredible battle one day against a powerful evil that would grow from that changeling baby. I knew you would need some type of help in making your way along your fated path, and I put a light inside of you that holds powerful magic to be used at your disposal.”

Memories spin and swirl, and I think of my father and the many times he talked about my birth. He had moved from the grief and focused on the wondrous nature of it.

“My dad always said that an angel shot a bolt of magic into me, and it fried my hair red and into curls and filled my eyes with the Heavens.”

Sarvel tips her head, a sad smile on her face. “Your father was quite a poet.”

“Did he know you were there?” I ask, now wondering had he witnessed all this craziness, and that’s what made him crazy in turn?

She shakes her head. “No. He never knew I was there, or that the dark daemon was.”

“You’re sure?” I press, pulling my hand free of Carrick’s. I lean forward on the couch. “Because my dad had mental problems, and—”

“I’m sure,” she says softly, cutting me off. “He never knew what happened.”

I suck in a breath and let it out in a quavering rush as I nod in acceptance. “This light you put inside of me… is that why I was able to see daemons and fae when I was a kid?”

“I believe so,” Sarvel replies, crossing one leg over the other and picking her tea back up. “But to be clear, I didn’t give you any specific powers with that light. Your fate was going to decide how you used it, and it apparently came in the early form of seeing the creatures that would one day become a part of your life.”

“What else can I do?” I ask, feeling like I should have a notepad to write all this down.

Sarvel shrugs with a carelessness I don’t like. “I have no clue what you can do. It’s up to you how to tap into it. What have you been able to do so far?”

“Um… well, I’ve been able to resist compulsion a few times, and I can hear immortals from far distances. But I don’t know how I do it. I’ve tried to pull on my abilities, and sometimes nothing happens.”

“I suspect,” Sarvel says with her eyes pinned on mine. “You just need some confidence and practice. Up until this moment, you didn’t know from where your powers were derived. Now you know I’ve given something that is supposed to help you on your journey, and my suggestion to you would be to believe that the power within you is limitless and proceed from there.”

“Limitless?” Carrick asks skeptically.

“Well, I don’t know that for sure,” Sarvel admits snobbishly.

“Like… can I bend distance?” I ask, which is the one power I really wish I’d get.

“You can try,” Sarvel replies, eyes twinkling.

“Wait a minute,” Carrick snarls. “You want her to try something that can kill her if she’s wrong about what those powers can do?”

Sarvel shrugs, and that infuriates me. “Aren’t you supposed to protect me? Keep me alive? Stop me from doing something stupid like bending distance when I might not be able to?”

“That’s not how it works,” she replies, annoyance heavy in her voice. “I only do what I’m supposed to do.”

“So when Wade the incubus was chasing me through my house.” Expectantly, I glance over, but she says nothing. “Were you just going to let him kill me?”

“I was going to let it play out, watching from the sidelines as I’m supposed to do unless I know to do otherwise.”

I curse low under my breath, completely frustrated with her lack of ability to tell us anything overly useful.

“If it helps,” Sarvel suggests kindly. “I believe that if your life were truly in danger, I’d be motivated to help.”

“Like when Kymaris threw two fireballs my way, and I was seconds away from being incinerated?” I ask dryly.

“But you weren’t,” she chirps back with a sunny smile. “Carrick saved you.”

Twisting on the chair to Carrick, I ask him, “Do you think that means I’ve got her as sort of a safety net? Like if you hadn’t made it there in time to shield me from the fireballs, she would have been motivated to step in?”

Carrick gives a side glance to Sarvel before turning back to me with a shake of his head. “You can’t rely on her. She has no purpose, no motivation, and no agenda. We don’t know how her puppet strings are being controlled or by whom.”

“Good advice,” Sarvel says, and she starts to stand up as if this conversation is finished. “But I do provide good help when needed. I steered you away from that musician you dated about five years ago. He was no good for you, but you were all foolish over him, and he would have led you away from Seattle.”

I gape at Sarvel, taking that in. I was cuckoo over that guy, but he was such a loser. I couldn’t see it, but then… just one day… I was done with him.

I glance at Carrick. His face is impassive, but his eyes seem to be glittering with something icy.

“That was you?” I ask in astonishment, turning back to Sarvel.

“You can thank me later,” she says with a laugh and turns as if heading to the door to let us out. But I’m not finished. Not by a long shot.

“Wait a minute,” I exclaim—well, actually yell at her. She turns slowly, eyeing me before taking the rocker again. “What about the feather?”

“The feather?” she asks, eyebrows drawn inward.

“The one that appeared on my leg when Kymaris emerged.”

Sarvel shakes her head, clearly not understanding what I’m talking about, and so I lean over and wiggle up my jeans to show her. She studies it only a moment before looking back at me. “I didn’t give that to you.”

“Then who did?”

“I expect you gave it to yourself when Kymaris changed. You probably tapped your power somehow.”

“But why?” Carrick ponders. “She didn’t even know who or what Kymaris was.”

“It tingles when I use the power,” I muse. “Maybe I subconsciously brought it forth so I would know something was inside me?”

So many questions and what-ifs.

“I think I’ve answered all that I can,” Sarvel says, nodding toward the door. “I have gardening I need to attend.”

“Of course,” I say, my natural politeness coming forth. Carrick and I both stand and head toward the door.

“But,” Sarvel says as if she was relishing this moment. When she opens her hand, what looks like an old piece of parchment paper, not bigger than a few inches long and wide on each side, is on her palm. “This just came to me a few moments ago.”

I eyeball it suspiciously. “Came to you?”

She grins and lifts her shoulders. “I just know that I’m supposed to give it to you.”

I look to Carrick, and he steps forward to take the paper from her palm.

“It’s a name,” he says, holding it out for me to read.

The writing is done in swooping, thin calligraphy. “Otto Von Schmidt. Changelings.”

Carrick and I exchange a glance, neither of us knowing what to make of it.

Sarvel nods at it. “I just knew that you needed that name because you need to know more about changelings.”

“Thank you,” I say, although I’m not sure why I’m giving her gratitude. She’s just doing her job but not because she cares for me, only because that’s what she was created for.

Carrick pockets the paper, and we turn to leave. As we’re walking down the porch steps, she calls out from inside her door, “I’ll be seeing you around, although you won’t see me.”

“She’s a riot,” I mutter as we make our way to the car.

I’m shocked as Carrick comes to the passenger side with me and opens the Bugatti’s door. My eyes move to his face, but he’s not even paying me attention. He’s lost in thought, and this move of chivalry was probably made subconsciously.

Whatever.

We get in the car, turn around in her driveway, unfortunately needing to use her pretty lawn to do so—which I don’t think Carrick minded in the slightest—and head back toward Seattle.

Several miles into the trip back, I open the conversation. “So, we need to know more about changelings. Something about that event is going to be important.”

“So many things to figure out,” Carrick replies, but he sounds distracted.

“What are you thinking?” I press.

His head turns to look my way for a moment before putting his eyes back on the road. “I think that while the name is important, it’s equally important who put that piece of paper in Sarvel’s hand.”

“Didn’t fate put it there?” I ask because I’m still not sure I even understand anything about this whole Custodia angel thing.

“More likely a god,” Carrick replies flatly. “Custodia angels are nothing more than the god’s servants, just like the demi-gods. Sarvel can go on and on all she wants about things just coming to her and knowing when to do something, but I am betting she’s more like chess pieces on a board, and it’s one of the gods controlling her movements.”

Eyes flaring with astonishment, I twist in my seat. “Which means they are interfering with the prophecy.”

“Maybe,” he admits. “Or maybe these Custodia angels are already planned out, including every little move they make. Maybe it was preordained that, at some point, the name would get in her hand to give to you.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” I murmur, settling back into my seat.

I can feel Carrick’s eyes on me, but I don’t look his way. But he agrees by saying, “Indeed.”


CHAPTER 9


Finley

After our visit with Sarvel, Carrick drops me off at the condo, and, with a terse, “I’ve got some things to do,” guns his Bugatti back out onto the street and disappears. I have no clue what he’s doing—real work or supernatural work—but oddly, I didn’t care. My head is still swimming with the new information we learned. On the way back into the city, Carrick called Zaid and got him working on researching this Otto Von Schmidt, a very modern and odd name for someone who might know about changeling rituals.

To no one’s surprise, Lucien is waiting in the lobby as he must be my assigned babysitter in Carrick’s place. I’m still not allowed to leave the condo unless I have one of the demi-god brothers with me, which didn’t bother me all that much at first. I was shaken up for a bit after nearly being melted alive, but now I’ve settled into accepting my destiny. I have a purpose and now an angel looking over me. I have to believe that if I die, it’s because I’m supposed to at that moment. It seems a bit ridiculous to have watchdogs on me.

As usual, Lucien is short on words.

As in none while we ride up the elevator to the penthouse. When we exit, he moves off toward the kitchen because I have noticed the man likes to eat a lot. I suspect it’s not necessarily for nourishment or enjoyment, but rather if he has his mouth full of food, he doesn’t have to converse with anyone.

I don’t see Zaid around, so that means he’s either in his office or down in the library, researching for information on Otto Von Schmidt.

I head for my room to drop my backpack off. While it was not needed when we went to see Sarvel, I have taken to carrying it with me everywhere. It’s one of my resolutions not to take things for granted anymore. I’ve been burned a few too many times by underestimating things, and I’m tired of the lectures from Carrick.

Before I reach my room, my cell phone starts ringing, and I pull it out of the side pocket of my pack. It’s the generic ring tone, and I don’t recognize the number, but it’s a Seattle area code so I answer it, thinking it could be a One Bean subcontractor or vendor.

“Hello,” I say breezily as I open the door to my bedroom and let the backpack slide to the floor.

“Finley?” a man says in a deep voice, and I can tell he’s older and sounds familiar.

“Speaking,” I reply, shutting my door and moving to my bed, where I flop down with my head on the pillow.

“This is Blain Stratherton, the 2nd,” he says imperiously, and I immediately sit up straight in shock.

Blain’s father.

“Um… hello, Mr. Stratherton,” I mumble, my mind spinning with uneasiness that he’s called me. I didn’t even think he knew my name.

There’s silence, and I wait.

And wait.

And then a female comes on the phone, and I recognize her as Blain’s mother. “Finley… I’m sorry, but Mr. Stratherton is having a moment.”

“A moment?” I ask stupidly.

“An emotional one,” she clarifies.

My jaw drops, not even being able to imagine him showing any type of emotion other than pompousness. Immediately, though, I feel empathy because he’s lost his son.

And I know that’s why they’re calling, so I take the initiative. “Mrs. Stratherton… I’m glad you called. I’ve wanted to get an update on your son.”

Her voice quavers as she tells me what I already knew from the paper. That he’s still missing, but there are no more leads to follow. “He’s presumed dead,” she says on a tiny sob.

“I’m so, so sorry,” I rush to say, knowing no amount of condolences is going to give her solace.

Clearing her throat, she makes known exactly what she wants. “We need to meet with you. We can’t find Fallon, and while some might think foul play given that Blain is missing, we think Fallon knows something about his disappearance.”

I wince and say inside my head, Shit, shit, shit, shit. I should have known their thoughts would go there. Why wouldn’t they? Kymaris—posing as Fallon—probably blew them off repetitively, and now she’s shut the gallery down.

“I know that you might not like me saying that about your sister, but—”

“No,” I interject, needing to put space between the person who was my sister and me. “Something’s wrong with Fallon, and well… I’ve been bothered by some things.”

“Can we meet?” Mrs. Stratherton asks.

“Um,” I drawl, hesitating to commit. No way Zaid or Lucien will let me go alone. No way I can show up with Lucien intact because he’s just… unexplainable.

“Please,” Mrs. Stratherton implores, her voice watery again. “We’re so lost, and you’re our last hope of trying to understand what may have happened.”

Crap. I know what happened, but I can’t very well tell her that.

But what I could possibly do is put more suspicion on Fallon. It doesn’t hurt me in any way, and it makes me look helpful to these poor people who are suffering. I expect perhaps the police might be looking Fallon’s way as well, and I could be getting a call from them at some point.

It’s probably best I look cooperative from the start, and if the police are poking around Fallon’s business, maybe it would slow her up a bit in whatever her nefarious plans are.

Not that Fallon is likely to make an appearance. Kymaris has ditched her glamour and moved out of the downtown area. Maddox easily found her new domain just by stalking her lackeys as he said he would. She’s holed up in a stunning mansion on Lake Washington in Medina. Apparently, it’s owned by a retired media mogul who was well into his eighties and his young supermodel-looking wife.

It was a certainty Kymaris killed them both so she could take over their house.

We’re also sure Kymaris would have assumed the young supermodel’s face for her glamour because, dark or light, all fae are vain.

“Finley?” Mrs. Stratherton says hesitantly.

It’s time to make a decision. I need to meet with them, but I don’t want to do it with Lucien in tow. He’s too weird to explain, and my meeting with them needs to show I’m normal and don’t know anything that’s going on.

Not only that, but I want to start thinking for myself. Making more decisions for myself. Sure, I capitulated when Carrick gave me the freedom to move about as long as one of the demi-god brothers was with me, but that was also back when I thought Carrick might care. His pushing me away and refusing to even take a chance on more has me feeling a little bitter. I’m not exactly in a mood to follow his rules.

“Yes,” I tell Mrs. Stratherton resolutely. “I’ll meet you. But it has to be now and has to be somewhere public.”

“That would be great,” she says, not even fazed at my odd request for it to be in public. “How about One Bean?”

I’m shocked she even knows I own a coffee shop, much as I was surprised they remembered my name, but I have to tell her that’s not an option. We choose another well-known coffee shop that’s fairly close to The Prestige because while I’m getting ready to venture out on my own, I’m going to be as safe as possible.

We agree to meet there in twenty minutes, and it will only take me about five to walk there. So, for the next ten minutes, I pace my room back and forth, chewing on my thumbnail because I’m nervous. I know damn well this will infuriate Carrick, just as I know there’s no way to hide it from him. I think it’s going to be easy enough to sneak out, but coming back in just can’t be done stealthily. I will be busted, and I will face his wrath.

So be it.

When it’s finally time to make my move, I grab my backpack and set it against the wall near the elevator before heading into the kitchen. Lucien is still there, an empty bag of tortilla chips and a jar of salsa beside him while reading a book. I’m stunned for a moment because Lucien never struck me as the cerebral type, but now that I think about it, I don’t know what type he is because I don’t know him.

I mean… I know he’s violent and doesn’t have a lot of patience, as evidenced by how he treated Stan when he dragged him here to heal me. I also know he’s a loner and an asshole—per Zaid—but past that, I don’t know anything. I don’t know if he’s smart, inquisitive, or if he hates black licorice the way I do.

Not that it’s an important thing to know, but still… he’s an enigma I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to figure out.

He doesn’t bother looking up as I walk in, so I have to clear my throat to get his attention. Lucien’s head lifts, and that exquisitely perfect face of sculpted cheekbones and full lips distracts me for a moment before I get my wits. “Um… I want to do some whip practice on the dummies, but I’m not strong enough to set them up with the sandbags. Do you think you could do that for me in the gym?”

“Sure,” he mutters as he flips the book face down to hold his place.

“I’m just going to go get my workout clothes on,” I say, throwing a thumb over my shoulder in the general direction of my room.

Lucien doesn’t respond; he merely heads toward the gym, after which I count to five slowly once he’s out of sight before spinning on my heel and bolting for the elevator. I hit the button hard, grab my pack, and the doors are sliding open as soon as it’s on my shoulder. I rush in and hit the only button there, which will take me down to the lobby. It seems to take forever for those doors to close, and I’m grateful for the whisper-silent mechanisms, not that I think Lucien can hear the elevator from the gym.

Once I reach the lobby, I walk as fast as I can to the door without making it look like I’m fleeing a kidnapping and turn right as soon as I’m outside. There’s a light misting rain, but not annoying enough to pull out my umbrella when the hoodie of my jacket suffices.

I walk north one block, turn right, and head uphill two blocks to our rendezvous place. I knew I’d be a bit early, but it lets me scope out the interior, get a coffee, and pick a table smack in the middle of the shop for maximum visibility. No way Kymaris—if she’s watching for me—would make a move in a public place like this.

Not even five minutes later, Mr. and Mrs. Stratherton walk into the coffee shop and couldn’t look more out of place if they tried. Mr. Stratherton, the second named partner in the law firm of Stratherton, Stratherton, and Stratherton, is wearing a three-piece suit, and Mrs. Stratherton is in a skirt and jacket with modest heels paired with pantyhose and pearls at her neck.

I wave to get their attention, assuming they might get a coffee first, but they don’t. They head straight toward me, and I can tell by their expressions that things are dire in their world.

But I already know that.

I stand out of politeness, but I don’t expect any type of warm greeting. These people haven’t given me the time of day on the occasions we’ve met in the past, but I do feel sorry for them, so here I am.

Mrs. Stratherton is polite as she takes the seat her husband pulls out. “Thank you, Finley, for meeting with us.”

“Of course,” I say with a soft smile.

Mr. Stratherton sits next to his wife and seems to have regained his composure. He puts one forearm on the table and leans forward. “I don’t want to mince words or sugarcoat things, so I just want to lay it out there, but we think your sister has something to do with Blain’s disappearance.”

“I can understand why you would think that,” I say carefully. “Something is very off with my sister.”

“Tell us everything you know,” Blain’s father demands.

“Not much,” I admit. “As you know, Fallon and I weren’t overly close.”

They would know this because I didn’t go to any of the dinners I was invited to. The Strathertons nod at my assessment.

“But these last several weeks,” I continue. “It’s like she’s changed into a different person.”

Like into an evil Dark Fae who happens to be Queen of the Underworld, but I don’t go there.

“Yes,” Mrs. Stratherton exclaims. “That’s exactly the way I’d describe it. She’s become cold, detached, and completely unconcerned about Blain missing.”

I decide the best way to handle this is to stick as close to the truth as I can. “While we mostly communicate by text, I’d felt something was very off. So, I went by her shop two weeks ago to see her. She was very dismissive of me and didn’t have time to talk. I didn’t stay but maybe for a few minutes and left. I haven’t talked to her since.”

“Did you know her shop was closed down?” Mr. Stratherton asks angrily.

“I did not,” I point-blank lie. “I haven’t been over that way since I saw her two weeks ago.”

“It’s all boarded up,” Mrs. Stratherton says, her voice thick with worry. “She won’t answer our calls or texts. We’ve contacted a few of her friends from college who were going to be in the wedding, and no one has heard from her. She hasn’t been at their condo in over a week.”

Yeah… she’s moved.

“We just don’t know what to do,” Mrs. Stratherton says on a choked sob.

“Have you talked to the police about this?” I query.

Mr. Stratherton huffs with indignation. “Of course, we have. The head of the Bern police in Switzerland as well as the police here. I’m good friends with Seattle’s chief. They’re looking for Fallon but nothing so far.”

His boastful ire fizzles quickly, his eyes starting to water. I know I won’t be able to handle it if the man starts crying, so I move in with assurances.

“Mr. and Mrs. Stratherton,” I say with genuine sincerity. “I’m just so sorry that Blain is missing. But you must not give up hope. As for my sister, I can’t apologize for her because I don’t understand what’s wrong with her. Because we weren’t all that close to begin with, I just can’t offer you any insight. I don’t know what causes a person to change their personality a hundred and eighty degrees seemingly overnight, but I really hope the police can find her and she can answer some questions.”

The parents across from me nod, faces drawn in grief and despair. We spend a few more minutes chatting about what the police have done so far, and I offer my future help if they want it. While I don’t want to get involved at all, it would look suspicious if I wasn’t helpful.

After another round of condolences, I tell them that I need to get back to work, and they thank me for my time. I toss my half-full cup of coffee in the trash, hitch my backpack up higher on my shoulder, and step outside where it has thankfully stopped spitting rain for the moment.

Turning left to head west, I make it no more than two steps before someone is fisting the back of my jacket and jerking me to a halt.

My hand reaches for my whip, but that wrist is caught in a hold like a vice grip, and I am slung around to face an enraged Carrick Byrne.

I brace, not for physical violence but for a tirade of curses and chastisements, as well as a few insults to my intellect I know I’m going to get.

Instead, in a voice that is so cold a shiver moves up my spine, he says, “Let’s go.”

Then his hand is at my elbow, and he’s walking me with determination back to his condo where I’m not so sure he’s not going to kill me.


CHAPTER 10


Finley

Admittedly, I’m scared.

We enter the lobby, the doorman’s eyes widening with surprise when he sees how Carrick is marching me forward. Lucien is there, not looking worried or relieved but guarded.

Carrick merely snarls. “I’ll deal with you later. Leave.”

Lucien nods and heads for the door. I don’t dare look over my shoulder, just let Carrick propel me right into the elevator, where he keeps my elbow firmly in his grip, despite the fact I have nowhere to run.

Never once in all the times Carrick has been mad at or frustrated by me has he held it in like this. I’ve never encountered such frigid silence, and within those vibes, I can feel the underlying fury emanating from him. I’m so attuned to it I feel nauseated.

Only once do I attempt to apologize. “Carrick, I—”

“Shut up,” he growls so sinisterly that my mouth snaps closed, and I grind down on my teeth to keep them from chattering.

When the elevator doors whoosh open, Zaid is there pacing. He whirls around, his expression filled with worry. He opens his mouth to say something, but Carrick cuts him off.

“Get out.” It’s said quietly, which is worse than the way he growled at Lucien.

Without hesitation or question, without any concern Carrick might kill me, Zaid enters the elevators, and the doors close.

The second we’re alone, Carrick gives me a slight push forward toward the short end of the free-standing fireplace, releasing his grip on me. I whirl, only to find him right there in front of me.

My inclination is to back up, but that’s immediately halted by him fisting the front of my shirt in an iron grip and hauling me up to my tiptoes.

He dips his head and lets his full fury release.

Carrick doesn’t yell. No, he thunders. “How could you be so fucking stupid as to leave this place alone? I don’t know how many times I need to impress upon you the danger you face, but, apparently, your skull is obviously thicker than concrete because it’s not penetrating. You not only put yourself in danger, but you also put the fucking planet in danger, which speaks to your inherent selfishness, which is only outmatched by your stupidity.”

“I am not stupid,” I yell back, the constant stream of insults too much for me to take.

I note the red in Carrick’s pupils and it’s not the hazy film I’d seen before, but it turns fiery. To my surprise, Carrick actually shakes me hard enough to rattle my head. Putting his face even closer to mine, he snarls, “You are, without a doubt, the most idiotic person I’ve ever encountered in my almost five thousand years of living.”

Okay, that’s overboard. Surely, he’s met someone dumber. But I don’t get a chance to retort because I’m threatened again.

“I think,” he says in a low rumble, far scarier than when he was yelling, “that you might just need to be secured in this condo.”

“Secured?” I whisper fearfully.

Carrick’s eyes glitter with malice, the red still glowing while the irises dull to a muddy brown. “I think I’d like you in chains down in the library.”

“You can’t do that to me,” I sputter in outrage. “I am not yours to command.”

For a moment, Carrick doesn’t reply—he merely gives a slow shake of his head while looking me dead in the eye. “No… you’re something far more infuriating. You want to act like a woman, trying to play the seductress with me, but do you want to know the reason it doesn’t work?”

A stab of pain lances through my heart because now he’s getting personal.

I don’t want to know.

Please don’t tell me.

“It doesn’t work,” he says darkly with scorn in his expression, “because you’re a fucking child, not a real woman. A spoiled little brat, actually, and I find none of those traits attractive.”

Oh, God.

My eyes immediately well with tears, and I hate myself for the weakness. Does he honestly think that? Was that kiss we shared in the gym all in my imagination?

Does he think so little of me?

In my entire life, I have never felt so small.

A tear slips down my cheek, and I use the moment of silence on his part to jerk out of his hold, twisting violently away from him.

“We’re not done,” he barks.

I whirl on him, dashing the tears off my face. I’ll never let him know how much his words hurt me personally. “You can go to hell, Carrick.”

I even take a step back in closer to him, raising my chin defiantly. “In the last two months, I’ve found out I can see fae and daemons, that I’m part of a prophecy to save the world, lost the only family member I still had left, learned my twin is in the Underworld, watched a good friend die, and fought an incubus for my life, and… oh yeah… my business has burned to the ground. You call me a child, but I call myself a warrior for all I’ve been through. So, take the sanctimonious pile of bullshit coming out of our mouth and stuff it up your ass.”

Carrick blinks in surprise, and I notice the red in his pupils is gone. I start to move past him, intent on barricading myself in my room and moaning over the wounds to my heart.

But one more thought strikes me, so I stop and turn my head his way, wrinkling my nose in distaste. “And as for the seductress comment, frankly, your kiss wasn’t that good, so you don’t ever have to be worried I’ll go back there again.”

Knowing those are phenomenal last words and feeling like I’ve regained the power, I start to march past Carrick.

Only to have that fist once again wrapped up in my shirt as he hauls me back to him. Just as I’m standing face to face, I only have a moment to notice his eyes have gone the color of champagne before both his hands on are me.

Palms to my cheeks, cupping firmly, Carrick crashes his mouth down onto mine.

I gasp in surprise and then in pleasure as his tongue invades my mouth without invitation. This kiss is wholly different than what we shared in the gym, and it makes the one back in Faere look practically grandfatherly.

No, this kiss is all about passion and lust, and, within it, the desire for a meeting of not only the bodies but also the hearts.

My legs go weak from the intensity of what I’m feeling, but Carrick is quick and agile, and, without breaking his mouth from mine, his hands come under my ass, and he lifts me. My legs wrap tightly around his waist as he spins, moving us through the condo, but I have no clue in which direction.

I’m too consumed by the possessiveness of his kiss and how soft his hair feels against my fingers or how wildly my heart is slamming against my breastbone to notice much else.

All I know is that, at this moment, Carrick thinks me neither stupid nor a child, and while he may still be incredibly angry with me, he still wants me the way I want him.

Vaguely, I hear a loud bang, wood splintering, and I think to myself he must have just kicked my bedroom door open, but I don’t care. I can only feel demanding lips and hear a rumble of need that seems to be ready to erupt from him.

Or is that me?

I just know that it seems I’m falling down, down, down, and I think it must be my bed I land on, but what does it matter because, seconds later, Carrick comes down right on top of me.

Then his hands are everywhere, sliding under my shirt, dipping down to unsnap my jeans, all while his mouth works at me, continuing to brand me.

I’m disoriented, lost, and nearly hysterical when his mouth suddenly pulls away, causing my eyes to pop open. I almost cry out in dismay, but I’m rendered speechless by a demi-god I’m half in love with straddling my body and pulling his shirt over his head. It musses his hair when he pulls it free, making Carrick appear carefree and boyish.

Those eyes are luminous, but, for once, my attention isn’t captivated there. Instead, it moves down over his collarbones, his chest, and his stomach to golden skin and ripped abs with a trail of dark hair that leads down into his jeans.

He’s perfect.

A demi-god to the core.

Such utter fucking beauty that when his hands move to my t-shirt, I have an attack of shyness such as I’ve never felt before.

No, not just shyness.

Unworthiness.

“Wait,” I stammer, pushing his hands away.

Red fills his pupils, but he stills, tipping his head slightly and watching me with wariness.

“I just… I’m not sure…”

Carrick just stares. He hasn’t said a word since he kissed me, and now I think this is all a mistake. Why in the hell did I ever think someone as perfect as Carrick would ever be interested in me?

You’re stupid.

Selfish.

Idiotic.

A child.

Not a real woman.

A spoiled brat. Not attractive.

My body bucks against his, and my torso comes off the bed. Hands going to his chest, I ignore the warmth of his skin as I push him away.

Carrick takes my wrists, frowning, “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” I ask, near hysteria in my voice. “You don’t want this. Me. You made that clear moments ago. I’m a child. Spoiled.”

My voice falters, but I spit it out because it’s the one that hurt the most. “Unattractive.”

“Fuck,” Carrick mutters, his expression one of self-loathing. “Finley—”

“No, this is a mistake,” I cut in, not able to handle the pity in his voice. “You’re a freaking demi-god, Carrick. I’m just a mere mortal and a childish one at that. You’ll end up being disappointed and—”

I’m not sure what happens, but everything goes gray, and the bedroom disappears. Then I feel my stomach flip as I seem to be spinning in a vortex of shadows mixed with light. There’s a weightlessness to my body until the next thing I know, my vision clears, my feet are firmly on the floor, and I’m standing naked in front of the full-length mirror set in the corner of my bedroom.

I flush, going hot all over as I see my reflection and Carrick standing behind me, also naked.

Where in the hell did our clothes go?

“Oh, God,” I moan, partly in horror and partly in fascination as Carrick stares at my reflection in the mirror. My hair is a complete mess, some hanging over my shoulder, some trailing down my back, but it looks windblown, and, if I had to guess, Carrick just cycloned me naked and transported me across the room.

My knees almost buckle as he steps in close behind me, and I feel the obvious evidence of his desire against my back, but he does nothing more than press in lightly. It’s when he brings one arm around me to cup my opposite breast that I start to get dizzy.

Eyes fluttering closed, I can feel nothing but the way his palm curves around the underside of my breast and just holds it possessively.

“Look,” Carrick demands, and my eyes pop open to find his on me in the mirror. “Look at yourself.”

I’m afraid to, but I finally let my eyes cast down on the reflection of my body to where his hand is cupping me. It’s almost too much, that muscled arm crossing over me, his golden skin against my paleness, and I start to tremble.

His other hand comes to rest on my hip as he murmurs, “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, Finley. It was harsh—the words I said—born out of anger, which was born out of fear for you.”

I didn’t know how much I needed to hear that until this very moment. I didn’t understand how much weight I’d attached to Carrick’s words or how much I needed him to at least respect me.

But to hear him call me beautiful does something to my soul because those aren’t just words. I hear it in his tone, and I see it right now as his eyes freely wander all over my exposed body, naked except for the one breast covered by his hand.

Dipping his head to bring his lips near my ear, his gaze now pinning mine through the mirror’s reflection, he murmurs, “I’m going to fuck you thoroughly now, and, after that, I hope there’s never a doubt in your mind as to how I see you.”

And… my legs do buckle and my sex clenches, and once again… I’m in Carrick’s arms for a brief moment until I’m under him on my bed again.

As he hovers over me, I hold his gaze for a perfect moment where I see nothing but adoration and desire, and I try to memorize it.

Then his lips are back on mine, kissing me deeply into submission. His hands seem to be everywhere, stroking, pinching, cupping, and then, oh God… delving. It seems like he has me bucking, squirming, and begging for hours, especially when his mouth goes where, in my ten years of adulthood, no man’s mouth has ever gone before.

It has to be magic, or maybe it’s because we have some tie through the fates, but Carrick makes my body sing an aria for him. He makes me orgasm, over and over and over again, until I don’t think I can take another one, and then he proves me wrong.

But if the gods strike me down right now, I’ll be happy. The moment he enters me with one hard, fluid thrust, I think my world shatters because everything I thought I knew about sex and passion and intimacy has become a sham.

With every stroke of his cock and his tongue, I fall farther and farther into a place that belongs only to him.

But what affects me the most is seeing Carrick affected.

My cool, detached, unemotional demi-god isn’t recognizable to me anymore. So many emotions register in his expression—from raging lust to almost painful tension with the need to release—and Carrick doesn’t hide a single one from me.

As his thrusts get faster and I feel myself building up again, he captures my eyes with his own, making it impossible to look away.

And then he finally plants himself deep—so incredibly deep that I feel him through to my soul—and I lose his gaze as he throws his head back and roars out his release. It triggers me, and I buck under him as a violent orgasm hits me unaware.

My eyes close, and a weird barrage of images flash before my eyes.

All of Carrick’s face.

A Carrick I don’t know.

Laughing at me.

Smiling with love.

Teasing me mercilessly.

Admonishing me gently.

Listening intently.

It feels like a rubber band is stretched taut between Carrick and me, and then something snaps into place. I’m not sure if this is a premonition of our future, but the overwhelming feelings that tie my heart to my body’s physical reaction have me crying out his name from the intensity of it all, and I forget all about those images and instead ride the quakes of pleasure that overtake me.

I vaguely feel Carrick’s mouth on mine again, kissing me through our orgasms as if to seal the experience as some sort of pact.

He gentles the kiss, letting me free-fall back from the explosion, then drops some of his weight on me, which is oddly comforting. Pressing his face into the side of my neck, he murmurs, “So fucking beautiful.”

I can’t even respond. I don’t have words that could do justice to what I’m feeling. In fact, I don’t even understand how any of that could be real because it was too perfect.

Too… magical?

When I push at his shoulders, Carrick lifts his head. “Did you… was that… did you use some magic on me?”

His eyebrows shoot high. “I’m offended you’d suggest such a thing.”

I can feel the heat in my cheeks as they flame from embarrassment while I stutter, “It’s just… you did the whole tornado thing with my clothes disappearing and then well… um… there were many times that I, um…”

“Orgasmed?” he prods me.

I nod coyly, biting down into my lower lip. “It was intense.”

“Not magic, but there might be some demi-god prowess you were the recipient of,” he says with a grin.

But the humor is lost on me. “And then I saw flashes of you. But not you you. A different you. And there was a connection there I can’t explain. It felt like something snapped or maybe settled into place. I can’t explain it.”

Carrick frowns slightly, and, if I’m not mistaken, he seems slightly bothered by my words. But then it’s gone and he’s smiling. Bending down, he kisses me lightly. “I promise you there was no magic.”

“Oh, good,” I say on a sigh of relief. “Because… that just didn’t seem real.”

“No, it did not,” he murmurs gently, then his eyes start to twinkle. “This isn’t going to seem real either.”

“What?” I ask, eyebrow cocked high.

Carrick moves his hips, and I realize he’s still deep inside me and hard as steel. “Again, not magic, but there are definite demi-god strengths you’re getting ready to have a better understanding of.”

Drawing back his hips, he pushes back in slowly, and my eyes flutter closed as my arms loop over his shoulders. I smile upon a sigh, the feeling beyond exquisite.

And I know a connection was not only forged, but also sealed tonight.

We’re on borrowed time so I know this won’t be forever, but it doesn’t mean Carrick can’t have my heart in the interim.


CHAPTER 11


Finley

I lay in the middle of Carrick’s bed, snuggled under the covers while morning sunlight dappled by rain clouds filters in. He’s not beside me right now, but I’m too comfortable to go exploring to find him. I’m quite frankly, exhausted, as Carrick didn’t let up on me all afternoon and through the night.

Not that I’m complaining. I think I’ve been waiting my entire life for this.

After the second time we had sex in my bedroom, Carrick insisted on food. He had no qualms with walking gloriously naked into the kitchen, but why should he? He’s a freaking demi-god, and he’s perfection from his head to his toes.

Outside of the heat of passion, though, I had a good dose of modesty guiding my actions, so I snagged his shirt on the way out of the room and put it on. It swallowed me up, but it smelled like him, and I had to resist not pulling the material up to my nose to inhale.

Carrick gave me a side glance as I followed him in there and smirked that I’d covered my body. He fished around inside the refrigerator, and I shamelessly ogled his butt while he did so. He came out with some eggs and bacon and set about the kitchen completely at ease in not only his nudity, but also in his cooking abilities.

Until tonight, I didn’t know Carrick could actually cook but I suppose even demi-gods pick up a few human-like activities in almost five thousand years of living.

We talked about Kymaris, the prophecy, Custodia angels, and everything in between that we’d learned so far. When he plated up the food, we ate standing at the counter with no awkwardness, although I found his naked proximity a little distracting.

There was none of that dead silence I usually don’t know how to fill. He certainly didn’t become detached and remote as I was slightly afraid might happen after reality set back in. I was afraid there’d be regrets.

But there wasn’t.

Carrick actually seemed… unburdened.

When we finished eating, I somehow found myself on the counter with the shirt gone and Carrick doing all sorts of wonderful things to me on top of the granite. When we were done, I made a mental note to myself to come back later and clean up before Zaid came back, whenever that may be.

The rest of the afternoon, we relocated to Carrick’s bedroom. It was hazy hours of long kisses, intimate touches, sometimes hard furious sex, and for me, napping in between. I’d wake up to find Carrick hadn’t left, but was working on his laptop beside me in bed. I found that endearing as he could have easily gone to his office. I also found it shameful I needed the naps, but I’m not a demi-god like he is. It was more than just sex that sucked me dry at times. It was the myriad of emotions he conjured within me that left me depleted. Because things seemed a little too good in the precious hours we’ve had alone. I felt like one of those women who could say all my dreams had come true while, at the same time, be waiting for something awful to happen to ruin it.

But one thing that I felt with certainty was that every time we came together, I’d feel something different snapping into place… or settling might be the better way to describe it. Each time we joined, I felt that a different part of me was clicking with him, perhaps cementing us together, and I can’t explain it. I can only chalk it up to destiny.

I’m where I’m supposed to be—with him.

Were we fated to be together?

Maybe I was destined to disobey Carrick today to see the Strathertons, which would lead to him getting incredibly angry and kissing me.

And well… things just naturally progressed from there.

I yawn and then stretch, finally pulling myself up against the pillows, which rest against a padded headboard of cream leather. Modesty still a thing with me, I pull up the sheet to cover my breasts and tuck it under my arms.

I look around his room—a place I had yet to see in all the days I’d ever been in his condo. It sits at the southwest corner of the floor and has two walls of glass so that he can choose to gaze at the Olympic mountains or Mt. Rainier, whichever hits his fancy. I worried about people seeing in, but Carrick assured me the outside glass was mirrored, and we could prance around naked all we wanted.

Which we didn’t.

Prance, that is.

I look around, studying details. His bedroom is as I would have expected. Heavy, masculine furniture done in soothing tones and clean lines. It matches the rest of the decor in the condo, except the grays here are a bit heavier with blue and cream accents. His closet door is open, and I can see into a cavernous area that’s almost as big as his bedroom. My closet at home is barely three by five feet, and I have envious feelings.

The bedroom door opens, and I’m hit with a rush of adrenaline and excitement to see Carrick. Except it’s Zaid who walks through with a breakfast tray in his hands.

Shrieking even though I’m completely covered, I yank the sheets up to my nose. Zaid purses his lips in disapproval and moves right to the bed, setting the tray over my lap.

“Carrick says to eat, shower, and get dressed. He wants you to meet him down in the library when you’re done.”

That actually hurts. That he didn’t come back in himself to wake me up with a kiss, perhaps make love to me, and—oh my God, Finley—get a hold of yourself and stop romanticizing this.

It’s sex.

Nothing more.

No, wait… it’s more. It’s great sex—the best—and I feel deeply for him.

But that doesn’t mean he feels the same. I need to stop wanting what I cannot have.

“You need to keep focused on your mission,” Zaid says almost gently. He’s an empath, and there’s no doubt he was just reading my feelings about Carrick.

I totally lay it on thick. “I know. I’m all about the prophecy. This thing with Carrick is just… fun. A way to alleviate stress. Nothing more.”

“It’s more,” Zaid says dryly as he moves to the door. “You know it, I know it, and, trust me, Carrick knows it. But you can’t let it cloud your common sense.”

He doesn’t give me a chance to respond, slipping out of the door and leaving me to my breakfast.

I wolf it down in record time, then don Carrick’s t-shirt again. After a quick search, I still can’t find my panties, but I’m not even sure when I had them on last. Nabbing my coffee from the tray, I head back to my bedroom.

My shower is warm and luxuriating, but I hate that I’m washing Carrick’s scent off me.

From inside me.

My hand stills with the washcloth between my legs as I consider something horrific. Can Carrick get me pregnant?

I immediately dismiss transmission of diseases as he’s immortal and I know he can’t carry them. At least I’m fairly sure he can’t. I’ll have to ask, but can an immortal and a mortal have children? They could in Greek literature.

I think.

Shit.

I finish my shower quickly, towel dry my hair, brush my teeth, throw on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt, and practically fly down the spiral staircase to the library.

Carrick is sitting at the library table, books spread out before him. He’s dressed casually in jeans and a long-sleeved Henley, looking perfect and edible and—

Stop it, Finley.

I practically skid to a stop as I take the last two steps of the stairs in a jump, causing Carrick’s head to lift and his eyes to slide lazily over to me.

“Can you get me pregnant?” I blurt out.

Movement behind Carrick catches my attention, and Maddox pops his head out from behind a bookshelf, his eyebrows raised and a grin on his face.

My entire body flushes hot with embarrassment.

Without even needing to look over his shoulder at his brother, Carrick says, “Maddox… you mind giving us a moment alone?”

“I’d really rather stay and listen to this,” Maddox quips.

Carrick twists in his seat toward his brother. While I can’t see his expression, it’s sufficient enough to get Maddox moving. He stops at the table and drops two books there before heading straight toward the stairs, which has him walking right past me.

He bends his head to the side and murmurs as he passes, “You are positively glowing this morning, Finley. I take it you had a particularly good night?”

I decide not to let him get to me, lifting my chin and smiling sweetly. “Didn’t get much sleep, but yeah… a very good night.”

Maddox tips his head back and roars with laughter before moving up the staircase and out of sight. My attention swings back to Carrick, waiting for the answer that will bring my heart rate back to normal.

“No,” he says with a shake of his head. “I can’t get you pregnant. It can’t happen between an immortal and a mortal.”

“Oh,” I reply, mostly in relief but damn it… a little bit sad. Stan had predicted me in a cliffside house with a man and children. It clearly wouldn’t be Carrick.

Not that we’d have time to reach that goal anyway when the prophecy was surely going to play out long before I could have kids.

So that either meant that Stan was very wrong that I’d live long enough to find love and have children, or he’s correct, but Carrick isn’t the man I’ll spend my life with.

That right there feels soul-crushing, but I can’t figure out why.

I barely know the man.

He’s annoying, frustrating, and domineering.

Yes, I respect him.

Yes, there’s some connection to him that is unexplainable.

But no… this is never going to be more than sex and Zaid is right… I can’t let that distract me from our goals.

Carrick’s long leg pushes the chair out from under the table opposite of him as he nods toward it. “Sit. We need to talk.”

Glumly, I move the chair and plop down, taking the initiative to discuss what needs to be said. “I know, I know. What we had yesterday and last night is only sex—nothing more—and we can’t let it distract us.”

Narrowing his eyes, Carrick tips his head. “That’s what you think?”

“Isn’t it what you think?” I counter.

“No, it’s not what I think. I think it’s more, and if you’ll be honest, you do, too. Although now that you’ve got me thinking about sex, I’m quite confident this table is sturdy enough to handle the things I’d like to do to you right now.”

I suck in a lungful of air. So shocked am I by his words and the blatant lust written on his face that I actually cause myself to choke.

Carrick chuckles and waves a hand. “But you’re right… we can’t get distracted, and, right now, we really do need to have a serious talk. Although I reserve the right to revisit the table idea after.”

Damn it… his words make me squirm in my seat, and Carrick is savvy enough to notice his words have an impact.

His eyes sparkle just briefly before the smirk slides off his face and his expression becomes serious. “We need to talk about your recklessness.”

My eyes flare, jaw dropping. “Excuse me?”

“Ditching Lucien, going out alone to meet the Strathertons,” he reminds me.

Defenses start pouring forth. “I was in public the entire time, picked a place close by, in a crowded coffee shop. There was no way Kymaris was going to do something.”

“What if that wasn’t really the Strathertons?” Carrick asks softly, but there’s an underlying tone of anger there. “What if they had been taken over somehow to lure you there just for the purpose of killing you? What if they’d been possessed somehow and had a gun and shot you right between the eyes as you were sipping on coffee?”

The blood in my veins turns to ice at the same time my face heats up with the embarrassing knowledge that I, once again, underestimated the danger I could be in. “I hadn’t considered that,” I reluctantly admit.

“I don’t know what to do with you,” Carrick says, letting the words hang heavy.

“Accept my apology?” I suggest.

“What good would it do? You repetitively put yourself in danger. Do I need to lock you up?”

I think about this a good long moment, letting my gaze drift off. Am I a danger to myself? Am I just foolish and can’t help it?

But then it comes to me in a blinding flash of realization I know to be true. “You actually need to remove your thumb from me, Carrick.”

He wasn’t expecting that, as evidenced by the way his chin jerks inward. “Pardon?”

“I need my freedom. I need to make my own choices. And since I’m the key to this prophecy and have a Custodia angel to make sure I make it to the finish line, I have to think the fates want me alive for the time being. And maybe if you weren’t so strict with the rules, I’d be more inclined to actually take help along with me rather than thinking I need to ditch them. So yeah… no chains. No more keeping me in the condo. No more demanding I can only go out with you, Lucien, or Maddox. In return, I promise I’ll be careful.”

“None of what you just said reassures me,” Carrick says softly.

“I’ll promise to be very, very careful?” I ask as a silly compromise.

Carrick’s lips twitch, but he shakes his head in frustration. “I need to keep you safe.”

“You need to let me be who I am.”

Moving his elbows to the armrests of his chair, Carrick steeples his fingers in front of his face, staring as he ponders. It seems like forever, but, finally, he leans forward, crossing his forearms on the table.

“Fine,” he concedes. “You don’t have to be confined here. I would prefer you have someone with you, though, if you go out; otherwise, I’ll trust you to be wise in your decisions.”

“Really?” I exclaim with excitement, sitting straight up in my chair. “Just like that?”

“No, not really,” he snaps with irritation. “I don’t trust you to be wise at all. But I also need to let you be you, and I probably agree with you somewhat. I think your line of destiny is a bit stronger than Kymaris striking you down in the streets.”

“Good,” I say with a firm nod of my head, and then try to add some levity. “Thank you for letting loose on your controlling, domineering ways.”

Carrick’s eyes turn dark. “It has nothing to do with that, Finley. I care about your safety because I care about you. I know you feel the connection because I feel it too and—”

His words don’t drift off but cut off abruptly as if he was getting ready to say something that he didn’t want to say.

“Do you know something about us?” I ask, my eyes narrowing slightly. “Because there is something larger at play, isn’t there?”

I don’t expect him to tell me the truth, but surprisingly he says, “Yes. I do know something.”

“Then what is it?” I demand.

“It’s not something I can tell you,” he replies, the tone in his voice something I’ve never heard before.

“You said I could trust you,” I point out, somewhat of an accusation.

“You can. And I hope you believe me when I say that I can’t tell you what I know about our fates with particularly good reason right now.”

“Right now?” I press, catching on to his time qualifier. “Does that mean you will at some point?”

“Yes,” he says, and I hear the truth.

God, I want to know what it is. I know it has to do with these feelings of completeness I’m feeling with him. I suspect it means we’re fated to love, but how can that be when we’re both most likely fated to be free from life.

Unless… are fates set in stone?

Could Carrick fall in love with me and decide not to ascend?

Could I thwart the prophecy and come out still alive?

The possibility of such a thing renders hope within me, but only to be crushed again by a stark truth I can’t deny.

It can’t work between an immortal and a mortal. It’s the whole reason Carrick kept himself distanced from me. He only let himself fall when I pointed out our limited life spans.

So freaking confusing.

Regardless, I jump on his offer to let me have my freedom and trust he will tell me what he knows when I need to know it.

“Okay,” I say in capitulation. “We’ll table all of that for later. So, what is our game plan now?”

Carrick reaches over to a yellow pad on the table and holds it up to read some notes there. “According to Zaid, Otto Von Schmidt is an ancient, immortal dark sorcerer who is an expert in rituals. He’s had no luck in tracking him down, but he has found someone who might know where he is.”

“Wait a minute,” I say, frowning in confusion. “Ancient? How ancient with a name like Otto?”

Carrick smirks in amusement. “Do you honestly think that immortal creatures keep their same names as they move through generations and most likely live among different cultures?”

This had actually crossed my mind before. “So you’ve had other names?”

“Hundreds upon hundreds,” he replies, and I reel backward at the implication.

“How long have you had Carrick?”

“Over a few hundred years. I like it.”

My jaw drops. “What other names have you had?”

Chuckling, he replies. “Too many to remember. I’m sure they’re all in my journals, but when I was created, I was given the Sumerian name Nuesh which means knife wielder. I spent some time in Egypt as Atemu. In the Crusades, I was Stephen, Duke of Brittainy.”

“Wow,” I breathe out in fascination. “You were a Duke?”

“Atemu was worshipped as a god,” he replies blandly.

I shake my head, my mind spinning before I pin my gaze to his. “You realize we have hours and hours of conversation ahead of us, right? There’s so much I want to know.”

Carrick’s smile fades a little. “I’m sure. But let’s talk about the now.”

“Wait… just one last one,” I say because a man with hundreds of names is just that… a man with many names. “What was your favorite period to live in?”

For a moment, his expression goes blank, but it’s just a flicker before he answers. “Ireland, starting in the 8th century. I had a rowdy time helping the Irish chase Viking invaders away.”

I laugh in delight, totally seeing Carrick battling with Vikings to protect the green coastline. “I can’t even. You’re like a walking history book.”

Carrick turns serious as he taps his finger on the yellow pad. “But… let’s turn to the present. As I said, we’ve located someone who probably knows where this dark sorcerer is.”

“Then let’s go,” I say resolutely, ready to start making some progress on figuring this prophecy out.

“You can’t go,” he says, then I see him brace for an argument.

“But—”

“He hates humans,” Carrick interjects. “Otherwise, I’d bring you.”

“He hates humans,” I repeat dully. “Is that the truth or are you saying that to keep me safely here?”

Carrick’s expression is chastising. “I won’t lie to you, Finley. I plan on you being fully involved when you can, but this is one I need to handle without you.”

“When are you going?”

“Tonight,” he replies. “And I was thinking… maybe you’d like to spend the evening away from the condo over at the Fantasia with Myles and Rainey. Have some friend time.”

“Seriously?” I ask with surprise. Because even though he said he would give me freedom, I wasn’t sure how long of a leash he’d give me.

“If you’ll wear a protection amulet like the ones I have for your friends,” he says with an incline of his head.

“Deal,” I say quickly before he can change his mind. The thought of just hanging out with my friends, away from the condo and the library and research, is something I didn’t know I needed. “And after you find out where this sorcerer is?”

“Then you and I will go see him,” Carrick says.

Good answer. Any other one would be unacceptable. “Would you agree that it’s unlikely this dark sorcerer is in Seattle?”

“I’d agree with that,” he replies with a nod. “With a name like Otto Von Schmidt, I’m guessing Europe… Germany, Austria… the like. But who knows?”

I decide to bring up something that has been weighing on me ever since we left Sarvel’s yesterday and learned about the power she deposited in me. “In that case, I want to learn how to bend distance. At the very least, test out my powers to see if I can be protected if you take me along with you when bending distance.”

“Absolutely not,” he replies darkly. “We’ll fly to wherever we need to go. I have a fleet of private planes just for that.”

“Either you help me, or I’m going to try to figure it out myself, then I’ll probably end up splicing myself into a million pieces.”

“Finley,” Carrick warns.

“I’m serious, Carrick. I need to know how to use these powers. Bending distance will not only help me travel with you, but it can get me out of a jam very quickly if I need it.”

Bending his head, Carrick sighs and rubs the bridge of his nose. I can tell he knows I’m right about this and hating every moment of it.

When his gaze comes back up to mine, he says, “Fine. We’ll work on it.”

“Today,” I press.

“Today,” he capitulates, then his eyes start to lighten up, and his voice turns silky. “But… I think first we need to test out the strength of this table.”

My entire being becomes electrified, and yes… I want the man again.

Right now.

On the table.

And any other opportunity we have.

Because while I cannot understand our connection or what the fates have planned, I know that the greatest probability is still that we are living on borrowed time.


CHAPTER 12


Finley

“I didn’t know how much I needed this,” I say as I prop my feet up on the edge of the big fire table on the top deck of the Fantasia. It’s a little chilly, hovering in the low sixties, especially with the breeze off the water, but I’m bundled in warm leggings, a long sweater, and a wraparound shawl over it.

I have a cup of hot chocolate in my hand, having denied Rainey and Myles’ offer of a beer or some other alcoholic cocktail when I arrived.

I declined because I realized as Carrick is now trusting me out on my own—although I have no doubt he probably has people watching the boat—I don’t want myself impaired at all in case something were to happen. So I explained that to them, assuring them they were free to drink.

Sweetly, after we had dinner, Rainey made a pot of homemade hot chocolate with whipped cream on top, and we came out onto the top deck and lit the fire table for ambiance. It does little to give off warmth, but it’s pretty to look at, along with all the other lit boats on the lake.

Over dinner, I had a lot to fill them in on, from our visit with Sarvel and everything we learned about my birth to Otto Von Schmidt and his knowledge of changelings we have to discover, and the Stratherton meeting to discuss their suspicion of Fallon.

While Carrick was off finding out how to locate Otto Von Schmidt, I regaled my friends with some of the amazing things I’d learned about Carrick historically, such as some of his names and areas he’d lived in.

He moved around a lot as people around him aged and he didn’t, often going country to country and reinventing himself. Of course, he was always on call to serve in whatever capacity a god might call him forth on. I did not like some of the things he had to do, such as fight bloody wars, perform assassinations, or seduce women, but I knew his past was his past, and for the moment, I was his present and that’s all that mattered.

What I haven’t told them is that Carrick and I have been intimate. It’s not because I want to keep it secret, but I also don’t want to just blurt it out. Mostly, I don’t want to downplay this as just sex because Carrick has said it’s more. Zaid has said it’s more. And I know that it’s more because I can palpably feel it when we’re together.

It’s nice just sitting here with warm mugs of chocolate in our hands and hanging out together.

“What else exciting has been going on with you, Finley?” Myles asks. “I feel like we’re living vicariously through you.”

Well… I had amazing sex with a demi-god who I think I might be really in love with.

“Carrick is teaching me to bend distance,” I say instead, not ready to delve into my personal love life. The segue wasn’t right.

“Really?” Rainey exclaims, sitting up a bit.

“He wasn’t happy about me wanting to learn it, but I have this power inside of me, and Sarvel said I needed to learn how to use it. And if I can master it, it could be a great defensive tool to help get me out of a pickle should I find myself in one again.”

“Can you do it?” Myles asks.

“Sort of,” I drawl, remembering the two hours this afternoon that Carrick and I practiced on the upper floor of the condo.

He had started by teaching me the theory—which was to imagine someplace that I wanted to go first. It didn’t have to be a place I’d been, but one I recognized. For example, I’ve never been to Paris, but I’ve seen the Eiffel tower in pictures.

I had to reach out with my power, latch onto that place with my mind, then I had to pull it toward me close enough I could just step into my intended destination.

While the theory was easy, the actual doing of it was hard, which mostly has to do with my confidence.

In the living area, we started small, and Carrick tried to get me to bend distance from the stone fireplace to the piano. It was so hard. I tried many times with failure, and then once, I somehow latched onto the piano, and as the distance between us started to warp and the piano started moving toward me, I got scared and let it go.

But Carrick kept me pushing, and, by the end of the night, I was able to move around his condo in short distance bursts. The biggest victory was verifying that bending distance wouldn’t kill me, and thus I could travel with Carrick that way.

I explain all of this to Rainey and Myles, to which they demand a demonstration. I give in, not reluctantly, because I’m proud of being able to do it and want to show off a bit for my friends.

Setting my hot chocolate down on a table, I uncurl my legs and push up from the chair. Giving them a grin, I note, “This is why I’m laying off the alcohol. I need full concentration and sharpness to do this.”

Rainey and Myles sit up, eyes wide with excitement. I stare at the sliding glass door that leads into the houseboat, and I focus. I reach out with my mind, call upon the power within, and I grab hold of the door. I then reel it in, slowly at first to make sure I have a good hold, and then I give a hard, sharp yank to bring it right to my feet. I step out of one plane onto another, and boom, I’m at the door.

Rainey claps like a maniac and says, “Do it again,” while Myles shakes his head in amazement. I flash back to my chair, where I do a low bow and receive more applause.

Laughing, I drop down, tuck my feet up and take my cup back in hand. After a long sip, I look at my friends.

“I miss Adira,” I say softly.

“Me too,” Rainey says, and Myles nods.

“It makes me value friendship and love so much more.”

“So much more,” Rainey affirms softly, gazing down at her cup. Myles’ gaze wanders off over the water.

“I think I’m in love with Carrick,” I say, not quite intending for it to come out that way, but now it seemed to segue well.

Both of their heads snap my way, mouths wide open with shock for a moment. Then Myles scowls, and Rainey shakes her head in sympathy. “Oh, Finley… I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” I ask, confused by her reaction.

“Yes, sorry,” she repeats. “I mean… he’s so detached and controlling. He clearly doesn’t have the ability to return affections.”

“But he does,” I counter. “We’ve um… become affectionate.”

At first, my innuendo doesn’t penetrate, but then Rainey’s eyes widen. “Oh… affectionate.”

“You mean you’ve had sex?” Myles asks because he’s not good at figuring innuendo out.

“Yes, we’ve had sex,” I snap. “But it’s more than sex.”

“For you,” Rainey says hesitantly. “But what about him?”

A smile comes to my mouth, unbidden but reflective of the tiny bubble of joy inside of me that I’ve been carrying because Carrick has been clear that this is more than just sex.

“He cares for me,” I tell her. “I don’t know if he loves me, but he cares deeply. And I’m not sure I can put it into words correctly, but there’s a connection between us that goes far beyond us being intimate. I don’t know if it has to do with fate or the prophecy, but it is real and palpable, and it can’t be denied. We both feel it.”

“Oh, wow,” Rainey says, now her tone awash with wonder. “Maybe you two are destined, like it’s written in the stars or something.”

I grin at her. My romantic, sweet friend.

“I don’t know what it is,” I chuckle. “But Carrick knows something about how this is tied up in our fate.”

“Well, what is it?” Myles asks, his tone skeptical.

“He doesn’t want to tell me right now. He said he has a good reason, but that he will at some point.”

Myles scoffs and turns slightly away. He’s never liked Carrick, and I’m sure he is distrustful of his motives still. I want to reassure him, but I’m not sure I can do that. Not that I don’t trust Carrick and his holding onto information at this point, but because I don’t know how much time I have left on this earth.

In other words, I need Myles’ support on other things, not my love life.

As such, I change the subject very quickly, although I know Rainey will hit me up later tonight to talk about this some more. We’ll wait until Myles goes to bed, and then I can really dish with her about Carrick and my feelings. Maybe she’ll even be able to get Myles on board with this after, but I can’t worry about my friend not liking my…

Well, Carrick is most definitely not my boyfriend. That’s totally the wrong word to describe us.

He’s… my destiny?

Shaking my head, I look at both of my friends with a big smile. “Work going okay with both of you?”

“I’m busy as ever,” Myles says, seemingly relieved not to be talking about Carrick and my sex life, but then looks beside him to Rainey with worry.

My eyes go to her, and I ask, “What is it?”

Rainey looks embarrassed as she shrugs. “It’s nothing.”

“No, it’s clearly something,” I reply, leaning toward them.

“It’s silly,” she maintains, not meeting my eyes.

So, I turn my attention to Myles and silently demand that he tell me what’s going on.

Sighing, Myles says, “Rainey’s just not satisfied with what she’s doing anymore.”

My gaze goes back to her. “But I thought you loved what you did? And you’re so good at it.”

Rainey was one of those types of people who can truly say, “If you love what you do, you never work a day in your life”. She got so much personal reward out of helping women feel good about themselves with makeup and styling.

With a bit of reluctance, she looks to me. “I think when my best friend becomes the savior of the world, it makes my job just a little bit dull in comparison.”

My heart hurts for my friend. “Rainey—”

She holds her hand up. “Wait… that wasn’t the right thing to say. I don’t compare myself to you or feel inadequate at all. That’s not what I mean. It’s just… when Myles and I are helping out, even if it’s only doing research, it’s exciting. It’s worthwhile. It makes me feel important to more than just my little bubble.”

“It is important the way you’re helping,” I affirm with a nod of my head. “And also just knowing that you know what’s going on in my life, and support me, and do crazy things like taking me to see Kymaris when I shouldn’t have… that means the world to me.”

“But,” Rainey continues glumly. “We’re still just relegated to the library stacks. I want to do more.”

I freeze. There’s something in her tone of voice that causes me a bit of wariness, but I’m also curious. I feel like I’m being set up in a sly way, and I’m interested in letting this play out.

“Like what?” I ask lightly.

“Well, now that you mention it,” Rainey exclaims as she sets her cup of cocoa down and rolls off the chaise away from Myles.

Myles merely groans and mutters, “And here we go.”

Meaning… he knows what this is about and isn’t fully on board.

Moving my regard back to Rainey, I watch as she comes to sit in the chair beside me. She leans in, eyes glittering with excitement. “I have an idea.”

Eyes narrowing, I hesitantly ask, “What idea?”

“Let’s stakeout Kymaris and her minions,” Rainey replies, chin lifted as if this is the best idea she’s ever had.

I blink. “You’re kidding me.”

“I most certainly am not,” she retorts with indignation. “You and Carrick have your plate full trying to figure out about changelings, so why shouldn’t we be watching Kymaris? Maybe we can learn something.”

“Don’t you think Carrick already has that covered?” I ask, even though I don’t know if he does. I know Maddox found the house by following daemons from the gallery. We’d all looked at it on Zillow, Rainey and I doing more oohing and awing over how beautiful it was than studying it for logistics’ sake, but I have no clue what Carrick is doing with that information.

“So what if he does?” Rainey retorts. “More eyes on the situation won’t hurt. And besides, I’ve already driven by the address, and it’s in the hills, and there are woods all around we can hike in and—”

My head whips toward Myles. “You let her do that? What do you have to say about this?”

He shakes his head in defeat. “No, I didn’t let her do that, which is probably why she didn’t tell me that she was doing that. She told me after the fact, and when Rainey gets something in her head, it’s hard to get it out.”

“Try harder,” I snap, then turn back to my best friend. “I can’t believe you drove by her house. That’s way too dangerous.”

“Not really,” she replies huffily, bringing an elegant hand up a moment to study her nail polish. “It was broad daylight in a well-populated neighborhood. But we could go in tonight… hike in close and watch.”

“Not a good idea,” I say, shaking my head.

“Oh, come on, Finley,” Rainey says, reaching out to grab my forearm. “We can be super careful. We’ll stay well back and can watch with binoculars for a bit. Record what’s going on that we can see.”

My heart rate slows down a bit, and I didn’t realize it had sped up. Watching from a distance—like far, far away so binoculars would be needed—doesn’t sound too bad. We could be doing something helpful for the cause, and it could give Rainey a sense of fulfillment.

“Do you have binoculars?” I ask hesitantly.

“Oh yeah,” Rainey replies smugly. “And Myles’ uncle has a really good camera with a telescopic lens we can bring.”

My head tips up and I look at the dark sky, the stars hidden by cloud cover. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but…” I bring my gaze back to Rainey. “Let’s do it.”

“What?” Myles exclaims indignantly. “No. This is stupid and crazy.”

“It’s a thrilling adventure,” Rainey corrects him and then practically purrs. “And you know how adventure gets me worked up.”

Myles’ eyes warm, and I wrinkle my nose. “Eww… just don’t discuss that stuff in front of me.”

Rainey jumps up with excitement, knowing that Myles will be on board because he knows she and I will go without him. “I need to get changed. Just give me five minutes.”

After disappearing through the door, Myles grimaces. “This is a bad idea.”

“We’ll be safe. We’ll be way, way far away. Besides, I’m not about to do something stupid and risk Carrick’s ire again.”

Myles is quiet a moment before he asks with a grimace, “So you and Carrick, huh?”

“It’s something that goes beyond just two people liking each other… falling for each other. There’s something bigger at play, Myles. I wish you two would get along.”

“I don’t have to like your boyfriends,” he retorts, but there’s a teasing tone.

“He is most certainly not my boyfriend,” I reply. “There’s no definition for what that man is.”

“Not a man,” Myles points out. “A demi-god.”

And therein lies the chasm that will keep us apart should we be lucky enough to survive. I shake it off, though. This isn’t anything I don’t already know.

I’ve considered it all, but none of it matters, because for now, Carrick and I are… together.

“Let’s get going,” I say as I stand up and grab my cocoa, which has gotten cold. I also grab Rainey’s cup.

We head into the houseboat and down to the first floor, meeting Rainey coming out of the master bedroom.

My jaw drops when I see her.

She’s wearing a full-length London Fog khaki coat, buttoned and belted, along with a taupe fedora and a pair of large, dark sunglasses. She’s got binoculars around her neck and holding what I presume to be a camera bag.

“We should take a thermos of coffee and snacks for the stakeout,” she says, looking from me to Myles.

Myles is staring at Rainey much the same as me, with his jaw wide open.

“What?” she exclaims, then twirls around once. “Don’t you like my sleuthing outfit?”

“Um,” I mutter, and Myles doesn’t say a word.

Rainey’s expression is expectant, almost hopeful, and just as I’m about to lay out some massively untruthful compliments, she tips her head back and starts cackling in laughter. “You guys didn’t think I was honestly going to wear this, did you?”

She takes off the fedora and glasses, tossing them on the kitchen counter. She unbuttons the coat, and I find her dressed in dark jeans, a black hoodie, and her hiking boots.

“You two are so gullible,” she continues, snickering.

Myles and I can’t help but join in the laughter, and we’re still joking about it as we leave the houseboat. Myles locks up, pockets the keys, and we step out onto the dock. Turning right, we head toward the lot where Rainey keeps her car but make it no more than five feet when we hear from behind us, “And just where are you headed?”

I cringe and slowly turn around to see Maddox there with a big grin on his face.

“Um…” I start, but I can’t come up with anything. Best to tell the truth. “We’re going to go watch Kymaris’ house… from a safe distance, that is.”

“Hmmm,” he murmurs thoughtfully, walking toward us. “Sneaking out to do something very dangerous.”

“I suppose you’re going to call Carrick and have him stop us?” I ask.

Maddox merely smiles like a cat that ate the mouse. “Not at all. I was looking for something interesting to do tonight, so I think I’ll just come along.”


CHAPTER 13


Finley

Maddox hulks next to me in the back seat of Rainey’s Prius as we drive past the house Kymaris has taken over in Medina. There’s a large wrought iron gate protecting the driveway entrance, but we can see the large sprawling mansion lit up like a Christmas tree down the lane. Almost every light is on, and the landscape lighting has practically every tree and bush glowing. There are several cars in the large circular driveway, but that’s all we get on a glimpse.

Rainey had done the reconnaissance, admitting to us on the way over and earning her a glare from Myles in the front passenger seat, that she’d driven around the neighborhood quite a bit to familiarize herself with it. We turn right at the end of the block and head up a steep hill for another two blocks, then another right where she pulls over and puts the car in park in front of a small dog park. There’s no one there this late at night.

“Kymaris’ property is just over four acres, and from what I could see on the topography map—”

“You looked at a topography map?” Maddox asks, clearly impressed.

“I did,” she says, looking over her shoulder with a smile.

“That is totally sexy,” Maddox says in a low, rumbling tone of appreciation.

“Shut the fuck up,” Myles snarls as he twists all the way around in his seat.

I snicker as Rainey ignores them because she’s in a full-blown detective mood. “At any rate, up ahead about half a block is a house whose back yard backs up to the edge of Kymaris’ property. We’ll have to cut through that person’s yard, and I have no clue if there are Dobermans guarding or what, but that’s part of the adventure, right?”

“That’s great,” Myles mutters. “It’s not Kymaris that will kill us but guard dogs that aren’t even guarding her.”

Maddox reaches forward and claps a meaty paw on Myles’ shoulder. “If you’re scared, you can wait in the car for us. I’ll make sure to keep a close eye on your girl for you.”

Okay, now Maddox is just being an ass. I give him a sharp elbow to his ribs that actually hurts him a tiny bit as evidenced by the small grunt he lets out while glaring at me. I glare back. “Stop flirting. This is serious stuff we’re doing.”

Maddox rubs at his ribs and turns his ire on me a bit, eyes gleaming wickedly. “Very serious. I can’t wait to see what Carrick does to you when he finds out what you’re doing tonight.”

“I’ll just blame it on you,” I reply sweetly. “You know, for not stopping this foolishness.”

That gets Maddox to shut his trap, and Rainey takes the conversation back over. She turns on the overhead car light and unfolds the topography map she was referring to. She’d already made some red lines indicating the path we should take and draws her finger down it as she talks.

When she gets to a star she drew on the map, she says, “This is where we should set our lookout. It’s just slightly east of the house, so we should see most of the back and part of the front and side. I looked up the house on Zillow, and the back has a nice pool area with nothing but floor-to-ceiling windows that allow us to see into every room. She did us a favor by having it so well lit.”

“I wonder who came in all those cars,” I murmur, glancing down at the map. “Could she actually be having a party in the midst of trying to pull off a prophecy to overtake the world?”

“Who knows,” Maddox says with a shake of his head. “She’s been trapped in the Underworld for eons. She’s probably going a little crazy with her freedom and the things available to her.”

I nod my head solidly. “Good. Maybe she’ll just keep partying and ignoring her destiny while we figure out how to stop her.”

“Enough talk,” Rainey exclaims. “Let’s spy.”

We exit the vehicle. Myles has the camera bag, Rainey the binoculars around her neck, and, as always, I have my backpack with my whip, nunchucks, and throwing knives at easy reach. Maddox has nothing, but he doesn’t really need something in hand. He could conjure a weapon from thin air and physically handle any dark creature we come against.

The only thing he couldn’t do is battle a large group and help me defend Rainey and Myles. That would be the worst-case scenario, but despite how immature Maddox acts at times, I know he’d fight to the death to defend my friends.

Not that he can die, but I bet enough Dark Fae could overpower him.

The thought almost has me backing out.

What if Kymaris has daemons or fae patrolling her woods?

Wonder if she has guard dogs? Or otherworldly scary creatures roaming the property?

Maybe she’s placed tripwires, landmines, or—

“Hey,” Maddox says, snapping his fingers in front of my face. I blink and focus on him. “You okay?”

“Yeah… just trying to figure out all exigencies.”

Rainey and Myles are walking up ahead of us, and Maddox and I follow.

Leaning in closer to me and lowering his voice, he says, “The only exigency you need to worry about is if we come up against a horde of Dark Fae or Kymaris. In that instance, you get the fuck out of there. Bend distance or whatever, but you get safe.”

“I’m not leaving Rainey and Myles,” I whisper back harshly.

“I’ve got them covered,” he replies, still talking low so we can’t be heard. “I promise I’ll get them out safe.”

I stare into his eyes, and I know he’ll do his best, that’s for sure.

Just as he can probably tell from my expression that there’s no way in hell I’d ever run and leave anyone behind.

Maddox is going to take some major heat from Carrick over doing this. I know Carrick would expect Maddox to have stopped us. I expect there will be a fight of epic proportions, and I just hope they go somewhere like the top of Mt. Rainer to do it so the condo isn’t destroyed. I expect he went at it with Lucien for letting me ditch him so easily, something that I probably need to apologize to Lucien for the next time I see him.

Rainey gets to the neighbor’s house and cuts down the side of the property just inside a tree line that separates it from the house beside it. The house isn’t grand like Kymaris’ but still a good four thousand square feet. There’s no fence we have to deal with, and we’re well concealed away from the glow of the security lighting as we creep among the trees.

I’m quite impressed with Rainey leading the way. She’s always been a girlie girl, but she’s moving aside bushes and tree limbs without a single care that some creepy crawly might fall on her. Myles follows her, with Maddox and I bringing up the rear.

When we get beyond the yard we have to sneak through, we start a downward trajectory through darkened woods, and Rainey pulls out a flashlight. I use the light on my cell phone, and we move along as quietly as possible, but it’s impossible to stop the crunch of leaves or dead twigs under our feet.

Suddenly, Rainey comes to a halt, holding up her hand with her fist clenched. I’m wondering what war or spy movie she got that from, and I have to clamp a hand over my mouth not to laugh.

We all come to a stop behind her, and then I see what she does. Down below about a hundred yards sits Kymaris’ property, the back of the house lit up as spectacularly as the front.

While we are still too far away to see clear details and there are about twenty yards of woods between us and the house, we can tell no one is outside on the back patio, pool, or extended yard area that’s all lit up with landscape lighting. We can see many figures milling about inside through the large windows that shield nothing.

“Let’s get a little closer,” Rainey suggests, but as she starts to take a step, I lurch forward and grab her by the hood of her hoodie.

“Wait a minute,” I whisper. “Let’s just wait and make sure she doesn’t have any fae or daemons patrolling.”

“Good time to put your supersonic hearing to use,” Myles suggests.

Which is a great idea. I concentrate on the house, and I can hear muddled conversations within, but I pull back from that noise and separate it. I don’t need that distraction. I gaze around the patio, the pool, and the yard.

Silence.

I turn around in my spot, letting my ears open up to any potential conversations being had by fae and daemons, but I hear nothing.

Still not good enough. “I don’t hear anyone talking out here, but that doesn’t mean they’re not silently waiting.”

“You should have let the professional handle this,” Maddox says dryly, and all our eyes go to him. It’s too dim to see his actual expression, but he turns his head left and right, surveying the area in a wide arc. Finally, he says, “I’m sensing no fae or daemons outside at all.”

“Could have just told us that to begin with,” I mutter.

Maddox pats me on the head like I’m a little kid. “Yeah, but it’s cute watching you use your little baby powers.”

I jerk away from him like he’s a big brother that just totally annoyed me, which is exactly how I feel about Maddox nine times out of ten.

“Okay, team,” Rainey says, all commander like. “Let’s move closer and set up a perimeter.”

Maddox and I share a look that says she’s adorable, but we trudge a little closer to just about ten feet inside the edge of the woods. There are some low-level shrubs pocketed in front of a white pine, and Rainey leads us there. She squats, and we do the same. Since she’s keen on running the show, we let her make the game plan.

“Okay,” she says dramatically. “I’m doing the spying since I have the binoculars. You three are lookout. Got it?”

“That’s it?” Myles asks.

“Well,” she says primly. “I’ll obviously take close-up pictures of anything good, so leave me the camera.”

“Maybe I should be the one looking,” I suggest. “You can’t see beneath Kymaris’ glamour, and we don’t know if she’s even using the glamour of the owner of this house.”

“Good point,” she concedes. “Okay… new plan. Finley and I will be spying. You boys will be the lookouts.”

Maddox snorts. “Boys. Hilarious.”

Myles doesn’t say anything but walks a few feet away and scans the area, taking his duty as a lookout seriously. Eventually, Maddox does the same, and Rainey and I go to our bellies.

The ground is cold and damp and sticks jab into me. It’s the first time I think this might be a stupid idea.

“This is so exciting,” Rainey whispers, her shoulder touching mine, and I decide she’s so cute that I’ll suffer the cold and pokey twigs. She hands over the binoculars.

For the first minute, I just scan the back of the house. Through the large bank of windows on the main floor, I see what appears to be a massive living area that runs into an open kitchen design. The interior decor is traditional with lots of heavy furniture with ornate carvings, red Persian style rugs, and expensive art pieces. There looks to be about twenty or so dark daemons, and yes… they are mingling as if it is a cocktail party. They have drinks or plates of food in hand while they chat casually. If it weren’t for the fact that they were all fairly ugly—meaning they were offspring of some of the lower caste of Dark and Light fae—it would look just like a normal party.

I give a play-by-play to the group of what I’ve seen so far.

“What about Kymaris?” Maddox asks from his post about five feet away.

“I don’t see her on the main floor.” I move my gaze through the magnification slowly, letting the daemons move around in case she’s hidden behind someone.

Lifting my head a bit, I look at the upper floor. All the rooms at the back of the house are lit up and appear empty.

“Let me check the basement,” I murmur, dropping the binoculars down. That floor—that leads off to the patio and pool—is also well lit, and there aren’t as many daemons down there. In fact, I only count eight, and I immediately know I’ve stumbled onto something creepy.

“Wait a minute,” I murmur as I take it all in. “There are a handful of dark daemons in the basement, and they’re all wearing long robes of a dark red color. They seem to be standing around some type of table covered in black silk.”

I can tell they are dark daemons, of course, by the oily, black auras around them. Their facial features look decidedly masculine, so I assume they are all male, although I can’t exactly be sure.

“A ritual?” Maddox fathoms.

“Oh, my God,” Rainey exclaims, nudging me hard with her shoulder. “Let me see.”

“Wait a minute,” I growl as I tune in my keen sense of hearing and try to focus on the daemons in the basement. “They’re chanting something. They sound like monks in a monastery.”

“Definitely a ritual,” Maddox says confidently.

I almost hand the binoculars over to Rainey, who keeps nudging me, but then a door opens and a tall figure steps through it. It’s wearing a black robe with the hood pulled over its head, which is bent, preventing me from seeing its face. None of the other daemons look at it but continue their chanting, eyes forward. Even though they surround the table and some face each other, they’re not exactly focusing on the daemon across from them. Rather, their faces look blank and mindless.

“Someone just came in… black robe, but I can’t see its face. Taller than the daemons.”

“Let me see,” Rainey whines.

The black figure almost glides toward the table. I hadn’t noticed before, but there are wooden steps—just three—that sit at the end. The creature lifts the hem of its robe and climbs the small set of steps to step onto the table.

It moves to the center and then actually turns to face the windows. None of the daemons look up at it.

Pale hands peek out from the robe’s sleeves, lift to the hood and pull it back. I gasp as I see Kymaris, even though I can’t say that I’m overly shocked.

“It’s her,” I whisper.

“Let me see,” Rainey demands.

“Fine,” I grumble and thrust the binoculars at her. “She’s on top of the table.”

Rainey lifts them to her eyes, focuses, and says, “It looks like a young woman. Very pretty. I mean… for a psychopathic Queen of the Underworld.”

Of course she picked a pretty glamour. We know fae are vain.

I don’t respond. I hadn’t even bothered to look at the glamour, and while her true visage is exotic and could be considered beautiful from an artistic standpoint, the fact she’s pure evil makes her awful to gaze upon.

I can still hear the daemons chanting, and I can make out Kymaris standing on the table, but I can’t see any details… not even her face.

Rolling slightly to my side, I look up at Maddox. “What kind of ritual would she be performing?”

He swivels toward me with a shrug. “Who knows? Maybe she’s trying to increase her power somehow. Maybe she’s just putting on a show for her little dark daemons to do her bidding. Maybe—”

“Oh my God,” Rainey breathes out shakily.

“What?” I demand, glancing at her and then peering hard at the shapes in the distance. But I don’t need her to tell me exactly what happened because I can see enough to know that Kymaris has taken her robe off and is completely naked. I know this because of her skin’s paleness, although I still can’t make out details.

Maddox squats, eyes narrowed at the basement windows. Myles moves closer.

Without the binoculars, we can see that Kymaris is now lying on the table on her back and it looks like a sacrificial pose. I wonder if they are going to kill her, but that doesn’t make sense.

I can still hear the daemons chanting as Kymaris just lies there, arms by her side, legs straight and pressed together.

“Let me see the binoculars,” I say to Rainey, and she doesn’t hesitate to pass them to me. I think she’s worried herself that death might be coming, and she has never done well with blood or gore.

Peering through the magnification, I study Kymaris. Her body is thin, ribs showing, and her breasts are small. She has no hair on her pubic mound, which I find weird. I don’t see Dark Fae being the type to shave or wax, but maybe she does it because she’s royalty. I study her face. It looks placid… almost serene. Her eyes are closed as if she’s been lulled to sleep by the chanting.

Then movement.

One of the daemons shifts from its position and walks to the edge of the steps that Kymaris had just walked up. He stands there staring ahead blankly, and then suddenly, the chanting stops. The quiet is so abrupt it almost hurts my ears.

The daemon, who isn’t hideous but is far from handsome with his long, matted hair and underbite, pulls his robes apart and lets them fall to the ground. I’m stunned that he’s naked and not just naked, but sporting a full erection jutting upward.

He stands there as if waiting for direction.

It comes when Kymaris opens her eyes and leans up, pressing her elbows into the tables so her tiny breasts jut outward. With distaste, I notice her nipples are hard, and I wonder how she and the daemon have come to a state of clear arousal without even touching each other.

“You may approach,” Kymaris says to the daemon. Her voice is imperious and cold, and I don’t understand how it alone doesn’t wither his hard-on.

When the daemon walks up the steps, Kymaris spreads her legs wide, planting her feet on the black silk. She settles back down, and my stomach rolls as I watch the daemon fall on her.

There’s no foreplay. No deep kisses or a slide of hand along skin. No dirty words to enhance arousal.

No, the daemon just takes himself in hand, lines himself up, and drives into Kymaris hard.

I wince because that had to have hurt, but Kymaris moans in ecstasy, her torso arching and her legs wrapping around the bucking hips of the daemon.

He fucks her brutally, and she urges him on the entire time.

I can’t watch anymore, and I pull the binoculars from my face. Turning toward Rainey, I see she’s crossed her arms on the ground and rested her chin on it, eyes closed.

Myles and Maddox are still watching, both with grimaces on their faces.

“Why sex with daemons?” I ask Maddox.

He doesn’t take his eyes off the scene, but I can tell he’s perplexed by what is happening. “Fae don’t stoop to have relations with daemons. I mean, fae and daemons are highly sexualized creatures. Sex is revered and frequently done, but I’ve never known fae to take daemons. Maybe she’s just horny and doesn’t have any Dark Fae to satisfy her.”

That just doesn’t sound right. She’s the Queen of the Underworld.

It’s like she’s… slumming.

The chanting resumes, loud and frantic. Reluctantly, I pull the binoculars back to my face and focus on Kymaris again. The daemon is still working furiously between her legs, and it’s so very weirdly clear that both the daemon and Kymaris climax at the same time. The daemon grips her thighs hard, still pumping, but throws his head back and starts to scream in ecstasy. It sounds like a dying elephant or something, but his face is contorted in pleasure, so yeah… fairly sure that’s what he’s doing.

Kymaris is a bit different. Those pale eyes of hers turn crimson as her entire body arches until her feet and shoulder blades are the only things on the table—lifting the male daemon with her—and she cries out in almost a human-like manner, “Yes… yes… yes…” as her hips jerk with each word until she drops back down onto the table, eyes drowsy and sated.

“Ugh,” I mutter, feeling like I need a shower and to scrub my eyes with bleach from having just watched Kymaris get it on with a daemon.

I start to lower the binoculars again, but a flash of something catches my eye, so I draw them back.

Kymaris has somehow come up with a jeweled dagger in her hand that she stares at almost lovingly.

“What’s that in her hand?” Myles asks, not able to see the fine details like I can.

“A dagger,” I breathe out with horror.

“I’m out of here,” Rainey says, and I can feel her body springing up from the ground and moving a few paces off. I imagine she has her back turned on this, but I don’t dare take my eyes off Kymaris now.

She looks at the daemon, who is still planted inside of her body, his fingers still digging down into her thighs as he stares.

“Thank you for what you’ve given me,” she rasps, not with real gratitude, but almost with smug pride. “And for the sacrifice you are making now.”

Then, in one fluid motion, she plunges the dagger between the daemon’s ribs, just as I was taught to do to reach the heart. Black blood spurts out, and I can tell the second the iron penetrates the daemon’s heart as he flops forward onto Kymaris’ body.

Her resulting laugh is twisted as she lays there a moment under the dead daemon’s weight before pushing it, so it rolls off the table. The robed daemons on that side merely take a step back and let it fall before them.

I notice that their chanting has stopped again.

I wonder why they aren’t all running away in horror.

“Jesus,” Myles mutters, and I can hear him stand from his squatted position and move away. He and Rainey talk in soft voices, but Maddox stays in position watching. He hasn’t asked for the binoculars once, and I wonder if being a demi-god gives him better eyesight. It would make sense if it did because he has superhuman strength, so why not senses?

Kymaris is covered in black daemon blood, and the dagger disappears into thin air. She resumes her position laying back on the table, arms serenely by her side, legs stretched and pressed together once again.

And then another daemon moves from his position.

Makes his way to the end of the steps and drops his robes.

He, too, is erect and ready.

“Are you freaking kidding me?” I gasp.

“She’s going to do that to them all,” Maddox murmurs in awe.

“But why? And why are they letting her?”

“Maybe she has them under some type of thrall,” he suggests. “But I guess this is a ritual that will gain her something at the end. Eight daemons will fuck her, then she’ll kill them. That is some dark, twisted shit right there.”

I wrinkle my nose. “Which means we have to wait until the end to see what happens?”

“’Fraid so,” he replies reluctantly.

For the next half hour, Kymaris takes each daemon into her body.

Myles and Rainey keep their distance and their backs turned. Maddox paces back and forth as he watches. He doesn’t look disgusted, but I imagine he’s seen things far worse over his lifetime.

But he does look very worried.

I don’t look through the binoculars again, but sit cross-legged on the ground, braiding pine straws. Occasionally, I glance up to see how many daemons are left standing. Unfortunately, it means I glimpse other horrid stuff too.

Some daemons she drives the dagger through their brain to kill them.

Some she cuts while they’re fornicating, so more blood pours on her in black streams.

Once, she takes two of the daemons into her body at the same time, causing Maddox to mutter, “Kinky bitch, that one is.”

When the last daemon falls dead to the ground, Maddox murmurs, “It’s over.”

I bring the binoculars back to my face and watch as Kymaris stretches luxuriously on the table. She just had sex with eight different daemons—and may I say some were grossly over-endowed in size—and she looks like the cat that just got done drinking the last of the cream from the bowl. Her smile flashes through the blood spattered over her face, and she sits up, swinging her legs over the edge before sliding off.

She’s facing the windows, naked and saturated in black fluid from her head to her toes. I can’t even bear to think of the fluids that are seeping out of her from all that sex, nor the fact that a pile of bodies surrounds her.

But it is with fascination as I watch her take the dagger in one hand and raise it high into the air, tip pointed to the ceiling. She starts talking in a language I don’t recognize, and I look up to Maddox to see if he can hear it.

He glances down. “That must be a language developed in the Underworld.”

We both look back and watch.

At first, nothing happens, and then the daemon bodies start to turn black and lift away in streams of smoke, just as I’d seen happen before when Dark Fae died.

But rather than floating away on bits of smoke and ash, as the body disappears, the smoke seems to coalesce and form into some sort of upright creature.

The black smoke swirls upward where each daemon died on the floor, and it becomes clear that it’s forming back into a humanoid-shaped body.

I focus on one as a head, arms, torso, and legs all start to appear as the smoke wafts away.

When the air finally clears, I’m staring at eight beings—fully clothed—who look shocked to be standing there. I reach out with my senses, feel the dark vibes coming from them, and know they are Dark Fae.

Exceptionally beautiful Dark Fae—some of the male persuasion and some of the female. In my experience in Faere, the more stunning the fae, the more royal they were—including some original fallen angels.

I wonder if these fae were called from the Underworld, but I doubt it. Kymaris doesn’t have a stone—or at least she didn’t use one for this ritual. Besides that, they’re wearing modern clothing, so my bet is they’ve been in the Earth realm somewhere and have been pulled to this basement sex-death room.

The Dark Fae look around at each other and the blood-soaked silk on the table.

They are clearly astonished to see Kymaris.

They all know who she is.

Gliding past two of the newly arrived Dark Fae, Kymaris moves back to the steps at the end of the table and climbs back up. She stands in the middle, a dagger held in one hand at her side.

“Welcome, my subjects. I’ve missed you.”

And as if it just occurred to them—that this is their queen who I’m betting most had not seen in millennia—they all drop to one knee, bowing their heads in subservience.

“Rise,” she commands.

When all the Dark Fae are standing and staring up at their naked, bloodstained queen, she makes a startling proclamation. “I need you, and I didn’t have time to travel the world in search of my original brethren.”

So, they were the original fallen angels who must have left the Underworld in the past.

“My apologies, but I had to use your progeny to bring you here,” she continues, and the Dark Fae glance around in confusion.

“I killed your children in sacrifice,” she snaps, annoyed they didn’t get what she implied.

Fascinating, but some of the fae are horrified by this news, some look intensely angry, and others don’t appear bothered by it at all. Such is the confusing way of families, I guess.

“My work isn’t done yet,” she says darkly. “I need more of you, and you’re going to help me with that.”

One brave—or perhaps stupid—incredibly gorgeous Dark Fae with long brown hair and pretty blue eyes lifts his chin. “And if we don’t?”

Kymaris responds by throwing her free hand his way, flinging a heavy chain in a dulled silver color. It wraps the Dark Fae from his chin to his ankles, and all the exposed skin starts to sizzle and pop. Wafts of white smoke lift from the areas that are being eaten away by the iron the chains are clearly made of.

“I don’t need your active participation for some of the things I have planned,” she says darkly, squatting down on the table to get closer to the fae wrapped in chains. She has no shame in her nudity and seems to take pride in the black blood covering her body. “But I will need you at some point.”

With that, she flings her hand from her, and the chain-wrapped fae goes flying across the room where he collides with a wall. More chains spring forth from the drywall, blowing chunks of plaster outward, and wrap around the Dark Fae to hold him pinned there. He screams in anguish and fury.

Kymaris stands, scans the rest of the fae standing there, who now look decidedly uncomfortable. I’m quite sure they’re shocked to see her immense power as she wouldn’t have been able to do that in the Underworld, not from what I understand.

“Now,” she rasps in that icy tone. “Anyone else want an inactive role like our chained friend there?”

They all cast their eyes downward in capitulation.

“Good,” she replies with a smug smile. “But I find my appetite has only been whet, and I’m hungry for more. I’d like each one of you to service my body.”

The female fae gaze at each other in confusion, which doesn’t escape Kymaris’ attention. She laughs wickedly and nods. “That’s right… even those of you without cocks.”

My stomach churns that she’s essentially forcing these Dark Fae to please her, but I suspect that part of her personality was probably the same in the Underworld. Just a hunch I have about her twisted ways.

Lowering the binoculars, I push off the ground and face Maddox. “She needs Dark Fae for whatever she’s planning, and we know she doesn’t have enough.”

He nods. “She has eight now… possibly seven if the chained one isn’t of use. But how many more does she need, and what is she going to do with them besides use them for sex?”

I grimace and shake my head before glancing at Myles and Rainey. I can see Rainey is shaken up, and I bet her stakeout days are over. “Let’s get them home, and, if you don’t mind, can you take me back to the condo? I want to be there when Carrick gets back to talk to him about this.”

“Sure,” he says gently, and I can tell he knows tonight has me shaken as well. Kymaris is doing way darker shit than I had ever imagined, and, while I don’t have much innocence left, what little I did have has been stripped clean away.


CHAPTER 14


Carrick

The gods exist where they want to exist. If they had homes, Carrick had never been privy. Hell, he wasn’t even sure if they needed homes. Or food, or water, or air to exist. They were at the top of the immortal food chain.

But one thing he did know, that even if they may not need food, they did like it a hell of a lot.

Which was why Carrick had a bag of Lindor milk chocolate truffles in hand for Veda, as they were her favorite.

The process of meeting with the gods was never the same, and it had no rhyme or reason. Like almost everything they did, there seemed to be more whim than protocol.

Regardless, he had but to ask for counsel, and the gods always heard. If they were so inclined to grant it, they, in turn, gave him the knowledge by which to reach them.

In this particular instance, Carrick had sought only Veda’s guidance, not only because she was his favorite, but because she’d already poked her nose in his and Finley’s business twice now.

Two months ago, when he sought out the gods with his request to ascend, it was a ceremonial ritual he had to perform to reach them. Today was far more modern as he had been told to meet Veda on Denarau Island, a private resort development on the western side of Viti Levu, the largest island in the Republic of Fiji.

With bending distance, it required a bit of stealthy skill. He’d been to all of the Fijian islands many times before, so envisioning the actual resort where Veda was waiting was not the problem. Hell, he’d been everywhere in the world and could flash anywhere if she had so demanded. But he couldn’t just step right into the outdoor cafe where she was waiting, which would notably freak a lot of people out, so he had to choose an unpopulated place to appear. This was not hard to do because when one bent distance… and pulled their destination in close, they could look carefully at the surrounding area before they made the step over. They could then choose a place without people about and make a brief appearance.

Luckily, Carrick found the resort’s gardens empty and stepped into them from his condo in Seattle, where he’d left not long after Finley went to hang out for the evening with Rainey and Myles. It was just approaching noon here halfway around the world from the United States, and the sun was high and the sky cloudless. He considered changing his clothes since it was tropically warm, but he decided not to bother. The jeans and button-down he had on would suffice for the short meeting.

Carrick easily located Veda sitting at an outdoor table near the pool under a sunny yellow umbrella where other resort guests dined on sumptuous meals and drank fruity looking cocktails. This particular resort she chose was the most expensive on Denarau Island.

Veda had a glass of chilled wine before her as she perused the menu.

She was dressed in a peach and cream sundress, jeweled flip flops, and her black-gray-white hair was pulled into a perky ponytail at the back of her head. Her tattoos were on full display as the sundress was sleeveless, so while her clothing was sweet and matched the island vibe, the tattoos lent an air of badassery to her. Because she was a god and stood out in a crowd no matter how she dressed or what she looked like, Veda was shining like a beacon.

As Carrick moved her way, he took note of the other male patrons who couldn’t seem to take their eyes off the god of Humanity. Yes, she was beautiful, but that’s not why they couldn’t look away.

It was because she was special in a way that couldn’t be defined. They had no clue they were in the presence of greatness much of the world has never seen; they only knew they couldn’t look away.

Her head lifted as Carrick approached, and she gave him a bright smile. “Hope you didn’t mind coming here. I was dying for some fresh seafood and salty air.”

“Not at all,” he replied, taking the chair opposite her. He handed the bag of truffles across the table to her, and she beamed as she took them and promptly put them inside a large peach-colored purse that matched her dress and was hanging on the back of her chair.

A waiter quickly approached, and Carrick ordered a beer but declined the menu. Veda ordered a salmon dish, looking over the menu at Carrick to say, “It’s completely paleo.”

After the waiter left, Carrick couldn’t help but ask. “Why do you care if it’s paleo? It’s not like saturated fats can kill you.”

“True.” She grinned, offering no more explanation, but it immediately set the tone for this meeting he’d requested. “You know I can’t help you with the prophecy.”

“I’m not here for that.” Veda smiled serenely at this proclamation, and then waited patiently as Carrick was served his beer. When he continued, he added on with slight chastisement. “But I don’t believe for a second that you can’t interfere with the prophecy if you wanted. The gods can do anything.”

“We are not supposed to interfere,” she reiterated adamantly. “So I don’t.”

“Not all of your cohorts are as virtuous as you, though, are they?”

Veda snorted. “The gods might meddle if they get bored, but never in a way that messes with the set timeline from the start of the prophecy to the end. The only one who can divert it is Finley, with your help, of course, and you. Now, why don’t you fill me in on everything that’s going on before you tell me what you want?”

Carrick’s eyebrows shot high. “You mean you don’t know? I thought the gods knew everything.”

“Honestly, Carrick… you know this isn’t the only prophecy in play. You know there are thousands of alternate realms we govern, not to mention the cosmos. It’s one of the reasons we created demi-gods because there is so much to see and only five of us.”

Slowly shaking his head, Carrick leveled a half-smile at her. “I don’t believe it. You’re invested in this one for some reason, as evidenced by the way you helped Finley.”

“My assistance was infinitesimal,” she huffed. “Only to help her bring her friends on board.”

“Which gave her confidence and strength through their moral support,” Carrick rebuked. “It was a big play on your part.”

“Whatever,” Veda huffed, then she studied Carrick critically. “You do seem different, though. You look… satisfied. No, that’s not right. Happy?”

Carrick wasn’t buying her feigned ignorance. He was confident Veda knew every damn thing that had happened from their visit to Sarvel to the fact that Carrick’s resolve broke, and he took Finley into his bed.

“She brings out the best in you, Carrick,” Veda said softly. “While I thought you’d hold out longer, I’m glad you gave in.”

“I didn’t take you for such a romantic,” Carrick muttered as he picked up his beer and took a long pull. “But the truth is, Finley made an incredibly good point that I’ll be ascending after this is over, so why not? It’s not a bad way to spend my free time, don’t you think?”

Carrick was baiting Veda, and she knew it. She was also far wiser than he would ever be and didn’t fall for it.

“I don’t buy for a minute that Finley is just a nice roll in the hay for you,” Veda said bluntly, then she narrowed her eyes. “But tell me the truth… doesn’t she change your desire to ascend?”

There was never a question Carrick didn’t want to answer more, so he asked one of his own. “Isn’t she the very reason I’m asking to ascend?”

Veda frowned. “You speak in riddles to me when it’s unnecessary. You forget I know everything. I know every second of every hour of every day of your life. I know your highs and lows and everything in between. More than anything, I know your motivations, so you don’t have to play coy with me, Carrick.”

It was true. There were no secrets held back from the gods. His life was under a glaring spotlight, and Veda probably knew him better than he knew himself.

“What does it matter?” Carrick asked dully. “Arwen says she’ll have to bear the burden of sacrifice. I’ve lived through enough prophecies to know what that means, and she’ll die.”

“Only if you believe wholeheartedly that things are pre-ordained through fate,” she suggested.

“Aren’t they?” he inquired.

Veda shrugged. “Are they?”

Carrick actually chuckled at that because while the gods often offered wise counsel, they could be slick little weasels when they wanted him to figure things out on his own.

“What I really want to know,” Veda said with a sly grin, “is if you are going to tell Finley the truth about why you want to ascend?”

Carrick didn’t hesitate because he’d already promised Finley he would. He had previously given her a watered-down version of his reasons—being tired of this life and wanting to be released for his own peace. But there was a little bit more to it.

“Yes, I’m going to tell her,” he admitted.

“When?” Veda pressed.

“When she needs to know.” He could play the ambiguity game just as good as the gods could.

Veda let out a tinkling laugh, causing more heads on the outdoor patio to look her way. She acted like she didn’t notice it, but she did. He wouldn’t be surprised if a certain someone had even caught her eye, and she might take him to bed. He imagined sex with a god would be mind-blowing to a mere mortal.

“Tell me why you really wanted to meet me,” Veda suggested when her laughter died.

Carrick leaned forward, crossing his arms on the table. “Rune.”

Just one word, and Veda nodded sagely in understanding.

“I want to know if his curse will prevent Finley from fulfilling her role in the prophecy.”

“You mean will he kill her just to spite you, now that you two are intimate?”

Carrick nodded. That was exactly what he meant because Rune’s hatred toward him was enough to put Finley in danger. He needed to know if that was bigger than the prophecy.

Veda took a slow sip of wine, and Carrick wondered if she would even answer him at all. But when she set the glass down, she said, “What I can tell you is that Rune cannot change her ultimate end fate once the prophecy is enacted. The gods have to let it play out.”

“And the prophecy has been enacted?” Carrick asked for clarification. “That was Kymaris—a changeling—taking over Fallon’s body, right?”

“Correct,” Veda affirmed. “The prophecy has started, and it will play out without the gods’ interference changing Finley’s fate.”

Carrick nodded in relief because he was worried about Rune and his affinity for trying to cause Carrick as much pain as possible. This was more important than ever, especially since Carrick had agreed—without any pleasure at all—to let Finley have more freedom. He had to trust—outside of Rune—that she was destined to play a big part down the line and would survive to make it there. Once they could piece the puzzle together, though, and figure out exactly what Kymaris was hoping to accomplish and how, he knew things would progress rather quickly. As such, when that time came, he intended to remain glued to Finley’s side, and he didn’t care if that upset her or not.

Regardless, he had the information he wanted regarding Rune and could put that worry out of his head for a bit.

“I thank you for your help,” Carrick said, inclining his head in gratitude before standing from the table.

“Won’t you join me for lunch?” Veda asked with a smile. “It’s such a nice day out.”

It generally was not good to deny such a request, but Carrick was pressed for time. “While I’d love to, I’m hunting down someone who has some information on someone else I’m also hunting.”

She nodded in understanding. “Otto Von Schmidt. He knows quite a bit about changelings.”

Carrick wasn’t even the slightest bit surprised. Veda knew everything that was going on.

“That’s right,” Carrick replied. “So, enjoy your lunch.”

“Sit,” Veda commanded with a sharp nod at the chair he’d just vacated. “Eat with me, and I’ll tell you where to locate Otto Von Schmidt. It will save you a trip to go hunt this other person down.”

That was actually too good of an opportunity to pass up, so Carrick sat. If Veda was going to offer help, he was never going to turn it down.


CHAPTER 15


Finley

I feel weird… being in Carrick’s room.

When we got back from our stakeout with Kymaris, Maddox walked me to the elevator, where he bid me goodnight and good luck. Inside the condo, I went to my room.

I took a shower because I still had the heebie-jeebies from what I’d witnessed and felt the need to scour myself clean—as if Kymaris’ abominations had somehow seeped into my skin.

Freshly scrubbed and in my pajamas—loose pants and a tank top—I meandered into the kitchen for a snack. An apple sufficed, and when I finished that, I couldn’t decide what to do. The condo was quiet, and I assumed Zaid had gone to wherever his home was. I checked everywhere—including the library—and Carrick wasn’t to be found. I knew he had gone off to hunt the someone that knew where we might find Otto Von Schmidt.

Being all alone in the condo, I had to assume Maddox was down in the lobby guarding the only way up to me, and there he’d stay until Carrick returned. For a moment, I thought about just inviting him up so we could watch a movie. It was nearing almost one AM, but I wasn’t tired. I nixed that idea quickly, though, because I didn’t think either one of us would be able to focus on the movie after what we’d seen tonight. I knew we’d probably be compelled to analyze it and come up with hypotheses, and I just wanted to forget it for a bit.

I considered going back to my bedroom, crawling under the covers, and going to sleep. I had no clue when Carrick would come back, but on the off chance it would be sooner rather than later, I had the overwhelming need just to see him.

Nothing more than to just look upon his beauty and assure myself that he isn’t a dream.

So, now I’m in his room, sitting cross-legged on the bed while surfing the web on my phone. Occasionally, I’ll lift my head and gaze around at Carrick’s most personal space—his sanctuary, which he had invited me into just the day before yesterday.

To continue getting lost in each other until time no longer mattered.

And now here I sit, alone and disturbed by what I’d seen tonight, and I have a million and one doubts that what happened between Carrick and me was real. I’m also here for his comfort because the perversion and gore I’d witnessed was not something I was prepared to accept as part of this prophecy. I’m more scared than I have ever been in my life and part of me feels weak that I need Carrick to help me deal with it.

But the thing that bothers me most is the gnawing sensation I don’t belong in his room. That I’m stepping across some vague boundaries that have somehow been established, but which I cannot see or understand.

Simply put… I just don’t know where I stand anymore—not with Carrick and not with my role in the prophecy.

I start to look back down at my phone, but I freeze as I sense someone at the doorway. I glance up to see Carrick leaning casually against the doorjamb, hands tucked into his pockets. In this moment, he looks extraordinarily human with scruffy stubble on his face and wearing jeans and a slightly wrinkled button-down shirt.

He doesn’t say anything—just watches me with an inscrutable expression that makes me flush.

“I wasn’t sure if I should be in here,” I stammer with uncertainty.

“You look good in my bed,” he rumbles, and a shiver tickles up my spine. He pushes away from the door casing and starts my way. “Had you been in your room, I would have come to get you.”

My skin turns hot, not just from his words—which have clarified in no uncertain terms that what happened between Carrick and I was not a dream—but from the fact that his eyes are now glowing, and he is every inch a demi-god.

He strides right to the bed, doesn’t let the edge stop his momentum, and lowers his torso over me. Carrick plants his hands on the mattress as his lips capture mine in a kiss that, at first, appears to be nothing more than a greeting before deepening into a welcoming.

I start to fall, not only backward, but also down the swirly rabbit hole of intense emotions the man stirs within me. My hands slide along his neck and lock behind it.

The kiss deepens.

This is what I want. It’s most certainly what I needed. Blissful moments to leave my adventure tonight behind.

An adventure Carrick isn’t going to be happy to hear about.

The realization that he’s not going to be happy with what I did has the effect of a cold bucket of ice water pouring over me.

Sliding my hands to his chest, I give him a small push and turn my head to the side to dislodge his lips. I don’t have the outright guts to tell him what I did, so I ask, “Did you find out where we can find Otto Von Schmidt?”

There’s no disappointment in his expression as he pulls back and the glow in his eyes banks slightly. Keeping his hands planted on either side of my body, he studies me.

I try to school myself into the picture of someone whose lips aren’t still tingling from that kiss and one who is overly interested in Otto Von Schmidt.

His face still inches from mine, he lets out a small sigh. “Yes, I found Otto Von Schmidt. Veda actually gave him up for me. He’s in Berlin, and you and I will be going there tomorrow. And even though you need to get some rest, I’m not inclined to let you go to sleep just yet.

With that, Carrick’s mouth was back on mine. I’m completely captured, falling swiftly to his thrall.

The kiss is deep but swift, for Carrick pulls back to take his shirt off. My mouth goes dry as he works just the top few buttons and easily pulls it off, tossing it to the floor.

I can’t help it.

I let my eyes roam all over his perfectly honed chest and stomach, admiring the “V” reaching upward from his low hanging jeans.

Then his hands are on the hem of my tank. “Been looking forward to doing this myself, stripping you without magic.”

Oh, geez. My eyelids flutter, and I almost let myself fall again.

But I cannot be intimate with him again until I let him know what happened tonight. The information is too important, and my guilt at doing something dangerous too nerve-wracking.

“Wait,” I exclaim, knocking his hands away. “Um… would you like a nightcap first? You know… to relax us. Get us in the mood while we chat a bit.”

Carrick’s expression clouds, his lips pressing flat. The man is far too smart and attuned to my every emotion. “What’s going on, Finley?”

“Um,” I drawl, my words failing as I sit up and cross my legs on the bed. I can’t look at him, so I pick at a string hanging loose from the hem of my pajama pants.

Carrick issues a long-suffering sigh and moves over to a chair that sits adjacent to the bed. It’s part of a pair, separated by a table with a beautiful glass lamp. Dropping down into it, he leans forward with elbows on his knees. “What did you do?”

My head snaps up, my eyes wide with innocence. “What makes you think I did anything?”

This is a stall tactic. He knows I did something, I know I did something, and yet I’m still working up the guts to tell him exactly what I did.

“Finley… you may not quite understand it yet, but there is nothing about yourself you can hide from me. I know every expression that gives away every emotion, and right now, you think I’m going to be mad at you so you might as well spill it, let me get mad, and then I can fuck you.”

I growl low, frustrated that his words—especially the part about fucking me—gets me all discombobulated and jumbles up my emotions even further. Now I can’t think of anything but Carrick fucking me, and I’m quite positive that’s the most important thing right now.

“Finley,” Carrick barks, his eyes dark and swirling with ire, and I jump. “Just tell me what in the hell you did.”

It makes me laugh nervously. “Sure you don’t want to have sex now?”

“The only thing I’m sure of,” he warns ominously, “is that I’m inclined to blister your ass if you don’t come clean. But we’ll have sex after, I promise.”

“Ugh,” I exclaim dramatically, deciding I just need to get it over with. I swing my legs over the side of his bed and plant them on the floor. I brace myself with my palms on the edge of the mattress and look directly into Carrick’s eyes. “I went to Kymaris’ house.”

Carrick explodes off the chair and I don’t even see him move but he’s in front of me. “You did what?” he thunders.

I’m not truly scared, but I want space, so I deftly slip to the right and remove myself from his presence, walking a few feet across the bedroom and turning back to face him. I hold my hands out, a request he just stay right where he is.

He does, but his pupils are red, his hands clenched into fists.

“It was Rainey’s hairbrained idea,” I say, totally throwing her under the bus. She’ll forgive me. “But Maddox went with us, and we just watched her house from a good, safe distance, and, as you can see, I’m perfectly safe and healthy, and nothing bad happened to me.”

The Rainey part does not affect him, but he relaxes slightly when he takes in my other assurances. I know he relaxes only by his hands loosening and the red in his eyes dimming.

Gaze dropping to the floor, I try to think of what to say next because the only thing left is to explain the awfulness we witnessed.

“Finley?” Carrick says, and the gentleness in his voice—a far cry from the fury just moments earlier—gives me the confidence to look back up to him. “What happened?”

“Only the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” I whisper.

All those times I had thought Carrick cold and detached seem like false truths, as he stares with such deep concern, I have a complete realization that Carrick—no matter how mad he may get—doesn’t like me to feel scared.

He wants to protect me.

This is further proven when he’s in front of me, once again moving so fast I don’t see it, and takes me in his arms. There’s no cyclone of magic transporting us, but we end up on the bed with his back against the headboard and me on his lap as he cradles me.

It makes my eyes sting a bit, but I blink the emotion away.

“Tell me what happened,” he says, reassurance in his tone that he has me safe in hand.

I let it spill. I tell him everything, start to finish. I don’t even gloss over any of the nasty details of what Kymaris did to each of those daemons. I recount how those daemons’ dark parents were summoned, all original fallen angels who were sent to the Underworld—and how they clearly have a purpose related to the prophecy. The only saving grace we had learned is she doesn’t have all she needs and will be seeking more.

Carrick’s hand strokes my arm as he listens without comment until I can get it all out.

“There was so much blood,” I say with a small shiver. “She was coated in that black stuff, and she loved it. I can’t believe how much she enjoyed the sex. There were eight, Carrick. And she… um… well, she enjoyed each one explosively if you get what I mean.”

“Yeah,” he says dryly. “I get what you mean. But fae have immense sex drives. Their immortal nature means they can just go and go and go. Some immortal orgies have been known to last weeks.”

“Wait! What?” I exclaim, pushing away from his chest and angling my body to face him. Then I shake my head. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

An image of Carrick in the middle of a swarm of women hits me, and my eyes narrow. “Wait… yes, I do want to know.”

One side of Carrick’s mouth lifts, and he shakes his head. “I’m not going to go there right now.”

Maybe I don’t want to know details of orgies Carrick might have been a part of, and I have to assume he has been before. He’s almost five thousand years old. I imagine there’s not much he hasn’t seen and done.

An even more awful thought strikes. “You said the immortal nature means that you can… well, recharge very quickly.”

“You know this, Finley. You saw it firsthand the other night.”

My face heats at the memory. I’d never had that much sex, and Carrick was indeed insatiable. A deep sorrow wells within me as I look him directly in the eyes. “I’m a mortal. I could never keep up with your needs.”

Carrick’s expression softens. His hand goes to the back of my head, and he pulls me in so he can brush his lips against mine. When his eyes meet mine again, he says, “You are more than enough for me in all ways, Miss Porter.”

“Miss Porter?” I ask, my lips quirking upward.

“I knew that would get a smile out of you,” he replies with a grin.

But mine doesn’t hold. “Things are getting serious, all the way around. Dangerous. The prophecy is going to start moving fast, Carrick. Can you feel it the way I do? Our borrowed time is ticking faster.”

Carrick’s hands go to my hips, and he deftly moves my body as if I weighed no more than a feather until I’m straddling his lap. His longs legs are still spread out, and he just holds me there lightly by the hips, so we are more face to face. “Things are getting serious, and I hope you know, after what you saw tonight, that there’s going to be more of that. I need you to be safe, Finely. So, I’m inclined to keep you by my side at all times.”

While that thought sounds lovely, because Carrick is the one I want to be around at all times, I don’t want him to feel beholden. “I’m totally safe with Maddox.”

“Yeah, well… I’m considering killing Maddox after he went along with this foolish idea.”

“He’s a demi-god. He can’t be killed.”

Carrick shrugs. “Maybe not. But that doesn’t mean I won’t take great joy in trying.”

Laughing, I decide to let all the nastiness go for the night. Carrick knows what I did, yet he still wants me on his lap. I lean forward, looping my arms around his neck, and, for the first time tonight, I take the initiative to kiss him first.

He groans when my tongue slides in his mouth, hands tightening on my hips. I might not have the immortal stamina to have sex for weeks with him, but I sure as hell can hang for a good long while.

I expect we’re not going to be getting much sleep before we leave for Berlin, but, at this point, sleep is completely overrated when I have this man—no, this demi-god—beneath me.

Lifting my mouth from his, I look down. “I’m sorry if I worried you tonight.”

“You pissed me off,” he clarifies dryly.

My look of shame is totally fake. “Sorry for that too.”

Carrick squeezes my hips. “I have a feeling you’re going to piss me off continuously, Finley, but I’ll learn to live with it.”

Leaning forward, I touch my forehead to his. “If you’ll let me, I’ll try to make it up to you.”

“Oh yeah?” he asks, hand going to cup my chin and push me back enough so he can look me in the eye. “Just how are you going to do that?”

“Well,” I drawl, tipping my head and giving him a coy look. I scoot backward just a little on his lap, which causes his hands to fall from my hips. Carrick’s abs contract as my fingers go to the button on his jeans, and I unsnap it. “There are parts of you that I’d very much like to explore, and I have a very good suspicion that within those explorations, you might find forgiveness for me.”

God, I love it when I do something that makes those beautiful eyes lighten and shine. His lips quirk in amusement. “I do think I have forgiveness within me—if you want to work for it.”

Grinning, I draw the zipper down. “Oh, I do. I really do.”

“Then by all means,” he murmurs, his gaze going down as I work to pull his jeans and boxer briefs past his hips.

Carrick lifts slightly to make my job easier, and then he’s in my hand. So extremely hard and incredibly beautiful.

I glance up at Carrick to find him watching me with such intensity that I have a moment of doubt I might disappoint him.

But no… the connection we have is something that extends beyond the bounds of this world. While I don’t understand it or why it is so, I trust it.

I trust that every bit of this demi-god is somehow mine.

Adjusting my body, I’m able to bend over his hard shaft to run my tongue up the length of it.

A growl rumbles forth from Carrick that is so animalistic that it seems to make the walls shake. It emboldens me, and I take him deep into my mouth. His taste is addictive, and my mouth waters for more of him.

As I start to move up and down, my ears attuned to the sounds of pleasure coming from this gorgeous creature, I vaguely feel his fingers thread gently in my hair.

“Ah, Finley,” he rumbles thickly. “You’re the only thing in this world and the next that makes me feel powerless.”

While his words surprise me, I don’t believe them at all. Carrick Byrne doesn’t know the meaning of the word powerless, but it’s a sweet endearment for him to say to me.

It’s soon forgotten, though, as I get lost in his taste, the velvet softness of his skin on my tongue, and the way he throbs in my hand. His breathing gets hard and labored as he struggles to hang on, but he soon tips over the edge.

As he roars out his release, I think I’ve been forgiven.

I also know I won’t mind pissing him off in the future if this is how I get to work out my apologies.


CHAPTER 16


Finley

Carrick is just a little too good at picking out sexy outfits for me to wear. While this one covers far more than the pile of black straps I wore in Faere, it seems even sexier. The gold silk hugs every curve and is cut low in the front with barely-there spaghetti straps holding the light material on my shoulders. The lower part of the gown is cut at an angle, so one leg is completely exposed up to the top of my thigh while the other one is covered. But what really makes it sexy is that there’s essentially no back. It’s cut all the way down to the top of my tailbone, and, if it weren’t such a snug fit, I’d be worried my butt crack would show.

As it stood, the way the dress was made, it’s impossible to wear any undergarments. Not such a big deal down below because all my goods are adequately covered, but my nipples are clearly evident even though I did everything I could to will them away. But damned if the silk isn’t so soft against the sensitive skin that I know I’ll be sporting them all night.

This is a dress I absolutely would not have chosen nor worn out to any other event. But, apparently, Otto Von Schmidt has quite the eye for two things—women and jewels. There’s no doubt I’m the eye candy on Carrick’s arm, meant to disarm and distract the evil sorcerer we are seeking.

I suppose most women would be miffed to be used in this way, but not me. Not when Carrick walked into the hotel bathroom earlier as I was starting my makeup and saw me in the dress. The appreciation and desire in his eyes fulfilled me in a way that has never happened before with a man. He looks at me like I’m the last female on Earth, and while I’ve never thought myself vain, I can’t deny that his approval boosts my confidence.

We’re in a swank hotel in Berlin getting ready for our evening out. Carrick is in the other room, lounging on the bed as he waits for me to finish. His outfit is very European with dark gray straight-leg pants, black patent leather chukkas, and a slightly lighter gray dress shirt.

Leaning toward the mirror, I dash on my last coat of mascara before pulling back and checking my work. My hair is perfection—wild and untamed—since Carrick told me this is the way he prefers it. My makeup is good. No, maybe even great. Definitely as good as Fallon could have done for me, which means I’d paid attention all those times I let her paint me up.

The pain of her loss hits me, but it’s not as sharp and doesn’t last as long. It means I’m moving deeper into acceptance, but that doesn’t make me feel better since it’s been replaced with the pain of knowing I’ve lost my true twin.

Carrick and I had arrived in Berlin earlier this afternoon. We bent distance, but I didn’t attempt it on my own. I just held on tight to him, and we stepped from his condo right into a suite at the Ritz-Carlton on Potsdamer Platz. He explained that a German associate—code word for a daemon probably—had secured this room for him earlier in the day, which is where he usually stayed when in Berlin.

To my delight, he dropped the small duffel he’d brought with us on the bed and pulled me right out of the room. Carrick knew I’d never been out of the United States before, and he spent the next four hours giving me a quick tour of such a beautifully modern city despite how steeped in history it is. He showed me Checkpoint Charlie, and I touched what was left of the original Berlin wall. We toured the Reichstag building, and the domed ceiling was mind-boggling. Of course, we had to see the Brandenburg Gate and the Holocaust Memorial, and we ended the afternoon watching the sunset from the Berlin TV Tower where, after getting the most fabulous three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the city, he kissed me breathless. There was more snapping—another piece of our puzzle clicking into place and a sense of security settling over me like a blanket. I have no clue what these feelings of bonding are or why they’re so acute when he touches me. I only know that each time it happens, I feel more complete, like pieces of me were missing, and Carrick is building them back up.

In that moment, I didn’t want to be a part of this prophecy. I just wanted him to whisk me away to some small, obscure AltVeritas and let my world burn.

Of course, that desire to just give up lasted only a few seconds, but it served to highlight how unfair it is that I have Carrick and he has me, but it could end at any time.

A figure moves behind me, and I’d been so lost in my thoughts that it causes me to jump. But it’s just Carrick coming into the bathroom to check on me.

I don’t turn away from the mirror, and he comes to stand at my back. He’s a full head taller than me, so he can look over me to our reflections. One hand goes to my hip, his thumb smoothing over the material as he scans me. His gaze lingers overlong at my breasts, causing my nipples to tighten even more. Carrick’s eyes glow as his hand moves from my hip to the back of my dress, where he merely traces a finger along the material that hovers just above my tailbone.

Just these small touches and the way he’s looking at me makes me want to just melt into a puddle of goo. While he’s studying me, I study him. It astounds me that someone as beautiful and powerful as him—a demi-god—could be interested in the hot mess that is Finley Porter. Perhaps I’ll always question it.

Carrick’s eyes come back to meet mine in the reflection. “I knew you’d look fabulous in that dress. That gold champagne color is made for you.”

His hand comes up and around me, cupping my jaw and stroking it with his thumb. “It makes the gold in your eyes stand out.”

“It matches your eyes completely,” I point out.

Carrick chuckles as his hand falls away from my face. “As good as you look in that dress, it’s missing something.”

He lifts that same hand and within his grasp is a necklace that causes me to gasp. The pendant is what I think might be a yellow diamond, but it’s the size of a large walnut. Diamonds surround it and the entire chain is crusted with the same.

“Where did you get that?” I ask in amazement.

“I have an incredible jewelry collection I’ve amassed over the years. You’re welcome to anything in it.”

I shake my head, giving a chastising look at Carrick. “You can’t just go around offering your jewelry like that.”

“Why not?” he asks as he unclasps the necklace.

“Well… just because,” I stammer.

Bringing the necklace over my head, he settles the large stone at the center of my chest. “I’d give you anything you want, Finley.”

I can’t help but smile as he fastens the necklace before bringing his hands to my shoulders. I look at him in the mirror. “Out of curiosity’s sake, how much is this necklace worth?”

Carrick shrugs. “It hasn’t been appraised in a long time. Maybe seven-fifty.”

“Seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars?” I choke out, asking for clarification.

“Give or take twenty-five thousand.”

“You’re nuts,” I mutter, but I bring my hand up to touch the cool stone before I give him my attention again. “But I don’t need your jewelry or your money.”

“What do you need?” he asks, head tilted.

“Just you,” I reply softly, feeling a little embarrassed to admit to such deep feelings. “Oh, and to save the world. And to live, of course. Not a lot, right?”

Smiling, Carrick bends, pulling my hair back. His lips graze along my neck briefly before he says, “You deserve all of that.”

He straightens, and our eyes meet in the mirror again. He looks more familiar to me now than ever. Like I’ve known him forever, and I have to marvel at just how integrated he’s become in my life in three short months.

All that snapping and settling that happens when we’re intimate, whether it be a kiss or our bodies joining, makes us meld more firmly together every single time.

We’ve not talked about it, but it’s something I can viscerally feel. I think he feels it, too, because this shift in our relationship has changed something fundamental within him. He treats me like I’m a treasure.

“We should be going,” Carrick says softly as he takes my hand. He leads me through the bathroom to the bed, where he picks up a soft velvet shawl to ward off the chill of an August evening in Berlin.

We’re now on the clock, and we have work to do.

*     *     *

Veda was incredibly helpful to Carrick. He told me he sought her out for other information—to find out if the gods would interfere in the prophecy at all—and she assured him that our paths were set once the prophecy started.

But she also saved him the time of hunting down Otto by telling him quite a bit about the elusive evil sorcerer. Otto was indeed the man’s modern name, but he was once a young man by the name of Uthman during the reign of the Pharaoh Khufu in Egypt and served as one of his priests. In fact, he was one of the Pharaoh’s trusted who were allowed inside the Giza pyramid, which had been built over the meteor that had come to Earth.

That trust in Uthman was misplaced since he was the first to steal a piece of the meteor. With it, he granted himself immortality and magical powers. Uthman left the Pharaoh’s service, who was none the wiser to the stolen piece of stone, and he renamed himself Ozigeor.

He lived as Ozigeor for the rest of his life, but adopted aliases to fit the era in which he lived. Veda said Ozigeor had been in Berlin for the last fifteen years as Otto Von Schmidt, and while he’s known to the human criminal elements as being deep into black-market trades, his most valuable commodity is his expertise in dark rituals. Over the years, with the magic he’d gained and his knowledge as an Egyptian priest, he was known for creating sinister rituals, twisting existing ones to be even more evil, and he was the go-to source if someone wanted to summon a Dark Fae through the veil into the human world to cause chaos and destruction.

He was the oldest dark sorcerer known, and he was greedy, egotistical, and inherently dangerous.

I’m actually surprised Carrick is letting me come after hearing all of that.

But here we stand in a line cordoned off by a velvet rope, waiting to get into the nightclub Otto owns as one of his “legit” business covers. A man, most likely the club manager, walks down the line, checking out how people are dressed. Carrick places me on the outside so I’m on full display, my body half turned so the front and back of my dress can be seen.

The man takes one glance at me and undoes the velvet rope, pointing us to the front door and immediate admission.

At this point, I understand just how calculated Carrick’s choice of outfit for me was, and I think he’s brilliant to think of details like that. I’ll also admit without an ounce of shame that I love the feel of Carrick’s hand on my bare lower back as he guides me inside.

The club is dark but pulses with neon lights that match the tempo of the techno music. The dance floor is made up of lit squares of tile that make the bottom half of the patrons’ bodies glow and the upper part cast in shadows. Two operational bars are serving up cocktails, and an elevated DJ platform holds two men at turntables mixing up beats. The remaining space is filled with tables, chairs, and a cordoned-off area guarded by two huge bouncers I immediately peg as dark daemons. Beyond the rope, there’s a couch, several chairs, and a low-slung table. In the middle of the couch is a handsome, dark-skinned man who appears to be no older than his mid-twenties, dressed in a designer suit that looks incredibly expensive. He has a woman on each side draped over him.

It has to be Otto Von Schmidt.

Carrick sees him, too, and starts walking us that way. When we get near the rope, the two beefy bodyguards close in toward each other to block off the entrance completely. Hands clasped before them, one rattles off something in German.

Carrick can apparently understand what was said, but he replies in English, no doubt for my benefit. “Tell Ozigeor we wish to buy something he specializes in.”

Carrick drapes his arm over my shoulder, then brings his hand around to pointedly tap a finger on the stone that rests against my chest.

The intentional use of Otto’s evil sorcerer name as well as the tap on the large piece of jewelry I’m wearing guaranteed that one of the guards stepped over the velvet rope and went to the man on the couch, bending to talk to him. Ozigeor leans to the side to look around the bodyguard’s mass, studying us for a few seconds before nodding his head.

The bodyguard returns and steps over the ropes. With his arm swept out to the side, indicating the direction in which he wants us to go, he says, in English that’s heavily accented German, “Mr. Von Schmidt will see you in his private office.”

We’re led through the club to a back staircase that leads to a door with no visible lock but has an electronic pad beside it, where he punches in a code while angling his body so we can’t see. The lock clicks and he opens the door, motioning us inside. He doesn’t follow us in, but he stands in the open doorway watching us.

Carrick’s hand stays at my back as we look around with interest. The office is opulent and sleek. All black leather and chrome. There are two large windows, one that looks out over the club and another that looks out over a dark, back alley.

“I’m told you are in the market for a very specific product only I can provide,” we hear from the doorway, and Carrick and I both turn that way.

Ozigeor’s accent is still deeply Arabic sounding, and his dark eyes narrow in on us shrewdly. He’s followed in by the other bodyguard, who closes the door behind him and they both post up to watch us with their hands clasped in front, their daemon expressions placid.

“Indeed,” Carrick says casually.

“I’m terribly expensive,” Ozigeor says, a way to let us out right now without further discussion.

Without a word, Carrick gently unclasps the necklace from around my neck and holds it out to Ozigeor to inspect. “Will this suffice?”

The sorcerer takes the necklace, examines it only briefly, and brings his attention back to Carrick. “This is a beauty.”

Then his eyes move slowly to me, raking down my body licentiously. Eyes pinned on my breasts, he says to Carrick, “I’ll take it and thirty minutes with your lady, then I’ll be glad to help you.”

I’m not offended in the slightest. Veda said he loved women and jewels, and I expect he’s the type who loves to drive a hard bargain.

But Carrick is enraged, and I let out a yip of fright at the sudden flash of movement as Carrick flies at the sorcerer. It’s so fast, I can’t even tell what happened but, within a nanosecond, Carrick has Ozigeor pinned to the wall, holding him a foot off the ground just with his hand at his throat.

This all happens before the two daemon goons can even unclasp their hands, but they eventually recover their wits and reach inside their coat jackets, presumably for guns.

While pinning Ozigeor to the wall, whose eyes are bugging out of his head, Carrick’s other hand flings out toward the two daemons. His fist closes as if he just grabbed something in the air, then it flings backward toward the window that looks out over the back alley.

Both daemons go flying through the air, arms and legs flailing as they scream in terror, and then they’re crashing through the glass.

My jaw dropped when Carrick first went after Ozigeor, but my chin is practically touching my chest when the two daemons disappear out the window.

I turn back to Carrick, who, as ever, looks completely unruffled, although I can tell by his expression that he’s still pissed at Ozigeor’s desire to have me as part of a bargain.

“Do you know who I am?” Carrick asks mildly.

Ozigeor can’t quite shake his head, but he makes a negative-sounding grunt.

“In your time, I was known as Atemu.”

Ozigeor’s eyes flare wide with recognition, and I remember Carrick told me that he used to be worshiped as a god under that name.

“Now, I know you think you’re immortal,” Carrick continues menacingly. “But if you believe who I am, you know I have the power to kill you a dozen different ways. My favorite, however, would be to chop off your head and balls and keep them in a glass container on my dining room table.”

The sorcerer makes a strangled sound as if he’s pleading for something.

Slowly, Carrick lets the sorcerer slide down the wall until he’s on his feet. He turns, bends, and picks up the necklace that had fallen to the floor before handing it to Ozigeor. “Now… let’s try this again. If you look at my woman again with anything but respect, you’ll lose your head and balls. You give me the information I want, you get this necklace and you get to keep your head and balls.”

I hate to say it… but at this moment, Carrick has never been hotter.

Ozigeor rubs at his neck, starting to cast a furtive glance my way before remembering he could lose two precious body parts, then gives his attention to Carrick. “What do you want?”

“I want to know about changelings,” Carrick replies simply.

Ozigeor shrugs. “What’s to know? It’s just an exchange of a fae baby for a human one. The fae baby becomes human and grows up as such, until it’s time for it to turn back into a fae.”

Again, so fast I can’t quite make it out because he’s a blur, but I think Carrick punches Ozigeor as his head snaps backward and he howls as he grabs his nose, blood pouring from it.

“Son of a bitch,” he yells, immediately grabbing a wad of tissues from his desk and pinching his nose with them to staunch the flow.

The necklace has once again fallen out of his hands, and when Carrick bends to pick it up this time, he turns and hands it to me. “Hold this for him, love. No telling if I’ll need to hit him again.”

Love.

He called me love.

I take the necklace and nod with a stony expression, not wanting Ozigeor to know how much his endearment meant, nor even how much enjoyment I’m getting out of Carrick and his arrogant ways.

“Changelings,” Carrick says, turning back to Ozigeor. “Go deeper.”

Ozigeor glares at Carrick, but he starts talking, his Arabic accent almost comical from the nasal tone of his pinched nose. “Before the changeling is placed, it’s touched to both parents so that it turns human and takes on their physical likeness. Placing a changeling and then stealing the human baby is a form of ritual that will harness and amplify power. It was primarily a tool by the Light Fae to build up their powers to pre-fallen status.”

“But Light Fae wouldn’t steal babies,” I blurt out. “They were angels once.”

Ozigeor turns his head my way, his expression telling me that I’m an idiot. It’s a look I’m sure Carrick won’t attack him for. “They were expelled from Heaven. What makes you think they wouldn’t?”

I shrug. That’s a good point.

“How does the ritual work?” Carrick asks, gaining the sorcerer’s attention again.

He pulls the tissues away from his nose, and it seems the bleeding has stopped. He tosses it in a trash can before casually moving behind his desk. Pulling out his chair, he sits and clasps his hands on his desk. He wants to be the picture of a professional having a rational discussion, but he’s really just putting something between Carrick and himself.

“Power is funneled into the stolen child, where it builds in strength before moving to the changeling at a designated time.”

My head snaps Carrick’s way. Did he hear what I just heard? It’s funneled into the stolen child?

My twin.

“More,” Carrick demands.

Ozigeor sighs. “The fae wanting the power goes into stasis. It’s like they’re frozen in time, still as a statue, where they stay until the ritual is complete. Power is funneled into the human child, who acts as a vessel of sorts. The power accumulates there while building upon itself.”

“But why a baby?” I ask. “Why not just funnel power into the fae?”

“Because it’s a ritual of time. Like any good recipe, it can’t be done quickly. And there’s a dark component to it that amplifies the power.”

“The fact you’re using a human baby,” Carrick mutters.

Ozigeor smiles and points at Carrick as if he just won his bingo card. “Exactly.”

My stomach rolls. My twin was stuck in the Underworld for years and used as a vessel to store dark magic. What was her life like? Was she kept in a cage? Was she abused? Tortured?

I can’t even fathom it.

“Kymaris, Queen of the Underworld, used a changeling ritual. She used it not only to gain power, but also to escape the Underworld and come to the human realm.”

Ozigeor blinks and exclaims, “Really? That’s incredible.”

Once again, Carrick moves at the speed of light, his body leaning over the desk as he pops the sorcerer on the nose with his fist again. More blood spurts, and Ozigeor howls as he grabs more tissues.

I stare agog at Carrick for the brutal act of violence that has no reason I can fathom.

Carrick, clearly reading my expression, explains, “He’s lying. He gave her the ritual.”

“I did not give—” Ozigeor starts to deny, but when Carrick raises his fist, Ozigeor’s mouth snaps shut.

He leans back in his chair and tilts his face toward the ceiling to stop the flow of blood, but people aren’t supposed to do that. It will just run down his throat.

Not my place to tell him that, though.

“You gave her the ritual,” Carrick says with assurance. “I want the details.”

The sorcerer lifts his head, glaring at Carrick past the wad of tissues held to his nose. “Fine. I did a changeling ritual, and I was asked to tweak it a bit to bring the queen out of the Underworld. That was my specialty, you know—drawing Dark Fae through the veil.”

“Now,” Carrick drawls, sitting down on the edge of Ozigeor’s desk and leaning toward him. “This is the big question… why does Kymaris want to come to the human world and have all this power? What does she intend to do?”

The sorcerer holds his hand out in supplication. “I swear I don’t know. I was never told, and I was never asked for anything else.”

Carrick seems to believe him because he changes direction. “Who would funnel the power into the human baby?”

Ozigeor pulls the tissues away, the bleeding stopped. He tosses them in the trash as he shakes his head. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? Because the human child had to stay near Kymaris while she was in stasis, which means the child was kept in the Underworld.”

“The Dark Fae have very limited powers,” Carrick mutters, face screwed up slightly in thought. “They would have had to pool their very limited magic to make it work, I’m guessing.”

“And the ritual was quite long,” I point out. “Twenty-eight years in the making.”

“Really?” Ozigeor says, his eyes sparkling with interest and glee, which makes me want to hit him. “I’ve never heard of one lasting that long. Imagine… a human child raised to adulthood in the Underworld. Fascinating.”

I grimace at the thought, wanting Carrick to hit him again.

But he’s on a fact-finding mission. “So, for twenty-eight years, power was funneled into the human child. So the power then goes from the child into the changeling in the human world?”

The sorcerer shakes his head, almost looking eager now to share his knowledge with pride. “No. It actually goes from the human child into the static fae—in this case, Kymaris—who absorbs it all and comes out of stasis. With that power, she projects herself through the veil and into the changeling, where she overtakes the body. It’s supposedly an honored sacrifice for the fae parents who willingly give up their child to be a changeling.”

My gut twists at another example of the complete lack of respect for life the fae have. I’m pretty much close to hating their race.

Although I’m sure I know the answer and have for a long time, I do need to ask it again to this sorcerer who seems to know everything about changelings. “What happened to the changeling when Kymaris entered it?”

“She died that very minute, and Kymaris was re-born,” Ozigeor says.

Sorrow wells up in me, even though he told me something I already knew deep in my gut. Carrick must sense it because he reaches out, takes my hand in his, and briefly squeezes to acknowledge he knows it still hurts to hear how Fallon died.

Carrick turns back to the sorcerer, who is now leaning forward, arms crossed on his desk. He seems completely engaged in the conversation now, and I suspect he’s experiencing an overwhelming sense of pride that his ritual worked so well.

“What happened to the stolen human?” Carrick asks, which is the only question I genuinely care about.

Ozigeor narrows his eyes, clearly not expecting us to care for the human child, because it was no more than a vessel to him. “Why? What’s it to you?”

“Because she’s my sister,” I hiss. “And I want her back.”

His head whips my way, expression confused. “I’m not following.”

“The human baby was my fraternal twin. She was born first, and she was stolen before I was born.”

“So, your twin is in the Underworld?” Ozigeor muses, then grins slyly. “How very tragic.”

Fury burns within me at his dismissal of my pain… my sister’s pain… and I fly across the desk. I’m able to draw my hand back and slap him hard against the cheek before Carrick pulls me away.

In my ear, he murmurs, “Easy, slugger.”

Ordinarily, when I’m this spitting mad, I’d be trying to escape the bonds and expel my anger some more, but Carrick’s voice easily calms me, so I don’t struggle at all as he sets me back on my feet.

Ozigeor glares, hatred shining from his eyes as he holds a hand to what I hope is a burning cheek.

“Show him your feather,” Carrick tells me.

I whirl to face him. “What?”

“Show him your feather,” he repeats.

“What feather?” Ozigeor asks, eyes again alight with curiosity.

I give Carrick a huff of disapproval, mainly for ordering me around, but I walk around the desk and pull up the long side of the gown covering my right leg.

The sorcerer leans sideways in his chair to peer at my white feather. He even starts to reach a hand out to touch it, but before I can kick him in the face, Carrick makes a growling sound, and the sorcerer snatches his hand back.

I drop my gown and return to Carrick’s side.

“That appeared on her twenty-eighth birthday,” Carrick tells Ozigeor. “At the moment Kymaris took over the changeling’s body.”

“That’s… that’s… incredible. I’ve never heard of anything like that before.” He glances between Carrick and me before saying in a supplicating tone. “If you let me perform a ritual, take a tiny scraping from her leg, I can—”

“Absolutely not,” Carrick snarls. “But I am interested in your theory on its appearance.”

Ozigeor looks disappointed, but it doesn’t last long as he’s too intrigued by something that could have been triggered by his ritual. He leans back, stroking his jaw.

His gaze comes to me. “You said you and your twin are fraternal?”

“That’s right,” I say slowly, wondering where his train of thought is going.

The sorcerer shakes his head. “I’d guess you are identical twins and when the magic she held was released, it somehow touched you through that identical bond. Possibly even tethered you two together.”

“No,” I say adamantly. “My dad said we were fraternal. He even had the ultrasound pictures showing two amniotic sacs.”

“Actually,” Carrick says, and our eyes go to him. “About twenty-five percent of twins are misidentified as fraternal. If the egg splits early, they can grow within two amniotic sacs and look fraternal.”

My jaw drops as I stare at this man who has just now shocked me more than at any other time since our crazy journey together started.

He shrugs. “What? I read a lot. I’ve had centuries with nothing to do on my hands. But clearly, this twin is important.”

“Maybe,” I murmur, not willing to quite believe in this theory, but if my twin is an identical in the Underworld and we are somehow tethered, could I communicate with her? Could I reach her somehow?

She has immense magic within her, and I have light magic from Sarvel within me. Could we have made a connection through the Veil?

Carrick moves, catching my attention. He bends and picks the necklace up from the floor once again. I must have dropped it when I flew across the desk to smack Ozigeor.

Tossing it to the sorcerer, who deftly catches it, Carrick says, “This visit stays between us.”

Ozigeor nods.

“Not a word about Finley, her twin, or the feather,” he reiterates.

“Of course,” Ozigeor says solicitously.

“If I find differently… just imagine…. your head and balls on my dining room table.”

The sorcerer swallows hard and says, “I promise I won’t say a word.”

Carrick and I leave the club, and once we get in the car he’d hired, I ask, “Do you think he’ll keep his word and stay quiet?”

“I don’t know,” he admits. “I really don’t care if Kymaris finds out we’re asking about the changeling ritual, but it was a risk letting Ozigeor know about your feather and you having a twin. That was sort of our ace-in-the-hole surprise.”

“I’m pretty sure your threat about his head and balls will keep him quiet,” I reply with a laugh, then I turn in my seat to look at Carrick. “Would you really do that? Keep someone’s body parts on your dining room table?”

The look he gives me tells me he thinks I’m ridiculous and he doesn’t even entertain my question with an answer. We both know he wouldn’t be that crass, but he would kill Ozigeor in a heartbeat.

We ride silently to the hotel, and Carrick holds my hand the entire way up in the elevator. As we enter the suite, I yawn, the stress of that meeting starting to press down on me. But we learned some valuable information.

Carrick closes the door and starts to unbutton the cuffs of his sleeves. His expression is grim.

“What is it?” I ask as we both walk toward the bedroom.

“We need to go see Nimeyah,” he says, his eyes clearly expressing just how distasteful he finds it.

“No,” I say as I sit on the edge of the bed to undo the buckles of my ankle straps. “We need to figure out how to get my sister out of the Underworld.”

“Agreed,” Carrick says, and I lift my head briefly to smile.

He walks toward me, the cuffs of his sleeves forgotten, and drops to one knee before me. My heart doesn’t start racing because I think a proposal is coming, but rather because he picks up my foot and takes over unbuckling the straps.

“I think Nimeyah might be able to give us insight as to why Kymaris is coming to the human world and what her plan may be. She might even know a way we can save your sister.”

He removes one heel, tosses it to the side, and then works on the other.

“Why would she know anything about Kymaris?” I ask curiously, even as hope flares within my chest that she might.

Carrick’s hands move to my calves, where he smooths them up to my knees before stopping there. My breath shortens at just that slight touch. “Because she knows Kymaris very well. They’re sisters.”

“What?” I exclaim, batting his hands from my legs. “Why am I just now learning this? You didn’t think that was important to tell me?”

“Not until now,” he replies nonchalantly, his hands coming back to my knees with a grip that won’t be dislodged again.

“You should have told me,” I pout, but I think most of my pique is because we have to go back to Faere, and I hate that place.

“Finley,” Carrick says, his voice rough, and I note with some slight thrill that his eyes are starting to glow. His hands push on my legs, spreading them slightly. He slides his palms up my thighs, his thumbs snagging the silk of my dress and pushing it up. “If I told you all the possible relevant knowledge I have in my head, we’d never have time for things such as this.”

My heart is hammering as he leans in toward me. “Things such as what?” I whisper because I have no more than that in my breath to give.

He pushes my legs a little wider, exposing the fact I have no underwear on, and his eyes travel down. I get hot all over as he stares between my legs and, gods help me, licks his lower lip.

Looking back up to me, he orders, “Lay down… and hang on. I’ll show you exactly what I mean.”

I don’t hesitate in obeying, and I forget all about Kymaris, going to Faere, and Nimeyah. I forget about everything except Carrick.


CHAPTER 17


Finley

I can’t tell if I’m in a dream or not. I think not because I can make free-will choices where I want to go. The scenery is vivid, making it all the more frightening because I think I’m in the Underworld.

So far, it’s been a lot of walking through a maze of caves seemingly cut through sparkling black onyx. Crude wooden sconces are attached to the walls with fire inside them lighting the way. The surface beneath my bare feet is cold packed dirt, but there are no rocks or pebbles to cut or cause me pain. I’m in the same pajamas I wore before I fell asleep last night in Carrick’s bed, and my feather itches a little.

Occasionally, I hear noises that raise the hairs on the nape of my neck. Hissing from the shadows or screams in the distance—I really should make myself wake up, which I’m confident I have the power to do, but I think pushing forward is far more important.

I walk for what seems like forever, but after rounding a bend, I come out onto a ledge that looks down over a massive open cavern that has to be the size of a hundred football stadiums. The walls and ceiling are all rough-cut black stone that seems to glisten as if wet and extend hundreds of feet upward. To my amazement, down below me seems to be a city of some sort. On the other side of the city, way in the distance, is a hellish orange glow. It could be the horizon of this cavern, but my gut tells me that’s not a sunrise or sunset I’m looking at, but rather the fiery pits of hell. Regardless, the glow manages to light up the cavern very well.

Nothing modern… buildings made of mud and stone with thatched roofs, some singular standalones, and some that appear to be multi-level apartments. These buildings are all clustered in groups with streets that cut through them.

There are creatures—and by creatures, I mean Dark Fae since I’m confident I’m in the Underworld—walking the streets, stopping at vending stalls that sell stuff, but I’m too far away to see what.

However, I do know that I want to go down and walk amongst them, and I trust my instincts that this is what I’m supposed to do.

There’s a narrow path that leads from the edge of the caves I’d just come through that winds back and forth to the bottom of the cavern. Oddly, I have no concerns about being a human walking amongst the fae as I’m confident this is just a vivid dream and I am safely tucked into Carrick’s bed next to his warm body. If I need further evidence this is but a dream, that I’m not getting one single dark or ominous vibe from among the hundreds of creatures I walk among is enough to reassure me.

When I reach the bottom of the path, I move quickly along the streets, knowing exactly where I want to go. I look at the buildings, noting many are actual businesses. I recognize a butcher’s shop, but I don’t have to wonder what type of meat they cut up because next to the shop is a pen with weird-looking animals that slightly resemble cows and pigs, but with creepy differences like extra eyes or horns protruding from other parts of the body than normal. None have hair, but they have slimy skin, and I wrinkle my nose as I walk past.

I pass a mobile stall where a hunched-over female Dark Fae with a huge beaked nose, white hair as dry as straw, and a ragged gown with patches sewn over holes stands.

“Want a repellent charm, missy?” she cackles. I see what might be chicken’s feet hanging from the stall, but they have ten claws each, and something foul is bubbling in a pot beside her cart. “Guaranteed to keep the Fachan from sneaking into your hut and bashing your head in with his spiked club.”

I don’t bother responding because none of this is real, but I give her a quick shake of my head as I proceed down the street. However, this has taught me something very important.

I can be seen, and no one seems bothered to have a human in their midst.

With great interest, I take in all the different types of Dark Fae I encounter. There are so many species, some very hideous, others just ugly, and a few appealing ones. I don’t see any extraordinarily beautiful fae, so I assume I might be in some type of slum area and there must be the Underworld version of the suburbs somewhere else if they follow the same caste system as the Light Fae.

Up ahead, I see a stone building spackled with mud to fill holes. There’s a wooden sign hanging lopsided above the door with one word on it in a language I don’t know.

But I somehow know this is a pub, and I can get a good, stiff drink in there. Emboldened by the fact that no fae has attempted to murder me within my dream, I walk in the open doorway that has no closable door and glance around.

Yes, it’s a bar, and it’s everything I thought one would look like in the Underworld. Dirt floor so hard packed it feels like concrete. There’s a long bar made of wood poorly cobbled together with several crudely fashioned stools. A smattering of tables around, which are all mismatched and wobbly looking. Sconces burn on the walls, but it’s still incredibly dim.

It’s also fairly empty. Only one table has a few fae sitting at it, drinking out of what look like drab ceramic cups. At the bar, there’s only one fae sitting hunched over his cup who talks quietly to the bartender standing opposite him.

Behind the bar is a wooden ledge that holds only a handful of bottles—some glass and others ceramic. A grimy mirror runs the length of the wall over the ledge, and that’s essentially it.

No games.

No jukebox.

No fancy neon lighting.

Just tables and liquor, and, for some reason, I think that’s exactly how the Underworld should be.

I’ve not felt a single dark vibe, and the fact I’ve walked through busy streets without being accosted and I knew to come here means I have no qualms about walking up to the bar. I don’t have any type of currency to buy anything, but I confidently pull out a stool and climb on it.

The Dark Fae and bartender swing their heads slowly my way. The patron is uninterested, but the bartender straightens and comes my way with a huff of annoyance.

“Want the usual?” he asks. He’s on the rather ordinary side for a Dark Fae, boasting fairly humanoid features and a portly belly. The big giveaway that he is not, in fact, human is the one eye in the center of his forehead.

“Um… sure,” I reply, and the bartender shuffles off. He chooses one of the ceramic jugs, pulls a cup off a shelf that I’m quite positive hasn’t been adequately cleaned, and pours a thick, viscous liquid the color of anti-freeze into it.

He shuffles back and sets it in front of me. “I’ll put it on your tab.”

“Thanks,” I reply, and he gives me a strange look before ambling back toward the other customer at the bar.

The dream has turned surreal and I throw caution to the wind, taking a tiny sip of my drink. It burns like hellfire and tastes like skunk’s butt, but I manage to swallow it without even grimacing.

I have no clue what to do.

Should I strike up a conversation?

Should I down my drink and go explore?

I lift my head and look at the mirror that runs behind the bar. It’s dirty, but it’s still clear enough to see my reflection, and I gasp as I take myself in.

That’s me… my face, nose, cheekbones, and green-blue-gold eyes. My hair is even the right length, all spazzed out with curls and waves sticking in all directions.

But I’m not in my pajamas. I’m wearing some type of brown tunic made of wool.

And my hair isn’t a vivid red, but a snow white, as are my eyebrows.

“Everything all right, Zora?” the bartender asks, and I turn slowly his way with trepidation.

He knows me.

My name is Zora.

“All good,” I mutter before turning to look down at my drink. I glance back up at the mirror, and I’m just as shocked the second time when I see the white-haired woman with my face there.

It’s then that it becomes abundantly clear I’m not in a dream.

I’m in my sister’s body, and I’m seeing everything through her eyes.

I can’t read her emotions, and I can’t communicate with her.

Wait. Can I?

“Zora,” I think to myself hesitantly. “Can you hear me?”

Nothing happens, and I just stare at myself in the mirror. Or stare at her in the mirror. This is so confusing.

But I can communicate with the bartender, so maybe this really is a dream. Maybe I’m making this all up in my head—that I have an identical twin with white hair who drinks nasty liquor in a Dark Fae bar.

Or it’s very real, I’ve taken over Zora’s body, and I’m the one controlling it.

I decide to try some conversation with the bartender to see if I can learn anything, but the feather on my legs starts to burn.

And burn bad.

“Ouch,” I exclaim as I reach down to rub at it, which causes the pain to flare worse. I pull my pants up—which are oddly my pajama pants again—and the feather is no longer white but scarlet red with an orange glow emanating from it.

As if it’s on fire.

“Fuck,” I scream as my skin sears and it’s the worst pain I’ve ever felt in my life.

I come awake, sitting bolt upright in Carrick’s bed with my heart racing. I kick the covers off, jerk my pajama pants up, and see my feather is as ordinary as ever. It doesn’t even itch.

Without any thought, I scramble off the mattress and run into the bathroom, half expecting to see that I have white hair.

But it’s just me.

Redheaded Finley.

I press a hand to my heart, willing it to slow down.

“What the hell was that?” I mutter.

I decide to find Carrick and Zaid as I know they’ll be up and about since I saw the clock was approaching eight AM. Carrick was working on finding Stan again so he could take us into Faere today, and Zaid is always lurking around ready to make breakfast or offer snide remarks, at both of which he is equally adept.

Moving back into the bedroom, I nab the thin robe I’d brought in here last night before bed and put it on. While pajamas in general wouldn’t embarrass me to wear in front of Zaid, my tank top is on the thinner side, and, without a bra, that’s just not something I want on display.

It’s quiet as I move through the living area, but as I get nearer to the kitchen, I hear a voice I don’t recognize. I do fully recognize a slight rolling in my stomach, indicating a dark creature is in there, so I come to a halt. I can’t see inside the kitchen, but the voices are clear thanks to my—what did Maddox call them—my baby powers?

“Look at that aura,” the male voice says, a slight hint of disgust in his tone. “Getting lighter every time I see it.”

“No one says you have to come around and see it.” That’s Zaid, tone as dry as ever.

“Got to check in on my boy now and then, don’t I?”

My boy?

Is it Zaid’s father?

My curiosity gets the better of me, and I decide it’s perfectly fine for me to walk in there and get some coffee. I take one step that way but get no farther before a hand is on my elbow.

It’s Carrick, already freshly showered and dressed for the day. He must have been down in the library as he wasn’t in his office when I walked past.

He shakes his head, expression telling me it’s not a good idea to go in there.

Instead, he takes my hand and leads me back into his bedroom.

Closing the door, I complain, “I was just getting a cup of coffee. I can’t wake up properly without it.”

“You were being nosy,” Carrick admonishes. “And you can wait a few moments for your coffee. Boral never stays long.”

“Boral? Is that Zaid’s father?” I ask.

Carrick nods, leads me over to the bed, and pushes me down on it. He follows me on there, causing me to scoot over to give him room, but his eyes remain banked and he merely lays on his side, head in the palm of his hand. “Zaid’s father isn’t someone I want you around. He’s about as bad as Dark Fae come.”

“Really?” I ask, sitting up and turning to face him, crossing my legs. I like a good story. “Tell me everything.”

The smile Carrick gives me is one of amusement and obviously, he thinks I’m adorable at this moment. He indulges me, though. “Boral was summoned in a ritual from the Underworld, which is how most Dark Fae come to the Earth realm. He’s a ravager fae, pre-programmed to lean toward violence and mayhem.”

“Wow,” I murmur. “So, no goodness in him whatsoever?”

Carrick gives a half shrug. “Not really. He does come check on Zaid periodically, but it’s really to get him to return to the fold.”

“Return to the fold?” I ask curiously.

“Come here,” Carrick says as he rolls to his back. He pats his shoulder, indicating I should lay down and cuddle into him.

I study him for a moment, taking in how radically different this Carrick is from the one I met. I never in a million years would have seen this man as a cuddler, yet with every day that passes with this new intimate bond we share, I have a hard time remembering the old Carrick.

I don’t hesitate long. Any chance I can have to press myself into his strength, I’m going to take it.

I lay beside him, put my head on his shoulder, and relish his arm coming around my waist to hold me there.

“Boral is about as evil as they come,” Carrick says. “He was summoned several thousand years ago to the human world and did terrible deeds for hire. I’m talking about murder, rape, raiding villages, and assassinations. He has no moral code. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do.”

“His vibe didn’t seem that dark,” I murmur. “Maybe because I wasn’t close enough?”

“Maybe,” he replies. “But I also think you’re developing a tolerance for it. Plus, you automatically see beneath veils now, so you don’t have to rely on a heavy vibe. But who knows as that’s just a theory. Anyway, the story is that Boral raided a village and fell deeply in love with a Light Fae he met there.”

“Zaid’s mother,” I hazard a guess.

“Yes,” Carrick says with a nod, but by his expression, I can tell this isn’t going to be one of those happily ever afters. “Zaid’s mother was an empath Light Fae named Mala who had chosen to live in the human world because she had fallen in love with a human. They knew it couldn’t work, but because her feelings were tied up in someone else, she couldn’t return Boral’s affection, which angered him.”

“If he is such an evil Dark Fae, can he really even love to begin with?”

Carrick shakes his head. “I’ve always doubted it. Zaid, too. At any rate, he stole Mala away and forced her to live with him. Eventually, she became pregnant and bore him a son. They named him Zaid.”

“Stole her away,” I whisper hesitantly. “I’m taking it she wasn’t a willing participant in any of that relationship?”

“No,” Carrick replies gently. “Boral raped her for hundreds of years before and after Zaid was born. I think she stayed after Zaid was born in the hopes she’d have fulfillment from her child, but Zaid grew up to be more like his father than not. When he reached maturity, he marauded and ravaged right along with his father.”

“Oh, no,” I gasp, never thinking Zaid would do something like that.

“Mala couldn’t take it, so she escaped to Faere, and, for hundreds and hundreds of more years, Zaid became just as evil as his father. They raped, murdered, and maimed their way around the world, most of the time for no reason at all. Serial killers, really. Eventually, as civilization progressed, Boral became more of an entrepreneur, utilizing his skills to make a fortune. He was like the ancient version of a mobster, but still just as likely to kill for no reason at all.”

“I just can’t believe Zaid would be that way.” In fact, it turns my stomach because, despite his nasty attitude at times, I realize I’ve come to care for the stupid daemon.

“It was several lifetimes ago,” Carrick murmurs.

My head lifts off his shoulders. “That’s right. And he clearly didn’t stay with his father. And his aura has lightened, so I have to assume something changed.”

“Indeed. The terrible thing for Zaid was while he was following his father’s nature, which was half of what he was made of, he also had his mother’s half, which is an empath. So every time he committed a brutal act, it weighed on him. Maybe not a lot at first, but, over the years, it built up until he was almost mad with guilt.”

“So what changed? How did his aura start to turn light again?”

Carrick doesn’t answer right away, his arm around me tightening a bit. “Late in the 8th century, I was living on the east coast of Ireland, just north of Dublin, helping the monarchy to repel Viking raiders.”

“You had said that was your favorite time period to live in,” I murmur, wondering what life was actually like back then. “Were you ordered by the gods to do this?”

“I was,” he replies candidly. “I lived there quite a long time, and I came to love it as a true home. At any rate, I was hunting on my lands—which were vast—one day, and I found Zaid nearly dead. He was really deep in the woods, in an area of my land I hardly traveled through that was completely devoid of any humans. I found him impaled to a tree through the stomach with a large iron spike, another through his throat. He was emaciated to the point of nothing but skin on bone, so I knew he’d been there a long time.”

Nausea rolls through me. “Like how long?”

“Almost two years.”

“Oh my God. Who would do such a thing?”

“He did it to himself,” Carrick says, and I bolt straight up, going to one arm and angling to gape down.

“He did what?” I almost screech.

“He couldn’t take the guilt anymore,” Carrick explains gently. “So, he left his father far behind, traveled to a new land, found the deepest, most uninhabited woods he could, and impaled himself on that tree.”

“He was so despondent that he tried to kill himself,” I murmur, glancing away from Carrick to the windows. The sky is gray with rain.

“No,” Carrick corrects me, and my gaze comes back to him. “He was punishing himself. Daemons, like fae, can only be killed with iron to the heart or brain. He pinned himself to that tree, determined to live his immortal life there in penance for what he’d done.”

Tears immediately well up in my eyes. “Oh, Zaid.”

Carrick pulls me back down into his arms, pressing a kiss to my head. “I took him off that tree and brought him home with me. Nursed him back to health. And he’s been by my side ever since.”

“Was he mad you took him down?” I venture a guess.

“Oh, yeah,” Carrick chuckles in response. “For several years, that asshole kept trying to find ways to hurt himself again.”

“But you convinced him he was worth saving?” I ask, my heart fluttering for this man.

Carrick bashes my romantic notions. “Let’s just say I put him to work and I made sure he did a lot of good deeds. Little by little, over centuries, his aura turned from black to gray. But don’t ever think that all those things he did don’t still press down on him to this day. I don’t think we’ll ever see his aura turn white.”

“He definitely has good reason for the surly attitude,” I say definitively.

Carrick laughs. “Yes. He has good reasons, I’m sure.”

“He’s more than just someone who works for you,” I say, confident in the truth of that.

“I suppose,” Carrick murmurs. “He’s the closest thing to a real friend I have.”

“You have me,” I point out.

Carrick chuckles. “Well then… two friends.”

I lay there quietly, thinking of Zaid’s story. How he’s sitting in the kitchen with a father who led him down a path of evil, probably knowing all along that his son was part empath and that it hurt him. Knowing and not caring.

I wonder if his dad even knows he crucified himself with iron as punishment.

It’s beyond my comprehension how family members can be so callous to their loved ones.

Family members.

“Holy shit,” I exclaim as I bound up once again out of Carrick’s arms and wave my arms with excitement. “I totally forgot to tell you about my sister. I was looking for you when you found me.”

Carrick lifts to one elbow. “Your sister? You mean your twin?”

“Yes,” I say with excitement. “I dreamed about her, but it was more than a dream. I think I connected with her.”

“Explain,” Carrick orders, his expression immediately on guard.

I tell him about my entire dream, leaving out no detail. He asks me to repeat a few things as he listens attentively. When I finish, I tell him how I was pulled out of the dream by my feather burning. “Do you think that feather connected us somehow? I mean… I was inside her, seeing the Underworld through her eyes. She looked exactly like me except her hair was white.”

Carrick contemplates this before asking, “But were you there? Or was it just a vivid dream?”

“It was more than a dream,” I insist.

“Only one way to find out,” he says, then rolls off the bed. “Come on. Let’s go talk to Zaid’s father.”

My heart nearly leaps out of my throat that he wanted me far away from this darkest of Dark Fae earlier, but now he wants to introduce me. There’s no fear, however. I know Carrick would never let anything happen to me.

Zaid, for that matter, I believe would protect me against his father with his life.

Just as we’re approaching the kitchen, I hear Boral sneer, “When are you going to leave that do-gooder’s side and come join me again?”

“Never,” Zaid hisses back, and I really sort of want to hug him right now.

Zaid’s eyes come to us as we walk in, and Boral turns in his seat to look at Carrick. With a polite incline of his head, he says, “Carrick.”

Carrick nods back. It’s a little surprising that he lets this rotten fae into his home, but I suspect it’s in deference to Zaid.

As he leads me around the counter so we stand next to Zaid, I take Boral in. I’ve long ago stopped seeing glamours and immediately only see the real face of any daemon or fae. Boral and Zaid look almost exactly alike, except while his face doesn’t look that much more aged than Zaid’s, he just looks and holds himself out as the more ancient of the two. Boral has the same gaunt face, prominent brow, and pitch eyes as his son, but he radiates menace and darkness.

Not from the vibe I can feel…more like I’m standing in the presence of a serial killer kind of vibe, and as he stares back with a sly smile, I can tell he knows I feel it.

Carrick leans on the counter, staring directly at Boral without bothering to introduce me. I don’t take offense because the less anyone knows about me, the better. “Describe the Underworld to me.”

Boral blinks in surprise, glancing at his son, who stares stonily back at him, and then to Carrick. “Describe the Underworld? What do you mean?”

“I mean describe what it looks like. Is it all raging pits of lava and fire, or does it look like Earth? Perhaps something in between?”

Boral, clearly confused by the question, proceeds to describe it. “The lower-class Dark Fae live in what’s called The Caverns.”

My body jerks at hearing that, but I don’t dare make a big deal that this is huge news.

“It’s massive… like an underground city. It does indeed sit on the edge of The Pit, which is where souls are destroyed by fire, but the fire provides the Caverns with light. The buildings are crude… mud and stone, but a civilization operates with businesses and a moderately able form of local government that obviously falls under Queen Kymaris’ rule.”

Jesus.

He just described what I saw in my dream.

Which we now know wasn’t a dream.

Boral continues to describe how the upper-class fae, which is essentially Kymaris and her court and isn’t nearly as large and well defined as Nimeyah’s, live on the other side of The Pit in a black castle made of obsidian. “The lower class can’t cross over to it, but the upper class can travel to the Caverns if they so desire. Now, why do you want to know about the Underworld?”

Carrick’s eyes fire hot, and I can tell he despises the Dark Fae. “If I thought you should know, I would have told you.”

Boral’s not deterred. He glances over at his son, then back to Carrick. “If you need some help with the Underworld, I’m your guy.”

“You’d be willing to help?” Zaid sneers in disbelief.

Boral’s eyes glitter with opportunity. “If it gets me back in my son’s good graces, sure… why not?”

“Pass,” Carrick says blandly. “Zaid is done with you, and he’s never going to owe you any favors.”

Boral’s black eyes turn slightly red, indicating his ire. He pushes up from the stool, growling at Carrick.

Carrick laughs. “Easy, old man. I don’t want to have to hurt you.”

Which is truly an insult because Boral is far older than Carrick, having spent many more thousands of years in the Underworld before Carrick was even created. It’s a direct slap in the face by Carrick. A clear message that his strength would put the old man’s to shame.

Boral glares, then turns to Zaid. “You change your mind and want my help, you just call me.”


CHAPTER 18


Finley

The trip to Faere is much like the last time. Stan was hauled into Carrick’s condo by Lucien, and I could tell Lucien took great pleasure in Stan’s whining and complaints. But they weren’t as vocal as before, and I’m thinking he remembers very well the backhand Lucien gave him last time he was balking about doing anything to help a lowly human.

As a demi-god, Carrick is essentially free to cross any realm, but, as a human, I need a Light Fae escort. We do not know if my powers would make it safe to cross, much like the way it allows me to bend distance without dying, but Carrick adamantly refuses to let me try.

As for my escort over, Carrick didn’t even bother trying to track Pyke down, probably because it had just become a little fun to put Stan out because he hated humans so much. I also think maybe Carrick was hoping he’d say something nasty to me to have a reason to punch him. Admittedly, I do not mind this overprotectiveness he has shown from time to time. He’s not a man of romantic words, nor does he give out reassurances, but his actions do speak to me.

Sadly, Stan remains relatively quiet the entire time, producing only one well-intentioned glare my way when he enters the kitchen. He does us a bit of a solid and opens the veil closer to the queen’s gaudy crystal castle, which means I don’t have to cross paths with the nasty little gnome, Gemba, that wanted to play a dirty magical trick on me. Nabbing my hand, he pulls me through, and Carrick follows.

Dropping my hand like I have the cooties, Stan goes back through the rip without a farewell. Carrick looks down. “Ready for this?”

“You mean ready to be glared upon and secretly wished dead by all the fae in this realm? Sure. Can’t wait.”

Carrick chuckles as we walk across the moat bridge and into the inner bailey.

“And we’re agreed,” I press him because we talked about this yesterday while plotting our trip to Faere.

“We’re agreed,” he concurs.

“Say it fully,” I push.

Carrick shoots me an exasperated glance. “I agree that I will not, in any uncertain terms, allow Nimeyah to demand we stay for a party in exchange for information on Kymaris.”

“You’re the best demi-god I know,” I exclaim with a cheeky grin.

“But I’m curious,” Carrick drawls as we make our way to the double front doors to the castle, “if she knew how to get your sister out of the Underworld, would you agree to a party?”

I stop dead in my tracks, and Carrick does the same, turning to look. His face is placid, patiently waiting for me to admit to my double standard.

“Fine,” I say, hands thrown wide. “Yes, I’d do anything any of these wretched fae want if they have information on how to get my sister out.”

Carrick actually reaches out and quickly tweaks my nose, and I bat his hand away because it’s humiliating.

Laughing, he turns away and bounds up the steps to the double doors. I follow, cheeks pink with embarrassment. However, there is a tiny bit of me that loves this teasing side of Carrick. The man definitely has layers.

The left side of the tall, white crystal double doors opens and Rebsha, one of the queen’s advisors, stands there.

Tall, powerfully built with enchanting green eyes, he’s dressed the same way as the last time we were here. A military-style jacket with epaulets and white pants tucked into black knee-high boots. He looks like a high-ranking military officer.

The odd thing is, Faere has no military.

Does not need one as Queen Nimeyah is in absolute control. Her loyal royals and nobles wouldn’t rise against her as her power is more infinite, and the lower class is not worth the upper class’s consideration.

“You’re back,” Rebsha notes in his deep, slightly exotic voice.

“We’d like to see the queen,” Carrick says, but this is a given. No other reason for us to be here.

“She’s in the gardens,” Rebsha says, ushering us both in. “I’ll take you to her.”

Rebsha offers me a slight tip of his head, which is completely opposite of the normal glares I get from the Light Fae, who hate almost all humans. Rebsha told me once he didn’t harbor those prejudices, but he’d kill me in a heartbeat if his queen ordered it.

We follow Rebsha through long, wide hallways with crystal walls and white marble floors, the monochromatic scheme making my eyes hurt. We pass a few of the lower-class Light Fae in their drab servant’s outfits with their eyes downcast.

All the way through the cavernous castle, we follow the queen’s advisor to the back crystal veranda that has a multi-level sweeping staircase down to the gardens below.

I had somehow pictured in my mind that Nimeyah might be clipping roses to bring inside or something like that, but, in reality, she is lounging in a gazebo in a frothy gown in various shades of orange and purple. Laying sideways on a chaise, she holds a chalice with some sort of beverage in her hand. I’m relieved to see she’s alone.

Well, I’ll be fully honest… I’m relieved to see her daughter, Princess Deandra, isn’t with her because I’m not keen to watch her overt display of sexual flirtation with Carrick like on our last visit. He may not have been mine then, but he is now, even if I’m not quite clear if he thinks so, too.

Regardless, it’s enough that I think it.

Rebsha leads Carrick and I right up to the pavilion, but he doesn’t announce us. He merely tips a short bow to Nimeyah and sweeps his hand, gesturing for us to enter.

I follow Carrick up the three short steps and watch as he moves to the queen, bends, and gives her an air kiss near each cheek.

“Carrick… I didn’t expect you back so soon,” she exclaims, her eyes flitting to me. “Nor did I expect you to bring the rabble with you either.”

I’ve come to learn a lot about the fae in the last few months, the biggest being that they are arrogant, prideful, snide, and full of themselves. At least with the Dark Fae, they have more evil inside, and one could say it might be expected. But it’s just tacky and tasteless the way the Light Fae behave.

Carrick doesn’t move to defend me, nor do I expect him to. If the offense bothered me, I’d say something, but I came back to Faere fully resolved to let any insult roll right off my back. Engaging would do nothing but possibly get me killed, but more likely cause Carrick to get into a vicious fight to defend my honor.

“I have something very important to discuss with you,” Carrick says in a low voice, his tone sounding as grave as the situation clearly warrants.

“Shall I call the family?” Nimeyah asks as she sits up and swings her legs off the chaise. Her husband, Deandra, and Pyke make up the entirety of the royal family, and I believe they may be the only ones allowed to offer counsel.

“Actually,” Carrick replies, taking a moment to gaze around to see if anyone is nearby. “What we have to discuss is for your ears only, and I need your binding word that you will not relay it to another soul.”

“Binding? Really?” she exclaims with eyebrows raised.

I don’t exactly know what “binding” means between a demi-god and queen of the Light Fae, but I know that they had to clasp hands and some weird light rope wrapped around them in that Harry Potter movie. I believe death was the penalty for breaking your word.

I wait for something like that to happen, but Carrick merely stares at Nimeyah. Finally, she waves an impatient hand and says, “Fine. I admit I’m curious enough to hear what you have to say, so I agree to a binding.”

Apparently, that’s all that’s needed because Carrick moves to a chair to Nimeyah’s left and points to the one beside him for me to take. No cool ritual is performed, nor any poetic words of promise spoken—just her agreement to be bound to keep this conversation private. I make a note to ask Carrick later what the consequences are if she breaks the promise.

“Help yourself to anything on the table,” Nimeyah says to Carrick. The offer isn’t extended to me, but Carrick says, “No thank you.”

“Then speak,” she demands imperiously. “For I have other pressing matters.”

I suppress the urge to roll my eyes as I sit quietly.

“When we were here last, you never asked why I wanted to see The Scryer,” Carrick says by way of introduction to the topic. “Did Pyke tell you?”

Prince Pykalias—or Pyke to those closest to him—is a longtime friend of Carrick’s, and when we were here last time, he told Pyke about the basics of the prophecy.

“My son relayed there is some doomful prophecy on Earth,” Nimeyah admits dismissively. “Not of interest to me, as you might understand.”

“It should be,” Carrick says ominously. “Your sister is at the center of it.”

At that, Nimeyah bolts upright, her face a mask of fury as she leans toward Carrick. “Kymaris? How?”

“She’s in the Earth realm now,” he explains. “She used a changeling ritual that not only bestowed incredibly strong powers to her—such that probably rival your own—but it also pulled her through the veil. She’s escaped the Underworld.”

Nimeyah rises from her chaise to start pacing as she ponders this information. She whirls back on Carrick. “And her powers are as strong as mine?”

It’s the first time I’ve ever seen Nimeyah worried. I’d even say she looks weak at this moment, and I know why.

After we had returned from Berlin, Carrick had explained Nimeyah and Kymaris’ history and how they were angelic siblings in Heaven. In the angelic world, being siblings didn’t mean a blood relation as progeny weren’t made through the act of sex and the mixing of genes. It merely meant they were created at the same time and for the same purpose.

Kymaris was the leader of the rebellion against God, and she tried to recruit her sister to her side. Nimeyah, who wanted to be loyal to her sister, halfheartedly agreed to it, although she never actively participated in the ultimate attempt to take over, most likely having second thoughts about going against God.

It’s mostly a rumor passed down across eons, but Carrick had been around for eons and had heard the stories over and over. He said Kymaris hates Nimeyah for not being at her side when the time came, and Nimeyah hates Kymaris for her stupid plot that got them all expelled from Heaven.

Kymaris, however, holds the bigger grudge, and now that she’s free, Nimeyah isn’t stupid enough to dismiss the idea that Kymaris might come after her.

Nimeyah returns to the chaise, perches on the edge, and leans toward Carrick. “Explain everything.”

So he does, and because she is somehow bound to keep the secret, he leaves out nothing. My role in the prophecy—which causes Nimeyah to actually glance my way in surprise and without her normal disdain—as well as my identical twin being switched with the changeling, my Custodia angel placing power within me, and the odd feather that appeared on my leg and has been hypothesized to hold a link between my sister and me. Moreover, that my sister is still in the Underworld and we would very much like to rescue her.

“Kymaris is collecting original fallen Dark Fae.” Carrick goes on to explain the ritual I’d witnessed at her house, and my respect increases just a tad when Nimeyah grimaces over the details. “The main reason I’m here is to see if you can fathom a guess as to why she wants to be in the Earth realm and what she might want to do.”

Nimeyah lets out a scoffing laugh. “Well, I always imagined Kymaris’ top agenda should she ever escape the Underworld would be to storm Heaven and destroy God. But that’s impossible.”

“Agreed,” Carrick replies. “So, what would be the next best thing she could want?”

“Well, she can’t rule the Earth world,” Nimeyah ponders aloud. “She can’t even take over a city because she doesn’t have enough forces. Even if she gathered every Dark Fae in the Earth realm, it wouldn’t be enough for her to conquer anything.”

“What would be enough?” I ask, speaking for the first time since we arrived in Nimeyah’s presence.

She doesn’t dismiss me—doesn’t even glare. She’s too worried to be offended at finally having to talk to me. “She’d need every one of her Dark Fae from the Underworld. She’d need every dark daemon in the Earth realm. And she’d probably need her demon abominations, too.”

“Her what?” I ask, looking between Carrick and Nimeyah.

It’s Carrick who answers. “Dark or sinful souls are sent to the Underworld when a person dies. Kymaris throws many into The Pit to suffer torture for eternity, but she keeps the darkest and most twisted to form them into demons. They’re like her own personal army. Not free thinkers, completely feral and violent, but they do follow her will.”

“But how does she do that without powers down there?” I ask.

“No one has ever said she was powerless,” Carrick reminds me. Zaid did my original teachings so long ago, but he had said the same thing. “Some magic made its way there. The Dark Fae evolved, and some developed in interesting ways.”

“Give me an example,” I ask, knowing we are getting off subject, but I think this is important information for me to be straight on.

“The succubus and incubus you encountered,” Carrick say with a grim expression. “Those powers to seduce and drain life-force are an example of how their species evolved. Kymaris would have naturally evolved and have some type of power down there. That’s how she creates demons.”

“But not enough to escape,” I muse. “Not without the changeling ritual or a stone.”

My stomach tightens painfully, thinking about my sister living down there not only with Dark Fae, but also demons who seem to be nothing more than the Earth realm’s version of dangerous animals like grizzlies or tigers. I can’t imagine being alone with one.

“And you said Kymaris now has power?” Nimeyah asks Carrick.

“Immense,” he confirms. “I’ve seen it, and whatever she gained in that ceremony rivals your own.”

“She must love that,” Nimeyah sneers. “When she was sent to the Underworld, not only were her powers mostly stripped, but extra confinements were also placed upon her to keep her where she belonged. She’s got to be itching to use that power.”

“Which brings us back to ruling the Earth realm,” Carrick says, turning the conversation back. “How would she bring them here? With the demons, we’re talking about hundreds of thousands, right?”

Nimeyah nods grimly. “If she relied on small rips in the veil, which can be done with summoning spells, it would take her years to bring them all through. She’d want instant gratification, which means bringing down the entire veil between Earth and the Underworld.”

Carrick and I exchange uneasy glances. We had been going over our own hypotheses since meeting with Otto a few days ago, and our greatest fear was that she would disintegrate the veil and create a toll-free bridge between my world and hers.

“So she wants to open our world up and let every evil creature out of the Underworld so they can fight by her side and subjugate humans,” I say in a succinct summary of what we’re facing.

“But she doesn’t have that much power,” Carrick points out. “No one can bring the entire veil down.”

“Could she pool the magic of these Dark Fae she’s collecting?” I ask Nimeyah since her powers are the most similar to what Kymaris probably has.

Nimeyah shakes her head. “Dark Fae magic isn’t all that strong; more particular to their specific species as Carrick pointed out with the succubus and incubus. I don’t think it would be enough.”

“A stone,” I suggest.

“They’re so rare,” Nimeyah replies dismissively. “But any left wouldn’t have enough power.”

“Even yours?” Carrick asks, and I jerk, turning to him in surprise.

His gaze comes to me, then he nods to Nimeyah. “She still has the stone she used to create Faere, and it’s not depleted of all its magic.”

“True,” Nimeyah replies nastily, her eyes narrowed at Carrick for telling me that, which means it must be somewhat of a secret. “But the power left in that stone isn’t enough. It could create small rips, but nothing big enough to bring forth the entire Underworld.”

I huff with frustration, leaning back in my chair. We’re no closer to learning anything helpful other than possibly what the prophecy actually is—Kymaris wanting to rule Earth, which would mean her dark subjects would probably decimate the humans.

Earth would be doomed.

“There’s a rumor,” Nimeyah says softly, and she suddenly has our attention again. “About a stone—The Blood Stone. The legend is it was a piece of the meteor about the size of one’s palm, and it was dipped in The Crimson River, whereby it became a beautiful jewel and had limitless power. It’s passed about in stories among the fae, but I believe it’s a myth. I’ve never met anyone who had direct knowledge.”

“What’s the Crimson River?” I ask.

“That’s a myth, too,” Nimeyah says dismissively.

“There are many who think it’s very real,” Carrick says in a low voice, and our heads swing his way. “The Underworld pit where evil souls are burned and tortured drains a liquid flow of evil souls into a river. Because the souls in that river are tortured for all time, it’s said that it contains the power of dark infinity.”

Nimeyah gives Carrick a begrudging nod. “And if the Blood Stone was dipped in it, it could have garnered the power of infinity.”

“Which means Kymaris could throw unlimited power at the veil to bring it down,” I conclude.

“Maybe she’ll use the Dark Fae as some kind of conduit,” Carrick further muses. “She’s going to have to have a ritual to do this.”

“I suggest Otto Von Schmidt,” Nimeyah says. “He’s the best in the business for dark rituals.”

“Been there, done that,” Carrick mutters as he glances over. He’s wondering the same thing as I am right now. Did Ozigeor know about a ritual to take down the veil and already give it to Kymaris? He feigned ignorance, but he could have been lying, putting his head and balls at risk. I’m sure we’ll be making a trip back to visit him.

“Ritual aside,” Carrick says, turning to address Nimeyah. “You could use your stone to fortify the veil between the Earth realm and the Underworld, right?”

Nimeyah scoffs, waving a dismissive hand. “Why would I do that? I have no interest in protecting humans.”

“Because if the Underworld comes pouring out into the Earth realm, what will stop them from coming for you in Faere?” Carrick replies coldly. “And I don’t think Kymaris would have any qualms about snatching Faere away from you.”

“As if she could,” Nimeyah replies imperiously. “I would use my stone to fortify my realm. She’d never penetrate it.”

“Perhaps,” Carrick says with a tip of his head, and he stands from his chair. I do the same since it’s a clear indication he’s ready to go. “You could join forces with us. Help us defeat Kymaris.”

“I decline,” Nimeyah replies, but it’s not in that arrogant tone. She’s worried for herself and her realm. I bet the minute we leave, she’s going to be strengthening the veil around Faere with all of her might. She tries to appear unconcerned, though. “I like my life as it is, Carrick. We’re safe here. The humans are just going to have to hope there’s enough of a hero in your friend there to stop this.”

At that last statement, Nimeyah turns her gaze to me. “I truly hope you have what it takes, Finley. Good luck to you.”

It’s the absolute nicest thing she’s ever said to me, but I can’t do anything more than nod in acknowledgment. She’s being selfish by not helping, so I have no use for her.

“We’ll be on our way then,” Carrick says with a slight bow. “Thank you for your time.”

“Oh, nonsense,” Nimeyah simpers, standing from her chaise. “You’re an honored guest. We’ll have a party tonight.”

“I decline,” Carrick replies, a glimmer in his eyes as he throws her own words back. “We’ve got far too much to do.”

“But I demand—”

Carrick cuts her off, his jaw locked tight. “You demand nothing of me, Nimeyah. I am not yours to command.”

There’s a stare-off as both Carrick and Nimeyah wait for the other to make a move. She cracks first, but I expected no different. “Fine. Be gone back to the Earth realm with you then.”

“Actually,” Carrick says. “Finley and I plan on traveling to visit Arwen. We shouldn’t take long.”

My eyebrows raise at Carrick’s temerity. He didn’t ask her permission. Instead, he simply told her what he was doing.

Carrick showed Nimeyah far more deference the last time we were here, and I thought it was because he needed to for safety’s sake. Now I realize it was playing on her vanity, kissing her ass enough to get what he wanted.

I can tell he’s done playing that game, and the fact Nimeyah merely nods her acceptance tells me that Carrick has far more power and influence than Nimeyah ever thought to have.

In other words, demi-god trumps Queen of the Light Fae.


CHAPTER 19


Finley

Rebsha is waiting for us at the top of the veranda, and he escorts us back through the castle to the front. Carrick advises him of our plan to visit Arwen, to which he moves his gaze to me for a moment, then back to Carrick before saying, “Safe journeys to you both.”

We’re going to bend distance to visit Arwen, but since I haven’t been able to master great distances, Carrick will lead me the way he did on our visit to Berlin. But we want to get away from the castle to do it, so we move across the bailey toward the bridge that stretches out over the moat.

“I learned something important,” I say offhandedly.

We’re walking side by side, not touching. There are moments where Carrick has no qualms with physical affection, but it’s always when we’re in private. At other times, like when we’re on business, we walk with about a foot between us.

Which is why I’m not completely bowled over as something rushes Carrick, leaps straight at him, and wraps around his body.

It takes me a moment to look past the mini skirt and halter top the woman is wearing to realize it’s Deandra, Princess of Faere, who has her legs wrapped around Carrick’s waist and her arms around his neck.

“I saw you across the bailey and couldn’t believe you’d come to visit me,” Deandra exclaims with excitement.

I merely cross my arms over my chest as I watch the lunacy play out.

To Carrick’s credit, he immediately peels Deandra off him and sets her back on two feet. She tries to step into him again, and he puts a hand to her chest to hold her back. “I didn’t come to visit you,” he says dryly.

“Well, of course you did, silly,” she replies, and I actually frown. How can someone be so dense?

To my surprise, Carrick holds his other hand out my way, indicating he’d like me to come toward him and take it.

I’m not going to make it that easy for him. He wants to end this stupidity with Deandra, then he can do it on his own. I hold still and try not to laugh as Carrick’s disbelieving gaze comes my way. He tilts his head, ire in his expression.

I give him a sweet smile, and he turns his attention back to the princess.

“Deandra… I was only here briefly to speak to your mother, then I’m headed to visit Arwen,” he says firmly.

“Perfect,” she says brightly, wrapping her hands around the one flat on her chest holding her back, and trying to lace her fingers with his. “I’ll accompany you to Arwen, then you can come back and we’ll have a romantic dinner in my room.”

Deandra quickly sidesteps, which dislodges his arm from holding her back, and she starts to move into him once again.

And… I’ve had enough. “I suggest you get your hands off him, fae,” I say, making sure my tone implies that fae is a filthy word to me, “or I’ll do it for you.”

Deandra’s head turns slowly my way, and I can tell by her victorious smile that this big act was all for my benefit. Her lips peel, and her smile turns feral. “You know… an insult like that against a royal of Faere is basically a challenge. And I accept.”

Dropping her hold on Carrick’s hand, Deandra turns to face me, all signs of sexy flirtation completely erased from her expression. She’s ready to kill me, and, to prove that, she waves her hands down her body and the mini-skirt and halter disappear. In its place is some type of silver mesh bodysuit with pieces of armor strategically placed at her shins, hips, arms, shoulders, and torso.

In her hand is a wicked-looking sword.

My hand automatically reaches for my whip in my backpack, which is currently in Carrick’s condo since I can’t bring weapons into Faere.

This doesn’t scare me as much as it should, and not because I know Carrick would never let me get hurt. I’m not scared because the minute I realized I don’t have a weapon, the feather on my legs starts to itch, then burn, and I feel something powerful well inside me. It feels unnatural and slightly oily. It makes me nauseated, but I intuitively know that if I can harness this, and somehow unleash it at Deandra, I can gravely hurt her.

My eyes go a little fuzzy, and I bite down on my lower lip to focus in on it. I imagine pulling it into a ball and—

“Finley,” Carrick barks, and I jolt. The power disappears as fast as it had appeared, and I gape at him in confusion.

“What?” I ask, noting his wariness.

Deandra steps forward. “Let’s go, human. A battle to the death.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Deandra,” Carrick snarls, stepping in between us. “Finley is not going to battle you because she didn’t insult you. And even if she did, I wouldn’t let her. And if you insist on it, I’m going to step in as her proxy and, as you said, it’s a battle to the death. You know you’re going to lose against me.”

Face turning a bit pale, Deandra tries to maintain some of her royal arrogance. “You wouldn’t dare strike a royal fae down.”

“You fuck with my woman again,” Carrick warns ominously, “and I most certainly will. Which will piss off your mother, father, and brother, and then I’m going to have to take them on. And you know I’ll obliterate your family, so think carefully if you really want to play these childish games. Finley and I are together. You and I were but a thing so very long ago I can hardly remember it. Let it go.”

Deandra loses her paleness, and her cheeks burn red with embarrassment. She waves her hands again, and the armor and weapon disappear, slutty outfit back in place, and, without a word, she pivots to stomp off away from us.

It’s at this moment that I notice everyone in the bailey has been watching with open interest, and I see some of the fae holding money in their hands as if they were getting ready to lay down bets.

With Deandra stomping off, the fae go about their business once again.

My gaze moves back to Carrick and I prepare to make a funny quip, but his expression is still wary.

“What?” I ask, head tilted.

“What was that?” he queries in a grave tone.

“What was what? That bimbo made a play to try to draw me into a fight. My boyfriend defended my honor, and it’s over.”

“No,” Carrick says with a shake of his head, stepping into me. He bends in and murmurs, “What was that power inside you?”

“You could see it?” I ask in astonishment.

“I could feel it, Finley,” he replies softly, his hand coming down to take mine. “And it was dark.”

Reflexively, my hand jerks back from his, but he holds tight. “No way,” I gasp. “I’m not dark.”

“Whatever boiled inside of you just now was very dark,” he says in a low voice. His gaze lifts and moves left to right to make sure no one is around before returning to me. “Did it come from your feather?”

“Yes,” I admit. “It burned badly, and I could feel it inside of me, and yeah… it did feel dark. Made me nauseous.”

Carrick straightens, pulling me across the bailey, over the moat bridge, and to the narrow path that leads away from the castle in the direction I know Arwen lives.

When we’re away from all other potentially prying eyes and ears, Carrick drops my hand but stays close. “If I had to guess, I think your twin either sent you power or you pulled on hers.”

My eyes bug out of my head. “You mean she still has power?”

Carrick shrugs. “I think it could be entirely possible that she retained some when it was being funneled from her to Kymaris, and we know that power was dark and twisted. It’s really the only thing that makes sense because we know you have angel light inside of you.”

I feel icky. “Is it still inside of me?”

Carrick shakes his head. “I don’t think so, but I’m not sure. I can’t feel the light Sarvel gave you, but I sure could feel whatever it was that you were getting ready to unleash on Deandra.”

Feeling a little wobbly, I give a tremulous smile. “Well, maybe Arwen can tell us something about it.”

“Let’s hope,” Carrick says, but he regards me with no small amount of concern.

“Then let’s bend distance, baby,” I tease, and it does what I intend. It makes him laugh.

He takes me by the hand, preparing to pull Arwen’s home to us. But then he stops, turning to me. “Before we go, you were saying you had figured out something back when we were talking to Nimeyah.”

My smile broadens as I nod. “Yeah… and actually, you sort of proved my theory with Deandra.”

“Which was?”

“I realized while you were dealing with Nimeyah that you’re the one with the power. I had thought it was her because you were so deferential to her the last time, but I realize you were playing a part. Today, you were being the real you, and she didn’t challenge you. Just as I know that you would have followed through on your threat to Deandra and her entire family if necessary.”

Carrick’s gaze holds mine.

“You’re the one who is most dangerous here in Faere. I suspect you’d give Kymaris a run for her money, too, but it’s my fight, not yours, because the gods would just command you to take her out.”

“I’ll be by your side. It’s both our fight.”

I give him another smile, and, to my surprise, he bends and kisses me.

An incredibly tender kiss, including a brush of my hair back to tuck behind my ear.

“Let’s go see Arwen,” he says, then holds his hand out once again.

I take it, and we move across Faere in the blink of an eye as Carrick pulls Arwen’s home toward us.

We step out onto a grassy area about twenty-five yards from Arwen’s domed hut. Her tripod cooking stand has a pot hanging from it, but there’s no fire underneath.

As we walk that way, I ask Carrick, “By the way… back at the castle, you asked Nimeyah not to say anything about what you told her, and she agreed to a binding. What does that mean?”

“It’s a spell only the gods and demi-gods can perform,” he advises me. “But when we have information to impart that we don’t want to be told to anyone else, we ask for a binding promise.”

“And it’s unbreakable?” I ask.

Carrick shoots me a sly look. “Oh, it’s totally breakable. But if Nimeyah tells anyone, then she’ll lose her tongue.”

I stop dead in my tracks, turning to Carrick. “You’re kidding?”

“Not kidding. Her tongue is mine if she breaks the promise and tells anyone.”

“Then why didn’t you do the same with Ozigeor?” I ask.

“Because it’s not for humans?”

“Why not?”

Carrick sighs with slight exasperation. “I don’t know the reasoning for everything. The gods created the spell. It was handed to the demi-gods. It’s only to be used on gods, demi-gods, fae, and daemons. While Ozigeor is immortal, he is still a human through and through.”

“Huh,” I huff, finding that fascinating.

“Although,” Carrick continues with an ominous tone but teasing in his eyes. “I have no qualms about cutting out a human’s tongue on my own if he divulged something I had asked him not to. In Ozigeor’s instance, it would be his head and balls.”

“You’re scary sometimes,” I say. “But it’s also effective and kind of hot.”

Carrick smirks and nods toward Arwen’s hut. “Let’s go visit Arwen and then get the hell out of here.”

We turn that way, walking around the tripod cooking pit, and stop at the front of her door. It’s a flap of hides, so you can’t quite knock.

“Arwen,” I call out, loud enough for her to hear. “It’s Finley and Carrick. We were in Faere and thought we’d just stop by for a quick visit.”

There’s no reply. There’s no clear movement inside the hut either that I can ascertain. Perhaps she’s sleeping, so I call out a bit louder. “Arwen… are you in there?”

Still no response, so I turn around and survey the surrounding landscape to see if she’s somehow off in the distance we can see. Nothing but fields, tree lines, and a blue pond several hundred yards away.

“Maybe she’s out visiting someone,” I murmur, bringing my gaze back to Carrick.

But his is pinned on the left side of the domed hut. With narrowed eyes, he walks around to examine it closer, and I follow.

Carrick focuses in on a large, blackish-gray stain down low on the hut that seems to have seeped through the taupe-colored hides that cover the outside. Squatting, Carrick peers at it closer, and my stomach rolls when he says, “It looks like dried blood.”

“Oh no,” I gasp and whirl away, intent on entering the hut. Carrick doesn’t try to stop me, but he’s close on my heels.

Flinging the leather hide door up and then over so it drops onto the side of the dome, I stoop and enter the hut.

It’s dim, none of the magical lights illuminating the interior like the last time I was here. There’s enough light coming in through the doorway, though, that I can see that something violent had happened. Her desk is split in two, as if someone was thrown on top of it, and the wooden chair lay in crumbles. All of the clay pots, bottles, bowls, and cups had flown about the hut and lay in shards everywhere.

The bowl holding the multi-colored, cylindrical crystals is still on her table, except now all of the crystals are devoid of color. I note one crystal though is on the table beside the bowl and the lock of hair I’d given Arwen during my last visit is laying over it. I’ve often wondered what she needed my hair for and if she ever got the chance to use it.

Carrick comes up behind me, effectively drowning out most of the light, but he must do something magically because suddenly there’s a glowing orb hanging over us, brightening the entire interior.

My eyes move over to the side of the hut where we’d seen the stain on the outside. It’s much darker on the inside, and there’s no doubt that at some point, a fae body had been in a sitting position against the hides, bleeding copiously enough to soak through the leather hide wall.

The question… was it Arwen’s body?

And is she dead or somewhere else, seriously injured?

I glance at Carrick, who is walking around while studying the interior. “What do you think happened?” I ask.

“I think Arwen found herself in a hell of a fight,” Carrick replies, his expression grave.

“Do you think she’s dead?”

“I honestly don’t know.” His look softens as he knows this distresses me. I liked The Scryer, who was able to tell me important information that has helped us greatly. I also had a soft spot for her since she’d been shunned by her noble fae family. “That’s a lot of fae blood on the wall, but if the brain or heart wasn’t pierced, that’s easily survivable. She could be elsewhere in someone’s care.”

His words trail off a bit, and I sense something else.

“But…” I press, needing him to tell me exactly what he thinks.

Carrick moves over to me and puts a hand along my neck, where he grazes his thumb along my jaw. “There was a violent struggle in here. I think this was to the death.”

There would be no body left behind if that was the case. They disintegrate into sparkles and float off to who knows where.

“It could be that Arwen is the one who killed someone,” I suggest, hope within me but my voice cracking a bit because I actually believe the worst.

“Could be,” he agrees, then takes my hand to lead me out of the hut.

“What do we do?” I ask, glancing back at the inside, which is dim again, Carrick’s glow of light extinguished.

“We have to go back to the castle. I’m going to ask Rebsha to help you get back through the veil.”

We had planned on Arwen sending me back through to Seattle because, seeing as how she was of pure noble blood, she had the power to open the veil for us.

“Should we notify Nimeyah, or maybe even Arwen’s mother?” I tentatively suggest.

Carrick shakes his head. “If anyone would want Arwen dead, it would be her mother. Nimeyah won’t care if she’s dead or potentially missing.”

Another reminder of why I hate the fae so much—Arwen, of course, excluded. I’ll even throw Pyke in there because he was genuinely nice and welcoming of me into Faere the last time. Even Rebsha is tolerable.

But the fact Arwen’s mother abandoned her because of her physical deformity—having been born with no eyes and just skin over where they would be—is so abhorrent to me that I have started lumping the values of all these creatures in with Arwen’s mother.

Knowing Nimeyah won’t care only solidifies this knowledge.

The Light Fae may not be as evil as the Dark, but their moral compass is completely nonexistent.

Carrick doesn’t waste any time, taking my hand and bending distance to bring us right back to the front doors of the castle. As always, Rebsha is mysteriously there, opening the door before we can knock.

“That was a fast visit,” he observes.

“Arwen was gone, and we didn’t feel like waiting around,” Carrick replies easily. “Do you mind opening the veil to let Finley back through?”

“Not at all,” he replies in that baritone voice, inclining his head. “Where would you like to go?”

“I’ll take her,” a voice says from behind Rebsha, which I recognize as Pyke’s. He steps around and offers Carrick an arm, which they grasp at the forearm, and then smiles with a nod. “Finley”

“Hello, Pyke,” I say with a return smile.

Pyke and Carrick have been friends for an eternity, and that’s not overstating the time frame. They’d fought in wars together and probably got in trouble together, which I don’t even want to know those stories. Carrick had told me one night that they would sometimes hang out together for decades, then wouldn’t see each other for even longer periods. Throughout it all, it was still one of his stronger relationships throughout time, coming after Zaid, Maddox, and Lucien, of course.

“Mind if I come to hang in the Earth realm with you?” Pyke asks genially. “I actually have an event to attend there tomorrow.”

“Sure,” Carrick says, but I can sense through my connection to him that he doesn’t want that at all. We’ve got so many things to do—figure out how Kymaris will enact her evil plan, as well as track down the Blood Stone, assuming it’s real. I also know that Carrick will not let Pyke be privy to any of this information, not only because he didn’t bother to tell him details before other than I’m part of a prophecy of doom, but because he made Pyke’s mother agree to a binding to keep the information secret.

Still, I also know Carrick is inviting him to come with us in case Pyke knows something, since he’s known to travel the Earth realm frequently. While I know Carrick well enough to know he won’t tell Pyke everything, I’m sure he’ll feed him some information.

Regardless, it’s Arwen I’m still thinking of when I take Pyke’s hand, and we step through the veil into Carrick’s condo. Deep down in my gut, I know she’s dead and I know it has something to do with the prophecy.


CHAPTER 20


Carrick

Carrick stepped into his condo, followed immediately by Pyke pulling Finley through the veil. He didn’t like that Pyke had to hold her hand to get here but was satisfied when Finley immediately pulled away.

Zaid and Maddox were in the kitchen, sharing a beer over the kitchen island. Maddox had always been the most socially outgoing of his demi-god brothers, and Zaid always enjoyed a beer or two. Carrick had to admit he didn’t mind his brother hanging at his condo. He wasn’t nearly as annoying as he remembered him in centuries past. Lucien had not stuck around after forcing Stan to come to help Finley through the veil to Faere, but that wasn’t unusual. He had never been, nor would he ever be, the type to chill out on a purely social basis. He just wasn’t built that way.

Carrick thought he should probably at some point thank Maddox for all the help he had given since this all started. Lucien for that matter, too. He’d need them in the future. Felt it in his bones. Just as he knew they’d be there for him when he asked.

Zaid’s eyebrows raised in surprise over the appearance of Pyke, but ever the genial host on Carrick’s behalf, he offered the fae prince a beer, who gladly accepted it.

“Your Scooby Gang is here,” Maddox said to Finley, but he offered no more information. Despite the fact Carrick, Maddox, and Zaid had known Pyke for most of their long lives, Maddox was smart enough not to divulge anything more than what Carrick would ever want him to know. Thus, he did not explain what a Scooby Gang was, even though Pyke cocked his head curiously.

Finley’s eyes lit up with excitement to know her friends were here, as she hadn’t seen them since the night they did their stupid and completely foolish stakeout on Kymaris’ house. She grinned at Maddox for the information, her eyes shimmering, and Carrick fucking loved it. The way the colors would delineate into distinct rings of color with great emotion, in this case happiness, made him feel good that she felt good.

Carrick liked it better when he was the one making her eyes outshine the stars, but he’d give this one to Maddox right now.

“I’m going to go hang with them a bit,” Finley said to Carrick since he was the only one she genuinely cared about explaining her actions or whereabouts to. It was implied they were down in the library, but that wasn’t said aloud as Pyke didn’t know about the secret room filled with millennia of information.

Carrick tipped his head, but there was no stopping his subtle smile.

Pyke watched Finley practically trot through the living area and down the outer hall that led to the south side of the penthouse before turning back to the other men. He picked up the beer Zaid had put on the counter, took a long pull, and then leaned his forearms on the island.

Once more, he glanced over his shoulder where Finley had disappeared, and then brought his attention to Carrick. “Are you still feeling overt displays of possessiveness and jealousy where the human is concerned?”

Maddox snickered while Carrick kept his expression bland. But he put to rest any doubts that Pyke might have had. “Finley is off-limits to anyone but me. I hope that’s clear enough for you.”

Pyke laughed, clearly enjoying the fact he’d exposed Carrick’s feelings. But he had always been a good sport, so he picked up his beer and held it up in a toast to Carrick. “Congrats, my friend. As far as humans go, I like her better than any others I’ve met.”

“Glad I have your approval,” Carrick muttered dryly.

“What brought you to Faere?” Pyke asked curiously.

There was no way Carrick could keep the nature of the visit completely a secret from Pyke, despite the binding Nimeyah agreed to submit to. There would be no reason for Carrick and Finley to be there other than the prophecy, so no sense in hiding it.

He was confident Nimeyah wouldn’t give away any details, because as powerful as the Light Fae queen was, she would never get her tongue back if she divulged what Carrick had told her. He knew her well enough to know that she was smart enough to give some vague story to her husband and children that Carrick had sought her help with the prophecy, but she’d declined.

Even though he didn’t fully trust Pyke with all that had been learned of late, he would still feed some of it to him, because Pyke had always been a useful ally over the years. He was an unusual royal because he liked to spend a lot of time in the human realm, and without any real responsibilities or duties to perform away from Faere, he basically partied and socialized his way around the globe and other realms as his whims saw fit.

That meant over the centuries and millennia, Pyke had a monstrously wide net of connections among all the fae—Light and Dark—daemons, sorcerers, occultists, priests, magicians, historians, and other immortals.

It meant Carrick was going to take advantage of that knowledge. So in response to Pyke’s question as to why they were in Faere, he replied, “We’d learned a bit more about the prophecy, and I wanted to share it with your mother to see if we could get her help.”

“Oh yeah?” Pyke’s demeanor was nonchalant, vaguely bored.

“We learned that your dear aunt has escaped the Underworld and is here on Earth.”

Pyke frowned. “You’re talking about Kymaris?”

Of course he’d be slightly confused because he’d never met Kymaris. When the angels fell from Heaven, Kymaris went straight to the Underworld, and Nimeyah became pregnant with Pyke much later. But Carrick was sure he’d heard all kinds of things about his “aunt”.

“Apparently,” Carrick drawled, “she somehow escaped the Underworld.”

It was a broad statement, calculated to be such. Carrick wanted to know just how interested Pyke was in the prophecy, and if this had piqued his interest. He would surely have questions, but Carrick wasn’t going to tell him everything.

For example, he didn’t want Pyke to know they were aware of the changeling ritual because he didn’t want Pyke to know anything personal about Finley. This included the circumstances surrounding her birth, the fact she had angel powers, and, most importantly, that she had an identical twin in the Underworld she was apparently connected to. That was information that only his brothers, Zaid, Titus, the Scooby Gang—and now Nimeyah, who was bound to lose her tongue if she told—had for now. Of course, Ozigeor had hypothesized about the identical twin theory—which to Carrick had been proven by Finley’s dream and the surge of dark power in her not long ago in Faere—but he didn’t know any of this was fact. He was counting on Ozigeor loving his head and balls more than he loved telling someone about this, but regardless… Carrick would be going back to visit Ozigeor very soon to see what he knew about a potential ritual Kymaris could use to bring the veil down.

“Why is she here?” Pyke asked before sipping on his beer.

Not “how did she come to be here”. If anything, Pyke looked slightly intrigued, but Carrick assumed not alarmed since he really didn’t know anything about Kymaris other than stories his mother might have told him.

Carrick shrugged, but it was Maddox who answered the question, keeping the information just as vague. “We have no clue, but we assume she’s at the center of this prophecy the gods say Finley is a part of. Clearly, your aunt is here to cause some type of havoc.”

Picking up on his brother’s words, Carrick decided to give him a tiny bit more. “We have a theory, though.”

Pyke merely raised an eyebrow.

“She’s always wanted to rule a major realm and have ultimate power. It’s why she tried to take over Heaven. I imagine the Underworld just didn’t meet with her ambition, so her eyes are set on a new realm.”

“So, you think she wants to rule Earth?” Pyke asked with a frown. “Because that seems a little overambitious, don’t you think?”

And that was the opening Carrick needed to feed just a little bit more to Pyke without it seeming like they knew more than they really did. “We thought the same, but if she could somehow manage to bring down the veil separating the Underworld and Earth, she could potentially have enough forces to do it once all the demons and Dark Fae were released. Of course, no one really knows much about Kymaris so it’s anybody’s guess.”

“No one can bring a veil down,” Pyke scoffed.

“With a stone possibly,” Zaid offered. He knew Carrick was parceling out ideas to see if Pyke would grab hold, possibly knowing something they didn’t due to his vast contacts. “But everyone knows the stones are practically extinct.”

There was no way Carrick was going to discuss the Blood Stone with Pyke or anyone outside of his tight trusted circle, because if they were right about it, there would be a race to find it. He would have to fill Zaid and his brothers in on the Blood Stone later, though, and he knew Finley was downstairs in the library right now telling Rainey and Myles about it. In turn, he knew they would be hitting the books, searching for any reference.

“Not all stones are gone,” Pyke said casually. “If you know the right people and have the right price, they can still be found.”

That was exactly the type of information he had hoped to get from Pyke, and Carrick had to repress a smile of victory.

“As a matter of fact,” Pyke continued with a sly grin. “I’m attending a party tomorrow night, and it’s the type that brings out the creepiest of the creeps in the immortal world. I could ask around if you’d like.”

This was better than Carrick could have expected, and he pounced. “How about I come with you?”

Pyke shook his head. “Not your type of party, Carrick. Trust me on that.”

Now Carrick was the one confused, his chin drawing inward. “What in the hell type of party isn’t my type of party?” he demanded with affront. “I’ve been to every type of party conceivable over my lifetime.”

Chuckling, Pyke waved his beer bottle to the side. “Let’s just say to get in, you’ll have to have a pet with you. It’s a fetish party.”

“Pet?” Zaid asked.

“Human pet,” Pyke clarified. “This is one of those parties where those in attendance hate humans, and there will most likely be some things happening there that might be a little too dark.”

“Too dark for me?” Carrick sneered. He was starting to feel completely disrespected. He’d done so many dark things in his life that nothing surprised him anymore.

“Too dark for Finley,” Pyke corrected. “I just assumed you’d be bringing her unless you know another human to take.”

“You let me worry about that,” Carrick replied. “You just tell me where to be and what time to be there.”

Pyke grinned. “All right. We’ll have a blast tomorrow night and maybe you’ll get lucky and find some information, too.”

Tipping his beer all the way back, Pyke drained it and set the bottle on the counter. “I appreciate the beer, my friend. But I’ve actually got an incredibly hot date with a succubus that does the most amazing thing with her tongue. She—”

“Not interested,” Carrick cut him off.

“I am,” Maddox said, leaning toward Pyke with an earnest expression.

“He’s not,” Carrick corrected, shooting his brother a look that said, “Grow up, you child”. Pyke laughed and waved farewell, not bothering with an exit by conventional means. He merely bent distance to wherever he had intended to go—which could be halfway around the world for all Carrick knew—and blinked away.

“I never liked him,” Zaid muttered as soon as Pyke was gone. He picked up the empty beer bottle to put it in the recycling bin.

“I think he’s a lot of fun,” Maddox defended.

“Of course, you do,” Zaid sneered. “You both act like overentitled frat boys.”

Carrick couldn’t help it—the accurate portrayal made him laugh. But they needed to return to business.

“I need to fill you in on a few things,” he said, which got Zaid and Maddox’s attention fully focused.

“I already brought Maddox up to speed on what happened with Ozigeor and Finley’s dream of the Underworld,” Zaid imparted.

“Or actual visit to the Underworld, as the case may be,” Maddox pointed out, having concluded the same thing given her accurate description of it.

“Then you know Finley has some connection to Zora,” Carrick said, summing up where they stood.

It felt weird calling her sister Zora, someone he had never met, but a name she was called by the bartender in Finley’s dream. He didn’t even know if it were true or not, so it didn’t sound quite right.

Regardless, he had more proof they had a connection. “When we were in Faere, Deandra challenged Finely to a fight.”

“Holy fuck,” Maddox exclaimed, standing up straight.

“Indeed,” Carrick muttered dryly. “And before I could step in to stop it, something happened to Finley. She drew on some type of power from her feather, and I could actually feel it pulsing inside of her. And it was dark and immense.”

Zaid’s expression immediately became worried. “Was it from Zora?”

Carrick shrugged. “Maybe. She said her feather burned before it filled her up.

“But since it was dark, does that mean Zora’s evil?” Maddox asked, eyebrows drawn inward.

“It’s a good question, and one we just don’t know the answer to. We don’t even know if Zora sent it to her or Finley pulled on it herself, but I don’t think we can deny anymore that she has a solid connection to her identical twin in the Underworld, and that twin has powers of her own.”

“What next?” Maddox asks.

“I’ve asked my dad to keep his ear to the ground.” Zaid’s face twisted into a grimace, finding it distasteful to ask his dad for anything at all. “I didn’t give him any details, just that something big was brewing on the dark side of things and I’d appreciate any information.”

“If he comes up with something, he’s going to use that to get you to come back to him,” Carrick warned.

“Will never happen,” Zaid replied adamantly. “I’d just as soon impale myself on a tree again.”

It was a small reminder of the horrors Zaid had endured, and Maddox reached out and clapped him on the shoulder in a short squeeze of support.

Carrick explained how he’d told Nimeyah everything after she agreed to a binding. “Her best guess is that Kymaris will tear down the entire veil between the Earth realm and the Underworld.”

“Demon-palooza,” Maddox muttered, but they’d all already been thinking the same thing.

“She’s also refused any help to us.”

Zaid gave a sarcastic bark of a laugh. “Not surprising. Unless something is in it for them, the Light Fae would never come to the aid of humankind.”

“If Kymaris is successful in freeing all of the Underworld, there are many fae and daemons already on Earth that will not help the humans either. They’ll flock to her side,” Carrick warned ominously.

“Which is why we need to stop this shit before it happens,” Maddox concluded. “So, first thing’s first… do we bring Pyke fully on board? Because it wasn’t lost on us that you were very stingy on the details with him.”

Carrick shook his head, expression grave. “I want to use him if we can because his contacts are immense. He could even hold some sway with his mother down the road if there’s a big battle and we need aid. But I don’t want anyone outside of our group knowing the full story about Finley. It’s the best way to keep her safe because if Kymaris ever finds out about an identical twin connection, she might turn her efforts to killing Zora to sever it. She’s got plenty back in the Underworld that would carry out her instructions.”

Maddox held his hands up, then counted fingers. “So… me, you, Zaid, Lucien, Finley, Rainey, and Myles. Nimeyah doesn’t count since she’s bound, but that’s our core team, right?”

“And Titus,” Carrick added. “He said he’d come back when we need him, and I trust him with this new information we learned today.”

“Then mount up, team,” Maddox said with a dramatic grin. “We’ve got some evil ass to kick.”

“One more thing,” Carrick said, bracing both hands on the island. “We went to visit Arwen before we left, and we think she’s dead. There was a violent struggle in her hut with a lot of blood left behind.”

Neither Maddox nor Zaid had anything to say about that news, but their expressions of grave concern were identical.

It was Maddox who broke the silence by slapping his hand on the counter. “Okay… let’s divvy up responsibilities. We have to figure out what the actual ritual is, find a stone, and figure out a way to rescue Zora.”

“Not just any stone,” Carrick murmured. “The Blood Stone.”

“The what?” Zaid queried.

“Nimeyah mentioned a mythical stone called The Blood Stone, which had apparently been dipped in The Crimson River.”

“But that’s a myth,” Zaid scoffed.

“Maybe, maybe not. No one ever knows what’s real or simply great storytelling. But getting our hands on this Blood Stone could help us stop Kymaris in her tracks. I’m hopeful for some leads when I go with Pyke to that party.”

“And you’re seriously going to take Finley as your human pet?” Maddox asked incredulously.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Carrick growled. “I know what happens at those parties, and I’m not about to let her see that.”

“Then who?” This from Zaid.

“I have an idea,” Carrick replied, “but first… I need to make a quick trip to visit Ozigeor to see if he knows anything about the ritual Kymaris will need.”

“Want company?” Maddox asked.

Carrick shook his head. “I want you to stay here and look after Finley.”

Maddox nodded and Zaid muttered something about making snacks for the Scooby Gang as he was sure they were in research mode after Finley unloaded all this same information on them.

“Be back soon,” Carrick said, and then, in a blink, he was gone.

Carrick appeared in Ozigeor’s office a millisecond later. He had felt some wards as he stepped through, but they weren’t strong enough to keep a demi-god out.

Unfortunately for Ozigeor, who was sitting in his office chair with a woman on her knees before him, Carrick Byrne’s sudden appearance caused him to scream like a little girl.

The woman was dislodged, and Ozigeor made haste to button up his pants. The woman merely stood—a true beauty with long dark hair and full lips—turned to Carrick and wiped the corner of her mouth as she looked upon him with interest.

Carrick nodded toward the door. “Leave.”

She did immediately as requested because Carrick used compulsion on her. He didn’t have time to waste.

Ozigeor stood from his chair, watching Carrick warily as he turned to face him.

“I swear I haven’t told anyone about your visit,” he declared, hands held up as if to ward Carrick off.

“Relax.” This, too, was said with compulsion, and Ozigeor’s shoulders drooped slightly.

“Sit,” Carrick ordered, and the sorcerer’s ass hit the chair. For good measure, he added, “Stay.”

Ozigeor’s eyes widened with fear as Carrick rounded the desk, but he merely sat on the edge to look down at the man.

“You left out some information last time I was here,” Carrick murmured ominously.

“Please don’t hit my face,” Ozigeor implored. “I may be immortal, but it still hurts like a bitch.”

“Well, make this fast and tell me what I want to know, and I’ll be out of your hair,” Carrick replied with a genial smile. “Kymaris is going to use a ritual to take down the veil between the Underworld and Earth?”

Ozigeor shook his head, not in denial of Carrick’s allegation, but in refusal to give up his information. “She’ll kill me if I tell.”

Carrick’s expression hardened. “I’ll kill you if you don’t. Did she come to see you in person for this ritual?”

The sorcerer shook his head. “It was the same daemon that approached me for the changeling ritual at the same time. But I knew they were for her, as it was impressed upon me how grateful she would be to me when she emerged on this side of the veil.”

Carrick gave a faux smile of delight. “See… you have nothing to worry about. You did your job, she made it here, and I’m sure she’s grateful.”

“But she wouldn’t want me to tell,” Ozigeor insisted, and Carrick was officially out of patience.

A sword appeared in his hand, and he merely laid it across his lap. Ozigeor’s gaze pinned there in fear.

“I’m going to ask you again.” Carrick ran a finger down the length of the sword in a threatening way. “Tell me about the ritual.”

“Gods have mercy,” Ozigeor pleaded as he looked upward and then brought his gaze to Carrick with hatred burning in his eyes. “Fine. I’ll tell you, then I want you gone—”

But before the sorcerer could say another word, he was struck by something that looked like it caused massive pain. His head tipped back, his back arched, and he screamed as if he were being torn apart.

Carrick carefully stood from the desk, sword in hand, and backed away, watching as Ozigeor’s eyes flew open, red as rubies, and then started melting to run in shiny rivulets down his face. His mouth opened further, but no words came out.

Instead, his entire body started smoking, rising up from his arms, legs, torso, and the top of his head. Horrified, Carrick watched, fascinated, as the man seemed to burn up from the inside until it was confirmed as his body burst into flames.

“Fuck,” Carrick muttered, taking several steps backward to avoid getting singed.

“Such a shame,” a raspy female voice said from behind him, and Carrick whirled to find Kymaris there. “He was such an expert on rituals, too. The likes this world will probably never see again.”

She was oddly beautiful and grotesque at the same time. She still wore her hair in a frizzed slanted beehive, had on garish makeup, and exhibited a distinct love of sexy clothing to show off her thin body.

Gods damn it, Carrick thought. “You had a spell on him that activated if he told anyone about the ritual.”

Kymaris laughed, a cold and high-pitched sound. “Indeed, and it was so much flashier than your petty binding spells. Again, sad to see the best ritual weaver die, but can’t have you learning all my secrets.”

Carrick grasped the sword handle with both hands, raising it up at an angle over his shoulder. He was prepared to end it now and lop her evil head off.

“I’m not going to fight you, demi-god,” she hissed.

Carrick’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.

“That’s right,” Kymaris taunted. “I know exactly who you are, but what I can’t figure out is why you’re helping that do-gooder, Finley Porter, who thinks she can stop me.”

“Let’s just say I don’t wish to see Earth overrun by your Dark Fae and demon horde from down below when you destroy the veil,” Carrick replied, lowering the sword. She’d bend distance and blink away before he could reach her.

The sly smile she’d been sporting slid off her face, and he could tell she wasn’t happy he’d figured out what her evil plan was.

Of course, he didn’t know how she planned to accomplish it.

“I’d think carefully before you choose a puny human’s side,” Kymaris warned, and that told him something particularly important.

She had no idea the gods offered him this role.

She had no idea Finley was anything but puny.

However it was that Kymaris found out about Finley’s role in stopping the prophecy, she still didn’t know much about it, and that was important information.

Not as important as learning exactly what the ritual entailed, but at least he knew Kymaris was in the dark about her foe. It meant they knew far more about her than she did about them, and that was why it was crucial to keep their circle of trusted ones as tight as ever.

“Tell your little human I’ll be seeing her soon enough.” Kymaris sneered. “And that I’m going to enjoy tearing her limb from limb.”

“Never going to happen,” Carrick vowed. He didn’t give a fuck what the fates said or what Arwen predicted about Finley’s sacrifice, he was never going to let Kymaris touch her.

“We’ll see,” Kymaris purred. She then blew Carrick a kiss and disappeared.

Heaving a sigh, Carrick glanced back at the pile of ash that was Ozigeor’s body before bending distance back to his condo.


CHAPTER 21


Finley

There was never any question about staying in the kitchen. Sure, I love being around Carrick, and Zaid and Maddox aren’t bad either, but I’ve missed Rainey and Myles. I’m not about to pass up the opportunity for some time alone with them.

There was also never any question as to where my friends were located in the condo. Any time Rainey and Myles come over—which, to my amusement, Carrick had given them the code to the private elevator—they sequester themselves in the library and go through the thousands of books he had down there. It was the best way they feel they can be helpful, especially since the stakeout at Kymaris’ house had led Rainey to believe that she was not cut out for the action part of the prophecy.

While Myles actually is sort of cut out for the action part because he’s always been adventurous, he was grateful Rainey wanted to stay away from the dangerous stuff.

When I reach the bottom of the spiral staircase, I see Myles seated at the conference table, hovering over a large, dusty book. His head tips up, and a grin spreads on his face. “There she is. The famed traveler, Finley Porter, jet-setting from Berlin to Faere and back to Seattle.”

I snort and glance around. “Where’s Rainey?”

Myles jerks his head to the left, indicating the really old books at the north end of the library. “Down there somewhere. When she gets frustrated, she likes to just randomly roam the stacks and nab books, hoping something will be useful.”

“And how has that worked for her so far?” I ask.

“Not that great,” he admits with a grin. He casts a furtive glance down to where Rainey is supposedly wandering and lowers his voice. “You got a minute? I need to ask you something before she comes back.”

“Sure,” I reply, taking the seat at the conference table beside him because he clearly doesn’t want Rainey to hear this.

Once more, Myles glances at the far end of the library and is satisfied Rainey is out of earshot for the moment. “As someone who has recently found herself falling in love while her entire world has been turned upside down, are you worried that any of these crazy circumstances are the reason why you feel the way you do?”

“You mean the way I feel about Carrick?” I venture, thinking I get where he’s going with this.

“Yeah… I mean, the fate of the world is on your shoulders and our existence could be short-lived. Do you think that’s compounding your feelings in any way?”

“Myles,” I say, reaching out to cover his hand on my own. “I think it’s sweet the way you worry about me, but this thing with Carrick is—”

Swatting my hand away in annoyance, Myles leans in closer. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Finley… this isn’t about you. I’m happy for you and Carrick, even though I can’t stand him. I’m talking about Rainey and me.”

Frowning, I ask, “What about you and Rainey?”

“Well… I love her,” he says as if this is a monumental revelation.

I nod because this is something I’ve seen with my own eyes. “Uh-huh. And I’m guessing you don’t know how to tell her—”

“I’ve told her,” he hisses, truly perturbed now. “And she loves me. Are you caught up now?”

I’m shocked by his outburst, even though it never rises above a whisper because Myles is just the most mild-mannered guy in the world. Don’t get me wrong, he can be fiercely protective, but he lets most things roll off his back. The fact he’s angry for little reason causes me to lean toward him and gently say, “I’m listening. Tell me what’s going on.”

Myles lets out a sigh, rakes his hand through his hair, and then leans on one hip. He pulls a box out of his pocket, and I immediately know what it is. Glancing once more down to where Rainey is and determining it’s safe, he opens the box. Inside is a sweetly beautiful ring. It’s not huge by any means because Myles doesn’t make big bucks in IT, but it’s totally Rainey’s style.

Flipping the box closed after my glimpse and shoving it in his pocket, he says, “I just want to make sure that I’m not rushing things because of this sense of impending doom that our lives have been shortened and I don’t want to miss anything with Rainey.”

Myles is so earnest in his declaration that it brings tears to my eyes, which I have to blink back. “Myles… I love how deeply you love. And I love how you always want to do the right thing. Moreover, those are the things Rainey loves about you, along with a million more. Now, I personally take offense to the fact you think there’s impending doom, which shows you have little faith in me—”

A short bark of laughter pops out of Myles, which was my intended effect. Teasing him away from his worries.

“But I don’t think you should ever wait if you feel it deeply in your heart. You may only have today with Rainey, but you could have a lifetime, too. Neither one of those options should be a factor if you want to propose.”

“Really?” he asks, eyes wide with hope.

“Really,” I assure him.

“So, if Carrick asked you, would you say yes?”

My smile falters a bit. “He won’t ask. What we have isn’t like that.”

“But you said you thought you loved him,” he pointed out.

“I think I do,” I replied, then immediately correct myself. “No, I know I do, but it’s in this way I can’t describe. It feels like I’ve always loved him. I know that probably doesn’t make sense, but every day we’re together, I feel like I’m a part of something that I’m destined for.”

“Then why wouldn’t you marry him?” he asks.

I don’t want to voice the truth because it makes it all too real. That, in all actuality, I’m probably going to die when this is all said and done. And Carrick is going to ascend, so even if I don’t die, he’s not looking for a relationship.

Most of all, it just can’t work between an immortal and a mortal. That one is a complete no brainer.

The only thing I can really tell Myles is, “While I love him… and feel like he is mine in all ways, he’s only mine for a short while. This is something I know in my heart.”

Myles’s expression fills with sympathy, and he takes my hand. “Then I’m truly sorry for you, Finley, because I can’t imagine having Rainey only for a short time.”

“Yet another reason not to delay,” I point out.

“Delay what?” Rainey asks as she comes up behind us, and Myles and I jolt apart as if we’d been caught kissing.

But Rainey’s not watching us, rather walking with an open book while reading it. It seems she only caught that last little bit.

“Delay in getting some serious research done,” I say, slapping my hand on the table. “I’ve got so much to tell you guys, and we have a lot of work to do.”

That gets Rainey’s attention and her head lifts. She blinks as if just seeing me for the first time and grins. “You’re back.”

“Ta-da,” I sing, standing and holding my arms out. She walks into them, and we give each other a hard, quick hug, the book she’s holding digging into my ribs.

I pull back to glance down at it. “Learning anything good?”

She shrugs, moving to the table and setting the book down. “It’s such a needle in a haystack. Carrick should seriously hire someone to catalog all this stuff.”

“That would take years and, unfortunately, we don’t have that,” I point out. “But I have a ton of stuff to catch you up on.”

Rainey takes the seat I’d vacated beside Myles. He doesn’t look anything like the nervous man I was talking to just a minute ago about whether he should propose to Rainey. I wonder if he’ll do it.

Tonight?

Maybe tomorrow?

Shaking my head, I make a note to try to get another moment alone with him to ask. He might need my help in planning it out.

When we’re all settled, I catch them up, starting in Berlin and our meeting with Ozigeor.

“He thinks you have an identical twin?” Rainey asks incredulously.

“I think he’s right,” I murmur and then tell them about my dream.

Or my astral projection.

Or whatever the hell it was where I’m convinced I was inside my sister’s body and watching her maneuver around the Underworld.

Rainey and Myles have a million questions, and I try to answer them as best I can. I explain about Zaid’s father—but not the details of their relationship—and how he confirmed the way I’d described the Underworld. I was definitely there.

“It’s incredible to think,” Myles muses while tapping his hand on his chin. “Zora has free rein to walk around The Caverns. Why?”

“Why indeed,” I agree, still astonished by that fact. Why hadn’t she died when the power left her and went into Kymaris? Why was she left alive?

“Do you think she has loyalties to the Underworld?” Rainey asks hesitantly. I know she doesn’t want to think the worst about my twin, but I’ve wondered the same thing.

“She was raised there.” I slouch in my chair, crossing my arms. “She could have been brainwashed.”

Also something I’ve fretted about.

“Doesn’t matter what she is,” I proclaim to my friends. “I’m figuring out a way to free her.”

Rainey gasps. “You mean, you’ll actually go there?”

“If I have to,” I say confidently. “Carrick has promised to help, and I can’t leave her there.”

Rainey and Myles exchange worried looks.

“Our connection goes both ways,” I say, and they blink in surprise.

I jump forward to my showdown with Deandra in Faere and the welling of dark power I felt after my feather started burning. “It was so intense Carrick could actually feel it, and that’s saying something because he can’t feel the light power I have in me.”

“Jesus,” Myles mutters. “Your evil twin funneled power to you? To help you?”

“What if she was trying to kill you, Finley?” Rainey suggests, and I whip her way.

“Why would you say that?” I demand, affronted and ready to protect the twin sister I know nothing about.

“Because she doesn’t know she has a twin,” she points out, and it’s like a slap in the face. I had never considered that. I just sort of assumed she would know we were related. I thought she’d feel the twin bond.

“Think about it,” Rainey continues. “She probably felt you invade her body and had no clue what you were. No clue if you’re an enemy or a friend, but I think she has to assume you’re an enemy because of the way she was raised in the Underworld. That surge of power could have been coincidental in timing with Deandra—who is such a bitch, I have to point out. It could have been sent as a way to kill you or sever the connection.”

Leaning forward in my chair, I drop my head in my hands as I process this. She truly has no clue who I am. It makes sense she’d consider me a foe. And if she is still harboring dark magic and has been twisted by her twenty-eight years of living in the Underworld, she might not be worth saving.

Yeah… fuck that.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say, lifting my head. “She needs to know she has a sister who loves her and wants to rescue her. I’m going to use every bit of power and resources to get her out of there.”

My friends don’t say anything, only regard me worriedly. But I finally get a tentative smile from Rainey. “We’ll help you in any way we can.”

We take a moment to smile, and then our hands reach out and we all clasp them in the center of the table. My best friends were dragged into this crazy new life of mine, yet they have never wavered in their loyalty and devotion.

I fill them in on the rest—our meeting with Nimeyah and what we found at Arwen’s home.

We talk about the Blood Stone and the Crimson River, both of which could just be myths, but, for now, we need to assume they’re true.

The three of us get to work, Myles and Rainey so much more earnest in the book research. I end up letting my thoughts drift. I think about Carrick because it’s impossible to go five minutes without doing so. I also think about my sister and whether she could be evil like Kymaris. The thought is untenable. I think about dying and saving the world, and how, if I do, no one will even know.

Carrick ascending and finally achieving true peace is next up, and that’s the most depressing thought ever.

So, then I try to focus back on my research.

“Did… um… Carrick talk to you about One Bean yet?” Rainey asks.

At first, her words don’t register. I look up from the book where I’d been staring at the same page for several minutes without having read a word. “One Bean? What about it?”

Myles is off in the stacks, searching for his next read.

“A lot is going on with the rebuild,” Rainey says.

I sigh. “I know. I’ve not been able to really concentrate on it, though.”

“Which is why Carrick approached me about helping out.”

I frown at my best friend, but not in a mad way. Instead, in a way that shows I’m entirely confused because out of everything I had been thinking about, One Bean was not one of them, and a wave of guilt hits me.

“He thinks I’m falling down on the job, doesn’t he?” I ask, pushing the book aside. No matter what else is going on around us, I somehow managed to forget Carrick and I are business partners and that he’s rebuilding my coffee shop.

Rainey gives a hard and fast shake of her head. “Not at all. In fact, he wants to remove the burden from you so you can concentrate on the prophecy. So he asked if I’d be willing to oversee the rebuild.”

Eyes on Rainey, I try to comprehend the thoughtfulness of Carrick doing that, as well as the thoughtlessness of him to burden her with it. She’s got a full-time job and she’s helping with the prophecy.

“I’m sorry.” My voice is heavy with sincerity. “It was rude of him to ask you that. You have a job, you’re helping us with the prophecy, and—”

Rainey shakes her head again, laughing. “No, Finley. I didn’t say that right. He actually offered me a paid position to oversee it.”

Now, over the past few months, there have been things I’ve seen that have shocked me beyond belief. Moments my jaw hung wide open with astonishment.

This would be another one of those. “He offered you a job to oversee the rebuild?”

“Let’s face it, Finley,” Rainey says primly. “I’ve got more inside me than just being able to paint women’s faces.”

“True,” I drawl hesitantly. “I’ve always known you could do anything you set your mind to.”

She wrinkles her nose. “I’m glad you think so. I can’t be out on the front lines fighting because I don’t have skills or powers. But if I can help you and Carrick behind the scenes, so you can do your jobs better with the prophecy, then that will be fulfilling for me.”

I sit back in my chair. “Wow,” I say because this is a bit overwhelming—Carrick trusting my friend like this, I mean, and Rainey wanting to help more than what she’s already doing.

My gaze moves to her. “I can’t think of anyone better to help oversee the rebuild of One Bean than you, and I’m so grateful you took the job.”

“Really?” she asks with a relieved smile.

“Totally,” I assure her. “In fact, a while back, the general contractor said we could make changes to the layout if we wanted, and I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. Think if I toss you a few ideas, you can run with it?”

Rainey’s eyes go big with wonder, then start to sparkle with excitement. She grabs a yellow pad of paper, pulls off the top sheet she’d filled with notes from some old book, and poises a pen while waiting expectantly.

“Okay… tell me all your thoughts.”

Rainey and I forget about fae and prophecies for the next thirty minutes as we talk about One Bean. Myles continues researching, but he occasionally tosses out an idea.

We’re discussing the expansion of the second floor when we hear footsteps on the spiral staircase. Carrick comes into view and, yes, as always happens when I first see him, my heart beats a little faster.

He sits beside me, and his proximity is disconcerting in the best kind of way. I wonder if it’s like that between Rainey and Myles.

Rainey subtly turns the yellow pad over so he doesn’t see we were sort of goofing off rather than researching. I grin, and she winks back.

“Just had a run-in with Kymaris,” Carrick says, and I about break my neck as I snap my head all the way to my right.

“You what?” I exclaim, eyes so wide I’m afraid my eyeballs might fall out.

“I went to see Ozigeor to get the ritual she’s going to use,” he says, his expression grim. “She’d apparently put some sort of spell on him that would kill him if he told on her. Just as he started to tell me about the ritual, he started to burn from the inside out. Kymaris appeared to witness it, and we exchanged some verbal jabs.”

“He was our best chance at learning what the ritual is,” I murmur morosely.

“Back to the books,” Myles mutters, bending his head over the one in front of him.

“Not quite,” Carrick replies, his gaze locking on Myles until Myles lifts his head to look at Carrick. “I actually have a party to attend tomorrow, and I need you to come with me.”

“Why?” Myles and I ask at the same time.

“Because I need a human companion,” Carrick replies smoothly.

“I’m human,” I snap, pointing out the obvious.

His gold eyes slide to me. “Yes, I’m well aware of that. But this isn’t the type of party you can go to.”

“Why not?” I demand.

“Let me rephrase that,” Carrick says coolly. “It’s not the type of party I want you to go to. There will be things going on there that I would really rather you not see.”

Not good enough for me, so I demand more information.

So, Carrick lays it out for all of us and by the end of his explanation, I sincerely don’t want to go, but I still put on a brave face. “I can totally handle it.”

“Maybe,” Carrick replies, but his hand comes up to wrap around the side of my neck. He pulls me in closer to him in an intimate move so he can speak only to me, although everyone can hear him. “But it would make me feel better if you didn’t have to see those things. Give this to me, please.”

It’s his eyes, the pressure of his hand, and, ultimately, the please that gets me to capitulate.

In the end, Myles is actually excited to go because while Rainey already determined she was done with the scary stuff after what happened at Kymaris’ house, Myles was going to take any action he could get in our fight against evil.

And I was okay with that, too. Carrick might not like Myles very much, but he knows I love him, so he will make sure he remains safe.


CHAPTER 22


Carrick

More of a serious man than not, Carrick couldn’t help but find way too much amusement in the outfit he’d picked out for Myles to wear to the party Pyke was taking them to tonight.

It was a fetish party, which had been going on since the time humans and fae began to mix. While the Light Fae mostly moved on to Faere or other realms, those that chose to stay in the Earth realm would often reveal their true nature to humans. A prime example was Stan—who was a royal Light Fae that could see the future, and his human lover, Patty, also had that ability. It was something they had in common, and even though Patty would age out of Stan’s interest at some point, it worked for them in the short term.

Most fae and humans, however, did not have healthy and balanced relationships. Humans were what eventually outnumbered and forced the Light Fae from the Earth realm, and there was an inherent prejudice against them. It had become a little too commonplace for the fae living in the Earth realm to subjugate humans if they could. This often came in the form of BDSM, which was an easy way to get humans to bend to a fae’s will. Many times, those fae would eventually reveal themselves, but, in the grand scheme of things, most humans allowed themselves to be leashed like dogs and enjoyed it.

Carrick never understood it, but he understood others’ ways of thinking, and he knew he could carry himself off fine tonight. Myles was a different matter, and he was clearly uncomfortable in his leather pants, a top made up of nothing but crisscrossing leather straps, and a collar around his neck that indeed had a link with which to attach a leash.

“You’re lucky I didn’t pick the leather pants that had the ass cut out of it,” Carrick told him to stop Myles’ complaints.

He actually hadn’t been considering any such thing. In fact, he hadn’t picked any of it out, but had left it to Zaid to make sure Myles looked the part of a human pet.

“This is so humiliating,” Myles muttered, pulling the tight leather at his crotch.

Carrick agreed, but felt no sympathy. At least Myles was lucky that Rainey and Finley had stayed down in the library so he didn’t have to suffer their looks of pity.

There was one thing Carrick would admit to, which was he had a small level of respect for Myles for doing this. He didn’t have to, and Carrick could have easily gone to the party without a human pet. But, by doing so, he’d be more readily accepted into the group.

“Think you can stop pulling at your pants so we can go?” Carrick asked, and Myles glared in return. Zaid stood by, watching silently. He was a daemon who rarely laughed or smiled, but Carrick had come to know him so well over the centuries that he knew Zaid was getting a kick out of this.

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” Myles muttered, giving one last tug to the material so his balls wouldn’t be strangled.

In his hand, Zaid held an actual leash with a leather handle and delicate silver links. He handed it over to Carrick, and Myles grimaced at it. Yes, he’d be hooked up and trailing Carrick around the party, but at least Carrick wasn’t going to make him crawl.

“Time for my costume,” Carrick drawled, putting his hand to his forehead and dragging it downward. As his face was revealed, Myles gasped, clearly shocked at what was revealed.

An entirely different face.

“I need to pass as a Light Fae,” Carrick said to explain the reason he’d changed his appearance.

Myles nodded, gaze taking in the dark hair tied back at the base of Carrick’s neck, the shimmering skin, and the emerald eyes. Carrick’s facial structure was completely different, although still beautiful enough to pass as a noble.

“Good luck,” Zaid said, and they were off to meet Pyke at the party.

*     *     *

“Let’s go over it one more time,” Carrick said to Myles as their driver pulled into a long driveway at an estate on the southside of Seattle.

Myles tugged on his collar, stretching his neck a bit.

“First thing,” Carrick muttered, “is to stop pulling on the collar. You have to look comfortable and submissive.”

“I’ve got it,” Myles snapped, probably because Carrick had already told him that a few times.

Just as Carrick had told Myles that the only thing he had to do was walk beside him submissively while keeping his eyes down and his ears open.

Up ahead, an old gothic mansion came into view, along with a line of limousines dropping off party guests.

“Could that be any more like Eyes Wide Shut?” Myles muttered.

Carrick had seen that movie, and he had to agree it held the same vibe. He’d explained to Myles there would be weird stuff going on, but that they wouldn’t be participating in any of it. Carrick was there to socialize and get information, nothing more.

“You’re not going to loan me out to one of your friends, are you?” Myles asked in a joking manner, but there was a hint of uncertainty in his tone.

Carrick gave him a hardened look. “Do you think I’d put your life or health at risk?”

Myles studied him for a moment before shaking his head. “No, you wouldn’t, but not for my benefit, though. You’ll protect me for Finley.”

“Exactly,” Carrick said as their car pulled up and a valet opened the back door. “Now act like a good pet.”

“Woof, woof,” Myles muttered, and Carrick almost smiled.

Carrick clipped the leash and stepped from the car, Myles following after him.

At the doorway, they were greeted by a beautiful Light Fae dressed in business attire—gray pencil skirt, modest white blouse, and sensible block heels. Carrick gave the alias Pyke had provided—Quentin Borrows—and they were waved through.

The inside of the mansion was exquisite in its decor with rich paneled walls, hand-carved moldings, and expensive silk rugs. The furniture was well-preserved antiques, and the artwork on the wall was clearly rare and expensive. Pyke had told Carrick that this house was owned by an original fallen Light Fae who found the human world far more interesting than Faere and regularly hosted these types of parties.

Carrick had taken time to fill Myles in on what to expect, but Myles’ eyes were bugged out for a while until the shock wore off. While there were many fae milling about with drinks in hand—most with their humans on chains—there were pockets of fae doing things to their humans that ranged from merely humiliating to downright depraved. There were no secret rooms where these activities took place. Instead, they happened right out in the open, and no one seemed to think twice about it. Over the millennia, immortals tended to become immune to it all.

Not so much Myles, and Carrick had to lean in with a tiny pull on the chain only once to say, “Keep your eyes down.”

To which Myles whispered back, “I’m going to have to bleach them after this is all over.”

It didn’t take Carrick long to find Pyke. The human he’d brought was a voluptuous blonde woman in a bustier and a leather mini skirt paired with platform heels. Pyke was not a cruel fae, and he didn’t make her crawl or jerk her around by the chain the way Carrick had seen some of the fae treat the humans. He was quite sure she was a human Pyke would share with others, but that wasn’t Carrick’s problem.

He had his attention focused solely on finding contacts who could help him figure out how Kymaris would get enough power to bring the veil down between the Underworld and the Earth realm.

The process was painstakingly slow. As the fae arrived, they were more interested in catching up with old friends instead of meeting new ones. Then there came playtime—where the humans were used in the way they were brought to be used. It included Pyke, who, while more than happy to help Carrick get into the party and make contacts, wanted to have his fun first.

So, for a long time, Carrick and Myles stood on the sidelines and watched. There was no talking between the men because fae didn’t talk to their pets unless it was to praise them for a job well done or kick them if they were displeased. Throughout it all, Carrick was amazed to see that not one single human minded being where they were. Clearly, a whole society of fae owners and human pets had formed, and both sides got something enjoyable out of it.

That thought made Carrick miss Finley tremendously because what they had was quite simple, which was what made it so deep.

Of course, it went deeper for him than it ever would for her, but it wasn’t a good idea to dwell on that tonight.

Eventually, Pyke found Carrick without his human—she was entertaining some other fae—and took him around for some introductions.

Carrick was introduced as a very old member of the nobles in Faere, which he could get away with because all the Light Fae at this party hardly spent any time there unless it was the Festival of Creation, which was held every hundred years. Within those introductions, Pyke let it be known that Carrick—or rather Quentin Borrows—was a highly esteemed antiquities collector who was insanely rich and willing to pay for precious objects.

In Faere, money meant nothing to the Light Fae since they had all their needs met. But those who chose to live in the Earth realm among capitalistic societies worshiped the almighty dollar. Some of the wealthiest individuals in the world were Light Fae.

After countless introductions and meaningless conversations as these newly formed acquaintances asked about Myles and if he was shareable—to which Carrick said he was not—someone approached him for a private conversation.

“Mr. Borrows,” the Light Fae said.

Pyke had introduced them to each other over an hour ago, and since Carrick had a phenomenal memory, he easily replied, “Mr. Wells.”

He was a younger Light Fae, and, by that, he was only about fifteen hundred years old. He came from a gentry match, so he was incredibly handsome like most here. Although Carrick knew nothing about the man, he could tell plenty by how the fae treated his human pet, a very submissive male who was made to crawl along after his master with a ball gag in his mouth. Carrick had noted Mr. Wells didn’t mind any other fae using his pet. How many times Carrick had watched the human have to perform services sickened him. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what Myles, who had never been privy to this type of debauchery, felt. Regardless, Carrick was more than grateful Finley wasn’t here to see this, because, as tough as she liked to act, she couldn’t have put up with it. She would have spent her time running around trying to free the humans.

Tugging his pet along behind him, Mr. Wells came closer to Carrick. Myles stood obediently behind him by a foot with hands clasped and head bent, his eyes on the floor. Carrick figured he’d have a horrible neck ache when the night was over.

The fae leaned in and said in a low voice, “Pyke told me that you’re in the market for a very rare object of power.”

“Indeed, I am,” Carrick replied vaguely.

“Anything in particular?” Wells queried.

“Not really, although I’ve heard of something called a Blood Stone. It seems to be more myth than reality, but the more elusive the object, the more valuable it is, which means the more willing I am to pay. I’m interested in something with enough power that I can leave Faere and perhaps create a realm of my own.”

Wells’ eyes lit up, and he smiled solicitously. “It just so happens I’ve been able to broker deals such as these, and I might have a lead on a very powerful object that sounds right up your alley.”

“And what would that be?” Carrick asked mildly.

“A chalice,” Wells replies. “Some say it’s the basis for the myth of the Holy Grail, but it’s far older and not divine by any means.”

“And its powers are?” Carrick pressed.

“It’s said to be carved solely from the meteor, and its power hasn’t been depleted in the slightest.”

It wasn’t what Carrick was looking for. If Wells knew anything about the Blood Stone, Carrick was sure he would have offered it up. But that didn’t mean this chalice should be overlooked. They weren’t sure the Blood Stone even existed, only that Kymaris would need something with great power to pull down the entire veil.

It could be something like the chalice.

Or the chalice could potentially aid Carrick and Finley in stopping Kymaris.

“And you’re in possession?” Carrick asked.

“Actually, no,” Wells said with a shake of his head. “No one is in possession of it. However, I know how to find it, but that information will cost you.”

Carrick didn’t have the slightest doubt this fae had information about where this chalice was. It didn’t mean the information was complete, but he knew that whatever Wells was offering, it wasn’t a con. No one in this community would dare because fae were vicious creatures and would kill in retaliation of such deceit.

Scanning the room once to show he valued this information and wanted to keep it secret, he then leaned toward Wells and lowered his voice. “How much?”

Wells didn’t blink at the question. “Ten million.”

Carrick’s expression remained impassive, the amount of money a drop in the bucket for what he had accumulated over his long life.

“I’m highly interested,” Carrick finally said, letting his lips lift slightly in a conspiratorial smile. “I’ve got my feelers out on a few other things, but I can give you a call.”

Wells and Carrick exchanged contact info, punching numbers into their cell phones before Wells left, dragging his human behind him.

After that, Carrick had four more conversations, facilitated by introductions via Pyke, with fae purporting to have access to powerful antiquities. At the end of the evening, the only one that seemed to bear promise was the chalice, and Carrick intended to have Finley’s Scooby Gang start researching it. He was also going to reach out to Veda to see if she would tell him anything about the Blood Stone. He suspected the answer would be “no” because that would be the type of help that would cross the line, but he was still going to try. He also knew Zaid would be working his contacts as well, and Pyke would continue to do the same.

It was creeping up on two AM when Carrick and Myles finally left the party, and they were among the first to leave. The festivities would probably carry on until the sun rose.

In the car, Myles jerked off the collar and rubbed his neck. “That was by far the most miserable thing I’ve ever done in my entire life.”

Carrick didn’t acknowledge Myles’ proclamation because if that was the worst that had happened in this young man’s life, then he was going to be in for a world of shock if demons were let loose in the Earth realm.

“At least it wasn’t a total bust.” Carrick turned slightly in the seat to address Myles. “That chalice could be a potential source of power for this hypothetical ritual we still haven’t figured out.”

“Agreed,” Myles replied, but then a sly grin came to his face. “But I have an even better lead.”

Carrick blinked in surprise, it having never occurred to him that Myles could be of any use tonight other than as a prop to gain him credibility among these fetishists.

“It just so happens that on one of the bathroom breaks my master was benevolent enough to bestow upon me, I struck up a conversation with another one of the humans whose master is also an avid collector. I told him that my master was there looking for powerful objects, and I mentioned the Blood Stone.”

“And he knew what it was?” Carrick asked in surprise.

Myles waved his hand. “Of course not. But we started talking about the stones and relics with power, and he mentioned his master had been searching for a book to come on the market that purportedly cataloged every known item of power in the universe and where it was located.”

Carrick stared blankly at Finley’s nerdy friend, flabbergasted.

Myles lifted his eyebrows. “Did you hear me? Every item in the universe, which implies the Blood Stone or chalice could be somewhere other than the Earth realm. And it also implies there could be other items.”

“How could such a book even exist when it’s been centuries since any stones have even been found?”

“Here’s the thing,” Myles replied in a low voice. “The rumor is the book was created by a demi-god who acted as a historian of sorts and traveled the world in search of items—not to use them, but merely to record their existence.”

“Impossible,” Carrick replied with a frown. “I’d have known about it.”

“You know every demi-god created?” Myles queried.

“Well, no—”

Myles narrowed his eyes. “You’ve read every book in your library?”

“Gods no,” Carrick scoffed. “There are thousands and thousands.”

“Well, it just so happens that I think the book this guy was talking about is actually in your stacks,” Myles replied, and nothing could have shocked Carrick more except perhaps when he first realized Finley could see under glamours. “He said it was called Libri Mysteria, and he asked me to keep an eye out for it as his master would pay big bucks. And I just so happen to remember seeing that book a few days ago while browsing. It was in Latin, so I reshelved it.”

“Un-fucking-believable,” Carrick muttered, sitting back fully in his seat. This could be just the big break they needed, and it hit him like a slap in the face that Myles would be lauded as the hero of the evening.

Myles also sat back, a smug smile in place as he crossed his arms over his chest. Clearly, he thought that, too, and Carrick had to admit it was well deserved.


CHAPTER 23


Finley

Rainey yawns, stretching her arms up high. Clasping her hands, she arches her back.

“Why don’t you go take a nap in my room?” I suggest.

Shaking her head, she leans forward to pour a cup of coffee from the carafe Zaid had brought down to us a bit ago. “I’m good.”

We’ve been in the library all night, going through book after book, hoping to find something about either the ritual Kymaris will use to take the veil down or how she’ll get enough power to do so. It was the best use of our time while Carrick and Myles were off playing weird fae BDSM games of master and human submissive. We’d both vowed to wait up for them until they came back to the condo.

Admittedly, Myles having to play that role was funny. While he is mild-mannered and the first to try to mediate a fight, he is far from submissive. And while I didn’t see the outfit he had to wear, Carrick had told me it was ridiculous. In fact, he’d suggested that perhaps Rainey and I not be around when they were ready to leave so Myles didn’t feel even more awkward.

I’d thought that was sweet, and while I saw more and more of that side of Carrick, which was somehow becoming his norm to me, it was still shocking to others. Sometimes, he’ll say something to me in a certain way, and it will cause Zaid to snap his way with an astonished expression. Apparently, Zaid is seeing things that are either very new or so very deeply buried he never thought he’d see them again, but Carrick has definitely changed since we became intimate.

Now, he can still be domineering, curt, boorish, and egotistical, but I know if I love the man—I mean demi-god—I have to love every bit of him.

Rainey seems cut out for this type of work. She went to college and graduated with a degree in communications, but she was a good student. She was one of those who loved studying in the library, and she’s a sponge.

I’m not that great at this stuff. I’m a college dropout.

Not that I’m dumb or anything, but I really just hate reading. On top of that, I cannot seem to make myself care about this stupid ritual or a stone that will give Kymaris more powers.

I’m an awful, horrible human and would-be hero to the Earth realm, but damn if I can’t stop thinking about ways to get my sister out of the Underworld instead. In fact, while Rainey’s been pouring through books about the stone, veils, magic, and rituals, I’ve been surreptitiously taking books about the Underworld.

Tonight, I learned that it is not unheard of to travel within the Underworld. While it’s not the easiest thing in the world to accomplish, it is possible to create a small rip to go in, much the same way Dark Fae could be brought through to this side with the right form of magic and power.

So, the important question—is it possible for me, a human, to go to the Underworld? I know Sarvel didn’t know how I should use my angel light, but I bet it would protect me enough to go through the veil. Just as I’m convinced it would have protected me going into Faere, but Carrick wouldn’t let me try it.

Regardless, Sarvel said I should have the confidence to try, knowing I have power at my disposal.

The question, though, is how to find Zora when I get there and how to get her back out. I definitely need a solid exit strategy that will account for every possible way in which this could get screwed up.

Bottom line, though… it can be done.

Also bottom line… I can’t go alone. Carrick will have to go with me. In fact, it would be best if Maddox and Lucien came, too, and that’s an awful lot for a puny human to ask for when we’re supposed to be stopping a prophecy that will doom the world.

Regardless, we’d need way more information than what I’ve been able to find. We’d need to know more about the Underworld, probably from an insider. I’m quite confident Carrick or Zaid have many Dark Fae contacts, so that goes on the to-do list I’ve titled, “Saving My Sister,” in my head.

Under that list, I have a sub-list called, “Ways In,” and there aren’t many options. Ozigeor was the foremost expert in summoning rituals to rip the veil and bring Dark Fae through to our side, so I assume he could do the reverse. But he’s dead, melted from the inside out by Kymaris.

A stone would get us in. Maybe Nimeyah would let us use hers, but I’m betting not.

Interestingly, while Rainey is a whiz at the books, Myles hits the internet for his research, and he apparently goes down deep into the dark web—the place seen on Dateline where people can hire contract killers and such.

Apparently, there’s also an online black market for mystical objects, and there are some stones for sale that purport to have “extraordinary magical properties”. They could be from the meteor, so that’s a possible avenue. Of course, I’m terrified Myles is now on some type of FBI watchlist or something, but that’s just something we’ll have to worry about if and when they come busting down our doors.

“You seem distracted,” Rainey mulls, and I lift my gaze to find her watching me over the edge of her coffee cup as she takes a sip.

No sense in lying. “I’m having a hard time concentrating on the prophecy.”

“Boy problems?” she asks, grinning knowingly.

“Girl problems,” I correct softly, and her expression hardens just a little because Rainey is not all that keen on me finding my long-lost sister. She thinks my twin is more sinister than not.

“You can’t get sidetracked by her,” Rainey points out almost primly.

“You can’t expect me to just put her out of my mind, Rainey. She was a baby—then a child—raised in Hell while surrounded by Dark Fae and daemons. She was abused when they funneled magic into her, she never knew an ounce of kindness, and she sure as hell wasn’t shown love. I don’t get how you can’t understand that she’s more important to me than the prophecy right now.”

Immediately, Rainey’s face gentles and she puts her cup down. “You’re absolutely right. I’m scared by the fact that she filled you with dark power, and, yes, I assumed the worst, and, yes, she probably did try to kill you but only because she’s scared. Of course, you want to save her, and she should be the most important thing to you right now.”

The sigh that comes out of me is so loud and exits from such a deep place that I realize I didn’t know how much I needed Rainey to understand this. How much I wanted someone to champion my deep-seated need to help Zora.

“You could try to reach out to her,” Rainey suggests, and I physically jerk in my chair before bolting up straight.

“You mean like… with a Ouija board or something?” I ask.

Rainey rolls her eyes. “Not unless she’s a ghost. But think about it, you two have a connection. You’ve successfully contacted her once, and she has you once, too—or so we think. We do still have to consider she may have been trying to kill rather than help you, and it’s entirely possible she wasn’t reaching out at all, but that you pulled on her powers. Regardless, I think it might be worth trying to see if you can establish a connection to communicate.”

Frowning, I ask, “How?”

“I don’t know,” Rainey replies in exasperation. “But you’re the one with angel powers in you. Figure out how to fire ’em up and bridge the divide.”

A thrill of excitement races up my spine, bolstered more by the fact this is actually Rainey’s idea and not mine, which means it’s not as harebrained as most.

“Let’s do it,” I exclaim, slapping my hand on the table.

“We need Zaid,” Rainey says confidently as she whips her phone out.

I become alarmed because it seems like what we’re doing is a little shady. I mean, we should be focused on the prophecy, not holding seances or whatever it is we’re going to do.

And Zaid?

“Not Zaid,” I say with an adamant shake of my head. “No way.”

“Yes way. He’ll be able to give you some direction. He’s the most supernatural being we have here,” Rainey replies as she actually sends a text that I presume goes straight to Zaid.

My eyes are wide with astonishment. “Did you just… text Zaid?”

“Yeah, why?”

“You actually have his phone number?”

Rainey smiles. “Yes, I have his phone number. Had it for a while now. We also play Words with Friends.”

I sink back into my chair and put my hand to my forehead, sure I’m in the middle of an aneurysm. My eyes pin on Rainey. “You’re actually like… friends with him?”

“He’s a sweetie,” Rainey chirps, and I know I’m in the Twilight Zone now.

It’s not long before Zaid trots down the spiral staircase. He actually smiles at Rainey before scowling my way as he comes to the table. “So, you want to try to make contact with your sister in the Underworld?”

His words aren’t exactly warm to the idea, but he’s not shutting me down. I decide to take a confident role. Straightening, I say, “Yes. I do. I want to see if I can communicate with her. If I’m successful, she could have information that could be crucial to our quest.”

Okay, that might have been hamming up the potential for using Zora, but it was a possibility, so not exactly an untruth.

“Are you going to try to stop me?” I ask tentatively.

“No,” Zaid replies without hesitation. “But I want to make sure you’re as safe as can be or else Carrick will skin me alive. I’ll try to coach you along.”

“Have you done this before?” Rainey asks.

Zaid shakes his head. “No. Daemons don’t have those abilities, but I’ve been around a long time and seen more forms of dark magic and power than you can ever imagine. And make no mistake about it, your sister is dark.”

Rather than reassure me with his presence, I’m afraid the mere fact Zaid feels like he needs to watch over me means something bad is going to happen.

Yet, I’m determined.

“So… um… what should I do?” I ask Zaid.

He nods over to the two cushioned seats before the fireplace. It’s a set up for pleasure reading, but we rarely read over there. “Take one of those chairs. Just get relaxed.”

I do as Zaid suggests, and he follows me there. Rainey stays at the conference room table, for which I’m glad. I don’t want anyone hovering.

As if reading my mind, Zaid stands several feet away once I settle into the chair, feet planted on the floor and my hands gripping the armrests so hard I’m afraid my bones might crack.

“Relax,” Zaid barks, and I shoot him a side glare. “And pick something to focus on.”

I roll my neck, then my shoulders. Taking in a few deep breaths, I release my death grip on the chair. I stare into the cold fireplace, which I’ve never seen lit because we’ve never bothered with ambiance down here.

“Try to picture the Underworld in your mind.” Oddly, Zaid’s voice is slightly soothing, which means I’m receptive to his instruction. “The way the caves smelled as you walked through them, and how you felt when you first came out on the ledge and saw the vastness of the Caverns. Remember how you had no fear walking through the streets… and keep that confidence. Recall what Zora looked like in the mirror and be confident she’s still waiting for you somewhere in there.”

I listen carefully to every word Zaid says as I stare at the fireplace, and I can feel my focus start to become keen. The rest of the room fades away until all I see is the fireplace, and then even Zaid’s voice goes softer and softer until I can’t hear him anymore.

The fireplace is made of old red brick, empty except for soot marks leading upward along the walls. There’s not even an iron basket to hold wood, so it’s easy for me to narrow in on the black soot marks.

Black like the walls of the caves I’d walked through. Black being the color that represents darkness and all the atrocities living in the Underworld.

Black meaning evil.

There’s a feeling as if something is rushing toward me, or maybe I’m being pulled to the fireplace. The sooty back wall is right in front of my face, and then… whoosh… I’m standing in the caves of the Underworld, looking exactly as they had when I dreamed of them.

“Hello?” I say tentatively, the echo carrying down a path that rounds a bend I can’t see past.

“Finley… are you in the Underworld?”

Zaid’s voice.

Very close by.

I turn around in a circle, but I’m not in the library. I’m most definitely in the caves.

“Zaid… are you in here with me?” I ask hesitantly.

“No,” he replies, his voice clear, sharp, and, thankfully, grounding. “You’re still in the library, and so are we. What do you see?”

“The caves,” I tell him, tentatively reaching out to press my fingertips to the obsidian walls. They feel cool to the touch, and it’s hard to reconcile that I’m still physically in Carrick’s condo.

Yet, this is different than my last visit. Before, I knew I was in a dream.

Now, I know I’ve projected my conscience here.

“Should I go to the Caverns and look for Zora?” I ask.

“I don’t think you need to,” Zaid replies. “I think you just need to try to make mental contact with your sister.”

I frown, turning around to study the caves while struggling to see any part of the library, but I don’t. It’s just the Underworld that I see. “How?”

“Think of her,” Zaid instructs. “Remember what she looked like. Remember what her power felt like inside of you. Then reach out to her.”

It felt so very dark… that power.

And part of me liked it.

Part of me wanted to destroy Deandra with it.

“Zora.” I don’t say this aloud, but only in my head. Not that I’m trying to keep anything from Zaid or Rainey, but, somehow, I don’t think my sister will hear me otherwise.

Using my soul as well as my ears and mind, I strain to listen, waiting for a response. I don’t hear anything, but I do sense something.

A presence.

As if someone is listening.

“Zora,” I repeat in a projective greeting. “It’s me… I was inside your body a few days ago. I was able to see the Underworld through your eyes. Could you feel me at all?”

Ever so gently, I feel something probing back. As if prodding my very essence to test around my edges to discern if I’m real.

Then I’m zapped with something that doesn’t quite hurt, but does make me stumble a few feet backward. Almost like a repellant of some sort.

There’s a warning within it… to stay away.

“You don’t need to be afraid of me,” I say urgently to whoever is listening, my sister hopefully. I probably should have started off with that now that I think about it.

The response I get is overwhelming. A booming female voice echoes in my head, rattling my brain. “I am afraid of nothing. Who are you?”

I almost cry out in relief because that voice, as ominous as it came to me, is my voice. She sounds exactly like me.

“I’m your sister,” I say, reaching out my hand to press it against the cave wall to feel a little grounded. “Your twin. Identical to be exact, but my hair is red while yours is white.”

She doesn’t say anything—doesn’t probe or send a shock to ward me back—but I can tell she’s still listening.

“I’m in the Earth realm. You were born here and stolen by the Dark Fae, and they left a changeling in your place. I was born shortly after.”

Utter silence, but she’s still there.

I take in a breath. “I just found out about you not too long ago. Somehow, I managed to see you in a dream, and then I felt you—”

“I don’t believe you,” her voice blares so loud inside my head that I have to clap my hands over my ears. It’s a futile gesture, though, because the sound is only in my mind.

She starts to recede, and I call out in desperation. “Wait. Don’t go. I need to explain everything to you.”

“Stay away from me,” she orders, her voice softer but so resolute that I feel she might be lost to me forever.

“Zora… please,” I call out in desperation. Somehow, I instinctively know to pull on my power—the angelic kind—and try to pull her closer to me.

I’m answered with what feels like a bolt of electricity entering into my head and sizzling all the way down my spine, seemingly frying every nerve in its wake. My legs go numb and give way, and I tumble to the cave floor.

And then… she’s gone. It’s an emptiness inside of me that lets me know she’s not coming back.

“Finley.” Someone grabs my shoulders, giving me a shake. It’s Carrick’s voice that says, “Snap out of it.”

My eyes are open. I hear Carrick, and, in the background, I hear other voices—Rainey, Myles, and Zaid. Yet, I still see the cave all around me, the cold floor chilling my body, and my extremities still tingling from the shock Zora gave me.

“What the hell was that?” Carrick snarls, and I know he’s not talking to me, but probably Zaid or Rainey.

And I don’t want him to be mad at them because this was my choice. My desire to defend them has me receding from the cave. The library starts to come into focus, and I realize I’m on the floor in front of the fireplace with Carrick holding the top part of my body in his arms.

I reach up, touching my hand to his face, and his eyes come to me. “I talked to Zora.”

He blinks in astonishment. “How?”

“I don’t know exactly. I just thought of her and the Underworld, and I reached out.”

“And you had a conversation?”

I try to sit up a little, and Carrick helps me. Feeling starts to return to my legs as I say, “A short conversation. I explained I was her twin sister. She wasn’t happy to hear from me.”

Carrick stands, hauls me to my feet—gently, of course—and leads me back over to the conference table. I look over at the fireplace where I’d been lying on the floor and ask Zaid, “How did I get out of the chair and on the floor?”

“You were pacing, and while you weren’t saying anything, the way you were moving your hands and your facial expressions told us you were having a conversation with someone.”

“I was in the caves,” I murmur, sitting in a chair that Carrick pulls out. He sits beside me, and the others take seats as well. I notice Myles’ ridiculous leather outfit, but I don’t have it in me to even tease him. “It all felt so real, but I knew I was still in the library. I felt really grounded back here.”

“I’m glad of that,” Carrick mutters. “Because that was a foolish stunt to pull.”

“Oh, shut up,” I snap. “I was perfectly safe. Except… well… she can apparently hurt me through the connection. She gave me a little jolt of electricity.”

Carrick growls, but my attention is taken by Rainey when she asks, “What did you two discuss?”

“Not much,” I report glumly. “I just told her she was born here, was my identical twin, and was stolen. I told her she didn’t need to be afraid, and she seemed offended I would even suggest that. She told me she wasn’t afraid of anything and then told me to stay away.”

“Maybe you should listen to her then,” Rainey suggests softly.

I sigh with frustration. “It felt like she hated me.”

“Then give up this foolish idea of going to the Underworld,” Rainey grits out.

Carrick’s body locks tightly, but his voice is droll when he says, “You’re going to the Underworld?”

Shifting in my chair to see him, I chastise, “This can’t be news to you. You know saving her is a priority to me.”

“But I didn’t think you meant to go there and do it yourself,” he replies coldly. “There are other ways—”

“Enough,” I snarl, rubbing at my temples where a distinctive headache has formed. “Nothing that just happened changes my determination. I’m going to get her out of there, and I’ll do it with or without everyone’s help. I’ll still focus my energy on the prophecy, too. I can do both.”

Everyone sits in silence, lost in their thoughts about the matter.

Except for Myles, who gets up from his seat and walks into the stacks at the far end. Rainey’s head turns to follow him, and I can tell by her expression that she’s just noticing his outfit.

My attention goes back to Carrick. “So… did you two learn anything big tonight?”

I can tell Carrick isn’t happy I’ve left the conversation regarding Zora behind, but I know we’re not done talking about it either. He’ll be hitting me hard later, so he easily lapses into a summary of how the night went.

I could tell he glossed over some unsavory details about what happens at these parties, but the night was not a bust at all.

“While we got leads on a few relics, one looks promising,” Carrick says, then proceeds to tell us about the chalice.

His gaze moves past all of us to where Myles is returning with a big book in his hands.

“But Myles got the best information of the night,” Carrick says, and there’s a tinge of pride in his tone. He smiles at my friend, inclining his head. “You tell the story.”

Myles hands the book over to Carrick, and I lean into him to read the title on the front of the leather cover. “Libri Mysteria,” I say aloud.

Myles regales us with his conversation in the men’s restroom and about seeing this book that supposedly contains what might be fairly legitimate descriptions of powerful objects, given that an actual demi-god wrote it. Demi-gods aren’t bound, and they can travel realms. Their power is unsurpassed except by the gods, so they can do so with impunity.

Carrick flips it open, and I can see it’s in Latin. He’ll be the only one able to translate it.

His finger skims over some of the words as he reads them silently. He then flips through several pages, reading just a few words on each page, before lifting his head to address the group. “Too much to ask for there to just be an itemization. It appears this is a travel diary, too, with a lot of descriptions of various realms. This is going to take a while.”

“You have your homework cut out for you then,” I reply with a grin.

He doesn’t smile back, which means he’s still mad that I tried to contact Zora.


CHAPTER 24


Finley

I come awake slowly, my head feeling thick and fuzzy, and my body slightly achy.

The body twinges are all Carrick’s fault because when he ordered everyone out of his condo after Myles brought out the Libri Mysteria book, he made excellent use of the library’s conference room table… and it wasn’t for us to read books on.

When people are around Carrick and me, we keep things cool, but there’s never any doubt that we’ve crossed the line and feelings are now involved. It might be the overt concern he shows for me while laid out on the floor after Zora shocked me or the way when I tease him, he almost actually smiles. Still, there’s always a bit of distance as if it’s not quite acceptable for us to be seen as a couple.

But when we are alone, he is an entirely different being. His focus on me is so intense I often feel like he’s the hunter and I’m the prey. Which is ironic because I’m going to always let him catch and devour me.

After the conference room table, we ended up in his bed, and, in an uncharacteristic display of mellowness from the demi-god who doesn’t know the meaning of the word mellow, he made love to me with such tenderness that it made me cry. It felt as if the last piece of some unknown puzzle that we’ve become clicked into place, and I had never felt so complete in my life.

I then fell into an exhausted sleep. Given the fact Carrick is not in bed beside me as I come awake, I’m guessing he went off to do important things. I have found that demi-gods don’t need a lot of sleep—I’ve noticed sometimes he goes days without it—and I often wake up alone, which is something I’m reconciled is a downside to being with him.

And I always remind myself of the biggest downside, which is that we have an expiration date.

My head rolls on the pillow, and I see on the bedside clock that it’s almost eleven AM. A tiny bit of guilt rolls through me because as the supposed “key” to thwarting the prophecy, I don’t have a single thing to do that will help advance our cause.

Rainey is managing the rebuild for One Bean, and, I have to admit, that was genius of Carrick, not merely for alleviating me of the burden, but also in recognizing Rainey needed more than what she was doing.

Carrick is reading the Libri Mysteria, Zaid is reaching out to contacts on the seedier side, and Maddox is traveling among alternate realms, searching for anything he can find on the ritual and whatever powerful item Kymaris might need to bring the veil down. In this respect, we have a leg up as she doesn’t have demi-gods who can bend distance and travel all over. Although she’s collecting Dark Fae, the extent of their powers is unknown. But since she’s collecting them for something, my guess is she doesn’t want them out of her sight.

The only one not actively doing anything at this time is Lucien, but Carrick hasn’t called him in to help just yet. He’s a prickly one and if we want his help, we’d rather save it for battles we may have to face.

The only thing I’ve done of any worth—and that worth is probably only to me—is contact Zora. Carrick made it clear last night, when I was addled by orgasms and exhausted to the bone, that I can’t do that again unless he’s with me.

“It’s not that it’s a bad idea to try to contact her,” he had lectured, which was hard to concentrate on because he was also very naked and godly looking as he hovered over me in bed. “Just not without me, okay?”

I nodded, somewhat distracted by his chest.

“Promise,” he demanded.

And because I respect him, I don’t want to worry him, and he didn’t flat out deny me contact, I raised my eyes to meet his and promised.

Then we argued because he wanted me to agree that I had to put Zora to the rear until we had stopped the prophecy, then we could mount a rescue.

We argued for a long while, as a matter of fact, because this was something I wasn’t willing to compromise on. While I realize the actual rescue might have to wait, there was no reason we couldn’t start planning it.

That’s what I intend to work on today, I decide.

After rolling out of bed, I slip on my clothes. For a sliver of a moment, I think about poking my head in Carrick’s office to say good morning, but I know if I do that, I’ll probably end up naked on his desk.

Not that that’s a bad thing.

It’s always a good thing.

In fact, I have a feeling if we fail in the prophecy and our world starts to burn with demons and Dark Fae, we’ll go down together locked here in the condo, wrapped in each other’s arms.

It’s funny that now when I think of dying, I’m not so much bothered by it actually happening—because I think I’ve come to grips with my role—but I’d be devastated if Carrick wasn’t with me when it occurred. So I could at least have that last moment to tell him I loved him, and he could go on to Ascension knowing how I felt.

But I bypass his office and head to my room to take a long, hot shower. I actually take some extra time to tame my hair and put makeup on. I know it will cause anyone who sees me today to do a double-take, but I’ve got nothing pressing to do.

Moreover, having alone time in my bathroom while I mindlessly work to make myself pretty gives me plenty of opportunities to mull over my problem with Zora.

Clearly, I need to try to contact her again. Our interaction was too brief, and I threw overwhelming information at her. Anyone would be inclined to disbelieve a disembodied voice invading their mind and saying off-the-wall stuff like that.

Hopefully, she’s mulling over what I told her. Maybe she’ll be receptive to another try, which I will do with Carrick’s assistance as I promised, but I think I’ll give her a few days.

I do have one fear, and that is Rainey’s suggestion that Zora is dark—meaning evil—and could possibly be in league with Kymaris somehow. It would be easy enough to brainwash Zora. I would think twenty-eight years in Hell would make even the strongest mind breakable. And there has to be a reason they left her alive since we know changelings don’t survive the ritual. So, there is an incredibly good chance Zora could be their secret weapon.

Even as I consider all of this while putting on a second coat of mascara—I still believe deep down in my gut that she’s my sister and rescuing her is not only the right thing to do morally, but I also just feel like she’s important to me in a way I can’t fathom at this time.

But right now, I am done making myself pretty. I take a slightly vain moment to congratulate myself for not only making the effort, but also for succeeding. Fallon would have been proud. I also take the tiniest second to acknowledge that I’m really doing this to please Carrick, and not because I enjoyed the alone time in my bathroom.

Whatever.

I can’t help it if I like the way his eyes light up when they land on me, and I’ll own up to the fact that it might make me shallow. But Carrick is a once-in-a-lifetime gift I’ve been given, and I’m going to enjoy every single moment of it until I’m called forth to my sacrifice.

I dress in a pair of skinny jeans, a pair of ballet flats, and even more out of the norm for me, a frilly cream-colored blouse that’s a little on the sheer side.

I stop in the kitchen to grab an apple from a basket on the counter. I expect if Zaid were in there, he’d offer to cook me a late breakfast, but we’re too close to lunch so this will suffice.

As I make my way across the large living area, taking time to enjoy the views outside even if it’s a typically overcast day, I hear Carrick and Zaid’s voices coming out of his office. The doors are open, so I know I’m not intruding on anything private, thus I walk right in.

Carrick sits at his desk while Zaid is on the couch with one leg crossed over the other. As always, he’s wearing his standard black pants and mock turtleneck, which I’ve come to equate to almost like a nun’s habit.

Both turn their gazes to me, Zaid giving a curt nod of greeting.

Carrick’s eyes slide over me, taking in every nuance of what I did this morning to make myself a little different. His eyes not only light up, but they also start to glow, and the curl of appreciation to his mouth causes warmth to pool in my belly.

“Zaid,” Carrick says in a rough voice. “If you’ll give Finley and me some time.”

Zaid starts to stand, and I’m horrified that Carrick is pretty much kicking Zaid out so Carrick can have his way with me. While I love Carrick’s attention in all ways, even this one, I am not about to be known as the “girl” who got in the way of important things.

“No,” I blurt out, motioning with my hand not holding the apple for Zaid to stay put. He hesitantly lowers himself back down, and I move quickly over to one of the adjacent chairs and plop down. “Sounds like you two were talking about something interesting, and I want in on it.”

What follows is an incredibly long and uncomfortable silence where Carrick’s eyes continue to glow and his expression borders somewhere between frustrated and amused.

Zaid merely picks at nonexistent lint on his pants.

I take a bite of my apple before smiling innocently.

Carrick finally shakes his head, then pulls over the book I recognize as Libri Mysteria in front of him. “I was just updating Zaid on some of the things I’ve found so far.”

“Anything good?” I take another bite of my apple.

“Yeah,” Carrick mutters, his expression sour. “But I had to read through a lot of bad to get there. Whoever wrote this book was long on prose and internal feelings, but short on facts.”

“Whoever wrote it?” I stand from my chair and move over to the mini wet bar that’s part of the built-ins. I toss the apple in the garbage can under it, then use the small sink there to wash my hands. Carrick has cute monogrammed paper hand towels, and I wonder if Zaid got them for him.

“There’s no credit given to any author that I can tell,” Carrick explains as he taps a finger on the book. “Nothing on the cover, spine, or anything I’ve read so far. But I can tell the author is a demi-god because he or she references abilities specific to such.”

“Wait,” I exclaim, turning toward him. “She? There are female demi-gods?”

“Duh,” Zaid mutters. “Why wouldn’t there be? There are female gods.”

I look over my shoulder. “Fair point.”

Then, turning to Carrick, I ask, “How many demi-gods are there?”

“Too many to count,” he scoffs.

“So, you have other brothers? Even sisters?”

Carrick shakes his head. “I don’t consider all demi-gods created to be my siblings. We’re not blood-related, but Lucien, Maddox, and I were created together and then sent off to train and battle together. Thus, we refer to each other as brothers.”

Like how Nimeyah and Kymaris are considered sisters, I surmise. So fascinating—there’s so much more I want to learn about demi-gods.

About Carrick in particular.

Moving back to the chair, I nod at the book. “Sparing me the prose and internal feelings, what did you find so far?”

“It seems like the chalice that Light Fae Wells mentioned at the party exists,” Carrick says, leaning back in his chair. He clasps his hands behind his head and arches back a bit in a slight stretch, and even that slight move is poetically beautiful to me.

“The author saw it? Wrote where it is?”

Carrick nods, and a tiny thrill runs through me. While it wasn’t the Blood Stone we had been hoping would turn from myth to fact, Wells said it was pure meteor and its powers were infinite.

With a grimace, Carrick says, “For about a hundred pages, he wrote the details, but to give you the short version, there is a realm that was created by a Light and Dark Fae who had fallen in love. The Light Fae was a female named Charmeine, and the Dark Fae was a male called Micah. They were two of the earliest immortals to get a chunk of the meteor. To hide its nature, they used the magic it held to fashion it into an ordinary-looking chalice. With that chalice, they went on to create their own realm, and then, throughout millennia, opened it up to others who wanted to be able to live in peace without prejudice.”

“Because while Light and Dark Fae will often mate,” Zaid adds, “they very rarely do it for life.”

“Sounds like true love,” I say, but not to be a smart ass. I remember months ago when Zaid warned me that being born light or dark doesn’t determine the measure of someone’s character in the end. Hell, he’s proof of that.

“That’s what the author penned it as,” Carrick replies. “He went to visit the realm at their invitation and spent a great deal of time there. He was surprised to learn they had more than just a chalice made from the stone. They also had parts of the meteor that had been fashioned into a box, as well as another piece they made into a large, faceted jewel the color of obsidian that was set within a gold necklace for Charmeine to wear. They exchanged these as gifts of their love to one another, and they sat in a place of honor with the chalice.”

“So much power,” I murmur in awe, thinking of the size of the stone that had to be cut away to make three objects of substantial size.

“And yet, they didn’t want the power for anything other than to create a safe realm open to all,” Carrick says in a low voice. “A utopia of sorts. Light and Dark fae, all daemons, and even humans were welcome there. They lived peacefully, and even though the Light and Dark Fae didn’t create children, they created beautiful creatures with their magic and made their realm so lovely no one would want to leave.”

“Uh-oh.” I shake my head, not wanting to hear the rest. “Any time anyone calls something a utopia or points out there’s harmony, it usually goes to shit.”

Nodding his agreement, Carrick gives a bitter smile. “Exactly. Apparently, Charmeine had a roving eye, and she ended up falling in love with someone else.”

“Who?” I ask.

“The demi-god who wrote this book,” Carrick replies, and my jaw sags in disbelief.

“Micah found out about it, and he fought his dark nature. He tried to win Charmeine back, but nothing worked. She had fallen deeply in love with the demi-god, and Micah became enraged. He took the box she’d given him as a gift, and, with its power, he destroyed everything within the realm. Every creature they had created and every being they had invited to live there perished under his fury, except for the demi-god who could not be killed even with the power of the box carved from the meteor. The beautiful landscape burned to ash, the bordering ocean dried up, the mountains turned black, and the skies permanently darkened. Freezing winds howled continuously, and the ground shook horribly. With the last of the magic in the stone box, Micah called forth a mighty river of lava that flowed from the horizon and through the blackness, the only color and light against the darkness. It made its way to a mountain where it flowed upward. The mountain cracked and the river disappeared inside of it. When that was done, the box disintegrated into nothing.”

“Whoa,” I murmur because I know Carrick is summarizing what was written, but the story is incredibly captivating.

“Micah spared one more life, and that was his love, Charmeine. He gave her one final chance to renounce her love for the demi-god and promised they could rebuild their realm, but she wouldn’t do it. Her heart belonged firmly to another.”

I sit forward in my seat, totally hooked. “What did Micah do to her?”

“He used the necklace he had given her as a token of his love and pulled the dark jewel from the gold. He then trapped her within the stone to be imprisoned forever, depriving her and the demi-god of being together.”

“And the demi-god witnessed this?”

Carrick nods. “Indeed. His tears stain the words on the pages as he wrote them. At any rate, Micah dipped the stone into the flowing river of lava to seal his love within before attaching it to the chalice. He cried into the cup every night and then drank his own bitter tears. The author—who refused to leave in the hopes he could save Charmeine—wrote that, within days, Micah’s hatred and twisting of their magic from light to dark had changed him into a monster with cloven feet, a hunched back, horns, and a whip-like tail with a spearhead on the end.”

“The devil?” I guess.

Carrick shrugs. “Possibly. Micah eventually cast the demi-god out of the dark realm, and it’s assumed he continues to live there.”

“How long ago did this supposedly happen?”

“No clue when Charmeine and Micah created this realm, but the demi-god references events at the beginning of the Libri Mysteria that coincide with the time of the Roman empire. There’s specific reference to the Samnite wars which were around 343 BC. But back then, the words would have been written on long scrolls of papyrus and this book is more modern by the type of paper and design. I’m guessing around 600-800 AD is when this particular book was created. The Latin language was pretty dead by then so clearly it was never translated when it was re-written. This could also infer there are other copies of this book out there.”

I settle back in my chair, letting my gaze drift and go a little fuzzy as I contemplate this information.

There’s a realm within this chalice, and we could potentially get it.

And then something strikes me like a slap to the face.

“The Crimson River,” I exclaim.

Zaid points at me. “Ding, ding, ding. She got something right.”

I glare at him before shifting my gaze to Carrick. “The river he called forth is the Crimson River from the Underworld. And the necklace he dipped into it became the Blood Stone, the river making its power limitless.”

“Come here,” Carrick orders, and I don’t think to question him. I go around his desk to stand beside his chair.

He points down to a page in the book, and there’s a crude drawing of the chalice.

It’s rough, made of what I assume is blackened stone, and there’s a large jewel on the front. There’s no way to know its color from the drawing, but the recounting of the lava river and the dipping of the necklace into it, and then the jewel being attached, is just way too coincidental.

“The author wrote that after the faceted stone was dipped in the river, it turned from black to blood red,” Carrick says as we stare at the drawing.

It’s so fascinating, yet, my mind lets go of every bit of it when Carrick’s hand slides in between my legs, glides up to my inner thigh, and squeezes. This is all out of sight of Zaid as it’s covered by the desk, but I know my reaction is way too transparent—a tiny gasp of breath.

Carrick merely keeps his hand there, and I don’t dare pull away.

I don’t want to pull away.

“How do we get there?” I query.

“We need to find the demi-god who wrote the book,” Zaid says, slapping his hands to his knees before pushing up from the couch. “I’ll leave you two to figure that out while I go make us some lunch. I expect it will be ready in about half an hour.”

The time frame he gives us is pointed, as is the way he backs out of the office and closes the pocket doors behind him. The last thing I see is the smug grin he gives Carrick.

I twist to gaze down at him. He tips his head slightly to return my stare. “All alone,” he murmurs.

Gold eyes glowing.

Hand sliding farther up my leg until it can’t any more, and he presses the strength of his hand to my core.

My eyelids flutter closed, and I have to brace my hands on his desk.

“I’m wondering,” he murmurs, his voice rumbling lazily, “if there will ever be a time when I see you that I don’t want to possess you?”

“Carrick,” I whisper, my head feeling fuzzy and my hips rocking against his hand with a will of their own.

“I’m not just talking about sex, Finley,” he says, and my eyes pop open. When I meet his gaze, his expression is the most serious I’ve seen from him in the time we’ve known each other. His hand slides back down my leg, stopping just inside my knee. “I’m talking about in every single way.”

“What does that even mean?” I murmur, not feeling achy between my legs anymore but noting a definite squeezing sensation in my chest.

Carrick doesn’t say anything for a moment, but instead stands from the chair until I have to look way up to see him. His hands come to my face as he peers down. “Tonight. We need to talk.”

“About?”

“About us,” he replies. “About whether or not we can have a future together.”

“But you said it can’t work between—”

“I know what I said.” He kisses me hard, then pulls back to see me. “But I’ve also learned—just recently—that amazing and miraculous things happen all the time when you’re not expecting them to.”

“And why do you want to talk now?” I ask because I remember him saying we would when the time is right.

“Because I think now that we know the chalice and perhaps the Blood Stone exists, things are going to be moving fast. Kymaris could already know this info some other way, because Wells knew about the chalice and he said he knew how to find it.”

“You mean, we could be battling sooner rather than later?” I guess, my heart now racing with a slight tinge of fear.

That all of this could be over soon.

That Carrick and I could be over soon.

“We have to get my sister out,” I blurt, remembering Carrick wanted to wait until after all this was done. “If things are going to start moving, we have to come up with a plan for her. If I die, someone else needs to get her.”

“I promise you,” he says, pulling me into his body and pressing his hand to my head to hold me to his chest. “No matter what happens to you, I will get your sister out of the Underworld.”

Instantly, I relax because that’s a hell of a promise to make.

It makes me realize that whatever he wants to talk about tonight will be something monumental, and I’ll never have seen it coming.


CHAPTER 25


Finley

It feels good to be in the gym. While I’m alone, it doesn’t mean I can’t be productive. I’ve taken my whip skills to a whole new level, and now I’m able to strike specific parts of the body.

Not just the nose, but the left nostril.

Not just the ear, but the lobe.

I’m not a hundred percent in my accuracy but I’m more often than not striking true. While I know it’s not the ideal weapon to fight with, it’s become such a natural extension of me that I’m at my most confident with it in my hand.

After lunch, Carrick continued reading the Libri Mysteria in his office in case other powerful relics could be of use, and Zaid said he had errands to run. I decided to work out some of my tensions in the gym.

Not sure why I’m so tense this afternoon.

It’s not like Carrick didn’t play my body to his liking earlier, and obviously to my mine as well. When Zaid backed out of the office to go make lunch, Carrick said, “Half an hour isn’t much time.”

Then he pulled me into that swirling gray cyclone of magic he had used on me the first time we had sex. Within seconds, we were both naked and I was bent over his desk before him.

Just remembering it causes me to flush hot and makes me press my legs tight together. It turns out that half an hour was plenty of time for Carrick to use his thousands of years of prowess to make me call out his name on more than one occasion.

And… I’ll never look at his desk the same way again. I’ll barely be able to look Zaid in the eye. I swear all through lunch as we sat at the kitchen table together and ate grilled chicken Caesar salads, my face was red because I knew that Zaid knew what we were doing in Carrick’s office.

In fact, quite sure he heard some of it as I was pretty loud, and Carrick didn’t have the decency to clap his hand over my mouth.

When the meal was finished, I bounded from the table and announced I was going to work out for a while, needing some distance from Carrick’s powerful influence and Zaid’s knowing smirk.

I made it to my bedroom to change into my workout gear, only to give a slight yip of fright to find Carrick in there waiting for me. He had bent distance into my room, but had no intention of staying long.

In fact, he only had a few words to spare for me.

Stepping in close, he used his hand to grip my hair, forcing my head back so I could see him. When my eyes were pinned to his, he said, “Don’t ever be embarrassed by what we do. It’s beautiful, and I don’t give a fuck who knows. Neither should you.”

I couldn’t even nod my agreement because he had my hair gripped so tightly my scalp tingled. Whatever he read in my expression seemed to satisfy Carrick because he gave me a hard kiss that left my lips feeling bruised before he disappeared.

At that moment, I was sure I was completely, helplessly, and foolishly in love with the demi-god.

And it made me even more nervous about what our talk tonight would be about.

Which is why after doing my whip practice, I finish my workout with a treadmill run. I’ve never been much of a runner when working out, preferring to focus on strength training since I got my cardio from my mixed martial arts. But I don’t know what’s coming down the pike in the way of a battle. I only know I have to be strong, and I am.

But I also might need to run for my life, and I want my stamina to be at its peak. I’ve been able to build it up over the past two months, and my average run is between three and five miles. I find myself to be so much more mellow and calm after I run, so hopefully, that will settle my nerves down.

It’s when I’m barely starting mile two that Carrick walks into the gym. I see his reflection approaching me in the mirror the treadmill faces, and while the look on his face isn’t exactly grim, it’s not the usual ease that has become his norm around me these days.

Reaching out to the control panel, I slow the speed to a walk, tapping on my earbuds to mute them.

“What’s up?” I ask as he comes to stand beside the treadmill.

His hand moves across the panel and he hits the stop button, slowing me from a walk to a halt.

Frowning, I pull the buds from my ears and step off the machine.

“Boral’s here,” Carrick says flatly.

“Boral?” I repeat in question—Zaid’s evil Dark Fae father. “Why?”

“Says he has important information for us about Kymaris.”

I frown. “Why would he even think we were interested in Kymaris. He knows nothing of the prophecy or our part in it?”

“I’ll admit, that’s concerning me a little.”

“Well, let’s go hear it,” I exclaim, starting to move past Carrick.

He grabs my arm, bringing me to a halt. “I’m not sure I want you in there. I came in here to tell you about his arrival, but I want to ask you to just stay in here while we talk to him.”

My brow furrows deep as my head tilts. “But why?”

“Because he’s evil, Finley. The worst of the worst. I’d prefer he not know anything about you at all, because if he ever picked up a hint that Zaid or I cared for you—”

“Zaid cares for me?” I interrupt, my voice soft with tenderness. I already knew Carrick did by his actions and the way he looks at me, but, on any given day, I never know how Zaid feels about me.

“Of course, he does,” Carrick clips out. “But if Boral picks up on that, you’ll stay on his radar. He’ll figure some way to profit from that knowledge. It could be he sells you out to Kymaris for the right amount of money, or he’d hurt you to hurt me, or he’d threaten you to get Zaid to come back to him.”

“Oh,” I murmur, gaze drifting to the door of the gym. It’s a solid reason to ask me to stay away.

But he’s here in the gym to give me the choice, which means the world to me. He’s held himself out solidly as my partner on this journey, and he’ll let me be involved if I want, despite his concerns.

There was a time… barely three months ago… I was afraid to look under veils and see what was right before my eyes. Three months ago, it was easier to believe I had a psychiatric condition than I might be some sort of savior.

But I’ve changed.

A lot.

I’ve trained hard and committed myself.

Hell, I know I’m probably going to die.

And I’ve fallen in love with a demi-god who, despite whether I actually do die, is going to leave me anyway when he ascends so he can be free of this exceedingly long life he’s led.

It means I’m not afraid of Boral, and, while I appreciate Carrick’s concerns, I’m not going to hide from anything.

“I’d like to be involved,” I say with certainty, my chin lifting so our gazes lock.

The smile he gives me is sad but resolute as he nods. His hand goes to the back of my neck, and he bends to kiss me on the forehead. “Okay.”

As we walk into the living area together, Carrick makes it clear what his feelings are for the girl beside him. His arm is around my waist as he makes formal introductions since Carrick hadn’t bothered the last time Boral was here.

The Dark Fae sits back casually on one of the sofas, his son leaning against the corner of the free-standing fireplace, arms crossed defensively over his chest. It’s clear he doesn’t like his father being here.

“Boral,” Carrick says, pulling me in closer to him. “This is Finley. She’s under my protection. Any harm to her will be cast back a million times over to the creature responsible. Am I clear?”

Eyes alight with clear interest, Boral’s gaze comes to me. I can see a thousand questions within them.

And then Carrick does something that causes my heart to squeeze in adoration more than him pulling me in close as a cherished possession. He releases his hold on me, stalks a few steps away, and nods my way. “But she’s dangerous in her own right. She’s skilled with all forms of iron and took down a starving incubus on her own. I wouldn’t get on her bad side.”

Boral chuckles and inclines his head my way, but there’s nothing warm or gregarious in his smile. It’s sly and shifty as he says, “Pleasure to meet a friend of Carrick’s.”

“And mine,” Zaid utters in a low voice.

The meaning is clear… I’m under his protection, too, and I’ve never wanted to hug the daemon more than I do right now.

Carrick doesn’t take a seat in the furniture grouping, but merely tucks his hands into his pants. “You said you have some information about Kymaris. I’m curious as to why you even think we’re interested in her?”

Boral shrugs. “You were asking about the Underworld the other day. Since it was of interest to you, and Kymaris is its Queen, I figured it might interest you to know that she’s here in the Earth realm.”

Carrick lets Boral see by his bland expression, he’s not surprised by this revelation. “And what do you want in return?”

“Nothing,” Boral says, crossing one leg over the other and casually placing his arm along the back of the couch. His eyes shift over to Zaid. “Just taking an opportunity to help my son and perhaps restore our relationship.”

Zaid snorts, which causes Boral’s black eyes to flash red. But he banks the fire quickly, turning back to Carrick with a pleasant smile. “Is that a good enough reason?”

“Maybe,” Carrick intones dryly. “But I’m curious as to why you’d give us information against your queen.”

This time, Boral is the one who snorts and waves a hand. “She’s not my queen. When I was summoned from the Underworld, I was glad to be out from under her rule. Here in the Earth realm, I’m free such as I could never be under her. I’ve got no loyalties there, and while many Dark Fae and some of their progeny here in the Earth realm will gladly return to her, there are many who won’t, including me.”

That seemed to ring true to me. Here in our realm, he was free to ravage the humans for pure pleasure for thousands of years and with no consequences. I doubt he had that much fun in the Underworld.

Carrick ponders this before nodding. “Let’s hear what you have to say.”

“It’s a good story,” Boral assures us, then waves to the seats adjacent to him. “Might as well sit.”

“We’re good,” Carrick replies smoothly.

Boral shrugs as if to say suit yourself, keeping his casual recline on the couch. “So, you obviously know Kymaris has broken free of the Underworld. Well, I met with a Dark Fae last night by the name of Kaesar. He’s one of the twelve.”

Carrick and I exchange glances, and Zaid straightens from his post at the fireplace.

“One of the twelve?” Carrick asks, his tone curious.

“She’s collecting Dark Fae, and she needs twelve,” Boral explains, which is something we already well knew—that she was collecting. We just didn’t know twelve was the number until now, and we knew at the least, she had eight based on the bizarrely disgusting ritual I had witnessed.

“Why is she collecting them?” his son demands, taking a step closer. His expression is awash with skepticism, but Zaid knows we can’t discount this.

Boral takes a moment to shift on the couch, recrossing his legs. “Apparently, she’s going to perform a ritual that requires twelve Dark Fae. But not just any of my brethren…”

He pauses for dramatic effect, trying to lure us in. We remain mute, waiting to hear what he will say.

Boral sighs that we’re not lapping up every word, and reveals, “They have to be original fallen.”

“Why?” Zaid pushes, although this is something we already knew from witnessing her ritual to summon the first eight. She had called them her original brethren.

“It’s all a bit sketchy, but as I said, I was meeting with Kaesar. We were acquaintances in the Underworld. Apparently, Kymaris performed a ritual to summon original fallen by sacrificing their progeny. Kaesar was one, his daemon son having been killed by Kymaris to pull him to her.”

The ritual I’d witnessed, and the information he’s giving, is on par with what I’d seen.

“Now, Kaesar has no love lost for his progeny. He didn’t care about that, but I have to say, it piqued my interest because I can’t imagine losing a son.”

This was said with such flagrant ass-kissing from Boral to Zaid that I swear there was a collective eye roll from us all.

“Back to the ritual… what is it supposed to do?” Carrick asks, taking Boral’s attention again.

“According to Kaesar, it’s called the ritual of confractus muros, and it’s designed to obliterate the veil between the Underworld and the Earth realm. Some dark sorcerer, Ozigeor, whipped it up for her, but it seems pretty farfetched to me.”

Either Boral doesn’t know Ozigeor is dead for nearly telling Carrick about the ritual, or he doesn’t care about the risk of betraying Kymaris to us. He doesn’t hesitate to continue. “It’s complicated, and Kaesar doesn’t think it can be pulled off.”

“Get to the point,” I demand, the first words I issued, but I want to make sure Boral knows I’m an equal part of this conversation. Carrick made clear I had power and importance, and I didn’t want to be a wallflower.

Boral’s gaze snaps back to me, and it’s clear he had discounted my importance as probably nothing more than Carrick’s toy. He eyes me speculatively, but replies, “She needs twelve original fallen Dark Fae. She only has ten so far.”

That’s two more than what she summoned.

“The ritual calls specifically for twelve like individuals—those would be original fallen like Kymaris—and one unlike individual.”

Carrick’s expression darkens, because he knows what that means, as do I.

It most likely means me… as I have a sacrifice to bear.

“But that’s not the hard part,” Boral continues, and I blink away any thoughts that I’ve now become a part of a ritual. “She needs power to do it, and she doesn’t have it right now. She’s apparently got her minions out questing for something called the Blood Stone that she needs to harness enough power to complete the ritual.”

Shit. Kymaris is out searching for the Blood Stone as we speak. We’re far behind, and the urgency that we might be facing impending doom at any moment makes my knees weak.

“Why does she need twelve original fallen if she’ll have power from the Blood Stone?” Zaid asks, which is a damn good question. I wouldn’t have thought of it.

“I asked Kaesar that, and he treated me to a little show.” Boral grimaces before continuing. “Apparently, Kymaris is giving the twelve some of her powers so they will be strong enough during the ritual. Has something to do with them being a chain through which the Blood Stone power will flow.”

“Giving them what kinds of powers?” I ask.

Boral’s attention comes back to me. “The scary kind,” he murmurs ominously in a blatant attempt to scare me.

“What kind?” Carrick barks, and Boral actually jumps slightly.

“The kind we were deprived of when we were banished,” Boral grits out. “Bending distance, minor magical powers to conjure, extra strength.”

“And does Kymaris know where the Blood Stone is?” Carrick inquires.

The most important question of all.

“I have no clue,” Boral replies, and by the nonchalance in his tone, it’s clear he doesn’t care if Kymaris succeeds in her ritual. He might have paid lip service to wanting to be free and out from under her reign, but he certainly doesn’t mind a horde of Dark Fae and demons pouring out to ravage the world.

“But,” he says, letting the word hang in the air. His gaze goes to Zaid. “I do know when the ritual will take place, assuming she collects everything she needs.”

Nope. I was wrong. This is the most important information we need.

“Well?” Zaid demands.

Boral uncrosses his legs, leans forward, and pins his hard eyes on his son. “I’ll share that with you if you agree to come back to me.”

And it’s now perfectly clear why Boral is here. He has information we’d never get access to, and he’s making his price abundantly clear.

But I don’t even get a chance to hold my breath in wonderment at what Zaid might do. There’s a complete blur, a rush of wind, and Carrick is no longer near me but at the couch.

He slows down just enough that I can see him jerk Boral up and then speeds back up in what looks to be a whirling, counterclockwise spinning motion.

Again, Carrick slows down, and, with legs spread and feet planted hard, he releases Boral, who goes flying right between Zaid and me, straight toward the free-standing fireplace.

Boral’s body crashes into one of the stone columns on the end that holds up the rectangular steel hood. With a spray of mortar and crushed rock, the column practically disintegrates from the impact, and the steel hood starts to tilt precariously without one of its four footholds.

With a loud thud, Boral falls to the floor and rolls a few times before coming to rest against the short wall that borders the kitchen entrance.

But Carrick isn’t done.

He flashes again, bending distance to reach Boral before he can take a breath. Once again, he lifts him as if he weighed no more than a feather, but rather than spin him, he merely throws him back across the living area, this time landing him on top of a glass coffee table that sprays shards everywhere.

Carrick flashes yet again, slows to pick Boral up, and then flashes again to the opposite wall that is actually the exterior of his office.

When they still, Boral is pinned with Carrick’s forearm against his throat and a dagger—no doubt made of iron—to Boral’s left ear.

The violence was swift and harsh—making me dizzy—but Carrick’s voice is calm. “Zaid is never coming back to you. Don’t make a play for him again. Now tell me, when is the ritual going to happen?”

Boral isn’t physically hurt. As a Dark Fae, it was nothing to go flying through a stone column or breaking a glass table. But the iron dagger to his ear means he’s a hair’s breadth away from death.

The hatred that blazes from his eyes as he glares at Carrick chills me to the bone. In that look, I can see the hate isn’t born out of his current predicament, but for the fact Boral knows Carrick is the one who ultimately took Zaid away from him. Since Carrick found Zaid in those woods all those centuries ago, released him from his torment, and helped to build him back up, I can tell Boral will never forgive his actions.

I can also tell Boral might not be able to kill Carrick in retribution, but now I know why Carrick didn’t want me to come into the room. He knew Boral would target me as a way to hurt Carrick, and I regret being a witness to all of this right now.

Not because I’m in more danger, but because now Carrick has to worry more.

Boral’s gaze drags over to Zaid, who, to my surprise, is still standing there as casually as ever as he watches this play out. There’s not an ounce of sympathy for his father anywhere.

Carrick presses the dagger inside Boral’s ear, which causes him to shriek, “Okay, I’ll tell you.”

Carrick doesn’t let him down. Doesn’t move the blade.

When Boral realizes his story needs to be told now, and not from the comfort of a plush couch, he says, “The new moon. The ritual has to be performed on the October new moon, but I don’t know the significance of it.”

I have no clue what that even means, but Zaid knows everything. When I look to him, his eyes come to me. “The new moon is when the moon is in alignment with the sun and invisible from Earth. If she’s aiming for the October new moon, that’s about seven weeks from now.”

I breathe a sigh of relief.

We have seven weeks to find the Blood Stone to stop Kymaris and make plans to rescue my sister.

Slowly, Carrick removes the dagger and lets Boral sag against the wall as he takes a step back. He twirls the dagger through his fingers and it disappears, something that leaves me momentarily agog. Carrick doesn’t display magic a lot, and it’s still taking some getting used to.

“Anything else you feel we need to know?” Carrick asks Boral, his tone implying more violence if the asshole holds back.

My skin crawls as Boral’s gaze slides to me, and he nods. “Kymaris wants your girl. Can’t quite seem to find her, though. My guess is you have some sort of cloaking spell on her.”

I go cold all over and I have to grit my teeth so they don’t chatter. Kymaris knows Carrick is involved in some way. He came to my defense when she burned One Bean down, and she appeared to kill Ozigeor before he could reveal the ritual.

Shaking his head, Carrick gives Zaid a semi-sympathetic glance. “Going to have to kill your dad since he knows Finley’s here.”

“Be my guest,” Zaid replies blandly.

It’s not Boral, though, who rushes to beg for leniency.

I find myself stepping in to defend him. “No, wait.”

Carrick turns to face me, one eyebrow cocked. “He has no reason to keep you secret from her, Finley.”

“But he does,” I rush to say, trying to assert some rationality. “He wants a relationship with Zaid. Maybe the way to do it is to prove to his son he has value to him.”

My gaze glides over to Zaid, but only for a moment. I want to make sure I don’t offend him too badly by defending his dad.

Then to Boral, I say, “This information you gave us is crucial. And based on what you said, you don’t want Kymaris ruling this realm. It would behoove you to stay on our side and help us stop her.”

“I’m evil,” Boral sneers. “Why would I help you?”

“Because she’s more evil,” I point out, then nod over my shoulder at Zaid. “And I can tell you love your son… even if it’s in a demented sort of way. I could hear it in your voice when you spoke of Kaesar and how he didn’t care his son had been sacrificed. It bothered you.”

No one says anything. Zaid stares stonily at his father, Carrick at the floor, and me at Boral, who seems to be calculating everything I just said.

“Your son told me that you can be created or born dark, yet still have the capacity to change. Just as you can be born light, and go dark. Now, I’m not asking you to become the father of the year, or turn over a golden new leaf. But why not show your son you can be there for him? Join our side and prove it to him.”

“This isn’t a good idea, Finley,” Carrick mutters.

But Boral says, “I accept.”

“It wasn’t an offer by me,” Zaid points out.

I shoot him a glare because he could show at least a little receptiveness to my idea. “Zaid… he can be a plant right in Kymaris’ own house.”

“It’s true,” Boral says with a nod of his head. “She’s recruiting as many fae and daemons to her side as she can. Kaesar could get me into the inner fold without any suspicions. My reputation is sinister enough that she’d welcome me with open arms.”

“Christ,” Carrick mutters, giving his back to all of us and running a hand through his hair. Eventually, though, he looks to the one person in this room whose decision this is. “Zaid… tell me what to do here.”

Zaid glances at his father, then to me, where he holds my gaze before saying. “I think Finley has an idea worth exploring.”

“Excellent—” Boral says with a wide smile, but Zaid wheels around on him.

“Don’t think this changes anything between us,” Zaid snarls at his father. “If you betray us in any way, I’ll be the one who kills you, not Carrick.”

Boral actually jerks a bit from the hatred in Zaid’s tone, but he ultimately inclines his head. “I understand. And it might not change anything now, but maybe it will in the future.”

“Doubt it,” Zaid mutters as he pivots on his heel and stalks away.

“Maybe,” I say brightly to Boral, deciding to interject some hope and optimism in this little family saga.

He flashes a smile, and it’s surprisingly not as sinister.

While I’ll never trust him, I think I just made my first truly dark ally.

If that’s the case, I intend to pick his brain about the Underworld as much as I can to start planning how to rescue Zora.

This is working out well for me.


CHAPTER 26


Finley

It’s been a long day.

After Boral left, Zaid, Carrick, and I started hatching a plan to find the Blood Stone. It involved Carrick seeking Veda’s help to see if we could identify the demi-god who wrote the Libri Mysteria.

Assuming we could find him, and he led us to Micah’s realm, we then had to determine how to get the stone. Would Micah, who was now a monster, defend it? We had to assume so, since his true love was locked away inside. So that meant we had to bring power with us, which meant getting Lucien, Maddox, and maybe Titus as well.

I even suggested maybe Boral, but both Carrick and Zaid shot that down quickly.

And then there was the matter of my participation. It ended up being only a slight argument, but I won. I would be going, too.

It started to get late in the dinner hour, and Zaid promised he’d make something for us. I went to get a quick shower because I was still in my workout gear, but I didn’t bother with primping. It was fun to get a reaction from Carrick earlier today, but I didn’t need it. I knew his attraction to me went far beyond if my hair was styled or I was wearing makeup.

I leave my room and head into the kitchen, my nose delighting in the wonderful smells of what I think is roasted chicken and maybe garlic potatoes in the oven.

Zaid is cutting up some cucumbers and tomatoes for a salad.

I sniff loudly. “Smells divine.”

I get a return grunt. “It will still be about forty-five minutes. Carrick’s waiting for you out on the patio.”

“Okay,” I say easily as I reach out to grab a cucumber. Zaid tries to slap my hand, but I come away with my prize before he touches me. I grin, waving my cucumber. “Getting slow.”

He goes for a glare, but the small quirking of his lips tells me that he’s amused. This makes me glad because I wasn’t sure if he was mad that I sort of invited his dad onto our team. In the end, I guess he probably doesn’t care, just like he hasn’t cared about his dad for eons.

I pop the cucumber slice in my mouth and chew as I head through the living area, past the grand piano, and out the sliding door to the patio.

We don’t spend any time out here, and it’s such a beautiful place. The weather usually keeps us inside, but, more often than not, it’s because we’re in work mode down in the library.

Recently, some of our free time is spent in bed, and as beautiful as his outdoor balcony is, I much prefer being flat on his mattress with him over me.

The balcony extends down the entire length of the west side of the penthouse, and I find Carrick standing near a grouping of furniture that’s lit with a few candles, the table holding a bottle of wine and two glasses.

Carrick also must have showered because his hair is damp and he’s wearing jeans, same as me, which I much prefer him in over his suits.

“What’s all this?” I ask, sweeping a hand to the candles and wine.

“Little pre-dinner alone time,” he says softly.

I smile because it’s a beautiful and romantic gesture, and Carrick and I have never so much as spent a romantic moment together. Not that our relationship is only about sex. Because while, yes, sex is a great part, there’s that soul-deep connection we’ve forged that doesn’t need wine and candles to cement it further.

Still, I appreciate the effort.

“Want a glass of wine or a dance first?” he asks.

Laughing, I point out, “There’s no music.”

Carrick doesn’t even wave a hand, but I know it’s with magic that the music starts up through the hidden outdoor speakers. Unchained Melody begins its first few notes, and it’s one of the best slow songs to dance to, in my opinion.

There’s no awkwardness as I move into Carrick’s arms. He easily sweeps me around the patio, but after only a few turns, he pulls me in closer and we just sort of sway together.

He smells divine. Like magic would smell, I imagine, but also with hints of bravery, sexiness, and strength of heart. That’s only a small fraction of a list of ways I could describe him.

“Are you going to apologize?” he asks, the words rumbling through his chest where I have my ear pressed.

“What for?” I ask lazily.

“For that stunt you pulled with Boral today,” he rumbles, trying to convey his ire. But I can feel through his body that he’s not really angry with me.

“He could be a great asset,” I defend my actions.

“He could kill you,” he points out.

“Doubt it.” I pull back a little, tipping my head up. “He’s too afraid of you. And admit it… he’s provided us with information we couldn’t get anywhere else. Who knows what else he might bring?”

Carrick concedes that with a grimace. “As much clarity as we got today, there are still a million unknowns.”

I can feel him receding… his brain starting to spin and go back into planning mode. But this is a moment I’m not ready to give up. I don’t know if we’ll ever dance again, so I move my hand from his shoulder to his cheek to gain his attention.

His head dips, eyes landing on mine. “Hey…there may be a million things to wonder about and will be more every day, but want to know some things I don’t wonder about anymore?”

Carrick tips his head in question.

Tugging my other hand free of his, I loop my arms over his shoulders, his hands falling to my waist. It feels like high school dancing, but I want him to focus on what I’m saying.

“I don’t wonder anymore why my heart flutters every time you look at me,” I tell him with brutal honesty. We don’t really talk about feelings, but now we’re on a clock with a new moon looming in seven weeks.

Carrick’s eyes soften, then start to glow.

“I don’t wonder why when you touch me, it feels like I splinter into a million sparks of light.”

There’s a low rumble of something in his chest that sounds like an animal wanting to break free.

“I don’t question in the slightest that if I fall, you’ll be there to catch me,” I murmur.

“Finley.” Just my name, hanging softly in the air and mixing with the music.

“And it’s never crossed my mind to wonder about—”

My words are cut off as Carrick’s mouth descends on mine, and he sweeps me into the most head-spinning, heart-clenching kiss I’ve ever had in my life. Every time he’s kissed me, it’s felt like the best, but this transcends everything I’ve felt before.

In this moment, his kiss reveals all the ways he feels about me without him needing to say a single word.

I’m thinking wine and dancing are overrated, and dinner can wait. I want to lead Carrick back to his bedroom and let our bodies continue this conversation.

Instead, he pulls back and looks down warily.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, immediately concerned because I can feel his body has become stiff.

His hands pull my arms off his shoulders, one sliding down to lace his fingers through mine. He leads me over to the balcony’s edge, which secures our safety with a low wall that comes up to my stomach but barely to Carrick’s hips. I’m able to easily look out at the city below, as ever since Carrick magically calmed my anxiety before we rode the gryffins in Faere, I’ve not been afraid of heights.

Leaning his elbows on the flat stone top, he releases my hand and looks out over the darkened water with city lights shining on it. The sky is clear, and Bainbridge Island twinkles across the sound.

“It’s time for that talk,” he says, and my heart starts a tripping beat.

Turning slightly to face me, he leans a hip against the wall. I match him like a mirror and try to ignore the fact I’m actually a little scared. I know whatever he’s about to tell me is going to change us, and I just don’t know if it will be for better or worse.

“There’s something I need to explain to you,” he begins slowly, his eyes locked onto mine in a way that I’m simply unable to look away. “Things are starting to move now, and the danger is mounting. I can’t risk something happening to you without you knowing the full truth.”

“Okay,” I drawl hesitantly because I can see the dread in his eyes, which, to my dismay, have darkened to burnt amber.

Carrick’s neck twists, and he looks out over the water before bringing his attention back to me. “Remember I told you I had spent time in Ireland?”

I nod. “Where you found Zaid.”

“Eighth century,” Carrick reminds me of the details. “But I stayed there a long time. Onyx had placed me there to help the Irish repel Viking attacks.”

“Why?” I ask curiously.

Carrick frowns. “I don’t know. We don’t ask. We just… do. But back then, she was worshipped as Neit, the Celtic god of War and I suppose she wanted to show gratitude for such worship.”

It was a cage he lived in, and it breaks my heart. I reach out and take his hand in mine. He glances down, sees the link we have, then looks back up to me with a wan smile.

“Onyx had set me up as a high-ranking lord under high kings of Ireland. I was there for a long time, so I moved around often. I used glamours to change appearance and age appropriately, and because it wasn’t a heavily populated country, I was able to stay for quite a while.”

“How long exactly?”

A small smile comes to his face. “Roughly four hundred years.”

“You told me it was your favorite time and place to live.” The memory comes back to me, and I know this country has special meaning to him for more than just a fondness for chasing off Vikings.

“It was,” he replies, and he again looks down at our hands. He squeezes and meets my gaze. “Because I met a woman.”

My hand reflexively jerks, trying to pull back at the mention of another woman in his life. Not just any woman, either.

Someone important to him.

Carrick holds me tight, refusing to let me retreat.

“Her name was Eireann, and, at that time, I was going by the name of Banan. One day, I was riding through some farmlands that bordered mine and I heard her scream. It came from a thick copse of trees, and I didn’t even bother to race my horse there. I bent distance and came upon her flat on her back with a huge Viking on top of her, attempting to rape her.”

“Oh no,” I murmur in dismay, my heart going out to a woman I don’t know.

“I pulled him off, flung him back, and turned to make sure she was okay. She was no frightened lass, mewling in terror. No, she jumped up, fury in her eyes, and whipped a dagger out from under her skirt. As the Viking was getting to his feet, she rushed at him, intent on cutting off his balls.”

Carrick smiles, amused, filled with a memory that obviously still makes him feel good after all these years. I hate her slightly for it.

“I stopped her, of course, not wanting someone’s death—even her almost rapist—on her conscience. I killed the Viking and escorted her back to her home. She lived with her ailing father and had been out collecting mushrooms in the forest. This was in the year 1015, and the High King of Ireland, Brian Boru, had just defeated the Vikings at the Battle of Clontarf. The country was relatively safe, but raiding Viking ships would troll the Irish shores. She had thought it safe to wander out on her own, and I lectured her that it was not. She and her father were incredibly grateful, and they invited me to eat a simple dinner with them.”

My shoulders tense as Carrick gets lost in the memory of a story. As he explains it to me in simple terms, I can see by his expression and the warmth of his tone that he’s drawn back into time and a memory that was incredibly special to him.

My heart twists when his eyes start to glow.

“Eireann and her father had a flock of sheep they tended on their small farm,” Carrick continued, voice more tender when he says her name. “She was a shepherdess, but she was also a warrior because she would have killed that Viking had I not.”

I couldn’t stand the buildup anymore. “You loved her,” I say, hoping my tone isn’t accusing.

His eyes bore into mine, the glow brighter than ever. “I did. Still do for that matter.”

I want to pull away, run, and hide. He told me it couldn’t work, yet he tried it with someone else before me. Someone he still loves.

Yet, my pride makes me stay. I smooth my features, tipping my head in curiosity. “What happened?”

“What happened?” Carrick repeats the question almost as if he doesn’t know the answer. But his answer couldn’t be any more direct. “We fell deeply in love. Her father died not long after we met, and I married her. She came to live with me in my manor home, and we had seven perfect and blissful years together. The absolute best years of my life.”

My stomach cramps at the realization I’m in love with a man—well, demi-god—who’s still in love with a dead woman from over a thousand years ago. Still, I hold myself rigid and keep my ears open because, as I suspected, we are going to change after he finishes his story and I need to know the new boundaries.

I can’t help but ask, though… to speed this along. “But you told me it couldn’t work between a mortal and an immortal.”

“Aye,” he says, lapsing into what sounds like a distinct Irish brogue, probably brought out by his memories. “And the reason I’m telling you this story is so you know why I believe this to be true.”

“Did she know the truth about you?” I ask.

“Eireann knew everything about me. We had no secrets from each other. But as time wore on, it became clear I hadn’t thought about how life would be as she started to age, and I never would. I was determined to stay with her for the length of her natural life. That was never a question because I loved her so much. But because I loved her that much, I knew that wasn’t good enough.”

I frown, not understanding how it could be made any better.

He enlightens me. “I first appealed to the gods, begging them to release me. Make me a mortal man and let me live, age, and die alongside the love of my life.”

I can’t help but flinch when he calls Eireann his love—a woman he was willing to give up immortality for.

Carrick’s tone turns hard. “But the gods denied me, and I sought to find another way for us to be together.”

“Did you find it?” I ask, even though I know he’s going to tell me he did.

“An elixir I learned about,” Carrick murmurs, his gaze falling away to the water once more. “Made in the land of the gods from a flower that no longer existed. It would give a person who drank it near immortality. If I could get my hands on it, she wouldn’t age, and we could be together forever.”

“And did you?” I rasp because this story seems to have turned into a freight train of doom.

“I did,” he says bitterly, his gaze swinging back my way. “I stole it from Rune, the god of Life. He had the last known amount of the elixir and, unbeknownst to me, had actually been intending to use it on a human woman he had fallen in love with.”

“What happened?” I whisper, knowing whatever it is, it can’t be good.

“He caught me,” Carrick replied flatly. “But I fought for it because even though I knew Rune could kill me with a mere thought, I wanted that elixir more than my own life.”

Once again, I try to tug my hand away, not from any sense of jealousy, which I had admittedly before, but because I’m not sure I want to hear any more. I can tell by the pained look on his face and the heaviness in his voice that nothing good will come of this story.

“In our fight,” Carrick said dully, “the bottle of the elixir got broken, and the very last amount of the liquid that could give immortality seeped into the dirt and was lost forever.”

“He didn’t kill you for that,” I say. Not a question, but a clear statement because obviously, Carrick is still very much alive.

I don’t know much about Rune, but I know any man driven by love and deprived of it would be inherently dangerous. Throw in the fact he’s the god of Life, and someone was going to pay.

“No,” Carrick agrees with a shake of his head. His eyes darken once more, but his pupils are lit with fire. “He summoned Eireann to him and she appeared right before me, her neck already in his hand. I remember her terrified eyes as she had no clue what was going on. She was staring at me when Rune snapped her neck and killed her.”

“Oh God,” I moan as I jerk my hand hard away from Carrick. It goes to my heart, which is pounding with terror and pain for Carrick’s loss. “That’s the most awful thing I’ve ever heard.”

Carrick doesn’t move toward me, but merely shakes his head slowly. “No… it’s not the most awful thing you’ve heard.”

Bile rises in my throat, and I have no clue why. Haven’t I heard the worst? Carrick was so very deeply in love with a woman whom he was willing to sacrifice everything for, and she was murdered right before his eyes.

No wonder he drew the line between us that it could never work.

No wonder he was going to ascend without a backward glance.

“When we were dancing a bit ago,” Carrick says, and the abrupt change of subject startles me. “You said there were a lot of things about me that you no longer wondered about.”

I nod sluggishly because that seemed like a lifetime ago. I was expressing my love for Carrick, but now I know he can never return it. He had his one shot, and it ended in murder and heartbreak that couldn’t be healed.

Reaching into his back pocket, Carrick pulls out a piece of paper folded into fourths. In the soft outdoor lighting and glow of city lights, he unfolds it, and I recognize one of my drawings.

He holds it out for me to see, and I study the charcoal sketch I had done of Carrick’s face months ago. I had pulled it from my journal and crumpled it up, then regretted it and tried to smooth it out, but it was smudged.

Still, it was clear in most places, portraying the man as I remembered him as at our very first meeting at Fallon’s gallery.

“Didn’t you ever wonder why I looked at you this way the first time we met?” he murmurs.

I stare at the drawing. I hadn’t thought about it in a long time. I’d become so enamored of Carrick, so caught up in my own dramas, that I had forgotten there was a time I was convinced he hated me.

And yes… in that drawing, he had hated me.

“You captured me accurately,” Carrick says, and that hurts. “I mean… you missed the surprise at first, but you nailed how much I loathed seeing you that first time at that very moment.”

I try not to let that hurt, but fuck… it does. I swallow hard. “Why?”

“Because I knew you.”

That’s it.

No explanation.

“You knew me?” I ask, aghast at the implications. “You were having me followed or something? You knew about my abilities before that art show?”

“No.” Carrick shakes his head, voice a low rumble of pain as he lets the drawing in his hand fall to the patio and steps into me. I don’t think to step back, but let myself get caught as his hands come to the sides of my neck to hold me in place. “I knew you because you are Eireann. I knew you from that curly red hair to the line of your nose and those fucking green-gold-blue eyes I looked at every night for seven years before we went to bed.”

“What?” I rasp, my head starting to spin. “You mean… I was reincarnated?”

He nods, a bitter curl to his mouth. “Yes, and not for the first time.”

“I don’t understand,” I mutter, attempting to pull away from him.

He refuses to let me go, dipping his head closer. “Rune knew how much I loved you. He hated how I made a play for the elixir, so sure in my love for you, when he was too afraid and plagued with doubts to use it himself. He hated more than anything that I killed his chance. Killing you that one time wasn’t enough pain to visit on me. So he cursed me and made it so you were destined to be reincarnated time and time again, and he put you in my path so I would run into you each and every time.”

My stomach rolls, and nausea rises in my throat. I tear out of Carrick’s grasp, bending over and placing my hands on my thighs as I take deep breaths. He makes no move to touch me, and I lift my head to see him.

God… no wonder why his eyes were glowing as he talked about his first love, Eireann. He was talking about me.

A thousand-year-old me that I have no memory of.

But… that explains the connection. How I kept feeling things snap into place, and the unexplainable bond that went deeper than anything I could ever hope to understand. It explains why when Carrick and I first met, and he looked at me with loathing, I felt a deep ache in my chest. My soul probably recognized him.

It explains why Carrick has always been so fascinated with my eyes. It’s how he always recognized me.

It just… explains a lot.

“Rune’s curse meant that I would find you throughout eternity,” Carrick murmurs, and the pain on his face makes my nausea well up again. I straighten, taking another deep breath. “He knew I would be helpless but to fall in love with you again. And then he’d ensure your death somehow… again. Sometimes, I’d have a year with you. Sometimes, I’d have several. You always died in some tragic way that I couldn’t predict would happen and couldn’t prevent and it was always at his whim. He chose the exact moment to crush me and I never knew when it was coming.”

The utter devastation I hear in his voice propels me into him, and I wrap my arms around his waist, burying my face in his chest. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

I feel his hand on the back of my head, holding me there a moment. But I pull back, needing to see his eyes. “I never recognized you?”

He shakes his head.

“But we fell in love again?” I ask.

“Yes.” His smile holds both fondness and anger. “I had to start over with you every time, but you always fell in love with me. I ultimately told you the truth that I was a demi-god, and we pledged to stay together for whatever time we had. The only thing I kept away from you was the knowledge I had that you would die much sooner than either of us wanted.”

“That’s… that’s… torturous,” I moan, tears finally slipping free of my eyes.

Carrick wipes one away with his thumb. “You have no idea, Finley. Sometimes I would go many decades without you in my life, but you’d always show up. Over time, I started to go crazy. I just couldn’t handle the grief, so I tried to avoid you. It never worked. Part of my curse was I was always drawn to you because my love never, ever died even when you did. One time…”

His words trail off and he steps away from me, pushing my arms off his waist. I frown as his jaw locks in anger. “Once… I saw you on the streets of London. I followed you home, and when you went to sleep that night, I went into your room and killed you. I just couldn’t handle watching you die again after having you fall in love with me once more.”

I’m freely crying now, only out of sadness that he was driven to do that. I can understand it. Who would want to keep going through that torment?

“How did you kill me?” I whisper, my hand fluttering to my throat, where I pull a little at my collar.

His gaze drops there, eyes turning almost black. “I strangled you.”

“Oh God,” I moan piteously. “I can’t stand anything to be around my throat. Is that why?”

Carrick shakes his head, and I find it odd he suddenly looks aged in defeat. “I don’t know. I suspect. You’ve carried things with you through your lives.”

“Like what?” I murmur, forcing my hand away from my throat.

“In Ireland, after we were married, you wanted a rose garden, so I built you one, and you made it flourish. You loved roses more than anything.”

“But I suck at them now,” I protest vigorously. “I couldn’t make my mom’s grow the way she did.”

“But you kept it,” he pointed out.

“And the roses on my whip?” I ask.

“I had the whip created for you during a life we had together in New Zealand. You were the daughter of a rancher in the late 1800s, and you used a bullwhip to drive cattle. They were your favorite flower and I was forever bringing them to you, so that’s why I added the details onto the whip.”

“It’s not fair,” I exclaim, dashing more tears away. “You have all these memories of us together, and I have nothing.”

“You have peace, Finley,” he says sadly. “You have the peace of not knowing—until now. I needed you to know this because things are moving fast. And—”

“—and I’m destined to die,” I finish the thought. “Rune will see to it that, if by some miracle I don’t die in the prophecy, I’m going to die after just so he can punish you again.”

“It’s why I asked to ascend.” His voice is so soft I almost don’t hear exactly what he said, then it penetrates. “I went to the gods after we met at the gallery, and I asked for the Ascension. I knew Rune would never lift the curse, and I just couldn’t take you dying one more time.”

My head dips, my tears flowing as I stare at my Chucks.

I don’t even know what to say. My heart aches for Carrick, and damn it… it aches for me, especially now that I know everything I’ve been feeling for Carrick hasn’t been mystical or brought by the fates. We are the epitome of true love, and what we had was so strong that it survived within me for a thousand years and through God knows how many reincarnations.

My soul recognized Carrick even if no other part of me did.

Once again, I move into him, this time my arms going over his shoulders as we mesh in a hug so tight that even air can’t come between us.

Carrick’s head tilts, and he presses his lips to just above my ear. “I’ve loved you for centuries, Finley. I love you now as much as I ever did. I needed you to know your fate because it wasn’t fair to keep it from you. I need you to reconcile it, and you need to know I will be by your side until there comes a time you don’t need me there anymore. I won’t let you die alone. I swear my face will be the last thing you see before you go.”

I nod against him, loving him for loving me enough to give me this knowledge, let me accept it, and let us make the most of our time left.

“And after I die, you’ll ascend and be free finally,” I murmur. The thought of it once horrified me, but now it actually makes me happy.

“No,” he whispers, and I pull back in confusion. “I’ll wait for you to come back to me. I’ll take whatever I can get for eternity, even the pain of losing you.”

I go to my tiptoes, burying my wet face into his neck.

“Well, isn’t that the most touching thing I’ve ever heard?” The voice is unrecognizable to me, but apparently not to Carrick. He whirls so I’m at his back, then puts his arms out to protect me.

I dare to peek around his shoulder to see a man casually standing not five feet from Carrick.

No, not a man.

A god with electric blue hair and hate in his eyes.

Rune.

There’s no one else it could be who would appear out of nowhere with such derision in his voice at having witnessed a very sentimental moment.

“Stay behind me, Finley,” Carrick growls low, then louder at Rune. “You can’t have her. She has the prophecy to fulfill.”

My heart nearly slams out of my chest as I realize I might die tonight and that can’t happen… not after all I’ve just learned.

“Relax,” Rune drawls, waving a hand at Carrick and even offering a genial smile. “I’m not here for Finley.”

“Then what do you want?” Carrick asks guardedly.

Rune’s smile goes from genial to pure evil, and his eyes gleam with a loss of sanity. “I’m here for you.”

It happens so fast I don’t even have time to yell in protest. Rune lunges at Carrick, wraps his arms around him so they are chest to chest, and then flings both of their bodies over the balcony wall, disappearing from sight.

I shriek, run to the wall, and peer over, expecting to see Carrick broken on the sidewalk four hundred feet below.

But nothing… just pedestrians walking and normal traffic.

They disappeared into thin air.

“Zaid,” I scream at the top of my lungs, knowing he most likely can’t hear me from inside. But before I can scream again, he’s flying out the patio door with an alarmed expression on his face.

“What?” he demands, looking around. “What’s wrong?”

“Carrick,” I whisper, barely able to get the word out of my mouth.

“Where is he?” Zaid growls, head whipping left and right to scan the patio.

I walk a few steps, coming toe to toe with Zaid as the tears well up in my eyes. I can’t get words out because of the knot in my throat, so I merely collapse forward in grief and hope Zaid catches me.

 

Reeling from the truths laid before her, Finley is left with questions unanswered as she waits for Carrick to resurface. In the meantime, she must work to unleash the angelic powers bestowed upon her at birth, as well as continue to seek information about Kymaris and her plan to unleash Hell on Earth. CLICK HERE to see what happens next in A Battle of Blood and Stone.
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