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Note from the Author


This book contains explicit sexual content and is recommended for readers +18. Trigger warnings include violence, gore, mentions of abortion, and a brief, non-descript rape that takes place in a lore retelling (does not happen to the FMC or character cast). 




Summary:


Stolen shipments, political intrigues, and bonded male posturing. Is Maeve getting closer to the truth, or is she just a pawn in the Fae games? 
Maeve is a rare phoenix shapeshifter caught in the middle of a dangerous power play. For better or worse, her High Court patron, Brigid, thinks Maeve is the best suited to handle critical missing shipments. Despite the dangers, Maeve is more than ready to explore the realms to solve this mystery, but Corvin has other ideas.
He refuses to let her integrate with the Fae culture and is fiercely protective, quick to assert his dominance whenever Maeve is approached by other males. Bonded or not, how is she supposed to do her job if she can’t talk to anything with a d*ck, especially when their main point of contact is one?
Dantefor Blaze is a charismatic playboy, and delights in pissing Corvin off, making Maeve’s situation even harder. As Maeve gets closer to solving the mystery, she finds herself torn between her loyalty to Corvin and her growing attraction to Dante. If Maeve isn’t careful, she won’t just lose her heart in the search for truth, but her magic and her freedom, too.




Chapter one







A Dante-ing Encounter


There was a monster somewhere in the trees, lingering in Maeve’s periphery. The black and red hackles of her jackal form raised in anticipation of a fight. Insects buzzed through the underbrush where she crouched among the colorful fall trees. Discarded seed pods crunched underfoot as she shifted her weight and Maeve let out a low snarl in place of a curse. Her gaze hunted across the shadowy canopy, worried he’d detected the movement. 
A bird squawked a few dozen feet away and Maeve’s pointed ears twitched toward it. The whisper of shadows through the leaves drew her attention and Maeve narrowed her predator’s eyes on the rustling branches.
Corvin was near invisible in Shadow Dance, but if she reached out with her ka, the spirit essence she used to cast her spells and shapeshift, she could sense him. That was the etonos bond. Corvin, in turn, could sense her reaching out, giving away her position under the vibrant trees that masked her coloration so well.
The hot, Méridan sun beat down on the black of Maeve’s coat, making her want to pant. She feared Corvin would detect even that small noise, so she bared through the oppressive heat building between her fur-covered shoulder blades.
Maeve hadn’t known she was a chimera shapeshifter before Corvin crashed into her life seven months ago. He’d tried to steal a piece of jewelry from her that Maeve thought was totally ordinary but turned out to be the key to unlocking her magical potential. The hekara, a gold bangle she wore on her upper arm, had been her mother’s, and her mother had been a deserter of the Veran Empire’s army.
Verance, a realm that traveled side by side with Earth’s along with countless other realms, was the home of the chimera race, the Verans. The politics of the many different realms were messy, and eons old. Maeve hadn’t gotten more than a few lessons in before she surrendered in defeat, especially since she didn’t speak the language.
Another bird called in distress twenty feet away on her right, snapping Maeve from thought. As soon as Maeve looked that way, the trees had stilled. But he was there, she knew it. Her fangs knew it, too. They ached in her gums, begging for something to sink into.
These morning training sessions had been fun at first, but after losing time and time again to Corvin’s shadow games, Maeve was getting tired. She knew he couldn’t hold the dance much longer now, and he’d have to drop back to the forest floor and fight her face to face.
A shift in the tree right above her had Maeve leaping backward on instinct. Corvin dropped to the ground on black smoke, his panther fur shimmering like an oil slick in the spears of sunlight. The thrill of him set her heart pounding, both in fear and awe.
Corvin darted forward and Maeve moved to intercept him, her jaw opened wide and ready to maul. She chomped down on nothingness, and her adrenaline spiked as Corvin disappeared from view. She glanced up, but too late—
Suddenly, she was flat on the ground, her human form returned. She hadn’t remembered losing her shift…
Corvin’s weight pinned her to the ground. His rough panther tongue licked up the back of her pale neck, clearing all other thoughts from her head. Maeve shivered, a flicker of warmth blooming in her core at the touch. She pushed herself up on shaky arms and Corvin’s massive paw shoved her back into the dried leaves.
“I’m not done with you,” he purred deep in his chest and licked her again, his tongue curling around her throat.
“You gonna give me a bath, kittycat?” she teased, her voice raspy with desire.
He pawed her shoulder and rolled her onto her back. There was a lustful snarl on his lips as he extended his claws against her chest. He gently pulled the fabric down, exposing the space between her breasts. Maeve’s heart thundered in her ears as a primal part of her brain screamed, run!
But she had nothing to fear from this panther. He was hers, and she was his.
“I won’t miss a single spot,” Corvin growled.
There was a soft rip and Maeve’s shirt split down the middle. Her breasts tightened, warmth pooling at the apex of her thighs. He licked her from ribs to chin and Maeve moaned, the coarse scrape of his tongue setting her nerves ablaze.
“You owe me another shirt,” she said as the wind blew her tattered racerback aside, revealing her peaked nipples.
Corvin shifted back to his human form and fell between her legs on his knees. His orange peel and warm leather scent spilled over her, and she breathed it in, letting it burn into her senses.
“I’ll buy you everything you want.” His lips brushed across her chin, nipping and begging her.
She looked down and met his mouth in a tangle of heat. His tongue pressed through the seam of her lips and scraped over hers. The swell of his ka pressed down on her, holding her still under his ministrations as he ground his hips into hers.
A vibration bit through Maeve’s ass, and the accompanying chime from her phone let her know there would be no forest romp today. Corvin groaned into her with annoyance, his hand skating over her breast. He flicked her nipple, then pinched it between his thumb and forefinger as the chime rang on.
“If you want to buy anything at all, like food for this month, we need to get on our way,” Maeve said between his kisses.
Corvin’s lips slid down her body, his hot mouth finding her tender breast. He placed the heel of his palm against the peak of her hips and ground it against her, his lips, tongue, and teeth still working her nipple. Maeve arched her back into his attention, needing to be closer to him.
The alarm on her phone renewed its chiming, louder and with a higher intensity vibration than the first time. With her back arched, Corvin reached around to her pocket and pulled the phone free, then disabled the alarm with a tap and chucked it into the underbrush.
“Hey, I need that,” Maeve complained, frustration pulling her from the pleasurable moment.
“It’s covered in your scent. I’ll find it when I’m done with you.” He pulled on the buttons of her jeans as his lips drew ever nearer to her center.
“Corvin, we shouldn’t be late,” Maeve said, though her body did not protest the way her mouth did.
“This won’t take long,” he said, pulling her pants down to her ankles.
“That’s presumptuous,” she said.
He smirked up at her as he spread her apart and licked up her seam, turning her brain into hot nothingness. She writhed under his touch and bucked her hips. He was right, she was well on her way to star-studded oblivion already.
She cried his name, dragging her fingers across his scalp and grabbing a fistful of his hair as she rode him. His tongue darted inside her and flicked up her center to her bundle of nerves. He did it again, and again, tightening his ka around her as he did. She was breathless, panting, compressed under the intensity of his desire for her release.
He sucked on her tender bud, then slicked his tongue from side to side as one of his fingers found her opening and thrust inside. Maeve mewled and the birds called back in mocking amusement. Her breaths were coming in shallow gasps now, the pressure between her thighs threatening to strangle her like the ka wrapped around her chest.
He lifted his lips from her core, and licked her wetness off him. “You want me to let you come, Maeve?”
She bucked into his hand as he pushed into her faster. She wasn’t able to form any coherent thought, let alone speak words, but his ka had her clamped down so hard, her release couldn’t escape his grasp.
“Say it,” he growled, a lustful gleam on his golden face.
“Make me come,” she whimpered, her heart fluttering like a trapped butterfly.
“Manners, Maeve,” he whispered, his lips so close to her center.
“Please, Corvin,” she cried, every muscle in her body flexing against him.
All at once, his presence lifted from her. Maeve’s eyes rolled back as she spasmed, screaming into the canopy. The birds fled in fear. He worked his finger in and out, her muscles contracting around him as she rode wave after wave of pleasure.
When she finally came back down to Earth, Corvin was licking her from his fingers as if he were tasting an exotic delicacy. He pulled her pants back up around her hips and set her down. Maeve salivated as she reached for the bulge pressing against his zipper, but Corvin pulled away, and stood.
“We’re going to be late,” he said, a cocky lift to the corner of his mouth. 
He extended his hand to her, but Maeve batted it aside. She rose to her knees, her eyes pleading up at him as she grabbed his hips. His gaze went lethal, and he raked his fingers through Maeve’s hair as he held her back.
“Later,” he whispered. “We can’t be late.”
He cupped her chin and pulled her up to standing, then planted a heavy kiss on her lips as he buttoned her jeans.
“We’ll need to stop at the bus. Your shirt is ruined,” he said flicking the tatters aside.
Maeve glared, deadpan. “I wonder how that happened.”
She pulled the ruined cloth of her shirt against her chest and tied it off below her breasts. It was a style somewhere, somewhen, and she was sure she could get away with it for the mile walk through the forest.
She found her phone and cursed at the time. They were definitely going to be late. Maeve didn’t know what kind of man Dantefor Blaze was, but he was their new point of contact for Brigid’s mission. She had wanted to make a decent first impression and being late to the assignment briefing was not a great way to accomplish that.
Brigid, their High Court patron, had given them this new mission not long after Maeve and Corvin defeated Daxus. Corvin had gone to Verance to stand trial against Andjet—the Exalted One who’d been running the medical experiments on young girls in Maeve’s college town.
When Corvin had returned, he did so with a new hekara, one they could share that had a direct line to Brigid. She’d used it to send them the first mission to retrieve Azile Folken, Daxus’s assistant, and now this assignment in Mérida. The details of the assignment had been sparse, other than meet with Dantefor Blaze for more information. Maeve knew next to nothing except that magical shipments of some kind were going missing. She assumed “stolen” was implied but it wasn’t definitive, not yet.
“Pick up the pace, if you can,” Corvin teased as he watched Maeve stagger on shaky legs.
She flipped him a rude gesture, her gaze locked on her feet to make sure she didn’t roll an ankle. Not that she couldn’t instantly mend a rolled ankle with her magic, but it was still an annoying waste of her ka, not to mention, a risk. Using too many phoenix spells could call hunters to her. She had to be wary.
They cleared the heavy trees and made it out into the sloping hill where they’d parked for the night. The bus sat on a wide strip off the main highway, looking like a midnight abomination. Corvin had insisted they paint it black for the stealth factor. She’d warned him of how horrible that would be in the summer months, but he’d won out in the end, stating tactics over comfort.
Maeve washed herself off in the tiny, ice-cold shower—which felt like a godsend—then dressed in something business casual. A white tank top with an emerald-green blazer, dark jeans, and black flats. First impressions indeed.
She revved the bus to life and pulled onto the highway. There was a loud bang as the bus leaned to the side, and then Corvin groused from the still-running shower.
“Sorry! We don’t want to be late!” Maeve yelled with an impish grin. That was revenge for holding her down and making her beg to satisfy his dominant panther needs.
Corvin emerged a few minutes later wearing nothing but black boxer briefs, making Maeve regret not pressing harder to get in those pants earlier. His naturally bronzed skin shimmered with streaks of icy water, and his wavy black hair dripped down his face.
“That wasn’t very nice,” he said into the shell of her ear, then nipped her.
She tsked. “Don’t distract the driver.”
Maeve’s navigation guided them into the outskirts of town where a tall warehouse sat beside a three-story office building. The name on the front read, “Blaze Productions and Fabrications” in English, which was strange. Maeve was used to seeing Spanish everywhere and had gotten used to speaking it fluently over their five-day vacation in Tampico. It was a good thing Corvin had gotten all Khin speech at a fluent level and was able to share that with her, it made interfacing with the various cultures where Brigid sent them on missions a lot easier. Maeve was excited for the places they might go.
She pulled into the parking lot beside the warehouse and found a double spot open to claim as her own. Maeve unbuckled and got up to see Corvin still in just his boxers.
“You can’t go in there naked,” she said with a laugh.
He strode toward her with wicked intent. “Would that make you uncomfortable?”
“I think it would make everyone else feel inferior,” she said, dragging her gaze across his chest.
She nibbled her lower lip and Corvin hummed as he traced his thumb over the spot. “You’re cruel.”
“Not even half as cruel as you. Now, get dressed,” she ordered, and slapped his ass.
Corvin hopped into a pair of black jeans and shrugged on a dark navy shirt, then scrubbed his hair with the towel for good measure.
They climbed down the steps of the bus at a quarter past noon; fifteen minutes late. Maeve cringed as she power-walked toward the looming warehouse. The front of the building had three big garage doors that had been flung open to let in the fall breeze. The sounds of drilling, welding, and hammering drifted out through the open doors and a haze of gray smoke and fiery embers billowed from a thick spout on top of the building.
As she passed through the open doorway, the hairs on her body stood on end. They’d traversed a barrier which negated the anti-magic field that covered Earth. Inside, chimera and magical Fae creatures of all kinds worked on different metal, wood, and glass constructs, using their magical abilities to shape and manipulate the materials. The second Maeve saw them, her gaze was forced to move on. She’d experienced this before when she’d tried to observe the Bau, an Underworld messenger, without her hekara. Maeve checked her arm; she was still wearing it. So why couldn’t she focus on them or anything in the room?
“What are you doing!” came a shrill command in Spanish.
Maeve gave a start just past the open door and paused, looking to the woman running toward them. She had dark olive skin, brilliant ocean-colored eyes, and silky black hair that was pulled up in a messy bun under her hardhat. She wore clear goggles, leather gloves, and heavy tan overalls that were marred with black scorch marks.
“We’re here to see Dantefor Blaze,” Corvin said with an air of superiority as he fell into a soldier’s stance, one hand clasping the other behind his back with feet hip-width apart.
The woman’s gaze snapped from the hekara on Corvin’s wrist to the one on Maeve’s. She rolled her eyes, lip curled in a snarl. “You can’t just walk through here without proper protection. Go to the main building to sign a waiver and get hardhats and goggles.”
Maeve wondered what this woman thought of them, if she thought they were khinryen, the prison wardens of Earth who kept the criminal Fae in line.
“Sorry for barging in. I’m Maeve,” she said holding out her hand.
The woman’s depthless eyes narrowed, then she accepted her handshake. “Avaline. Go get your gear. If you get hurt without your gear, we’re not liable, so don’t even bother reporting it to the court.”
“Thanks, Avaline,” Maeve said with a broad smile. “We’ll be back in a few.”
She turned and walked with Corvin toward the concrete office building on the other side of the lot. They stepped through the glass door to a receptionist desk. To the left was a small sitting area, and Maeve hissed out a curse when she noticed it wasn’t empty.
A man with dark brown hair streaked with auburn sat back on the plush black couch, one ankle resting on his knee. His broad shoulders were tense under his dark blue, two-piece suit and white shirt. There were gold rings on the last three fingers of his hands, likely all hekara.
His whole visage screamed “money.”
His wide-set jaw ended in a sharp chin layered in dark stubble. His thin lips pulled into a frown too ugly for his handsome face as his honey-colored gaze thoroughly assessed Maeve.
Maeve’s chest, specifically.
What was it with these Fae men? Did they have a shortage of modest-sized breasts in Verance? Had to get their fill here on Earth?
The man’s gaze snapped from Maeve’s chest to Corvin’s face and his jaw ticked. Maeve couldn’t guess what exactly that gesture meant, it was so small she’d barely noticed it to begin with, but she assumed he wasn’t pleased about something. Maybe they’d offended him with their too-casual clothing? Or maybe it was the fact that they were fifteen minutes late?
Yeah…probably that.
The man stood from the couch in one fluid movement, his eyes pinning on Maeve as he approached her. He stopped only three feet away, close enough for his dry cedar and vanilla scent to wash over her. She hated to admit that she liked the way he smelled.
Corvin growled low in his chest, a protective hand slipping to the back of Maeve’s neck.
The man’s stare shifted back to Corvin, and he smirked. “So, you’re Brigid’s hounds.”
“That’s jackal, to you,” Maeve quipped, her chin high like she had something to prove.
Dark amusement danced in his amber eyes. “Welcome to Mérida.”




Chapter two







Shipping Shituation


“Sorry about being late,” Maeve said. “We wandered into the warehouse first.” 
“It’s no problem at all, jackal.” The man waved away the apology with a playful smirk.
Corvin bristled but didn’t introduce himself. Instead, he spoke in Veran. “Seyanha adventuring eyes yeh vor mesh removed.”
Maeve shot Corvin an admonishing glare. This man hadn’t looked anywhere too inappropriate, yet, and she heard the warning in Corvin’s tone. Sure, he’d stared at her chest, but maybe he liked her blazer? Also, he hadn’t seemed too pleased with what he saw while looking at her chest, so Corvin shouldn’t have felt threatened.
The Money Man looked unruffled by the menace in Corvin’s words, his smirk still curling the corner of his mouth. But Maeve didn’t want animosity between them. People who liked her talked more, and she’d need everyone here to talk a lot to get to the bottom of this case.
“Not just jackal, to you,” she said, trying to mirror his playfulness as she extended her hand. “I’m Maeve.”
“Dantefor, but you can call me Dante,” he said, accepting her hand. He bent at the waist and brought her knuckles to his lips for a feather-light kiss.
Corvin’s grip tightened on Maeve’s neck, his ka cutting straight between her and Dante. Maeve cleared her throat and rolled her shoulders in an attempt to get Corvin’s hot, possessive hand off her. It didn’t work.
Yes, they were bonded through Sanmiha, a union that entangled their spirits in a lifelong connection, but being a complete asshole about it to everything with a dick was not going to make them any friends. And sure, Dante was being either purposefully flirtatious to get under Corvin’s skin, or he was completely and innocently oblivious to the fact that kissing her hand had provoked a grumble in Corvin’s chest. Given the sustained smirk on Dante’s lips as he pulled Maeve’s hand away from his mouth, she all but knew it was the former.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mae.” He said the nickname with a lascivious lilt that made Maeve’s stomach do a little flip.
Now he was being an asshole. Wonderful.
“And this is Corvin, my bonded mate,” Maeve said, gesturing to the man who had a death grip on her spine.
Dante cocked his head curiously as he looked at Corvin. A scowl furrowed his brow, the first sign that Dante showed any emotion other than cool amusement. Corvin extended his other hand, and the men gave one another a single hard shake.
Dante slid his fists into his pockets and turned for the hall behind him.
“An interesting pair,” he commented, stopping at an elevator.
“How so?” Corvin asked through gritted teeth, and Maeve could tell he was about two seconds from going feral.
Dante glanced over his shoulder and marked Corvin’s strong grip on Maeve’s neck with a twitch of his cheek. “A court soldier and a khin-born.”
Maeve didn’t know how he’d called their history so easily, but then she wasn’t sure how some people were able to detect her lineage without her showing them, either. Maybe he had psychic abilities like Senshia. Maeve hoped not.
Dante pressed the button to call the elevator. “How did you meet?”
Corvin tsked. “That’s not—”
“A story for right now,” Maeve cut in. “It’s long.”
Corvin glowered at her, and she hissed a warning at him. They needed Dante as a willing informant.
“Perhaps over dinner sometime,” Dante said flippantly.
“We’re here for court business, not pleasure,” Corvin shot back.
Dante gave a single, humorless laugh. “Indeed.”
The elevator doors opened and Dante gestured for the pair to join him inside. The doors closed and Dante pressed a keycard to the panel below a number pad that went up to three. The red button beside it glowed to life, and he tapped it.
With a crackle, the elevator was plunged into darkness. Corvin pushed Maeve behind him as a savage snarl spilled from his lips. Maeve sheened her eyes with jackal sight a blink later and watched Dante press his hand onto the metal of the elevator wall, completely unfazed by Corvin’s claws poised to slice his nice suit to ribbons.
“You’re jumpy for a High Court servant,” Dante commented.
His eyes gleamed green in the darkness, too, revealing some kind of nocturnal predator lineage in his bloodline. Bright blue runes spiraled out from under his palm and zipped up the walls. With a jerk, the elevator descended.
“We’ve had a rough couple of months and a lot of unpleasant surprises,” Maeve said. “Betrayal is a word we’re well familiar with.”
Corvin’s claws retracted, but he didn’t let Maeve out of the corner he’d pinned her in.
Dante’s gaze darted to her. “Sounds exciting.”
“You had to turn off the electricity to the elevator to activate the magic, right? Can that be done with all machines?” Maeve asked.
“It depends if the electric current can be cut and purged. Most frequencies of electromagnetic fields repulse ka, or in worse cases, combust it spectacularly. There’s a wide range of potential reactions depending on the magic type, and the field type, but the gist is the same.” He smirked. “Don’t mix them.”
Corvin had finally relaxed his stance, and Maeve moved around to stand beside him. She watched the dim blue runes circling the ceiling. She’d never seen anything like it.
“Are we traveling through a portal?”
“No, but the lower levels are restricted for hekara wielders only. Mainly business meetings for contacts with delicate sensibilities.”
Maeve tipped her head in question.
“They don’t want to be exposed to his workers,” Corvin said, sneering at the last word.
Maeve frowned. Avaline had seemed okay. A little uptight, but she didn’t want any incidents on her watch and Maeve understood that.
“Why not?” she asked.
The elevator settled and the doors opened to a posh sitting room with dark couches and comfortable throw pillows. Another reception desk sat empty to the right, and a long hallway ran behind it. 
“After you,” Dante offered with a swish of his hand and a slight bow.
Maeve strolled into the space, allowing her human eyes to return with the bright light of the room. The swell of magic pressed down on the space from above, and she inspected the lights more carefully. They appeared to be long sheets of glass, but they glowed all on their own with no hum of electricity and no heat of fire.
Dante led the way down the hall. “To answer your question, the warehouse is warded to block the anti-magic shield that wraps Earth—legally, of course. My business contacts aren’t interested in being within striking distance of the khin who work there.”
Suddenly, it clicked for her. Dante had called her “khin-born,” and that was a distinction he did not make about the warehouse workers.
“They’re all criminals from the realms?” she asked.
Dante nodded, turning left down another long hallway. “Petty crimes mostly, but I do accept worse on special exception.”
Maeve remembered meeting Ket on their vacation in Tampico before they got to Mérida. He’d been sentenced to Earth during the same rebellion Maeve’s father had been in, but was illegally farming sea plums for one of the Middling Court families back on Verance to get a sentence reduction.
The sudden realization had Maeve’s gut roiling with injustice. “Let me guess—you help cut their time short here and pocket all the profit from the free labor?”
Dante stopped at a nondescript door, his eyes shimmering with cool fury. “Something like that.”
Now she was shooting their chance of friendship in the foot.
The door was not locked or warded and swung open at Dante’s push. Inside was a half-moon table. At the center of it was a clear crystal the size of a truck tire. High-backed rolling chairs encircled the table, and along the walls were shelves upon shelves of smaller crystals of every shape and color, glowing from within. It was a prismatic wonder that had Maeve’s breath catching in her chest.
Dante went to a shelf and plucked out a green cylinder. The light within it dimmed, and the shelf it had sat on blinked with soft green in that spot. He sauntered toward the bigger crystal at the center of the room and slotted the cylinder into a facet at the top. 
Maeve gasped as silvery light speared through the planes of the bigger gem and a display appeared above it. It wasn’t so unlike her own status screen, broken down by five different panels, each labeled in Veran glyphs that Maeve could somewhat glean the meaning of.
Dante took a seat in the middle, marking Maeve’s wonder with an amused looking curl of his lip. She returned her expression to neutral at his reaction. She had to stop acting like everything was so damn amazing; it exposed her as khin-born.
Corvin moved to the far side of the table and Maeve followed him there with a muffled sigh. He really was going to make this difficult.
“So, this is what we have on the matter,” Dante said, then sat back.
He gestured in the air and the first box on the display screen flashed, then expanded. The next screen was populated entirely by Veran glyphs, and Maeve struggled to follow.
Corvin’s eyes tracked across the screen as he read.
Maeve swallowed, her gaze darting to Dante as she chewed her lip.
“You can’t read it,” he said with a kind wince. “My apologies. I’ll dictate.”
“It’s fine. I can share the details with her later,” Corvin said.
Dante’s eyes shuttered. “Or you could share your knowledge with her so she can read, write, and speak the language of the people she’s trying to integrate with.”
Corvin stiffened beside her, a hot retort at the tip of his tongue.
“Could I have a moment with Corvin alone, please?” Maeve asked with what she hoped was a patient smile—though it felt more like a snarl.
Dante nodded. “I’ll be in the waiting room.”
The man saw himself out and closed the door behind him. Maeve listened to the sound of his retreating steps until they were gone, then turned to Corvin.
She put her hands on either side of his face. “What’s going on?”
His jaw flexed under her palms. “He’s being purposefully disrespectful.”
“And you’re letting him bait you.”
“You don’t understand. It’s different being bonded for males. I have to protect you.”
Maeve chuckled. “From a kiss on the knuckles?”
Rage flared in Corvin’s eyes. “I shouldn’t have let him touch you.”
“He is a client. We are being paid to do a job. Interfacing with him and other men here is a necessity. You cannot keep being so standoffish with everyone we meet, or we will get nowhere.”
“But—”
Maeve shook her head, hands falling away from his cheeks. “I am not going to do this with you. I am yours. You don’t have to be afraid of this man, or any other.”
Something shifted in his eyes. “If I can ask one thing, please?”
Maeve dipped her chin.
“Don’t tell anyone anything more about yourself than you have to, especially about your lineage.”
Maeve considered the request. She would have to tell some amount about herself to earn people’s trust enough for them to share details about what was going on here. “I will keep it to as few details as possible to ensure the success of our assignment. And I won’t talk about the lineage that would put me at risk.”
Her phoenix bloodline was highly coveted by everyone, but especially the High Court. They put a claim on all phoenixes of a certain lineage percentage, the ones that had valuable healing skills and more. Being a phoenix meant always treading carefully around new people who might want to snatch and sell her on the black market, as Daxus had talked about doing before he’d had his throat ripped out.
Corvin’s shoulders finally relaxed. He leaned in and pressed a kiss against her temple. “Thank you.”
Maeve pushed back her chair. “I’m going to go retrieve our host.”
Corvin tensed again but nodded.
Maeve found Dante reclined on the couch in the waiting room, one ankle resting on his knee as he flipped through a book. He looked up at she approached and tossed the manuscript on the side table.
“That was quick. Who won?” he asked with a smirk.
Maeve leveled a glower at him. “We’re ready to continue.”
He raised his hands in mock surrender, uncrossed his legs, and rose gracefully to his feet. He was silent as he joined them back in the meeting room.
Despite Corvin’s previous protest to share everything with Maeve later, she asked Dante to summarize the details in the crystal. Dante shot her a wink, recognizing that she had in fact won.
“Three of our shipments have gone missing in transit. Standard Starlite track,” he said, as if that explained everything.
“What does that mean?” Maeve asked.
“You remember I mentioned the time differentials between realms?” Corvin asked and Maeve nodded. “Well, for goods to travel from one realm to another quickly and without experiencing temporal maladjustments, they enter a…” Corvin fumbled for the appropriate words.
Dante cut in. “It’s a layer between all the realms. It’s called the Starlite, and inside is a void so deep the darkness will drive you mad if you look upon it too long. It exists outside all space and time in any realm. Travel within may feel like days, weeks, or years, but it’s a blink on the outside. Inside you do not crave food or drink, need rest, or age.”
Maeve sucked in a breath. “To be alive for years with no food, drink, or sleep…that sounds like torture.”
Dante raised an amused brow. “It’s used for that, too.”
“How do you navigate it?” she asked.
“We built tunnels from realm to realm over centuries, wardbound to specific entry and exit points.”
Wards were powerful magical spells, things that could change the laws of physics. Maeve had seen Senshia use them on simple things like locking doors, and she assumed Dante had used one on the elevator, too. But she knew they could be used for much more powerful things, like binding people to one’s will, as in the case of Gakgleck, the Draoh shapeshifter who had helped Maeve and Corvin discover Daxus’s secret hideout.
“Okay, so how did these shipments go missing if they were traveling in the wardbound tunnels?” Maeve pressed.
“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Dante flashed a grin. “The entire container with our goods—and others—went missing each time, and we’re uncertain when in the shipping process this happened. All records and reports from the transit company mark the existence of the container throughout the process, but upon final arrival, it had vanished.”
“Guards?” Corvin asked.
“One on the second shipment, four on the third. All found in the next container over, minds fogged, no recollection past stepping into the container they were guarding at departure.”
Maeve chewed on that last bit of information for a moment. Dante quieted at the look on her face and nodded to her. She found her courage to jump in, though she had very little idea of anything about anything.
“If their memories cut off the moment they entered the container, is it possible the container itself was the issue?”
“Perhaps.” Dante bobbed his head. “We followed up on the third shipment and made sure the container had been fabricated by a trusted partner.”
Maeve hummed as she thought. “How many ways are there to get into the Starlite?”
“A few official ways. Mostly shipping companies and some High Court enforcers are allowed to travel through it. They have specific warded entry and exit points that are well guarded.”
“And unofficial ways?” Maeve asked.
Dante’s eyes darkened. “If you wander in from a non-wardbound point without a Starlite Atlas, you’ll be lost to the endless void.”
“How was it navigated in the first place? With these ‘atlas’ devices?”
“They’re not devices, but people gifted with special magic by the Mother,” he said with reverence.
Maeve’s pulse thrummed with excitement at this new information. Corvin had always kept her away from Veran culture and mythology. She was excited to have someone who would tell her more.
“The Mother? Is that like a goddess or—” 
Corvin rested a hand on Maeve’s thigh, cutting her off. “We should keep going with the investigation. I’ll answer whatever questions you have about that later tonight.”
Maeve grimaced as she realized she’d veered the conversation off track. “Sorry. So, what was in these containers? Can you be certain the thief was after your goods, and not something else your shipment had been packed with?”
“It’s highly unlikely that we were that lucky three times.” Dante waved his hand and the next screen in the report populated. “And only these three containers have been reported missing in this way.”
“You said they were recorded as present the entire time in transit. How is that monitored?” Maeve asked.
“Standard allocator spells keep a record.” Dante stood and grabbed another crystal from the wall. “Etched into these: denzu crystals. They’re stored in the driver’s compartment of the express and keep a full manifest. They cannot easily be forged without detection.”
Maeve sighed. “Could the tracking spell have been disrupted, or glimmered? Altered before the information was etched in the crystal? Could the crystal have been swapped, or replaced during, or post, transport? How many hands did this information go through before it reached you?”
Dante arched an intrigued brow. “You’re quick for a khin-born.”
Maeve stiffened at the backhanded compliment. Corvin grumbled beside her, his hand tensing on her leg. Maeve patted his hand and gave him a slight nod as if to say, “Down, boy.”
Dante flipped the crystal in his hand and set it back on the wall. “The allocator spells had been tampered with every time, hence the guards on the second and third shipments.”
Corvin let out a huff. “Why didn’t you lead with that information?”
“I wanted to see if you were worth the price.”
“What price?” Maeve asked.
Dante crossed his arms and scowled at her. “You have to know I paid for your services.”
Maeve looked at Corvin, who shrugged knowingly.
Dante laughed, a deep, lyrical thing that filled the room. “You thought Brigid sent you to me for free?”
“How much money did you pay her?” Maeve asked, now concerned that they were getting a shitty deal on retainer with Brigid for a measly grand each a month.
Dante waggled a finger and clucked his tongue at her. “It’s bad manners to tell of your deals.”
Corvin scoffed. “He paid in favors.” 
Dante’s face revealed nothing, and Maeve decided not to press it.
“Okay, so the spell that tracked the container was tampered with. You fabricate and ship a lot of goods, I’m assuming, and so three specific missing containers means…”
She paused at the deadly gaze Dante pinned her with. No matter if he didn’t want to hear it, he needed to, because it was obvious to Maeve what was going on already.
“Who among your people would know what gets shipped when, and to where?” she asked.
Dante pulled the green cylinder from the crystal at the center of the table. “The shipping department, and the floor managers. All questioned. No informants among them.”
“And did they all tell the truth?” Corvin asked, accusation thick in his tone.
It was Dante’s turn to bristle. “They were questioned by Pegrisas, so yes, I have confidence that their accounts are all truthful.”
Maeve looked to Corvin. “What’s—”
“I’ll tell you later,” he said, squeezing her thigh again.
Dante held the green cylinder out to Maeve. “Touch it so I can transfer the data to your hekara.”
Maeve put her finger on the edge of the smooth, warm crystal. Light flared in Dante’s honey-colored eyes and the cylinder glowed softly. A jolt shot up her arm and zapped into the bangle on her bicep. Corvin touched it next, taking the data into the bracelet Brigid had given him.
Dante shelved the crystal and walked to the door. Maeve stood, realizing the time for questions was now over. That was fine. There was a warehouse full of people to question just next door.
“Could I get the safety gear so I can go into the warehouse?” Maeve asked Dante as they walked down the hall.
“What for?”
She shrugged. “I know everyone was questioned, but I’d like to talk to some people, get a better understanding of the business.”
Dante shook his head. “Not on the clock. Strict policy. If you’d like a tour, I can give you one, but interviews will need to be conducted after hours.”
“A tour would be great,” Maeve conceded.
It would give her more time to question Dante, who had never once mentioned what was in the missing containers, the buyers, or any other detail that she’d want to conduct this investigation. Perhaps it was all in the text she hadn’t been able to read, but she’d prefer to hear it from him, watch his facial expressions, and learn more about him.
He pressed his hand to the door and blue sigils rippled over its surface. “Tomorrow morning, then? Before start of business?”
“We’ll be here,” Corvin said.
As they made their way back up to the main level, Maeve couldn’t help but replay all the details she’d learned. There was so much to these worlds she didn’t know, but one thing kept bugging her worst of all.
What favor had Dante traded for their services?




Chapter three







Blackout


Dante had agreed to allow Maeve and Corvin to take up residence in the parking lot and even found a forty-amp outlet around the back of the warehouse for them to plug into. Not having water wasn’t  that big of a deal, but no power wouldn’t do long-term.
Maeve pulled out her folding table and a little gas-powered grill that she set up just outside the front of the bus. She had a prime position to watch the open door of the warehouse without looking like she was watching it. She’d just tossed the first slice of marinated meat on the fire when a musical chime sounded from all around the grounds.
Dante’s deep voice projected from an overhead PA system. “Fifteen minutes to close. You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here. Wrap up your projects and pat your friends on the back.”
Distant laughter echoed from a dozen different voices inside the warehouse before Dante continued. “Thanks for another excellent day of work, team.”
The sounds of hammering metal intensified in speed and frequency. Everyone was doubling their efforts to finish up. Maeve clicked on her phone and checked the time. Five forty-five on the dot. He ran a tight ship indeed, but seemingly a well-respected one.
A vibration on Maeve’s right wrist brought her focus to the simple gold band from Brigid. She tapped on it, and her orange ka swirled in the air before her. It was a message from Brigid.
~ TransRealm Vocal Connection Request ~
Accepting this connection will drain approximately 10% of your ka per minute to sustain.
Accept: [Yes] [No]
-----

Brigid didn’t request calls like this often…or ever. It was always reports and typed check-ins. But Maeve didn’t overthink it and accepted. The sensation of the hekara drawing her spirit essence was sort of like giving blood. It sent a cool trickle down to her wrist and there was a weakened feeling in her chest, like her heart was fluttering.
“On site?” The lioness’s powerful voice came through with a watery garble.
Maeve whispered into the hekara, “Arrived today. Collecting data.”
Her text appeared in the air before her, and then dissolved into the air as the particles were sucked back into the hekara. Maeve wasn’t sure how multidimensional communication was possible through the hekara, but knew that smaller, more concise messages were better received.
There was a few moments’ delay before Brigid’s response arrived. “Keep me apprised.”
The vibrations from the bracelet diminished and Maeve felt the drain on her ka cut off abruptly. She sighed with relief. Even just that short connection had taken enough ka to be noticeable, and Maeve knew if she used too much, she could die.
The spicy, smoky scent of carne asada pulled Maeve’s attention from that grim thought and made her mouth water. She opened the lid of the grill to check it. Crispy sear marks lined the bottom of the juicy meat, and she gave it a flip. Corvin was in the kitchen chopping up all the fresh limes, onions, and cilantro—the third-most-critical component—for the tacos they were about to feast on.
When the meat was finished, Maeve tossed the fresh corn tortillas on the grill. This was probably the best part of the missions from Brigid. She would send them all over the world, deep into cities full of culture, to areas where the local food was cheap and plentiful. 
Maeve hoped that one day their missions would take them to other Fae realms so she could try all the foods she couldn’t even dream up. Tacos made from magical cows and PB&Js with sea plum jelly. That was the best her imagination could do with how ravenous she was from not eating all day.
After their meeting with Dante, Maeve and Corvin had gone on foot to get a lay of the nearby town. It’d taken them several hours to walk around and find the few local spots they needed most. A market, laundromat, and a gym that was open from six to ten. Maeve had immediately crafted a running route that would take her up that way near the end.
“Damn, that smells good!” someone called from the opening of the warehouse.
Maeve looked up to see Avaline and a few others sniffing in her direction. Maeve smiled and gave a casual wave. She needed to be friendly with these people. There was a rat somewhere in this case who was dishing the details of the shipments to the abductors, Maeve had no doubt about it.
Were those rats any of Dante’s people? Time and conversation would tell.
Avaline broke away from the group and approached. “Whatcha got there?”
“Carne asada tacos,” Maeve said. She cut off a slice of the meat and held it out to the woman. “Want some?”
Avaline accepted the offer. She popped it in her mouth, then closed her eyes and hummed in delight. “It’s good.”
Maeve shrugged. “I just ran it over the fire. The market butchers in town seasoned it up for me.”
Avaline dusted her hands off, then surveyed Maeve. “So, you’re the High Court investigators?”
Given that Avaline and everyone else working in the warehouse were here because of a sentence delivered by the High Court, Maeve didn’t want to immediately kick their relationship off on the wrong foot by identifying with the people who had put them behind metaphorical bars. 
Maeve kept her face kind and open as she said, “We’re here to help with the missing shipments.”
Avaline crossed her arms. “You smile too real for a court dog.”
Maeve shrugged. “The weather is nice and I’m about to eat tacos. What’s not to smile about?”
Avaline chuckled. “So, where are you from?”
Maeve wasn’t sure how to answer that one, but before she could even try, Corvin popped his head out of the bus window to rescue her. He must’ve heard them talking.
“Hello again,” he said to Avaline.
She waved a hand. “Hello.”
He looked at Maeve. “Is there anything else I should chop up?”
A nice, casual save. It seemed when Corvin had to fend off women, he could be the picture of perfect, normal behavior.
Maeve shook her head. “Nope. Almost done here.”
Corvin disappeared back into the bus and Maeve flipped her tortillas.
Avaline’s gaze narrowed on her. “You speak like a khin-born.”
“Where are you from?” Maeve mirrored instead of answering.
The other woman smiled. “I’m from Galihan Shev, in Verance. Do you know it?”
“Can’t say that I do.” Maeve shrugged impassively, gambling on the truth to not incriminate her too badly.
“That’s where the High Court is. Where you’re supposed to be from,” Avaline said, her smile tweaked with amusement.
“You caught me,” Maeve confirmed with a guilty flush. “I’m khin-born.”
“It was written all over you,” Avaline said playfully.
“Come on, Ava!” a man in a plaid shirt and worn jeans yelled from the warehouse. “Two for one at Sabbas!”
“Coming!” she shouted back, then grinned at Maeve. “Enjoy your tacos.”
“What’s Sabbas?” Maeve asked.
“It’s a dance club.”
Maeve’s soul came alive at the words. “I love to dance!”
Avaline blew a raspberry. “Oh, it’s no place for a little khin-born like you.”
Maeve pointed her tongs at Avaline. “Don’t you challenge me. I’ll make a fool of myself.”
Avaline smirked. “I think I like you. You wanna ditch that High Court cutie and come with us?”
Maeve looked toward the bus and raised a sarcastic brow that had Avaline giggling. She cut off another chunk of carne asada and took a nibble. Her tongue sang with smoke, salt, spice, sweet orange, and tangy lime.
She hummed her approval and shook her head at Avaline. “Not a chance.”
“Now I know I like you,” Avaline said.
“Raincheck?”
“Definitely.” Avaline waved and ran back to the warehouse.
Corvin opened the door and came down the steps balancing a tray of plates and the diced toppings. “I’m so glad the tacos were here to save me from a lonely evening.”
Maeve snickered. “I wouldn’t have left you. It got her to open up a bit more, seeing that I was able to joke around.”
He kissed her cheek and dropped the tray beside the grill. “I’m surprised you didn’t flash fangs when she called me cutie, given how you almost went to blows with that girl at the bar.”
Maeve clicked her tongs at Corvin. “That was different.”
“How so?”
“Avaline wasn’t shoving her tits in your face and grinding against your hips,” Maeve grumbled, annoyance flaring in her at the memory.
Corvin chuckled. “True enough. That was well done.”
“What was?”
“That interaction. You very quickly turned her into a potential ally.”
Maeve furrowed her brow. “Ally? Your soldier is showing.”
Corvin rolled his eyes. “And your khin-born is a glaring beacon.”
Maeve shrugged. “Authenticity wins every time.”
He wrapped his hands around her from behind, pressing her back against his chest. “My soldier certainly won with you,” he whispered against her neck.
Excitement skittered down her spine and she shivered.
Corvin purred, his hand stroking against her ribs. “What were your plans after dinner?”
Maeve pushed against his hips, feeling his need through her jeans. “There’s some information for us to review from that crystal.”
“After,” Corvin growled.
The sound sent warmth straight to Maeve’s core.
She tsked impishly. “You can’t be trusted to do it after.”
“Please,” he murmured.
His fingers traced up along her ribs to the crease below her breast. Maeve’s nipples tightened as he nibbled her earlobe, sending a shock all through her body. She shivered, though the heat of his body had her panting.
Charred tortilla smoke filled her nose and Maeve cursed, pulling the overcooked taco shell off the grill before it caught on fire.
Corvin chuckled. “I’ll leave you be. I don’t want to ruin dinner.”
He stepped back and the cold chill of autumn’s breath blew away his warmth. She hid her whimper by clearing her throat and got back to work. Despite her best effort to not let her imagination drift off to the bedroom, she caught herself burning yet another tortilla as Corvin snuck a bite of the cooked meat.
“I didn’t realize I was so terribly distracting,” he said, sucking the carne asada juices from his fingers.
She watched his lips, her mouth going dry. Thunderous beats of desire pulsed between her thighs as she remembered where those fingers had been this morning. 
“After,” she said.
Lust lined his gaze, and he licked another finger. “You won’t regret it.”
Maeve barely tasted the delicious tacos as she sped toward that promise. The dipping sun turned the sky navy and the clouds fiery as Maeve worked to clean up their outdoor feast. The warehouse beside them was locked up and deathly quiet by the time they ascended the stairs to the bus, and a good thing too. Maeve knew Corvin wouldn’t be satisfied until she was screaming his name.
Maeve barely got the dishes into the little sink before Corvin Shadow Danced her over to the bed. His lips crashed into hers as his fingers worked the button of her jeans. He pulled her shorts and underwear down in one swift motion, kneeling between her legs as he did.
“I still owe you for this morning,” she said, pulling off his shirt. “What do you want?”
He dragged his nails down her inner thigh and licked his lips as he stared at her sex. “I don’t want to be gentle.”
Maeve heated at the thought of his ka holding her tight as he rode her hard. He spread her knees and licked up her center just once as he stood. Her bottom lip trembled as she let out a tiny cry of pleasure. He grinned, hands moving to his pants. Maeve sat up and ripped at his jeans until he was free of them.
With his hand on the back of her neck, she dropped to her knees beside the bed and took him into her mouth. He sighed, his hand tightening until he gripped a fistful of her hair. Maeve dug her fingers into his hips and pulled him forward until he hit the back of her throat. She groaned and Corvin’s cock twitched in her mouth.
“Do that again,” he whispered.
Maeve slid along his wet length and moaned the whole way. Corvin’s head fell back as he rumbled his pleasure deep in his chest. He thrust into her mouth and she relaxed, letting him in even deeper. He looked down and brushed hair from her eyes as he watched her move at his hand’s command.
“You’re too good,” he whispered, blue fire dancing in his eyes.
Maeve opened her senses to the etonos and found his ka already tight around her body. Her breasts ached with the weight of his presence, turning her molten.
“Letting me in finally, are you?” he asked and drove into her again.
Maeve grabbed his base and pumped him hard as she sucked. She pulled back all the way and twisted her tongue across his tip, then let him fill her again.
“That’s enough of that,” he said, holding her back by the hair.
Maeve whimpered her protest, but he was already lifting her onto the bed. His ka had pushed all the air from her lungs, and she gasped.
“Get on your hands and knees,” he ordered, and she obeyed, aching to feel him inside her.
He stepped up to the bed behind her and ran a finger down her center, then slid into her with a languid thrust. The drag of his finger along her core had her quaking. She couldn’t take the anticipation.
“I need you,” she gasped.
He knocked her knees aside to lower her farther and grabbed his base, teasing her opening with the tip. Maeve pushed her hips back into him, trying, and failing, to hurry them toward that promise.
Corvin chuckled and pushed her forward, planting kisses on her lower back. “So impatient.”
His ka tickled up her stomach, brushing her breasts and looping around her neck as his hands tucked into the space where her hips met her thighs. Her heart hammered behind her breast, and she panted, eager for him. 
“Are you ready?” he growled.
“Please,” she begged.
He sank into her, seating himself to the hilt in one swift movement. Maeve cried out from the satisfying ache as he stretched her. His ka scraped down her back, swirled across her thighs, and plunged into her with him.
Corvin pulled her hips against him hard as he pounded into her again and again, building the tension in her center. Her breathing came in shallow gasps between moans. She curled her hands into fists, trying to hold on to that moment she had been so eager for.
Claws poked into Maeve’s thighs, pairing the pleasure with pain. Stars danced through Maeve’s vision as the scream of pleasure built in her chest. She needed to release it, but she could barely breathe.
Corvin thrust faster, making Maeve dizzy with euphoria. She was so close. Just one more drive of his hips and—
[image: image-placeholder]Maeve woke up with a start.
It was black outside, sparse streetlamps glowing in the distance behind the curtains in her bedroom. Corvin was asleep beside her on the bed, both of them naked. She rolled over and winced at the pain in her side.
She pulled back the covers and found a pair of fresh claw marks that dragged across her hips to her ass. She scowled, trying to clear the fog from her head.
They’d been having sex. Amazing sex. And she was almost there…and then she was here.
She infused her hands with Healing Touch and ran them over her hips. The claw marks faded, leaving barely there pink scratches.
Her phone was on the little shelf above the bed, plugged in like normal. She checked the time. Just past five in the morning. She snuck out from under the covers and went to the bathroom, then got dressed in her running gear. Surely a run would clear the haze in her mind and let her remember the climax of that great sex?
She stepped down to the cold concrete below and looked toward the misty horizon. The memory of sparring the morning before when Corvin had pounced on her skipped past her thoughts, dragging a little thread with it. “Follow me,” the thread begged.
Maeve replayed that fight in her head, remembering how she’d gone from a standing jackal to flat-as-a-pancake human without even feeling a muscle twitch. Her shifts always came with some sensation, and a full body shift should’ve taken a few seconds and some aching in her bones. But there was nothing. No memory of shifting back.
She tapped her teeth nervously and looked at her phone. There was only one person she trusted to call about this problem.
Senshia.




Chapter four







Special Assignment


Maeve paced outside the bus in the growing light of the morning, staring at her phone. Fallingwater was an hour ahead of Mérida, but it was still too early to call. Hell, Maeve didn’t even know if Senshia would be in the realm. She very well could’ve been in that frozen wasteland, far from any service. 
She tapped her nails on the case of her phone, trying to decide if the call was even worth it. Maybe she’d just passed out from holding her breath? But then how did her phone get plugged in? Why didn’t Corvin fawn over her and worry like a mother hen at the incident? No, she hadn’t passed out. This was something else.
Shit.
Maeve pressed the “Call” button below Senshia’s name and held the phone to her ear.
There was an answer on the first ring. 
“Ah, my favorite goddaughter. What has you calling so early?” Senshia’s smoky voice was a soothing balm to Maeve’s anxious nerves.
“I didn’t know you had more than me,” she teased.
“Well, I’ve been a busy woman. Who knows how many godchildren I have out there? But you’re avoiding my question. What’s wrong, little jackal?”
Maeve sucked down a deep breath and then blew out her cheeks. “I have two gaps in my memory where I don’t know what happened, but I’m pretty sure I was conscious. I wasn’t drinking, so it wasn’t an alcohol blackout. Could this be some kind of Fae mind control?”
“Recent, I assume?”
“Yesterday morning and last night.”
“Who were you with?”
“Corvin.”
“Only him?”
“Yes.”
The rapid-fire questions and answers back and forth had Maeve pacing like she was being interrogated.
“And what were you doing?”
“Training and…” Maeve trailed off. She knew Senshia knew they had sex. Hells, Senshia had been there for the Sanmiha ceremony—well, not the end of it, but everyone knew what happened at the end of it.
“And?” Senshia prodded.
Maeve’s eyes darted around the empty parking lot as she whispered, “Sex.”
“I see,” Senshia said thoughtfully. “Status effects?”
“Veh’ha,” Maeve said the Verance word for status to her hekara, and the display opened in orange ka before her. She tapped on the “Physical Wellness” square and looked it over.
~ Physical Wellness ~

	Health: 78%
	Heart Rate: 91BPM

~ Status Effects ~

	Sleepless: You have not rested for long enough. Try taking a nap or going to bed early to improve your Health levels.
	Stressed: You’re under a lot of pressure to perform. Try some mindfulness activities to reduce your stress levels, and remember, you’re only Veran.

-----

“Sleepless and stressed, nothing else,” Maeve reported.
Senshia sighed and Maeve couldn’t tell what that sigh meant. She was frustrated about something, but what, Maeve couldn’t discern.
Maeve cursed. “Please don’t tell anyone about this.”
“Why not?”
“It’s just that…” Maeve struggled with the thought. “I don’t want anyone to panic. It could be the stress, or it could be my bloodline manifesting a new power in a weird way. It could be anything. I don’t want to sound the alarm and have my father on the next flight down here and Corvin tying me to the bed to keep me safe.”
Senshia was silent for a long moment and Maeve wondered if the call had dropped. 
“You have my word that I will keep your blackouts to myself until you say otherwise, or I deem it unsafe to remain quiet.”
“Thank you,” Maeve whispered.
“Yes, of course. Well, my darling, let me dig a little. Until then my best advice is to hold on to yourself. Don’t get lost in the moment, don’t let your attention drift, and don’t get too excited. Be aware of your surroundings and the influences you’re in contact with. Stay vigilant at all times. If you find your thoughts drifting, focus on your breathing.”
Maeve took a long, deep breath and blew it out again. “Okay. Thanks, Shia.”
“Shia?”
“Sorry, master,” Maeve said playfully.
Senshia laughed through her nose. “I like it. A name only for my goddaughter to use. Take care of yourself, little jackal.”
The line went dead before she could say goodbye.
Maeve looked up, her eyes tracking the gold-lined clouds hanging near the horizon. The sun’s light was just starting to peek over the Gulf, turning the sky from indigo to softer lilac. Stars still twinkled above, and the moon hung on the opposite side of the horizon, waiting for sleep.
Hold on to myself, Maeve thought. There was no better way to stay present than the punishing pulse of her feet against the pavement. She didn’t feel like roaming far, though. She had a niggling worry that she might black out in the middle of a strange town and get lost. She tightened her laces and started her laps around the warehouse. Her Run, Zombies! app let her know every time she’d completed a quarter mile by giving her a massive horde to sprint from, and she pushed herself every time.
The sun crested the water on her twelfth lap, bathing the sky in pink and gold. Sweat rolled down her neck and tickled her back, but she pressed on, staying present with her burning lungs and aching muscles. She was rounding the front of the lot when she noticed a car pulling in.
It was a silver sedan, nothing special but meticulously cared for. The vehicle approached her and slowed, so Maeve stopped and pulled out one of her earbuds. The tinted driver’s window rolled down to reveal an auburn quaff of hair before exposing Dante’s simmering smirk.
“You’re up bright and early,” he said.
Maeve controlled her panting. “And you.”
“Would you like to move up that tour? I’m free now,” he said.
She shook her head. “I’m a reeking, sweaty mess and the shower is still two miles away,” she said, gesturing down the road to where she knew the gym awaited her. “I won’t be ready until eight.”
“We have locker rooms with private showers in the warehouse, if you’d prefer.”
Saving money on a gym membership and not having to walk back two miles with wet hair would be nice. But what would Corvin think about them relying more on their client than they had to? Maeve chewed her lip and looked toward her bus.
“Thanks, but I’ll hit the gym shower this morning.”
Dante shrugged. “The offer is open.”
Maeve gave him a nod and started cutting across the lot.
“Oh, and Mae,” Dante called, and she looked over her shoulder. “You smell divine.”
He rolled up the window with a wink and drove off toward the office building. Maeve pursed her lips and grumbled at the compliment as she jogged toward the bus. She couldn’t let Dante ruffle her feathers, which was exactly what he was trying to do. To what end, she didn’t know. Maybe he was a lecherous snake with so much money and power that he’d grown bored and had to tease her for some amusement.
Maeve shook the thought from her head. She had to maintain civility with him. The comment was a toe against the line, nothing serious. He’d test her again, further, and she’d have to lay down the law. Maeve was a bonded chimera, and he would respect that.
Corvin opened the door to the bus and emerged fully dressed, a pack slung over one shoulder. He smiled at the sight of her and reached for her face.
Maeve pulled back. “I’m way too sweaty.”
“Like I care about something as silly as that.” Corvin darted forward, capturing her by the back of the neck as he pulled her into a deep kiss.
Maeve kissed him back, painfully aware of how damp her arms were as she slid them up his chest to his shoulders. Still, she let herself get lost in the heat of his tongue against hers and the flicker of mirrored warmth in her core.
Hold on to yourself.
She pulled back from his heady kiss. “Ready to hit the gym?”
He cocked his head curiously and Maeve nodded toward the backpack.
He grimaced. “Senshia needs me to take care of something up near Fallingwater. She found a portal hub in town for me and will be meeting me there. It shouldn’t take more than the afternoon.”
Was Senshia already doing that digging by bringing Corvin up to her?
Maeve schooled her face into an innocent pout. “Can’t I go, too?”
Corvin thought on it for a second before he groaned. “As much as I’d love to keep you away from him while I’m gone, we need to maintain our presence here if Brigid requests an update. We don’t want her to think we’re slacking off, do we?” He ran his finger over her pouted lip.
Maeve had a retort ready that would make him stay, make him seethe at Dante and the way he’d spoken to her this morning, but she held it in. If Senshia was looking into the blackouts and needed Corvin, she had to let him go, no matter how much she didn’t want to be alone with Dante for when that next toe would slip over the line. But she could handle the man herself, and it was probably better that she did.
“Fine.” She sighed out the word, loud and long.
He hugged her tight and kissed her one last time. “I’ll be back for dinner.”
“You better,” Maeve warned as he jogged toward the street where a rusted-out taxi waited for him.
Hells. Maeve didn’t really want to run to the gym and shower there alone. She watched Corvin go, the unease growing in her stomach. If she accepted Dante’s offer, would that encourage him to push that line? Of course it would.
Maeve went into the bus, chugged some water, and got her bag together. She locked up a moment later and was jogging toward the gym. It was a small place, but it had gender-assigned locker rooms with acceptable showers—though no hair dryers—and Maeve got her business done quickly. She braided her hair over one shoulder and took off at a quick pace back to Blaze’s.
At eight sharp, she stepped into the lobby of Dante’s office building. He was waiting for her on the couch, ankle resting on his knee as he scrolled through his phone.
He looked up and scowled. “Where’s Corvin?”
“Pulled away for other business. I’ll keep him apprised.”
Dante grunted in response and stood. “Were you able to read the report last night and get all the answers you wanted?”
Maeve faltered, looking away from him for a blink. She decided to go with carefully veiled truth. “No. That other business he was pulled away for reared its head last night, unfortunately.”
“I see.”
Did he? Maeve hoped not.
Dante gestured to a box on the counter of the receptionist desk. Inside were three hard hats, orange caution vests, and clear goggles.
“This is still necessary outside of work hours?” she asked, rapping her knuckles on the helmet.
“It’s unlikely but possible that someone misshelved equipment or projects. My insurance would have a heyday with an injured High Court servant, especially one as pretty as you.”
There was that toe pushing the line already.
Maeve leveled a stern stare at him. “I’m sure my appearance would have nothing to do with it, nor does it have anything to do with you, or anyone who isn’t Corvin.”
Dante stilled, sounding utterly sincere when he said, “My apologies. It wasn’t my intent to upset you.”
“Thank you. Now, how about that grand tour,” she said, letting a smile come back to her face to show him she wasn’t going to be adversarial about it if he was going to be respectful. They donned the protective gear and Dante led her out to the warehouse. He stopped before the entrance, a playful smirk pulling up his lips.
“Take off the goggles,” he said.
Maeve raised an eyebrow. “And your insurance company? What’ll they say?”
“Just for a moment,” he coaxed. “I want to see your expression.”
Maeve took off the goggles and followed Dante into the warehouse. The same static tingle of magic danced across her skin as she stepped under the doorway.
Dante gestured to the bland gray room. Maeve hadn’t noticed how empty it was yesterday, aside from the people. She hadn’t noticed anything yesterday. Now that she really looked, her eyes hurt from how blurred the edges of the world seemed to be. It was that same feeling from long ago when she’d tried to look at the bau without her hekara, and it somehow evaded her gaze. The whole space rejected her stare, refusing to reveal anything more.
Dante’s expression was brimming with childish anticipation, his grin barely contained. “Put them on.”
Maeve looked down and slid the frame of the goggles behind her ears. As the plastic seated up over her eyes, the entire room popped into view. Maeve gasped as she took it all in.
To the left was a tall wall that divided the warehouse from the other opening. A wrought iron staircase circled up and up to three different levels, and at the other end of the wall was a wide ramp that lazily made its way upward with several switchbacks, presumably for the loading carts that were chained together at the bottom of the ramp.
Beside the wall were orderly workbenches that had a few stools flipped over on top. There were empty drawers and shelves at each bench that had been scuffed by tools, worn over time. Hanging above the tables were long cables of metal that suspended sheets of glowing glass like she’d seen in the space below the office. They sparkled with prismatic light and made absolutely no sound, like the lights below the office building.
To her right was a behemoth of a contraption that looked to be halfway constructed, a massive metal scaffold encircling it. It was spherical, but the interior was like a maze. Little gaps in the wall of the thing allowed her to see the different types of metals that made it up. Maeve tried to put a name to the thing being worked on, but was coming up blank.
“What…?” She trailed off as she walked toward it.
“It’s a ka converter, much like our little one,” Dante said, gesturing toward the ceiling.
Maeve’s mouth hung open as she stared straight up in wonder. Above them, suspended on tendrils of silvery light, was a golden sphere bedecked with rings and cogs and circling armatures holding smaller spheres.
“It almost looks like…”
“An orrery?” Dante asked. “Those little models of the solar system your people used to love so much?”
“My people?”
“Khin-born, I mean. The Veran craftspeople were inspired by their design. These devices, Enmatis, cycle the spirit of the realm itself through them, from the outside in. Each piece clarifies the essence, tempers it, and makes it useable for our tools. It powers our lights, the shield that allows us to use our magic inside—wardbound to the doors, of course—and our handheld devices, which can be powered with body ka, too.” Dante led Maeve toward the Enmatis under construction.
“It’s so big,” Maeve said, awed by the sheer size of it.
Dante smirked. “Yes, this is the same model that’s in the Veran Congregate Temple, one of the largest out there.”
She looked up to the Enmatis hanging above the warehouse, which in total was only a fourth the size of the giant one under construction.
“This is just one piece of it, right? How are you going to get it out of here?” Maeve asked.
“Portal, of course. Directly from here to where it’ll be seated.”
Maeve dragged her gaze away from the massive creation and looked at Dante. “Why not portal everything, then? Why use the Starlite, especially for these shipments that are disappearing?”
“Portals take considerable energy, even on a natural ley line. We wouldn’t be able to keep the warehouse lights running, let alone all the tools we need, if we were portaling everything.”
Maeve felt the heat of embarrassment color her cheeks. “Sorry, I’m sure these are stupid questions.”
“No, they’re not,” Dante said quickly, his eyes intense. He shook his head and cleared his throat. “You need to understand how the business works; this is part of that process.”
“Yeah, but a Fae-born would know this already,” Maeve grumbled.
Dante’s brow scrunched in amusement. “You call us Fae?”
“What else should you be called? You’re not all Verans; there are lots of realms out there—hells, I don’t even know how many—and creatures of so many kinds. How do I categorize all of you magic wielders quickly with a single word?”
The corner of his lip curled as he conceded. “Fair enough. But you’re wrong about one thing. I don’t think Brigid has any idea how this facility operates. Someone of her immense power wouldn’t understand why we don’t portal everything, and she probably wouldn’t care, either.”
Maeve turned the conversation back to the issue at hand. “After the second shipment abduction—of what I will ask next—why didn’t you resort to using portals to transport it?”
Dante gestured toward the Enmatis. “That’s what we’re trying next.”
“The other shipments were pieces of the Enmatis, then?” Maeve asked.
Dante dipped his head and led her away from the scaffolding toward the wall bisecting the warehouse. “We typically create the parts to be constructed on site, and theft hasn’t been an issue before. The metal for this one is quite rare, and that could be a motivating factor. Losing any more of it will bankrupt me,” he said with a chuckle as he turned toward the stairs.
“What about your insurance?” Maeve asked.
“It helped pay for you,” Dante said. “And it’ll cover the cost of portaling the Enmatis to its seat when it’s completed in a few weeks. The lost items were replaced with new materials by the shipping company—about which they are not pleased—but they refused to cover any more losses of that magnitude. I’m not allowed to ship any additional Enmatis parts for this construction by any Starlite carrier.”
He took the iron steps two at a time and Maeve jogged to keep up.
“Theft for money is plausible, but it seems a weird risk, right? I’m sure there are other ways to steal things of great value that don’t involve such a complicated heist,” Maeve said.
“Indeed, which is why you’re here.”
He stepped off on the second level and walked to a door that said “Hot” or something like that in Veran script. With a slide of his thumb across the handle, the door unlocked. He pulled it open and heat blasted Maeve in the face.
Inside was a room as large as the entire warehouse, with an enormous forge at the center. The forge was wide at the base, with several different workstations encircling it and a tall stack for the smoke reaching toward the ceiling. Maeve pulled back from the room and looked at the wall outside, up to the ceiling of the warehouse that was only twenty feet away. She looked back in the room again where the roof was at least forty feet above her. Her eyes must’ve been lying. She pulled out of the room and looked again.
Dante chuckled low in his chest. “I’d forgotten.”
“Forgotten what?” Maeve asked.
“These things are commonplace to me, but to you…The look on your face has been worth the trouble.”
He stepped into the forge room, his auburn hair ruffling in the searing breeze. Maeve followed him, her damp hair feeling now instantly dry. Around the walls hung tools of all kinds. Hammers and tongs were about the only things she recognized aside from the worn leather aprons and gloves. Each station had a rolling workbench parked beside it, and everything was in an orderly place.
Dante spoke up over the crackling of the forge. “The Enmatis powers spells that allow us to maintain spaces outside the constraints of Earth physics. These rooms don’t take much ka on their own, but together it’s considerable, hence why we can’t portal everything.”
“What happens if the ka flow stops powering the spell?” Maeve asked.
“They return to following Earth physics.”
Maeve cocked her head.
The corner of Dante’s lip quirked up as he clapped his hands together with intent.
Maeve gaped. “They collapse?”
“Which is why it’s so important to ensure we always have enough ka to power the spells,” he said, leading her from the room. He walked the length of the floor, opening other doors to show her metal storerooms and where they kept the pieces of their work before construction.
“Was it specific pieces that were lost?” Maeve was trying to keep her language non-accusatory. They weren’t certain anything was stolen yet. Perhaps there was some wacky Starlite anomaly that blooped the shipping containers out of existence, which wasn’t the craziest thought Maeve had had.
Dante seesawed his head. “Each shipment had a crate containing several pieces, and each of those pieces are essential for the operation of the Enmatis. I’ll get you more details on the exact components that were in those shipments.
“I wish I could show you more, but it’s ten ’til, and we’ll need to get out of everyone’s way.” Dante led Maeve down to the warehouse door where he ended the tour far sooner than she’d hoped. 
“That’s fine. This was great.” She paused and shook her head. She hadn’t felt so much wonder in a while. The Fae’s magic held endless surprises. When she met his honeyed gaze, there was amusement there, and more. She wasn’t sure what, though.
Maeve cleared her throat and reined in her awe. “I really enjoyed learning about your business. It’ll be helpful in getting to the bottom of your missing shipments.”
He walked with her outside, the parking lot now bursting. Maeve spotted Avaline in the crowd of people walking toward the warehouse and gave her a tiny wave.
“We’re going to El Burro Borracho tonight!” Avaline said, patting Maeve’s arm as she passed.
“The Drunken Donkey?” Maeve asked. “Is this my official invitation?”
“We’ve never gotten a High Court servant drunk before,” a round-faced young man with dark hair and a permanent grin said beside Avaline. He looked to Dante. “You’re coming too, right, ma—uh, boss?” The young man blanched as he fumbled his words. Maeve looked at him curiously, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. Maybe Dante had a silly nickname they called him by that would’ve been embarrassing to use in front of a court servant.
Dante gave the younger man an easy, affectionate smile as he patted his shoulder. “Skyle, if I’m not there, something’s gone terribly wrong.”
“We’ll call in the enforcers!” Avaline teased as she walked on toward the warehouse.
Maeve couldn’t contain her chuckle. These people were all khin from the realms, but they liked him. They invited him out and wanted him around outside of work hours. Dante hadn’t made any more uncouth comments or toe-over-the-line comments since apologizing, either. Perhaps he wasn’t so bad.
Dante stopped at the door to the office and turned to her. “Let me know if you need help with the report. I’m happy to dictate it, or purchase a translator for you, whatever you’re comfortable with.”
Maeve nodded. “I’ll let you know.”
They parted ways and Maeve headed back to the bus. It was time to get out the whiteboard and start breaking this thing down. She wasn’t going to sit on her haunches waiting for Corvin to get back. She had enough to go off now to start mapping out the case. Dante had already given her the most concerning detail: Someone was stealing the tool to harness the power of a planet.




Chapter five







El Burro Borracho


It was well past lunch by the time Maeve had finished writing out everything she knew. The whiteboard had been too small for all the little questions that kept popping up, and she’d taken to recording in her notes app to ask Dante later. He was going to be inundated next time they crossed paths. 
Maeve grabbed a power bar and decided to relax for a moment. She pulled out her phone and checked the notifications. Nothing from Corvin. She shot him a quick text to let him know she was thinking about him and then laid back in bed while she munched the last of her snack.
She stared up at the vision board above her bed. Long ago it had just been the image of a woman running on a trail, a hot shower, a latte, and a pad of paper with a pen. Now it included several more pictures, one of them a feminine foxy-jackal illustration with little drawn-on stars and sparkles Maeve had added herself. Becoming a powerful magic wielder had jumped high on the list of things that got her out of bed in the morning, not just because it was awesome, but because she wanted to be able to help Corvin. 
The disease his brother Daxus had helped weaponize, Zalnur, was still coursing through him, and getting stronger with every new spirit chain Corvin unlocked. He had to be careful when fully shifted, and had daily mindfulness practices to help him maintain his composure. She knew some of his possessive, paranoid, and compulsive behavior stemmed from the illness that slithered through him, and she was determined to figure out how to fix it.
There had to be something she could do outside of hypnotizing him with her cobra spells every time he lost control, and she wasn’t going to stop until she discovered it. There were thousands of chimeras out in the realms who were currently infected, some of them already neutered—stripped of their transformations.
It was a big deal to Verans to be stripped, and Corvin told her that many of them didn’t survive long, finding dangerous and interesting ways to get themselves killed, sometimes even selling themselves into research or other illegal pursuits to help support the families they were leaving behind. Maeve thought of the women who’d been experimented on back in Morgantown earlier that year. They hadn’t even consented to it, being imprisoned by Daxus and his forces under Andjet command.
He was the one who had orchestrated the whole thing, and Brigid had known there was a coup plot behind it but hadn’t been able to prove that to the High Court, even with Corvin as a witness. Brigid had spared the babes and the memories of a few of the women in the end, the ones who had chosen to forsake their lives and uproot themselves for their unborn babies. Where were they now? Were they okay?
Maeve shook her head. There was no point in wondering. Brigid wouldn’t tell her no matter how many times she asked. But Maeve wasn’t ready to get back to work yet, so she opted to look over her stats.
“Veh’ha,” she said.
Orange light swirled above her, opening the three-by-three panels she was so used to seeing. The blackouts tickled the back of her mind, but when she looked under Status Effects, there was nothing there. A flash pulled her attention and Maeve noticed that beside her “Missions” section was a new block that just said “Data.”
Maeve tapped at the air over it and the Veran glyphs from the report Dante had shared filled the new screen. Starting at the first line on the right, the glyphs flickered and changed one by one. A new line appeared at the top where the translated English text slotted into place.
“Hell yeah, Resourceful,” Maeve mused. She’d forgotten that she had a translator in her mother’s old hekara. It could take anything and make it into a tool. Language was just another tool in her arsenal.
She watched her ka actively drain on her status screen as the hekara expended her spirit energy to translate the information. She was down by a quarter when the report finished translating, and that familiar voice that was sort of like hers bleated out in her mind.
~ Hekara Infused Spell Advancement: Resourceful ~
Transform anything into a tool. Object’s base complexity and components will affect what it can transform into.
Advancement 2:

	Call out to nearby materials and infuse them into your transformations, increasing the availability of more complex creations.
	Reduce the ka cost for sustained creations, like advanced weaponry.
	Permanently alter objects for basic creations, no longer requiring sustained ka usage.

-----

“Hell yeah! Mom, you had the best shit,” Maeve whispered to the hekara, giddy over the new advancement.
Maeve got up and paced back and forth along the length of the bus, munching on a fresh mango to refuel her ka as she read the information that had been translated. The brief dictation Dante had given her was lacking lots of important information like the name of the shipping company, Ataxis Starlite Express, or that the guards sent with shipments two and three were Ataxis staff, not Dante’s people. Maeve grabbed her whiteboard and wrote “Ataxis” in the free corner. The shipping company may not have been the abductor, but their people were highly suspect in all this.
Now Maeve just needed to work on motive.
If Dante was legally fabricating these, there seemed to be only four reasons to steal an Enmatis—to Maeve at least. One, the parts were made with rare metal. But common theft seemed implausible. There were better ways to make money. Plus, who would they sell it to? They’d melt the parts down and sell the ore perhaps, but still, something like that wouldn’t go unnoticed.
She scribbled in the margins Rebels, Prison-Realms, Sabotaging Purchaser, Aaaand?
She needed to discover those “and” reasons, and start requesting interview times with those cargo guards. Even if their minds were muddled, she might be able to hypnotize them into recovering memories that were suppressed. She hadn’t done it yet herself, but it was something Senshia told her would be possible.
There was a tap-tap ta tap-tap on her bus door and Avaline called, “Hello?”
Maeve grinned and hopped to her feet, opening the door. “Hey!”
“You ready to go, chispa?” the dark-haired woman asked, hands on her hips. She was dressed in dark jeans with a shimmery blue top, like she was going out somewhere special.
Maeve’s face went slack as she stalled for time with an, “Uuuuh.”
Avaline pouted. “You forgot already? El Burro Borracho!”
“Right! Yeah. Uhm, Corvin’s not back yet,” Maeve said, wrinkling her nose.
“And?”
Corvin didn’t want her wandering off on her own, but she wouldn’t really be on her own with Avaline and Dante. Plus, she needed this opportunity to interview some of the warehouse workers. No better place to get details out of people than a bar, where lips were loosest, and also least reliable due to exaggeration. Still, she could definitely get some information, or if nothing else, start building a rapport with these people.
“Alright. Is this a fancy place?” Maeve asked, gesturing to Avaline’s nice getup.
Avaline blew a raspberry and batted away the question. “With a name like Drunk Donkey? Really?”
Still, Maeve was wearing sweats and a black T-shirt. That wasn’t very professional, and she was representing the High Court. “Let me just change really quick,” Maeve said, waving Avaline in.
The woman followed her up the steps and gave a low whistle. “Nice little spot.”
“Thanks,” Maeve said, closing the curtain next to the bed. “I’ve done most of the renovations myself, but still have a few left on the list.”
Maeve rummaged through her clothing drawer, stifling a groan when she realized she was out of jeans. She picked out a knee-length green dress she felt comfortable in, but still looked a little more pro than jeans and a T-shirt. She’d have to remember to get into the city for a load of laundry soon.
“You live in here full-time?” Avaline asked.
“For three years now.” She threw back the curtain and went to the bathroom for makeup.
Avaline hooted at her. “You clean up nice!”
Maeve shrugged, then slapped on a bit of eyeliner. “There’s not many options back here, so it was an easy pick.”
She pulled the tie out of her braid and then fluffed her wavy hair around.
Avaline sniffed at the air with closed eyes and hummed. “You smell like apples.”
Maeve chuckled. “It was the cheapest bottle of shampoo I could find.”
“How do you do it?” Avaline asked with a jealous sigh.
“What?”
“Low-budget, effortless beauty.”
This made Maeve laugh deep from her belly, and she snorted.
Avaline gave her a sly grin. “Must be your lineage. What are you, anyway? Butterfly? Hummingbird?”
“I am…” Maeve reached for her flats, trying to come up with an excuse not to share that information. “Still figuring out a lot of it. I only discovered all this a few months ago.” Seven months ago, but whatever.
“Mhmm, it’s okay. I get it.” Avaline shrugged and turned toward the stairs.
Maeve grabbed her bag stuffed with notepad, pen, phone, and a few other essentials, then followed her out. “What?”
“You don’t trust me yet.” Avaline pouted again. She was really good at it.
Maeve winced. “I’m sorry. I’m just, I can’t—”
Avaline patted her arm affectionately. “Don’t even worry about it, chispa. I was just curious. Tell me when you’re ready.”
Maeve locked the door and texted Corvin as she followed Avaline to their ride. The man who loved red plaid and worn jeans waited beside a rusty ’90s pickup. It was white with a blue stripe running all the way around the cab. The bed had been replaced with something that almost fit, that model, but was bright yellow. The thing was an eyesore if Maeve ever saw one, but the man beamed brightly at Avaline and opened the cab like he was a footman of a grand carriage.
“Ladies,” he intoned, bowing slightly.
“You’re not getting lucky tonight, Jorren,” Avaline said as she hopped up into the back.
“Not with you, maybe,” he said, then waggled his eyebrows at Maeve.
“Bonded,” Maeve replied as she got in next to Avaline.
Jorren only shrugged and closed the door. “There’s plenty of girls out there tonight.”
Maeve watched her phone on the way into town for a reply from Corvin, but none came. Only ten minutes later, they pulled into the dusty parking lot of El Burro Borracho.
The building was two stories, with a saloon-style swinging door on the front, but that was where the “Old West” vibes ended. Vibrant colors like a parrot adorned every panel, every wall, every supporting beam, but it wasn’t offensive. It was comfortable, friendly. The walls inside were thick plaster painted with the same vibrant colors, and the customers were just as lively as the decorations.
Red-faced patrons bellowed with laughter from every available surface in the crowded bar. They were leaned up against the walls, stuffed eight people deep into a four-person booth, and dancing in every other available spot. Maeve felt right at home.
The space was long and narrow. At the back was another set of double doors leading to a kitchen that smelled freaking divine. Smoky, cheesy, oniony goodness was back there. On the left was the long bar, decorated with shells and other sea-related wares like little boats and life rings. To the right was a small stage where two men played guitars, followed by a line of booths raised against the wall. Peppered between everything were high-top standing tables that were stuffed to bursting.
Avaline tapped Maeve on the shoulder and pointed to the back where Dante and a few others had their hands raised, peering between tipsy, joyous faces. They squeezed through the rowdy crowd, which was singing along with the guitarists.
To the right of the kitchen doors Maeve spied a set of stairs leading up, but they were blocked off with a bit of rope. Maeve wondered if, like Evangela’s, this was the VIP section, and why Dante wasn’t up there in his business finery.
Because he’s more at home with his workers, Maeve thought as she noticed his genuine smile. Dante had shown Maeve some wolfish grins and smirks, but nothing like the smile she saw him wearing mid-laugh from someone’s joke. It was brilliant, the way he let his guard down and just smiled. No wonder his people liked him.
Avaline stepped up into the booth, followed by Jorren, leaving only a sliver of space left on Dante’s side. Without taking his eyes off the man telling the funny story, Dante stepped out of the booth and stood aside. When Maeve didn’t step up into it, he scowled at her and nodded his head toward the open spot.
“Thanks,” Maeve said, taking the offered space.
Dante squeezed in next to her, his leg just a hairsbreadth from hers. He was so broad chested that he barely fit. One of his legs dangled off the side as he wrapped his arm around the back of the booth. Maeve tried not to remember his toes over the line earlier that morning as the warmth of his arm seeped into her neck. He’d seemed apologetic enough when she’d called him on it. Still, she pulled out her phone and fired off another quick text to Corvin with the address and who she was with.
“And then the customer said he wanted it blirst not welded.” The storyteller laughed, and so did everyone else at the table except Maeve. She didn’t attempt a fake laugh to join in on the reverie, leaving the others watching her warily.
Dante cleared his throat. “This is Maeve Murphy. She’s one of the High Court investigators helping with the missing shipments of Enmatis parts. Maeve, this is David,” Dante said, pointing to the storyteller.
David was a grizzled man in his late fifties if Maeve had to guess. His dark beard was streaked through with silver, just like his slicked-back hair. He had dark brown eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled at her.
“Hey there,” David said, offering her his hand.
Maeve shook it. “Hey.”
Dante gestured around the table. “You already know Jorren and Avaline, and on your left is Skyle.”
Skyle was the young, round-faced man who’d fumbled his words that morning. He dipped his head shyly and Maeve nodded a warm hello.
Some of their names were so strange, while others were more “normal.” Maeve wondered if there was Earth influence on Verance, or elsewhere in the realms, or if maybe some of the names on Earth had come from Verance.
“Why is your name David?” Maeve asked, her filter apparently missing in action.
Everyone laughed.
She closed her eyes, embarrassed. “I’m sorry, that was really dumb. I just mean that, well: Avaline, Dantefor, Jorren, Skyle,” she said, gesturing to each of them in turn. “David…”
David shrugged. “Don’t be sorry. I’m a lifer, so I just adopted the name to make it easier on everyone else.”
“Lifer?” Maeve asked, then shook her head as she realized David was never going home. “I’m sorry.”
She cursed under her breath and Dante chuckled.
He leaned down to her ear, his warm breath feathering her hair as he whispered, “Don’t be nervous. They won’t bite.”
“Speak for yourself,” Avaline said with a feral grin. “Maeve! You have to try this drink they make special here. It’s from Verance.”
Maeve smiled. “Sure. It won’t do anything crazy to my senses, will it?”
“Oh, chispa, you’re so cute! Of course it’ll do crazy things to your senses, just like alcohol.” Avaline laughed and pushed Jorren out of the booth.
Dante scowled at Avaline, no mirth in his voice as he asked, “Already making nicknames, are we?”
Avaline puffed out her lower lip. “What, I can’t be friendly?”
She stuffed some money into Jorren’s outstretched hand, and he pushed his way toward the bar.
Maeve needed to get these people talking about the missing shipment, so she decided to steer the conversation toward their work. “What does blirst mean?”
“It’s a special melting procedure for a specific type of high-quality metal,” David said, taking a swig of his beer.
Maeve bobbed her head. “Cool.”
“It’s funny because the customer didn’t order that metal,” Dante filled in the gap for her. “Every job he complains about our quality, materials, speed—something—but then always comes back to us for the next one.”
“Must be doing something right,” Maeve said with a noncommittal shrug, but she tucked away that bit of data.
Jorren returned with six long-necked bottles tucked between his fingers. He handed one to each person at the table, then slid back into the booth as he whispered something to Avaline. She giggled and Maeve looked at her drink warily.
“We wouldn’t mess with your drink, but in case you were worried…” Dante swapped his bottle with Maeve’s, apparently reading her face.
She shook her head. “I wasn’t worried.”
But that was a lie. Corvin had told her to be careful, and accepting a drink from essentially a stranger—potentially an enemy—was a stupid mistake he’d no doubt chastise her for.
Avaline raised her bottle. “To new friends and solved mysteries!”
Maeve clinked her bottle against the others.
“Getting ahead of yourself, aren’t you?” Jorren asked as he took a swig.
Avaline blew a raspberry. “Maeve’s gonna solve this for sure. I feel it in my gut.”
“No, I meant the friend part,” Jorren taunted.
Avaline elbowed him and he grunted out a giggle. Avaline took a long pull of her drink and raised her eyebrows at Maeve, who couldn’t help but smile. There was nothing fake about the way they interacted with each other. They were family.
Unless they were all wearing careful masks, which Maeve had to remind herself was a possibility. Maeve tried not to let that thought linger too long and took a sip of her drink.
It was bubbly at the start, so much so that the flavor didn’t hit her for a second. Next came a tart, green apple flavor with a hint of cardamom that she quite liked. When she swallowed, the back of her tongue burned with a spicy cinnamon bite that made her cough.
“Do you like it?” Avaline asked, her ocean eyes sparkling with excitement.
“It’s”—Maeve coughed again—“interesting.”
“She hates it,” Jorren said with a laugh.
“This is a favorite of ours back home,” Dante said. “But I can get you something else.”
“No!” Maeve said, finally getting her cough under control. “No, I like it.” She took another huge drink to show she was serious. She did like it. The spice was not entirely unwelcome, but she could’ve done without it.
Avaline’s eyes glittered, her grin wide. “You’re gonna be so much fun, chispa!”
“Oh?” Maeve took another drink and was able to contain her cough this time.
The burn seared down her esophagus into her stomach, then prickled at the fire in her chest. Her ka responded, as if unfurling itself like a sail caught in the wind of this strange drink. The sensation circled the spot in her chest for a moment, then splayed out like a firework, projecting into the room. Suddenly, she sensed everyone. The joy, the merriment, the love, the feeling of family all around her. These were all Dante’s workers.
She could almost taste them, the flavors of dozens of different beings. She could tell the difference between Dante’s and Jorren’s ka—they were Veran chimeras—and Avaline, who was something else, something wilder, harsher. Skyle was sweet and soft, but David was dark and restless. Those were the only words she knew to describe it.
“Whoa,” she said, her face going slack.
Skyle beamed. “She’s feeling it.”
“What is this?” Maeve asked, breathless at the overwhelming amount of information she was sensing.
Dante turned the bottle to expose the label. “Soobey. It’s a fruit we ferment that opens you up to etonos more easily.”
Maeve choked on the next drink. “Etonos!” She slammed the beverage down and pushed it away.
~ Status Effect: Soobey Saturated ~

The words chimed out in her mind and Maeve opened her status menu.
You have loosened the bonds of your ka so it may roam free from your soulwell and explore the world around you.

	Current Etonos Distance: Approximately 45 feet
	Duration based on current saturation level: 10 minutes

*Roaming farther than the approximate distance could cause you to lose control over the ka. This isn’t harmful to you or others, unless you lose too much at once.
-----

Maeve didn’t dare prod any farther into anyone else’s ka, remembering how intrusive it had felt the first few times Corvin had done it to her.
Everyone at the table scowled in confusion.
“What’s wrong with that?” Avaline asked.
“But that’s…Isn’t that…” Maeve sputtered, looking for the words. “Sanmiha!”
Avaline blushed as Jorren, Skyle, and David howled with laughter. Dante didn’t even crack a smirk, looking more upset than anything.
“What?” Maeve asked, now feeling like the butt-end of a bad joke.
Dante half turned to face her. “Etonos is like a handshake for your spirit. It lets you get to know someone else on a different level, but not a more intimate level, like Sanmiha.”
“Which is more like spirit sex,” Jorren said, wiping a tear from his eye.
Maeve’s face puckered in confusion. Corvin’s early prodding had definitely felt more intimate than a handshake. She’d felt his ka on parts of her body that would’ve been scandalous for his hands to roam.
“There are those who are less respectful with etonos, of course,” Avaline said, all amusement gone from her face.
It felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. The friends around the table exchanged wary glances that pinned back on Maeve.
“I’d never do that.” She blanched and grabbed her soobey for another swig. “I mean, I don’t know what I’m doing so, you’ll have to tell me if I’m being disrespectful.”
Dante’s voice darkened. “It won’t feel respectful. You’ll know when you push a boundary.”
Maeve shrank back in her seat, considering it. They could all be lying, trying to manipulate her, but none of these people were getting ready to participate in Sanmiha. What Corvin had told her months ago didn’t add up; etonos didn’t seem to be a precursor to anything at all.
Skyle turned the conversation toward work again, but Maeve was hardly paying attention. She let her ka wander over the crowd, taking little tastes of everyone out there. It was fascinating all the things she could discover about someone by just a little passing of spirit energy. Sometimes she’d linger on someone too long and draw their gaze. That felt like pushing into disrespectful territory, so she slowly learned how long she could linger and how deep she could probe before being rude.
She moved from person to person until she neared the front door, where she tasted something very familiar. Bitter orange peel and warm leather, a perfect old fashioned cocktail, with an extra heaping of heat that filled her center—but not with desire.
Across the bar, she found Corvin’s steely gaze. But he wasn’t looking at her. He was glaring daggers at Dante. Maeve reached out through etonos, trying to soothe that cold fire that threatened to burn her to a pile of ash in her seat. Corvin pushed her essence aside with his own as he moved through the crowd, his eyes growing a familiar far-off haze as his jaw worked.
Dante looked down at Maeve, then followed her stare across the room as she watched Corvin in wide-eyed horror.
The Zalnur was taking over.




Chapter six







In Too Deep


Corvin pushed through the last few people in the crowd toward the booth. His fists flexed at his side and claws poked out through the second knuckles. Maeve sucked in a deep breath, infusing her voice with Hypnotic as she spoke loudly, but calmly. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
Dante’s eyes tracked the opal magic as it floated into Corvin’s face, then shot a guarded glance back at Maeve. No one else at the table seemed to notice her spell and she gave him a stern glare of warning in return. The misty cloud of magic billowed against Corvin’s face like smoke and settled instantly. The haze of mindlessness receded from Corvin’s gaze and he blinked.
He flashed her a terse smile, his claws receding. “Having fun, my love?”
Dante slipped out of the booth, offering his spot to Corvin. He slid in and wrapped his arm around Maeve’s shoulder as he pressed a kiss to her temple.
Maeve brightened, hoping the tension was over. “Everyone was just telling more about etonos and this drink—”
“Lover’s Draught,” Corvin said, his ka cocooning her possessively. “I’m aware of it.”
Maeve pushed outward on his presence, trying to get a little air for herself, but he held steady.
“It’s soobey, actually,” Dante said with a challenging smile. He leaned one arm against the end of the table and took a long pull of his drink. “This is the highly diluted version that was given to soldiers to inspire stronger battlefield bonds.”
“I know what it was used for.” Corvin hissed out the words through clenched teeth.
His ka was stifling now, and despite Maeve’s best attempts, she couldn’t pull back into herself and shut down the sensation. It was like a floodgate was open and her spirit was now a rushing rapid that couldn’t be contained in her body.
Avaline giggled. “What, you think we’re trying to butter up your partner to avoid suspicions?”
“I don’t see what animal lard has to do with it, but I think you’re hiding something,” Corvin snapped at her.
The levity evaporated from the group, leaving Maeve’s ka completely alone and enclosed within him. She scowled at Corvin, ready to tell him right there that he was overstepping, that they were just being friendly and trying to show her a good time.
But he was right.
Maeve had let her guard too far down. She cared too much about the way Corvin had spoken to Avaline, someone she’d only just met yesterday. These people could be conspirators, or the thieves themselves. Why or how, she didn’t know, but it was a possibility.
Maeve cleared her throat and smoothed over her scowl. “We should probably go. We have lots of information to analyze.”
Corvin’s ka didn’t leave her, but he relaxed a measure.
“If that’s what you want,” he said, sliding out of the booth. 
Maeve rolled the half-finished bottle of soobey between her hands. She looked at Avaline, whose depthless blue eyes shifted uncomfortably. “Thanks for this. I’ll get you back soon,” Maeve said, tapping the bottle on the table twice before sliding it to Avaline.
She gave a dejected shrugged. “Any time, chispa.”
Corvin extended his hand and Maeve took it, letting him lead her from the bar. They stepped out into the open night. The wind off the ocean sent a chilly breeze skittering up Maeve’s legs and she shivered.
Corvin didn’t let go of her hand as he walked toward the street. He didn’t speak to her, either. Maeve wanted to say something, to defend herself. She’d been trying to learn more about the people and the processes of the business, to find a lead to follow. She’d been trying to do her job, but just like the first time she walked into Senshia’s den, she’d been unprepared.
They walked down the street to the road leading back to their bus. Corvin didn’t look at her, and didn’t let her go, his silence stretching on. They were nearing the edge of the city proper when Maeve dared to speak.
“I know they could be dangerous.”
“Do you?” he asked, not glancing over at her.
“Yes. I just, I didn’t think—”
“No, you didn’t,” he snapped, stopping on the side of the road. “They could’ve been altering your state of mind. Worse, they could’ve abducted you!”
“I’m not some weak puppy. I can defend myself,” she retorted.
Corvin tutted. “Against a bar full of Verans and more? What were you thinking?”
“I was trying to do my job.”
He laughed coldly. “Your job includes getting high on collective etonos?”
Maeve walked on, trying to pull her hand from his grasp. Corvin held strong, not moving from the spot.
“How am I supposed to do my job if I can’t talk to them?” Maeve demanded.
“You’re supposed to wait for me,” he snarled.
“How? How can I sit around and do nothing? You don’t reply to my messages, or answer my calls. How am I supposed to just wait on you all day to do our work?”
Corvin groaned and rubbed a hand over his face, whispering, “This was a mistake.”
Fire burned through Maeve’s chest and repelled the ka that encased her. She yanked her hand free from Corvin’s grasp and his gaze shot up to her.
His eyes went wide with horror, his voice pleading as he said, “I didn’t mean you and I are a mistake.”
“Sure as fuck sounded like it,” Maeve seethed.
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, likely returning to those mindfulness practices. When he’d counted to ten—or maybe a hundred, Maeve wasn’t sure since her brain was spinning with the heat of her fury—he finally opened his eyes.
His voice was soft and even. “I love you dearly. I’m desperate to keep you safe. When you endanger yourself like that, I can’t help but want to protect you, to pull you out of these situations.”
“What’s the point of training, then?” she asked, the fire abating, but only an inch.
“For when I can’t be there for you, but I want to reduce the likelihood of that happening as much as possible. The other Fae are dangerous, Maeve, especially these ones. They’re criminals.”
“What about Silvanor, Ket, and Ivis?” They were friends Maeve and Corvin had made during their vacation in Tampico a week before, and not a one of them had threatened to hurt or abduct Maeve.
“Given the right incentive, I have no doubt that—”
“Don’t!” Her rage flared.
How could he think that about them? They’d more than proven their friendship and loyalty over the time they’d spent together.
“Maeve,” he crooned, reaching for her.
She shook her head. “How can you think the worst of everyone? You did it to Avaline and Dante, too! You don’t even know them!”
“I don’t have to!” His claws punched through his knuckles, his eyes gleaming with purple haze.
Maeve flinched back, opal energy culminating in her palms as she prepared to subdue him. After a beat, Corvin’s snarl dipped, and he swallowed. He reached out, taking one of her hands into his. The glimmer of Zalnur faded from his face.
“I’ve known enough of civilization to know it’s not civilized. They will hurt you if they get the right opportunity.”
Maeve remembered Daxus’s promise to sell her to the highest bidder, and the dozens of other chimeras who were willing to help with his disgusting experiments. There were bad people out there, and Corvin wanted to keep her safe. 
She softened into his touch and stepped closer. “I don’t doubt some people will try, but can we not judge everyone before we even know them?”
Corvin looked like he had something else to say, but he nodded instead. “I’ll try.”
He wrapped one arm around her back, his ka encircling her once more. With a sigh, he tilted his forehead down and pressed it against hers.
“Please, don’t make me lose control like that again.”
Maeve wanted to snap back at him but stopped herself. Zalnur was not something he could control. The disease was embedded in his very spirit, and the side effects were unstoppable. The paranoia, aggression, and madness. Maeve had signed up for this when she completed Sanmiha, binding herself to him for life.
She tilted her chin up and planted a gentle kiss on his lips. His hand slid up to the back of her neck, desperately deepening the kiss into something more. This wasn’t just moody, bonded mate behavior; he was truly scared for her. Maeve let her anger go and leaned into him.
Weightlessness took her as she and Corvin became the black smoke of Shadow Dance. He sped them over the road back to the warehouse and into the bus through the cracked roof vent. They fell into the bed, Corvin’s weight settling over her. She met him stroke for stroke as their lips clashed, the last ten minutes fueling their passion.
Heat bloomed in her core as Corvin rolled his hips against hers, showing her just how much he needed her. She tilted up into the touch, pulling his shirt off over his head as she did. He broke from her kiss to get her dress off, then his pants. He paused, bronzed chest heaving as he took in the sight of her.
“I can’t lose you,” he whispered, fingers trailing down her stomach reverently.
She gripped his fingers tightly. “You’re not losing me.”
He leaned down, his curly black hair falling in front of his eyes as he kissed from one hip to the other. Maeve swiped the hair away, cradling his cheek. His kisses moved to the apex of her thighs, hands gripping her waist as he began to feast on her. Maeve slipped her feet across his bare back, kneading the tense muscles there with her toes as she went.
Tight warmth swelled in her with every lash of his tongue, and Maeve tipped her head back in a breathy sigh. His ka wrapped up each leg, down both arms, across her chest and up to her throat, its touch just as needy and desperate as Corvin’s hands. The sensation mounted, pushing the air from her lungs.
Fear flickered through Maeve. What if she lost herself again? She needed to stay present.
But his tongue…
Maeve groaned in the most undignified manner, and she felt him smile against her. He sat back on his heels, eyeing her with hunger. In one swift motion, he pulled her hips up to meet his, cradling her back with his forearms. Maeve lifted off the bed and settled onto him, curling her face into his neck to avoid hitting her head on the roof.
His tip teased the crown of her opening, and he gripped the back of her neck. “You’re mine,” he growled against her cheek, and thrust an inch into her.
Maeve cried out, the pleasure too great and too little all in one. More. She wanted more. 
“Please,” she begged, barely aware as she dug her nails into his back.
Corvin slid out of her, his hand bracing against her hip. “Say it.”
“I’m,” she breathed, her voice quivering. “I’m yours.”
He pulled her down onto his lap, and the sweet ache of him filling her all the way to the hilt sent a jolt up her spine. She tightened around him and he purred deep in his chest. He tilted forward and dropped them against the bed, pushing even deeper into her.
“You’re intoxicating,” he whispered against her neck.
He rocked into her, biting his way up the column of her throat to her chin. The attention of his teeth, his hands, his ka constricting around her drove her eyes shut as she willed herself to remain here. Present. Her breaths came in tiny gasps and moans with every thrust of his hips until she was seeing stars in the darkness of her closed eyes.
Ecstasy coiled in her core, on the verge of springing free. Her exhale stopped at the bottom, and she couldn’t fill her chest. Fear flickered again, and Maeve focused on her breath, pulling back from the pleasure. But she couldn’t inhale. His ka was so tense around her, there was no space, no room, no air.
Maeve’s eyes snapped open as alarm swelled where pleasure once sat. She clawed at his back and pulled on his hair, trying to get his attention. His head lifted from the cradle of her throat and one look in his eyes told her what she needed to know.
He’d succumbed to Zalnur.
Darkness crept in around the edges of her vision, and she tried to summon Hypnotic to her palms, but her ka was so compressed, there was no space for it to move. Panic truly set in now as fire seared through her lungs. She was going to suffocate. Her gums ached as fangs descended, and Maeve did the only thing she could. She bit down on Corvin’s neck—
[image: image-placeholder]Maeve woke with a gasp, tangled in Corvin’s embrace. She sat up, heart drumming wildly in her chest. It was dark out, but signs of dawn were on the horizon. Her phone screen read five-fifty when she checked it.
Her hand moved to Corvin’s shoulder to shake him awake, but she paused at the sight of the healed punctures on his neck. She traced the light pink, barely there marks with her finger. She’d healed him afterwards.
What the fuck was going on…
The urge to wake him and question him rattled through her, but some other side whispered for her to wait. Don’t make a big deal, don’t panic, don’t ruin everything. Call Senshia.
She had almost suffocated.
Maeve grabbed her throat as she remembered the tightness of her esophagus, the inability to draw air, the burning in her chest, and his ka squeezing her, leaving no space to summon her own. She’d been completely at his mercy, and he’d been at the mercy of Zalnur.
Maeve opened her hekara menu and tapped on her wellness status.
~ Physical Wellness ~

	Health: 76%
	Heart Rate: 143BPM

~ Status Effects ~

	Sleepless: You have not rested for long enough. Try taking a nap or going to bed early to improve your Health levels.
	Stressed: You’re under a lot of pressure to perform. Try some mindfulness activities to reduce your stress levels, and remember, you’re only Veran.
	Terror: Something has you spooked. Rational thought is difficult. You need to get out of this situation.

-----

Maeve closed the menu, tears pricking her eyes. There was nothing in her, no Zalnur. Why? How had she lost so many hours, some that she’d definitely spent conscious?
Maybe it was just the soobey. It opened up her spirit senses and made it impossible to shut them down. She’d been unable to get space for her own ka, and Corvin’s was so tight.
Too tight.
Inside her…
Maeve’s stomach roiled and she swallowed back bile. He’d never hurt her intentionally, but he had hurt her before. She thought she was finally getting a handle on this with Hypnotic. She was deluding herself.
She reached over again, ready to shake him awake. Visions poured through her of the night he’d nearly ripped out her spine. He’d sent her away after that, yelling that she was weak and couldn’t help him, yelling that he’d rather die. And then he left her.
If she told him about this now, he would end it.
Call Senshia.
Maeve pulled back the covers and slipped out of bed, then donned her running gear. She crept out of the bus and into the dark navy and gold morning. She was shivering, but not from the chill of the October breeze off the water.
Maeve tapped Senshia’s name on her phone. It didn’t even ring once.
“What is it, darling?” Senshia’s velvety voice was laced with worry.
The sound made Maeve choke on her tears. “It happened again.”
“Tell me.”
And so, through sniffles and sobs, Maeve told her everything. Ten minutes later, when the sun was peeking over the sea, Senshia spoke.
“Close yourself off from etonos. Do not let Corvin in anymore. No more sex, and no more training with him.”
Maeve rolled her eyes. “Yeah, that’s going to go over well. He’s going to ask, Shia, and if I tell him the truth…”
She didn’t need to finish the sentence. Senshia knew what would happen, too. She’d seen what Corvin would do when he didn’t like the way something was going, when he didn’t feel in control. When he’d hurt her.
Fuck.
“What’s happening to me?” Maeve whimpered.
“I don’t know, little jackal. But I’m going to find out, I promise you.”
Maeve’s thoughts circled on how she could help but still keep this under wraps. “Should I come to you? Do you think you could, I don’t know, evaluate me? Give me an MRI?”
Senshia sighed. “There’s no scientific tool that could measure your ka. There’s very little I could do if there are no status effects showing in your hekara.”
There was a pregnant pause.
“What is it?” Maeve asked.
“Nothing. I don’t think evaluating you would bring us any results at this juncture, if you’re dead set on keeping Corvin in the dark.”
“He can’t know yet, not until we have a solution.”
Senshia sighed again, deeper. “Alright, little one. Stay safe.”
The line went dead.
Maeve closed her eyes and tilted her head toward the sky. She took a deep breath, and then another, and another, willing her fear back into the depths.
Senshia would figure this out. Close off etonos. No sex. No training.
“Fuck.”
She was stronger than this. She would overcome this. It was just an obstacle in her way.
“This won’t stop me,” she whispered, sniffling once as she brought herself some composure.
Maeve stuck in her earbuds and ran, praying to escape the flood of tears that threatened to wash her away as she chanted her new mantra.
I’m stronger than this.
I will overcome.




Chapter seven







No Leads To Run On


Maeve was on lap ten, the worries of earlier that morning pushed into an iron cage in her mind, when she noticed a familiar car pull into the lot. She slowed her jog, feeling all the pains ticking away in her thighs as she stopped next to Dante where he parked. 
“Good morning, Maeve,” he said, no hint of a smile or any of that roguish charm he’d presented before.
“Morning. I was wondering if I might bother you for some things,” she said, walking with him toward the office building.
“If I can help, I will.”
“I was able to read through the report, but there’s so much missing. I wrote down a list of my questions, if you had time today to look them over.”
“Surely.” His face and tone were guarded. He was all business now. 
Shit.
He stopped at the door to the building and pressed his hand against the metal frame. Purple runes trickled around it before there was an audible click. He opened the door and gestured for Maeve to follow him inside. The thought of being alone with Dante in the office flickered through the back of her mind and left a trail of fear in its wake. Not fear of the man, though he was undoubtedly strong enough to do her harm, but of what Corvin would think.
Maeve stepped into the lobby and went no farther. “I can email you the questions, or text, whatever works.”
“Email,” he said with a nod, then reached for her phone.
She handed it over, and the briefest brush of his finger against hers stung of betrayal. Maeve jerked her hand back, and Dante’s eyes darted up to her face. The careful mask cracked for a fraction of a second, showing concern in his amber eyes. He schooled his features back into a stoic mask and looked to her phone.
He typed his email and phone number into her contacts list, then looked up at her again, his brow furrowed. “What was that last night?”
“What do you mean?” Maeve asked.
She held her hand out for her phone, but Dante didn’t return it to her.
“You looked terrified when you saw him, and then you cast against him. Why?”
Maeve forgot that Dante had a hekara and could see the magic effect of her Hypnotic cast.
“It’s nothing.” She reached out and grabbed the edge of her phone, but Dante held tight. 
His gaze slid from stoic to stern. “If he could pose a risk to my people, I need to know.”
Shit fucking shit fuck.
Lie, just lie.
But Maeve didn’t want to lie to Dante. He was trying to protect his people, his friends. And Corvin could be a risk if he was angry enough to lose control and Maeve wasn’t there to bring him back to his mind or subdue him. Gods, what would’ve happened if he’d truly lost control last night? The bar had been packed. He could’ve seriously hurt or killed someone.
Fuck.
Dante nodded. “Your face says enough.”
“Does it?” Maeve asked, pulling on her phone again.
He lowered his voice to a whisper as he asked, “Are you in danger?”
Maeve shook her head. “I can handle it.”
Dante’s scowl deepened. “Handle what, Mae?”
The door to the office swung open, and Dante released her phone. Corvin strode inside and stopped next to her. Maeve could feel his ka presence seeking her out, reaching, wrapping, enveloping. She shut herself off from the sensation. Corvin’s hand landed on the back of her neck, the cool sweat on her instantly heating at his touch.
“Getting off to an early start?” Corvin asked, sounding almost neutral. Maeve knew under that tone was anger, jealousy, and paranoia.
She nodded. “I had a lot of questions after reviewing the data from the crystal yesterday and needed to email them to Dante.” As if this absolved her, she showed Corvin the list.
Corvin looked at the list and back to Maeve. “You were able to read it?” 
There was accusation in the words. Had Dante dictated for her? How had she figured it out?
“My hekara, Resourceful, it was able to translate everything for me at a ka cost.” She smiled, trying to dissolve the building tension. Maeve looked down at her phone to avoid Dante’s penetrating gaze. “Sent you that email with the questions.”
“Thanks, I’ll see to those today,” Dante said. “Oh, and I was able to arrange a meeting for you two with the Ataxis Express manager who organized our shipments. When would you want to go?”
“I’ll go today,” Corvin said.
“We?” Maeve asked.
“I think it’s best I handle the business in the other realms. I’m familiar with the languages and customs. You would stick out.”
Maeve wanted to protest. She’d have to get used to going to the other realms at some point, but arguing in front of Dante after what they’d just talked about didn’t seem like it’d win Corvin any brownie points.
“You’re right,” she said with a chuckle. “My khin-born is a glaring beacon.”
Corvin kissed her temple.
Dante cleared his throat. “Right. Corvin, why don’t you come up to my office and we’ll get it arranged. The time differential will make it a little tricky.”
Dante turned away and Corvin stepped in front of Maeve. He pulled her in close and whispered, “Thank you for not fighting me.”
Maeve bit her cheek to hold in something rude. “No problem.”
He kissed her, but Maeve felt none of the passion, none of the desire or love that she normally felt. This was a power kiss. This was Corvin lording over his win.
She pulled back. “I’m gross. I need to shower.” She looked to Dante at the elevator. “Offer still open to use the warehouse locker room? I don’t feel like running into town alone again.”
The contentment fell away from Corvin’s face, leaving him with a gentle frown.
Dante nodded. “Of course. Please enjoy all of our amenities.”
“See you…well, whenever, I guess,” Maeve said to Corvin with a shrug full of sarcastic annoyance.
Corvin’s eyes flashed with frustration and he dipped his head, then walked away from her. Maeve turned for the exit and didn’t look back. When she opened the door, the full force of her anger barreled into her. She put in her other earbud and ran again, needing to express the irritation in the only healthy way she could.
When the orange rays of the morning sun beat down on her and the parking lot was getting full, Maeve finally stopped. She grabbed her gym bag full of essentials and found Avaline.
“Hey, chispa! How was your workout?”
“Exhilarating,” Maeve said with a smile that felt more like a snarl.
Avaline’s eyebrows rose all the way to her hairline. “Good morning?”
Maeve reined in her anger. “Perfect. Nothing amiss.”
“Uh-huh,” she replied, walking toward the warehouse.
Maeve changed the subject. “Could you show me to the showers? Dante said I could use the locker rooms.”
“Do you have your goggles?” she asked, some of the playfulness draining out of her, as if the proximity to work made her more businesslike.
Maeve had remembered to put her goggles in her messenger bag, which was tucked in her gym bag. She pulled them on as they stepped into the massive space with the giant ka channeler off to the right. It looked about the same amount done as yesterday morning when Dante had given her a tour, but Maeve supposed it was a huge, complex object, and progress would be slow. Weeks, he’d said it would take to finish it, and it was already somewhere near half completed? Maeve couldn’t really tell.
Avaline led Maeve to the back of the room where a hallway on the left led much farther down than Maeve thought possible. The other warehouse garage door had only been a few feet away from the one they’d entered through. Oh, right, the spatial adjustment. Maeve got chills just thinking about the hallway suddenly collapsing on her.
They wound through another corridor with a mess hall off to the left. Even through the closed door it was loud, with people chatting and eating.
“Does Dante pay for all this?” Maeve asked.
Avaline nodded. “Yep. Two square meals a day, housing, health insurance, and he even negotiates realm leave so we can visit any friends or family we have on the outside.”
“Wow,” Maeve whispered.
“There are far worse ways to spend your internment.”
They turned off into a wide-open hall, each with private stalls on the left and right. 
“Showers, bathrooms, nap rooms, et cetera,” Avaline said, gesturing to the many doors.
“Thanks,” Maeve said, heading for one of the doors marked with an icon of a showerhead. Maeve wondered if there were creatures who didn’t end up speaking enough English—or rather Spanish, since that was what she’d been speaking with Avaline and the others this whole time—and so they used symbols instead.
“Hey, wait.” Avaline caught her wrist before she could get very far.
Maeve tried to put on a smile. She knew what was coming. “What’s up?”
Her blue eyes shimmered with concern. “Are you okay?”
“I’m good,” Maeve said, broadening her grin. She felt far from good right now.
Avaline nodded thoughtfully. “I know we just met, and I might be a suspect, but if you just want to hang out sometime, talk about random shit, I’m up for it.”
Maeve pursed her lips, her heart aching. She liked Avaline, what little she knew of her, and she hadn’t had a friend in a while. It’d been work, school, papers, and stories for so long.
“Yeah, thanks. I know where to find you.”
Avaline smiled sadly. “Okay. See ya.”
She turned and left Maeve alone in the locker room. Mostly alone. There was a man a few stalls down in just a towel, headed for the lockers along the wall opposite the showers. Maeve realized suddenly that there was no gender separation. Well, of course when there might be more than two genders, making separate rooms for everything would be difficult. That explained why Corvin had just followed her into the women’s locker room that one time.
Corvin.
His name was like a punch to the gut. She wanted things to be fine between them. She wanted to forgive him and wrap her arms around him and kiss him fiercely.
Senshia was on it. Senshia would help.
Maeve blew out her cheeks and headed into the shower. It wasn’t just the blackouts, it was Zalnur. Corvin was too protective, too possessive. Maeve needed some space to breathe, and she needed to train, and go see other realms.
That line of thinking was just making her angrier, so instead she kept her thoughts on the work, thinking through possible motives. When she was dry and dressed, she headed back to her bus to…
To what?
She’d already worked through all the information she had. She’d gone in circles on it and asked Dante as many questions as she could. Email, right. She opened up her laptop and found that Dante had already replied.
RE Information on the owner of Ataxis: It would take time to get, and there would be a lot of data. It’s possible. Perhaps a conversation would be more fruitful in finding out what you want? I’ll pull some easily accessible information for you to start.
RE Buyer information: The Enmatis was purchased through a proxy (legal). I can get some of the authorization paperwork for you, but the buyer themselves will remain obscured by law. You can petition the High Court to expose the information, but it could take months to get an answer.
RE Interview and health data from guards: I have it down in the lower levels. Come by later and I’ll show you.
RE Specifics on allocator spells, and their disruption: We’ll have to petition Ataxis for the details. I’ve informed Corvin this is one of your requests.
RE # of shipments: There had been twenty-five undisrupted shipments before, and there were fourteen more to go. I’m sure your next question will be, “Which components were in the stolen shipments?” I’ll compile another denzu (data crystal) for you with this information. You will no doubt have additional questions after reviewing it, but it’s not something I’d like to discuss over email.
I have an opening at 4PM until EoB at 6PM if you’d like to get everything.
~D
Maeve read over the information again. Well, it could be worse. There were a few leads she could hunt down from here, trapped in the bus.
Trapped.
Maeve sighed.
She’d have to get Corvin to understand somehow. She couldn’t spend all her days in here, the “man in the chair.” It wasn’t her role. She was a woman of action, damn it. Always had been and always would be.
She fired off a reply letting Dante know she’d be there at four, then organized everything he’d given her into her work files and started the request to send in that petition. Even if it took months, she might end up needing it seeing as how slow going this was.
She blew out a huge breath.
Slow, slow going.
Writing on the whiteboard was nice to get her ideas out, but for recall and review, Maeve had spreadsheets, infographics, and an organized library of information beside her “Running Theories” doc. She opened it for a brief second and looked it over. There were only the three lines, and they were all pathetically unsupported by data. She’d have to come back to it later with more details.
With nothing else to do for several hours, Maeve loaded the dirty laundry into canvas bags and piled everything on her little wagon. The walk to the laundromat gave her way too much time to think about how she’d convince Corvin to let her out of the cage. She wasn’t an ultimatum type of girl, but she knew there was no way she could live her whole life like this. He’d have to cave, or she would crumble.
Maeve busied herself with an action-packed fantasy romance novel filled with epic battles and a dashing general while the laundry turned over and over. When she got back to the bus, she folded everything neatly and put it away, then spent some time tidying up. Not like it was very messy to begin with, but now it was particularly clean.
Then she sat there on the side of the bed, her stomach twisted in a knot.
It was only one in the afternoon. She had a small snack since her stomach was being a rebellious prick, and opened her hekara status menu. She wondered how close she was to her next spirit chain unlock, and if she could eke it out through training.
There were still three hours until she was supposed to meet with Dante. At the very least, she could work on her spell command and grow her ka. She opened her laptop and loaded a local map of the area. She was scrolling around when she noticed a hospital not too far away. A children’s hospital.
Maeve could make a difference there.
But not in broad daylight.
While walking into an American hospital in the middle of the day would be the easiest way to go unnoticed, here in Mérida her bright red hair and pale-as-cream skin stood out like a sore thumb. Not to mention the hospital was tiny—only two floors and ten inpatient rooms. No, she’d have to go in at night after they’d closed to the public at eight.
She tucked that thought away for later and found a little speck-of-nothing dry salt bed only fifteen minutes away on foot. Looked like it may have been private property at one point, but the street view told her that there were no houses, no “no trespassing” signs, and nothing stopping her from going out there to train.
A salt bed would be a great place to practice her fire spells and her phoenix form, which had been reluctant to show itself ever since that one night she was fighting for her life against Daxus and his minions. She’d tried several more times to summon her fiery wings. Even when she’d been out on the ocean with Corvin, and Ket, the octopus chimera, had been lurking around in the deep, she hadn’t been scared enough to summon her wings.
Then again, she hadn’t been scared when she’d flown for the first time. She’d been determined. She’d been angry. Well, she was still a little angry about being stuck here with very little to do, so maybe she could channel that into some wings.
Maeve loaded her backpack with some water, a snack or three, and a towel, then lathered on another layer of sunscreen before heading out. The highway wasn’t very wide, and the passersby few at this time in the afternoon. She jogged about five minutes southwest and then turned west onto a smaller dirt road that led to the patch of dry nothing she would practice in.
Another small turnoff took her through a line of trees that came to a drop where the salt pit lay. Maeve wondered for a moment if this was a dried-up dumping spot for toxic waste—hell, it probably was. But whatever. She had Healing Touch.
She climbed down the embankment, set her pack off to the side, and got to work. Firestorm after Firestorm, she channeled her ka into different shapes, different lengths, at longer burning durations. She molded and shaped it until sweat poured down her face. She was going to need another shower before her meeting with Dante.
Shit! Her meeting with Dante!
She checked the time. Somehow it was already past four. She shot him a quick text.
Maeve: Sorry, it’s Maeve! I’m on my way back. 15 minutes!
She didn’t wait for a reply before chucking her phone into her bag and running back to Blaze Fabrications. Sweat tickled her back and felt sticky against her face, so she stopped for a moment before heading into the office to towel off and chug her water. How had she spent three hours playing with fire? Time had slipped away in the joy of progress, she supposed.
Dante was waiting on the couch, ankle crossed over his other knee as he thumbed through a book.
He had a smile for her as she came in, her apology already spilling out. “I’m so sorry. I was distracted and lost track of time.”
“Not a problem. As I said, I didn’t have anything else pressing to do.” He stood in one flowing motion and headed down the hall to the elevator.
They stepped in and he performed the same trick to get them into the basement. The air chilled the sweat to Maeve’s skin, making it feel crusty. Ugh, gross. This was not very professional.
“If I may ask…” Dante started, his eyes gleaming green in the darkness as his gaze swept over her.
“Training.”
He hummed acknowledgement. “Have any good spells you could share?”
“Uh, maybe?” Shit. Most of Maeve’s spells were phoenix spells. The Firestorm one could’ve belonged to another fire-attuned lineage, but Healing Touch could not be revealed.
Dante must’ve noticed her reluctance. “Well, if you find yourself wanting, I have some that might fit your lineage.”
“Oh? How do you know?” she asked, trying to sound casual though her nerves were like goddamn jumping beans.
His green-sheened eyes shifted, and he gave her a devilish smirk. “You’re a jackal. You said so the first time we met.”
Riiiight. Shit. Was it terribly apparent that she was trying to obscure her bloodline?
He chuckled, the sound a deep roll like thunder. “Your lineage is your business. I won’t pry, though I am just a little curious what that opal mist was about.”
Something in his voice, that disarming smirk. She wanted to tell him more. That was stupid and dangerous, though. Dante was part of the investigation, not her friend, and certainly not a confidant of her bloodlines.
The elevator stopped and let them out to the subbasement meeting area. Dante led them through the halls and back to the same room full of prismatic crystals—the denzu. He hunted through them, finding the data she’d requested and transferring it to her.
“How do you do that?” Maeve asked as the light tingled up her arm to her mother’s old bangle from the second denzu.
“In simplest terms, there’s an interface I can access to either tell the denzu to display or transfer information.” He set the blue denzu down on the shelf.
“Anyone can access it?”
“No, they’re encoded to respond to the ka of an owner or set of owners.”
Dante led her to the exit, and they walked back toward the elevator. 
“Can that be faked?” Maeve asked, remembering how the data on the allocator spell was changed, or was it the denzu that was changed? There were so many potential leads to follow. Maeve felt like a fox in a henhouse.
Dante looked at her curiously. “There are ways, but they’re very destructive to the impersonator. They would have to have specific lineages that could mimic, or mirror magic,” he paused, his brow furrowing.
A wave of frustration battered Maeve’s skull. “I feel like I know so little that I’m a hindrance rather than a help.”
Oh gods, why had she said that out loud? No better way to instill confidence in your client than calling out your shortcomings!
“I don’t think that’s true. Your fresh eyes may see and consider things that we who are familiar with magic wouldn’t, or even couldn’t.”
Maeve allowed a tiny sigh of relief as she stepped into the open elevator. “I hope so.”
Dante stepped in after her and summoned the spell for their ascent.
“I realize you may be reluctant, but I think several of the workers were going out again tonight. I know you didn’t get to ask any questions last night and I feel partially responsible. I shouldn’t have let Avaline get carried away with you.”
Maeve chuckled. “I’m a big girl. I make my own choices.”
“Do you?” he asked, one eyebrow raised.
Maeve knew very well what he was referring to. He thought Corvin had decided for her when he said she would not be going to meet with the Ataxis manager. Maeve had surrendered. She could’ve fought Corvin but hadn’t for everyone’s benefit.
She turned to Dante, her jackal eyes perceiving everything in the darkness. “Dante, if you want to say something, just say it.”
He tutted. “You wouldn’t like what I have to say.”
“I can decide that for myself.”
Dante took his hand off the wall and the blue runes coiled and dispersed. The elevator came to a stop. His eyes, just like hers, gleamed, picking out the little bits of residual illumination from the runes.
He sucked in a deep breath, his jaw tense. “What the fuck are you doing with him?”
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“Excuse me?” Maeve roared, her jackal form writhing under the surface. 
Dante laughed coldly. “I said you wouldn’t like it.”
He pressed his hand against the wall. The runes picked up where they left off and the elevator glided toward the surface.
“So, why are you with him?” he pressed.
Maeve crossed her arms. “I’m not explaining that to you.”
Dante shrugged. “Fine.”
She ground her jaw side to side. “What does it even matter to you?”
“It doesn’t,” he said, but Maeve could feel the lie in his words.
She could give him a little puff of Commanding Presence and Hypnotic, make him tell her. But then why did she care?
She didn’t. She didn’t care why he’d asked that. What a stupid fucking question.
The door opened and Maeve did her best not to storm out. She stopped at the double glass doors and turned back. “Thank you for the data. I hope to update you soon with progress.”
Dante grinned. “It’s killing you, isn’t it?”
“Goodnight, Dante.” She turned on her heel and pulled open the door.
“Goodnight, Mae,” he called after her, the amusement thick in his tone.
Maeve was fuming. Not the first time today. She’d need to get this anger out somehow, but she was physically drained from the run and the hours of training in the hot sun. Shower. She wanted another shower for certain.
She grabbed her gym bag and headed into the warehouse. The conversation played in her head on repeat. Maeve roared at herself as she scrubbed down again and again, trying to rip away the feeling that tugged deep in her gut.
Doubt.
When she returned to the bus, she threw herself into the work, starting first with the supplemental report on how allocator spells worked. It was actually quite interesting, and Maeve found that once she’d finished reading it, she’d almost forgotten her rage.
The allocator spell tracked ka essences, and the data that could be gleaned from them was incredible. Just as Maeve could use stagnant ka to track an enemy through the brush, see how fast or slow they were moving, if they stopped and so on, the allocator spell could detect this too, and there was still more. So much more. Ka essence could be used to track position in time, and though time didn’t pass in the Starlite—another super weird thing Maeve had to get used to—the allocator spell did track that the guards and the goods were present for the duration of the journey.
It tracked their position in space, though again, space had no meaning in the Starlite aside from being relative to the objects around one another, which was why Starlite travel was done inside warded containers, inside warded tunnels. Not unlike cargo containers on Earth, but these were magicked out to the teeth. Binding spells upon binding spells to ensure that nothing slipped out into the void, even with the warded tunnels surrounding them. Once the Express was hitched and closed, there was no way into it.
So how the hell did one whole shipping container disappear?
Next, Maeve looked over something she had not asked Dante for but was grateful he’d included: a schematic for the Ataxis Starlite Express trains. Maeve had no better word for it other than train. The containers were stacked two by two on top of one another and interconnected between sections with a warded metal frame. There were no wheels of course; the train somehow glided on the magic of the tunnel that barreled through the Starlite.
She also received data on how the tunnels worked. Much like how a portal was threaded from planetary ka between specialized conductors, so were the tunnels. It was a threading of both realms’ spirit essences through the long, or short, or some distance that was and wasn’t all at the same time—Maeve’s head hurt a little bit—to the conductors that were wardbound to a portal opening in that realm. The tunnels were living planet energy, constantly refreshed and renewed.
Maeve’s stomach growled fiercely, and she realized she’d only snacked all day. She needed some real grub. She picked up her phone and checked notifications; nothing. Corvin’s phone wouldn’t work off Earth, she knew that, so there was no way to know when he’d be back. Maeve wasn’t sure if the time differential of the realm he’d gone to was in his favor, or hers. An afternoon there could be days on Earth, or weeks. Shit.
The PA system blared to life in the warehouse and Dante’s muffled voice rumbled across the parking lot. “It’s that time again, friends. Some of you aren’t long for this world, so let’s go raise a glass.”
Maeve jerked up, horror morphing in her expression. If someone was hurt, she could help them, but should she risk exposing herself, her bloodline? Fuck it, she wouldn’t just let someone die. She texted Dante.
Maeve: Someone is DYING?
Dante: Sentence completed.
“Oh, sweet Jesus.” Maeve heaved a sigh. She’d forgotten these were prisoners, and that their time on Earth was limited.
Except for David. Whatever he’d done landed him on Earth permanently.
Dante: Do you want to come?
Maeve worried her lip. If she wasn’t here when Corvin got back, how would that go? She didn’t want to “make him lose control” again. Anger rippled through her, but she banished it.
It was not his fault.
Maeve: I better stick around here. I am starving though. Recommendations?
Dante texted back several different links in a row, all restaurants that were nearby. Maeve opened the map and scrolled around. Her eyes caught on the children’s hospital again, and the dropped pin for a restaurant within a mile of it.
Maeve: Thanks many. Please tell the parolees…
She thought on what was appropriate to tell a prisoner being released. Congratulations? Good luck? Shit.
Maeve: Please tell the parolees I’m thinking of them.
Dante: It would be better if you told them yourself. But I’ll let them know.
She blew a huge raspberry and flopped back in bed. Her stomach gave another insistent growl and she groaned, then dialed the local taxi number. She put on some dark street clothes and met the cab outside as the last of the workers piled into their cars.
Skyle noticed her and waved. “Coming out?”
“Not tonight, sorry!” Maeve replied and got into her ride.
The drive was short, but her stomach was practically eating itself when she arrived. The restaurant was colorful, with pink painted plaster and tangling Mexican flags. She loved it already. Inside were the scents of smoked meat and spices, fresh cilantro—yum—and zesty limes.
The hostess was surprised when Maeve asked for a seat for one, and then came back with a little plate of fresh, warm tortillas and a green paste. She sat down across from Maeve with a smile.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
Was she onto her? Was everyone in Mérida a Veran?
“Um, eating?” Maeve asked.
The woman laughed and the skin around her dark eyes crinkled. “No, you’re not from here.”
“Oh, I’m on a business trip,” Maeve said, then reached for the tortilla.
The sauce was zesty and fresh, with just a hint of jalapeno. The tortilla was so damn warm, fluffy, and thick. It was practically a slice of bread. Maeve hummed and bit down again and again.
The woman beamed. “I’m so glad you like it. I just made them fresh. So, what would you like to eat?”
Maeve looked around for a menu. There were some handwritten notes above the counter at the front, but that seemed to be it. She’d rather hear it from the expert. “What’s your favorite thing to eat here?”
“My husband’s cochinita pibil is the best in town.”
Maeve wasn’t sure what that was, but if it was the best, it was the best. “I’ll have that.”
The woman grinned. “I’ll be right back.”
Maeve devoured another tortilla and by the time she was reaching for a third, the kind woman was back with a big platter covered in a darkened leaf bundle. Maeve’s heart sank a little. She wasn’t opposed to eating vegetarian, but boy did she like her meats.
The woman set the platter down and unwrapped the bundle of leaves. Steam wafted up, smelling of smoky pork, oranges, and chiles. Maeve’s mouth instantly watered. It was meat! Glorious, delicious meat.
“Enjoy,” she said, then dropped another stack of fresh tortillas down.
Maeve forked the tender meat, which melted apart at her touch, into a tortilla and didn’t bother dressing it with any of the accoutrements. One bite and she was in heaven. Blissful, spicy notes danced across her tongue, followed by the sweet tang of orange. Ugh, she loved it.
She forked more meat into the next tortilla, and made this taco look decent, then took a snap of it. She sent it to Corvin with a “Wish you were here to try this. I’ll bring some home!” Then she thought it’d be nice to thank Dante. She sent him the picture too with a drooly face and a “Thank you.” He replied a moment later with a winking emoji and a pointing finger. It had Maeve thinking of Roy, and the way they shot each other finger guns.
She kinda missed Roy…
Maeve hadn’t had many friends back in Morgantown. All right, she hadn’t had any friends, but Roy was close. He was her confidant, and for the latter half of the Daxus mission, her partner. He’d been there for her when she was fucked up, and he’d believed her when she told him some batshit crazy story about Fae and monsters. He was a good dude. She hoped he was doing well.
A few more patrons wandered in for takeout orders, all getting little bundles of meat wrapped in leaves. When Maeve’s stomach ached from being too full, she wrapped the leaves back around the half rump still sitting there. Dear gods, it was so much food.
She sipped on her fresh watermelon drink and watched the precession of people getting their food. Some decided to stay, but most took their goods and left. After an hour of sitting there and the crowd dying down, the hostess came back to Maeve.
“Anything else?” she asked.
Maeve shook her head. “I’m perfectly sated. I’ve never had cochinita pibil, but I can say without a doubt that yours is the best.”
The woman glowed with pride and handed Maeve a bag for the leftovers.
Maeve checked the time—seven-thirty. Shit, the hospital didn’t close until eight. Maeve had poked around on the site to make sure they had inpatients, and carefully checked close and open times. She knew there’d be nurses to monitor things, but probably not more than two or three. She could evade two or three nurses easily.
With time to burn, Maeve waved farewell to the kind restaurant owners and headed into the darkening evening. Little lights were strung across the businesses, making their patriotic flags glimmer in the growing darkness. The streets weren’t as clean as Cozumel, with some trash lining the ways that she slowly walked, but it was still enchanting somehow.
Little houses butted up against businesses, their awnings sheltering a family eating here, or a pair of friends drinking there. There was life here, slow and kind. She ambled up the road toward the hospital, really dragging her feet to draw it out. She arrived at the hospital a few minutes before close.
It was easy to slip into the trees and disappear in the darkness. She pulled up her hood to hide her hair and tightened her backpack straps. The hot, delicious meat still seared in its wrapping against her back, and Maeve thought about how she was going to destroy another heaping serving of it after this. It was good she’d overeaten, since her jackal bloodline would regenerate ka quicker with all that food.
The hospital was a two-story building of white concrete and wide windows. An iron gate ran the perimeter of the whole thing, punctuated by brick pillars topped with a winged iron staff encircled by two snakes. Yep, hospital.
Maeve watched people leaving through one of the side doors. There was a mag reader on it, but really, Maeve didn’t have to worry much about doors, or anything. She could use Resourceful to make her own, though she really didn’t want to have to waste the ka on it. She wanted all her energy to go to healing the kids inside.
Around the back was a pair of dumpsters, one for medical equipment that made Maeve shiver. Used needles. Bleh. Still, those dumpsters angled right up against a first-floor roof that was a few meters wide, and along the lip of a narrow gutter was a window that was cracked open to let in the breeze. Bingo bango, her way in and out.
Maeve sat in the brush for a while, letting her stomach and her nerves settle. She was going in there to do good, and if she got caught, she’d just use Hypnotic on the guard or the nurse and beeline it out of there. She wished she didn’t have to hide her abilities, but she knew that too much noise about her could reach Verance, and then she’d never heal another person again—at least not someone who actually needed it. No, it was better to heal a few in secret than become a High Court slave.
Nine rolled around and she worked up the courage to go to the metal fence. With a quick swipe of her magic, one of the bars popped away. Maeve dropped her bag by the brick pillar and slipped through. No one would notice one bar missing, right?
The lights behind the hospital were orange and dim, but none of them pointed at the dumpsters or the window that was her destination. She climbed up onto the roof with more than one “Oh shit, I’m going to fall in a pit of needles” moments but found her way to the window without contracting hepatitis A through Z.
The window pushed up just enough to let her in, and Maeve dropped to the floor with a quiet squeak of her tennis shoes. She looked around the darkened hall lined with patient doors. By her luck, she’d picked the inpatient wing.
Farther down the hall Maeve saw the nurse’s station where a man in green scrubs stood scribbling on a notepad. He moved toward the back, and she heard the telltale sign of a rollie chair accepting his weight. Good. Hopefully he’d be there for a minute.
Maeve walked up to the first door, but there was no one inside. She moved to the next and pulled out the clipboard. Influenza. The kid, nine-year-old Isabella, had fallen ill two weeks ago. When her fever didn’t abate the parents brought her here. She’d succumbed to a coma and, despite the doctors’ best efforts, hadn’t gotten better.
Well, the doctors were going to find that their efforts were not in vain tomorrow morning. Maeve turned the knob and quietly slipped into the room. The TV was on in the corner, but Isabella didn’t stir. She had a sheen of sweat on her dark forehead and matted black hair stuck to her cheeks. She was skinny, her narrow little wrist hooked up to several different IVs.
Maeve padded over and knelt at her bedside. “I’m going to heal you,” she whispered to the girl, though she knew she couldn’t hear her.
Maeve placed her hand over the girl’s chest and reached out with all her power. Orange light flared under her fingers and white sparks shimmered against Isabella’s skin. The magic entwined around the girl’s slender body, then settled into her.
There was an awareness there of Maeve’s magic against the girl’s infection. She could sense the thing that simmered in her blood, albeit faintly. Maeve focused on plucking it out, and the white sparkles came away from Isabella’s body muddied with brown.
~ Spell Advancement: Healing Touch! ~
You can now identify and cure illnesses of the body as well as Underworld magics!
-----

She smiled. Even though Zalnur affected the spirit chain, she felt one step closer to being able to cure it with this advancement, and that gave her hope. If she just kept working at it, and experimenting, she’d get there.
Maeve returned her focus on feeling through the girl, her ka poking and prodding along Isabella’s to make sure it was healthy. It was faint, but then again, she was just a khin-born, and a young one. Maeve wondered what her lineage was, what beast lurked beneath the surface of this little one’s human skin.
When the sparkles came back white again, Maeve cut off her magic. The girl’s once-pained expression now looked at ease. Maeve wiped the sweat from Isabella’s brow. “All better now.”
Isabella’s eyes fluttered open, and Maeve jumped to her feet. Shit. She wasn’t supposed to wake up so fast. They stared at one another for a long beat, Maeve’s instincts screaming run, but she was rooted in place.
“Are you an angel?” Isabella asked.
Maeve’s tongue was so dry. “Yes,” she croaked, because the truth would most definitely get her into trouble.
“I’m not ready to die,” Isabella said, tears in her eyes.
Maeve came back to her side with a sympathetic smile. She summoned Hypnotic to the palm of her hand and ran her fingers down the girl’s warm cheek. “You’re not dying today, Isabella. Rest now.”
At the touch of her spell, Isabella fell into a peaceful sleep.
Maeve stepped back and checked her ka reserves. They were steady at seventy percent. She could definitely heal two more.
She slipped out of the room and checked down the hall. There was a distant laughing and music coming out of a phone speaker. The nurse was well and busy. Maeve moved to the next room, empty too, and then the next. Clipboard.
Four-year-old Miguel was hit by a car—
Fuck.
He lost his legs. Maeve couldn’t regrow legs for him.
She bit back a sob and kept reading.
Massive trauma to the internal organs, and a severe head injury. He would never walk again with his own legs, but he could live.
Maeve let herself in and was not prepared for the sight that met her. Just a tiny little baby boy, his head and neck bandaged, road rash up and down his exposed arms, and the lumps under the blanket that ended far too soon. She gritted her teeth, her vision going blurry from tears, and approached the boy’s bedside.
Like with Isabella, she put her hands on Miguel’s chest and sought out his injuries with her magic. His gut was bruised beyond belief. How he’d held on this long, Maeve didn’t know, but she was glad he had. Her magic flowed and flowed, the drain becoming so noticeable that she had to take a break to catch her breath.
Miguel’s breathing seemed to be coming easier now. Maeve wondered if she should stop. Isabella’s recovery could be attributed to the doctors’ work and her own body pulling through, but if Miguel was too healed overnight, it wouldn’t go unnoticed.
She reached out with her ka, trying to awaken his. His tiny, frail spirit essence responded with a little touch of its own. He was okay. He’d be okay now.
Maeve stood up and her vision darkened for a moment. She braced herself on the side of the bed, taking a few steadying breaths, and checked her ka. It was down to the reserve. Hells, she’d drained herself all the way.
And it was so worth it.
She stepped out into the hall once more and checked the station. Low sounds and some typing reached her ears. Good. No one was the wiser. Hopefully it would stay that way. She crept back to the window and slipped outside.
The night air wasn’t as cool as she’d hoped it would be. She climbed down the side of the building clumsily and escaped back through the iron fence to her bag. Inside was the smoky meat waiting for her, and without a thought of where her hands had been, she stuffed a good three bites in her mouth, followed by several gulps from her water bottle.
Maeve panted as she looked up at the hospital, a grin spreading across her face. There was a nursery unit in there somewhere, and more kids she knew needed healing.
She’d be back tomorrow night.




Chapter nine







Reaping the Consequences


Maeve strolled along the streets back toward Blaze Fabrications. It was a long way back, and she knew she couldn’t walk it in any reasonable amount of time, but damn it all if she didn’t want to just  bask in what she’d done for a few minutes. She stopped at a gas station and got herself a six-pack of cold beer. Well, what passed for cold in Mérida.
When Maeve stepped onto the street, she cracked the first one open. She was pretty sure open container laws applied in Mexico, too, but she wasn’t worried about it. She downed the beer in five long gulps and dropped the empty in the trash.
Hell, yeah. She’d healed some kids.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out.
Corvin: Where are you?
Maeve: On my way back. Stopped for some cold ones. Five left ;)
He didn’t reply, and the silence between them turned Maeve’s veins to ice. Was he going to be able to tell where she’d been? Was he going to be able to tell what she’d done?
In an attempt to avoid that conversation, she cracked another beer and started walking. When the second beer was finished, she called a taxi. Fifteen minutes later, she was dropped off at the edge of Blaze Fabrications, dread tangling in her gut.
Maeve knew she wasn’t supposed to heal people, heal khin-born. She knew the High Court could take notice and come for her. She knew Corvin would be livid she’d put herself at risk.
Shitshitshit.
She padded toward the bus. It was lit from the inside and Corvin’s shadow moved across the curtain in the window. He was pacing.
Maeve almost stopped to open a third beer. At least a little tipsy she could give fewer fucks about how mad he’d be. But she didn’t. She made her way up the steps and opened the door.
“I’m back,” she said brightly as she took him in.
His steely eyes were dark, hair ruffled from his hands threading through it too many times. “I’ve been worried.”
“Hello to you too.” She put the beer on the counter and slung the backpack off.
He took her hand in his, noticing the grime from the outside of the building she’d been climbing on. “Where have you been?”
“I went out for some training after dinner.”
His blue eyes narrowed. “With whom?”
Maeve scowled. “With myself.”
Corvin’s jaw tensed, and Maeve could see he was holding something back.
“What is it?” she asked, all the elation from earlier gone.
“You weren’t training with Dante?”
Maeve rolled her eyes and pulled her hand out of his. “Oh my god, Corvin, are you serious?”
She turned away and grabbed another beer.
“I can smell him on you,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.
“I met him earlier today to get the information from my questions, and then I had a shower, so there’s no way you can smell him on me. I didn’t even fucking touch him.”
“Why did you shower after meeting him?”
The question was so loaded with suspicion Maeve wanted to throw the bottle at him.
“Because I was sweaty from training.”
“I thought you trained after dinner,” he said, closing on her.
“I did! Holy shit, Corvin. I didn’t have anything to do, so I trained from one to four with Firestorm, and then after dinner I went and did—” She cut herself off short. Shit. She’d walked into her own downfall.
He was deathly still. “Did what?”
If she was going to be damned, she’d rather it not be from Corvin thinking she was fucking around with Dante. Jesus, how could he even think that?
“Why is your immediate reaction to assume I was fooling around with someone else? Did I not tell you that I was yours? Are we not bonded through Sanmiha?”
“Don’t evade the question.” He grabbed her hand, taking the beer out of it and slamming it on the counter. “What were you doing tonight, Maeve?”
“I went to the fucking hospital, and I saved two kids’ lives! Happy now?”
Corvin pinched his eyes shut and sighed. “Maeve.”
She snatched her beer from the counter. “They were unconscious. No one is going to know.”
“You can’t do that again,” he warned.
“Like hell I can’t. I feel pretty damn good about what I did.” The beer was giving her some courage.
“Maeve, you will get caught. Brigid can keep your identity obscured by omission, but when the Middling Court gets wind of ‘miracles of healing on a prison planet’ they’re going to come investigate.”
Maeve had a lot of things to say, namely “I don’t care” and “Fuck the court.” But she didn’t say either of those things. She just drank her beer.
“How can you not care?” he whispered. “How can I be the only one who gives a shit whether you’re a slave?”
“They wouldn’t catch me,” Maeve said.
Corvin laughed darkly. “You would be hunted down in a matter of days if they knew what you were.”
“Right, because I’m some weak thing that needs your protection,” Maeve sneered.
“You are!” Corvin bellowed, his fists shaking at his sides.
Maeve trembled, from anger or fear, she wasn’t sure. Both were at war inside her.
His voice was quiet and edged with fury. “You have very little training and combat experience, you have few spells, and you have next to no knowledge of how the realms outside of this one work. You are weak, you are naïve, and you need my protection.”
The fire in her belly flared anew, winning out over fear. “Only because you keep me isolated and uninformed! If you would just teach me about Verance—”
“I don’t want you joining that world!” His claws snapped through his knuckles and embedded in his palms.
“But you can’t stand to be apart from it! How is that fair to me?”
Corvin’s blood dripped onto the floor. “It’s not about being fair, it’s about staying alive.”
Maeve shook her head and grabbed the rest of the six-pack. “I’m so done with this right now. There’s food in the backpack.”
“I’m not done,” he said, catching her as she turned for the door.
“I need space, Corvin.” Maeve pulled on her arm. “Let go of me.”
He held fast, his gaze ferocious. “We’re not done.”
Through Maeve’s rage, she infused the last of her ka for Commanding Presence. “Fuck off!”
He jerked back, and Maeve didn’t wait to see the look in his eyes as he realized what she’d done. She stomped outside and headed toward the road. She opened her fourth beer and walked out of town. Corvin didn’t follow her. Good. Fucking good.
She didn’t really know where she was going until she turned off on the tree-lined dirt road that led to the possibly chemically stained salt pit she’d trained in earlier that day. She sat at the edge of the trees and stared up at the black sky.
The first tear slipped down her cheek, cold against the gentle breeze.
Why wouldn’t he just let her learn? Why wouldn’t he help her get stronger? Why?
This was a mistake.
Maeve scoffed and polished off beer number four. Fucking mistake indeed.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket, but she ignored it. She wanted to throw it across the pit but couldn’t afford another one, so she set it aside in the dirt.
You are weak.
Fuck him. She was not weak. She wasn’t a master-level chimera, or anywhere close, but she could still hold her fucking own. She took an adult Chonga head-to-head. She fought three bau at once with nothing but a pole. Both of those experiences had given her chain unlocks and made her stronger.
Maeve’s eyes narrowed.
She needed to find some fucking bau to fight.
Maeve chugged the fifth beer and staggered to her feet. Where could she find herself some trouble? The Drunken Donkey definitely had some connection to the other worlds. Maybe they’d know?
She checked her phone and swiped away the notifications, then called another taxi. This was going to be an expensive credit card month. The driver tried to make some small talk, presumably because Maeve’s eyes looked teary and she had a six-pack with several empty bottles tucked in it while she was gulping down the last in the back of his cab.
[image: image-placeholder]The Donkey was in full swing of revelry when Maeve arrived. She moved her way through the crowd to the bar and smiled at the man behind it. He wore a gold band on one of his fingers that Maeve could feel power wafting off of. Hekara. So, he’d definitely know.
“What can I get you?” he asked.
“I want to fight,” Maeve said.
The man’s dark brow furrowed, and he cocked his head. “What?”
“Fight! Where can I find a fight?” Maeve annunciated, getting the attention of several nearby patrons. To hell with it, she didn’t care.
The bartender took a step back, shaking his head. “Can’t help you.”
“Ugh,” Maeve groaned, dropping her head back against her shoulders as she closed her eyes.
The scent of cedar and vanilla washed over her, snapping her eyes open. An upside-down Dante loomed over her, his jaw tense.
“Decided to come out after all?” he asked, but there was no joy in his voice.
“I did,” Maeve said, swiveling around on her chair to face him.
“What’s going on?” he asked, the muscles in his forearms flexing as he clenched his fists.
Maeve grinned up at him. “I’m weak, so I’m looking for a fight.”
His shoulders drop a measure. “You’re not weak, you’re drunk.”
“I’m that too,” she said with a head-bobble-like nod.
Dante said some curse under his breath. “What happened?”
Maeve shrugged.
Dante grabbed her shoulders, steadying her on the chair. “Mae, what happened?”
Hot tears flooded her eyes and her lip trembled. “I made him mad.”
Wrath flickered in his honeyed eyes. “What did he do?”
Maeve pressed her lips together hard. Why the hell was she telling him this?
“Mae,” Dante said her name with urgent insistence, as if he desperately needed to know.
“He just yelled. He told me that he didn’t want me to be part of the realms and that I was weak and that I was naïve and so here I am looking for a fight so I can level up my spirit chain and get stronger so that I can prove I’m worthy of him.”
“Worthy of him,” Dante parroted with disgust. “You don’t have to prove your value.”
“Apparently, I do. I’m not worthy of your world.”
Pained kindness pinched his expression. His hand slid from her shoulder and cupped her cheek, warm and comforting. Maeve jerked away from it, then away from him. He scowled and pulled his hand back, his mouth dropping open to say something that wouldn’t come out.
Acid burned at the back of her throat and her stomach turned with guilt. What the hell was she doing? She hopped off the stool and squeezed past him, then staggered out to the street—
And vomited.
She braced herself against her knees and wretched until all the beer came up, and some of her dinner, too. When her throat was raw and stomach empty, she stood up and gasped.
“I didn’t realize my touch was so nauseating,” Dante said behind her.
She half-turned to see an amused glint in his eyes. “Don’t give yourself too much credit. I think the six beers I pounded and the rage had a bit to do with it.”
He chuckled, and then his expression turned worried. “Stay with Avaline tonight. Please.”
“I can’t,” Maeve whispered, her gut turning again.
“You can. You are allowed space. If you don’t want to stay with Avaline, I can get you a hotel room,” he offered.
That sounded even worse. Being alone all night with her thoughts and acid-burned throat. As if on cue, Avaline appeared at the saloon-style doors wearing a similarly worried expression. 
“I’ll make you chilaquiles in the morning,” she said.
Oh gods, that sounded nice. Just a little girl time, hanging out on the couch watching some stupid show, no expectations. Fuck.
Maeve laughed at herself. “This is so professional.”
Dante chuckled again, bringing a soft smile back to his face.
Maeve cursed, staggering as she pulled out her phone. There were damn near twenty missed notifications from Corvin. She didn’t read any of them or listen to the messages he left.
Maeve: I’m staying away tonight. Don’t wait up. We’ll talk later.
She looked up at Avaline. “Alright, get this drunk outta here.”




Chapter ten







Girl Time


Jorren drove Maeve and Avaline to an apartment complex not far from the bar. It was too dark to tell, but it looked like a decent place. Maeve wasn’t really focused on how decent the place was, anyway. She was circling around and around on her argument with Corvin, and the fallout. 
Maeve had never been one to let guys push her around—that was probably why she was single when Corvin came along. Now she was letting him hold her in this little box, just far enough into his world to be with him, but not helping her become intelligent or independent enough to engage with anyone or anything else. She hated it.
But also, she loved him.
She understood that her bloodline made it more dangerous for her to be part of the other world, but there were ways to obscure it. There had to be. Hypnotic and Commanding Presence were both powerful tools she could use to prevent her lineage from getting out. As it was, no one in Dante’s entourage had guessed anything about her at all. But Corvin had guessed her phoenix lineage when he’d seen her…
“Hey, Avaline?” Maeve asked as they padded up the steps to her apartment.
“What’s up, chispa? You need to puke again?”
Maeve grimaced. Ugh, she was really making a great impression. “No. You asked about my lineage.”
“Oh, you’re going to tell me?” she asked, an excited gleam in her eyes.
“No, but, um, why don’t you know it just by looking at me?”
Avaline stopped at apartment 315 and pulled out a ring of keys with a shrug. “Do you know what I am?”
Maeve looked at the back of Avaline’s head with a scowl. She’d remembered reaching out with etonos and feeling she was different but not at all what she was. She could also tell that Dante, Jorren, and David were Verans, chimeras, but not what their lineage was at all.
“No,” Maeve finally conceded. “What kind of person would know lineage or race by looking at someone?”
Avaline hummed, unlocking the door and letting them in. “There are only two real reasons you’d need to detect lineage by sight, smell, or touch. People who help discover uncharted lineage for opening the spirit chain to new magic types, and people who…hunt certain lineages.”
Maeve tensed as Corvin’s words from long ago returned to her.
“I joined the Shadow Trackers, a group who sensed out specific chimera breeds and dealt with them.”
He’d been so vague about what that meant, but Maeve wasn’t an idiot. He’d hunted healers on the battlefield, enemy healers…
Maeve swallowed hard. “Cool.”
“Oh yeah, very cool,” Avaline said sarcastically, strolling into her apartment. She hooked her keys on a little ring next to the door in the entryway, then took off her shoes. Maeve removed her shoes, too, then took into the apartment.
The floors were wood, real wood, and the walls were warm tans and whites. There was a coat closet on the left, and down the entry hall to the right was a kitchen with recently updated appliances. Farther in Maeve saw a little dining room table that could seat four, a tan leather couch, and a dark coffee table in front of a decent-sized TV. Every inch of wall space in the living room was taken up by shelves covered in books and random knickknacks. Fragrant candles of eucalyptus and linen gave the space a fresh, welcoming scent.
There was another hall leading off the living room that had two more doors. Maeve guessed a bedroom and a bathroom. It was a cozy little space, but really quite nice.
“Do you want the bed or the couch? Both have about the same distance to the toilet for more puking,” Avaline teased.
Maeve couldn’t help the flush of embarrassment that reddened her cheeks. “I think I’m all done blasting chunks for tonight. I’ll take the couch.”
Avaline went to the kitchen and filled up two glasses of water, then busied herself in the fridge with something. Maeve walked through the living room, eyeing all the books on the walls. Some of the spines had Veran glyphs on them, and others had symbols Maeve didn’t recognize.
“Did these books come from Verance?” Maeve asked.
There was a sizzle as Avaline plopped something into a pan on the stove. “Yep. Dante makes deals with the courts to let us bring some personal items with us.”
“What doesn’t he do?” Maeve mumbled under her breath.
Criminals as they were, Dante really seemed to dote on his workers. Free housing, free food, and all kinds of deals with the court to make their time here more comfortable, including bringing in food and drinks from the realms. It wasn’t suspicious per se, but she wanted to know what his motive was all the same.
The scent of something fatty and delicious filtered into the living room and Maeve’s mouth instantly watered. She wandered over to the bar that separated the kitchen from the dining room and sat down on one of the stools. She sipped the water Avaline left her, watching the woman work.
“Thank you for letting me stay here,” Maeve said.
Avaline flashed a smile over her shoulder. “It’s no problem.”
Maeve’s phone buzzed in her pocket, and she tensed. She didn’t want to see all the messages from Corvin. She didn’t want to feel the deep well of guilt that would overflow from how things went. Maeve could’ve handled it all smoother.
She pulled out her phone anyway and checked the most recent text, but it wasn’t from Corvin.
Dante: Make it okay?
Maeve: Yes. Thank you.
Dante: Don’t hesitate to ask for anything. We’re here to help you as much as you’re here to help us.
A different dam of guilt broke open at that. She was getting paid to help these people, and Dante had paid Brigid in some unknown favor, yet still he and his workers were doing so much for her.
“They want something,” Corvin’s cynical voice echoed in her head.
Obviously, they wanted their parts to not be stolen in transit anymore, and they wanted to track down who’d taken them, but what if they wanted more?
Avaline plated the food from the pan and placed a steaming pile of messy deliciousness in front of Maeve. Two rolled-up tortillas sat beside a mixture of meat, beans, vegetables, and rice that had been sauteed together, all covered in red salsa.
“Leftovers Surprise.” Avaline beamed, placing a fork next to the plate.
Maeve grinned back at her. “My favorite.”
“So,” Avaline started, hooing and haaing at the hot bite she’d just shoved in her mouth. “What’s all this about?”
Maeve exhaled hard. “We were arguing about something important. He said some shit that pissed me off and I needed some space. Unfortunately, I’d already been drinking—victory beer, not sadness beer. Still, it irked me. He called me weak. I mean, it’s true, but…”
“It’s kinda his fault, ya?” Avaline asked.
Maeve bobbed her head.
“Have you been to a trainer?” Avaline asked.
Maeve shrugged. “I like my workout routine fine, but I guess I could get a personal trainer for some weightlifting if they have one at the gym in town.”
Avaline laughed, her oceanic eyes glistening. “Chispa, you are too adorable. A lineage trainer!”
“What are those?”
Avaline shoved her bite of food into her cheek. “Someone who can share powerful traits from your bloodlines. For a price, of course. They’re usually retired soldiers and other Middling Court members.”
“No. I’ve only had Corvin.” And a few people back home, but Maeve was still trying to be cautious about how much information she gave away.
“I’m surprised he hasn’t taken you to a trainer. Diversity in spells is essential for enforcer pairs.”
“We’re not enforcers,” Maeve corrected quickly.
“I know. I just mean, it’s the same concept.”
Maeve nodded.
“Anyway, Dante has a few contacts, all of them discreet. Maybe he could take you?”
Maeve shoved a huge bite in her mouth to avoid answering, opting for a noncommittal hum.
Avaline raised an eyebrow. “What’s really going on here, Maeve?”
Was she really that fucking transparent? She needed to work on her mask.
Maeve chewed her food, taking her time as she tried to come up with an honest but vague excuse. “He’s worried about me getting too involved with all that.”
Avaline smirked. “Oh, because he knows once you see what’s really out there on the market, you’ll drop his ass like a hot skillet?”
Maeve rolled her eyes with a chuckle. “No, he’s worried about me getting hurt.”
Avaline’s gaze narrowed.
Maeve shook her head. “That’s all I’m saying on the matter. He’s got good intentions, he’s just kind of brutish about it sometimes.”
“All right, chispa, you’ve got secrets. I get it. I do, too,” Avaline said with a placating shrug, but then became serious again. “But I do know that he could be treating you better. You shouldn’t be scraping by on your spells, or Veran comprehension, or be afraid to make friends.”
Maeve wasn’t sure what to say to that since she wholeheartedly agreed. She didn’t want to make Corvin look any worse than Avaline already saw him. But Maeve’s silence was enough.
Avaline reached out and touched her hand. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine. All relationships have their struggles. I’ll get through to him.”
“What if you don’t?” Avaline asked with a pained wince.
The thought hurt Maeve to the core. Of course she’d get through to him. Corvin loved her, and he wanted her to be happy. Maeve just needed to lay down her needs, and she was sure they’d be able to get through this together.
“I’m gonna text him really quick, just let him know I’m good and I’ll see him tomorrow,” Maeve said.
“Sure.” Avaline nodded, picking up their empty plates.
Maeve turned away and plopped herself on the couch. Time to look through all those messages…
Corvin: Maeve, please come back.
Corvin: I need to talk to you about this.
Corvin: This is important.
Corvin: Stop drinking, please.
Corvin: Where are you going?
Corvin: You seriously went to him?
A chill skittered down Maeve’s spine as she read the last text, followed by the heat of fury. He’d been following her. Of course he had. She asked for space, and he couldn’t even grant her that. Not only that, but he’d assumed she’d gone to El Burro to meet Dante, when in fact she’d gone there for Corvin, to prove herself to him.
Maeve gritted her teeth and kept going.
Corvin: What are you doing, Maeve?
Corvin: You don’t even know them.
Corvin: I’m the only one you can trust. Please come back.
Corvin: Fuck, Maeve…
Not a single “Sorry for being an asshole” in any of those texts. Incredible.
Maeve: I’m fine. Avaline is actually really sweet and I’m staying with her tonight. I’ll be back tomorrow morning and we can talk about this more.
Corvin: Don’t make me sleep there alone surrounded by your things.
His choice of words didn’t escape her. He was not at the bus right now. Fuck, he was probably right outside, watching her ka outline through the building.
Still, one part of Maeve yearned to tell him she’d come back, that she’d make his pain better and soothe him for tonight, despite her anger at the situation. But the other part said fuck that. She needed her damned space, and one night was not going to kill him.
Maeve: I’m not coming back tonight. I need space to think.
She turned off her phone at that. No more texts, no more calls, just peace for tonight.
“Shower is down there if you want,” Avaline said, then wrinkled her nose. “I recommend it.”
Maeve remembered how she’d puked right between her legs over and over again with no one to hold her hair. Gross.
“Yeah, shower. Good idea.”
Avaline got her a loose T-shirt and some shorts to wear for the evening and bagged up Maeve’s very likely vom-splattered clothing. That was going to smell awesome tomorrow.
Maeve didn’t let her thoughts run circles on the evening as she washed off, or let them intrude as she helped Avaline make up the couch as a bed. She laid down and breathed deeply, pushing away all of Corvin’s texts, all his angry words and all of hers.
She ignored the very real possibility that Corvin was outside right now, and probably would be all night. She avoided the nagging sensation of guilt and fear and this gaping void in her heart that she had no idea how to navigate.
Finally, Maeve used Hypnotic, and forced herself off to sleep.




Chapter eleven







Confrontation and Concessions


Maeve woke at seven with a pounding skull and a dry mouth. Damn hangover, it was only…Six beers and puking her guts out. Yeah, never mind, that explained it. She rolled over on Avaline’s couch and took a drink from the glass on the table, then turned on her phone. There was only one new text. 
Corvin: I love you.
Instant guilt punched through her gut.
No. She didn’t need to feel guilty for needing her own space to cool down.
Maeve took another drink of water and texted him that she loved him too, and she’d be there soon.
She wished none of this was happening. She really didn’t want to argue more, but Avaline was right. Maeve needed more training, and she needed friends too. There was no space for being meek in the life that she wanted to live. She wanted to travel the realms. She wanted to taste exotic food, experience new cultures, and write the truths of the realms.
Maeve couldn’t back down from this conversation because it was hard. Corvin would understand. She’d told him how important travel was to her so many times, and now that there was more than just the Earth to explore, of course he’d understand that she wanted to see it all.
He’d understand.
At twenty to eight, Avaline was up and about. Maeve called a taxi despite her protests and bade her new friend goodbye for now. Avaline hugged her at the doorstep and tucked a stray lock of her wavy red hair behind her ear affectionately.
“You’re gonna be okay, chispa,” she said with a soft smile.
“Definitely,” Maeve said. “I’ll see you around.”
Maeve felt like a ghoul walking around in yesterday’s underwear and someone else’s sleeping clothes, but she didn’t have to endure much embarrassment this early. The taxi took her to the Blaze warehouse, and she padded across the parking lot, swinging her pukey clothes bag back and forth.
The nagging dread in her gut begged her to run from this. He was going to be furious. It would be a catastrophe. She couldn’t endure another tongue lashing. She couldn’t endure his hard stares and disappointment. She couldn’t endure her unjustified guilt from his assumptions, but she felt it all the same.
Maeve opened the door to her place and slogged up the steps, her eyes on the floor. Corvin’s arms were around her in a second, strong and encompassing. She dropped her bag of clothes and hugged him back, melting into him.
“I’m so glad you’re safe,” he whispered into her hair.
They held each other in silence for a long time, unwilling to kick off the fight from last night. It was so easy to remember how much she loved him when her face was pressed to his chest and his warm orange peel scent was filling her senses. It would be so easy to let it all go, to let him keep her safe from the things he feared and crawl back into his cage.
But she couldn’t.
“I don’t want to be weak,” she whispered.
He stroked her hair. “I know.”
“I want to train. I want to find a lineage trainer.”
His grip tensed on her as he stiffened. “Your father, Senshia, and I are enough. We’ll make you strong.”
Maeve pulled back to look at him. His blue eyes were bloodshot, and dark bags hung under them. He was in the same shirt and pants as yesterday, with dirt marks on the knees. She wondered if he’d stayed outside of Avaline’s all night and only came back when Maeve texted him.
She caressed his cheek gently and he leaned into her. “I can’t be a mirror image of you. I need to expose more of my lineage and learn new abilities.”
His eyes hardened. “Why?”
“Because I’m not sitting this out. There’s a multi-realm war going on, worlds that need to be rescued, races that need to be liberated, and diseases that need to be cured. I’m not giving up on any of these things just as much as I’m not giving up on any of my dreams to travel and experience new cultures. I am not going to sit back and live the safe life. I will not deny the worlds my best effort.”
He grabbed the back of her neck, putting his forehead against hers as he whispered, “You could die.”
“I read a statistic somewhere that more people die by cows per year than getting in a magical Fae battle,” she said, a little smirk pulling at her lips.
Corvin wasn’t smiling.
Maeve cupped his cheeks in her palms. “It’s better to die trying to live than to hide and let my soul wither away.”
He gritted his teeth, pinching his eyes shut tight as he hissed out a breath. “Damn it, Maeve.”
“Avaline said Dante has discreet contacts—”
“What did you tell her?” Corvin asked, his hand tightening on her neck as he opened his eyes to search hers.
“Nothing. She doesn’t even know I’m jackal like Dante does. She just asked me if I had a trainer.”
“Why?”
Maeve sighed. “Because I told her you called me weak, and that it’s true.”
He pursed his lips, regret and anger simmering in his eyes. “You don’t have to be strong. I’m strong for you.”
“That’s not fair. I don’t want to be vulnerable.”
Maeve pulled out of his grasp, and he reluctantly released her.
She took a deep breath against the knot growing in her throat. “I don’t want to be afraid to make friends because they might abduct me.”
Corvin’s expression softened.
“I can’t live my whole life afraid, and you can’t live your whole life having to protect me. I need to be more independent.”
His lips parted in a fearful grimace. “You don’t want me to protect you?”
“That’s not what I said.” She paused, rubbing the heels of her palms into her eyes. Her freaking hangover was draining the life out of her.
She dropped her hands and took a deep breath as she looked at him. He was confused and hurt. How could she make him understand?
Maeve decided to go for a different approach. “I don’t want to worry about you every hour of the day. I want you to be strong, capable, and proud of who you are. Don’t you want that for me?”
“Yes, but—”
“No buts, Corvin!” Tears threatened to spill over the brims of her eyes. “Either you want me to be a strong and capable partner at your side, or you want me to be a weak thing you keep locked up in the bus while you go on adventures. There is no middle ground here.”
He looked away, working his jaw as he blinked in thought.
Maeve let him think while she reined in her tears by taking long, deep breaths through her nose.
After what felt like far too long, he finally nodded. “Okay. We’ll find a trainer for you.”
Surprise hit her first. Some part of her thought he’d never relent, and Maeve would have to do something else, something drastic. But then relief washed over her, and Maeve’s stomach released its tight hold.
She smiled and reached out for him. “Thank you.”
He pulled her into his grasp once more and rocked her side to side as he kissed the crown of her head. “I love you.”
“I love you,” she whispered against his chest.
They stayed like that for a long time as Maeve continued to fight off tears. He understood. Now if only she could get him to stop being so jealous of anything that identified as male, everything would be perfect.
“She doesn’t seem so bad.”
It took Maeve a minute to get the context from the invisible needles being shoved through her eyes. Damn hangover.
“Avaline?”
Corvin hummed, “Mhmm.”
“Yeah, she’s pretty great actually.”
He kissed the top of her head. “I’m glad you have a friend.”
“What about you? Gonna make some besties here?” she asked with a cheesy grin.
He grimaced. “Doubtful.”
“Well, should we hit the gym for a shower and then go talk to Dante about his contacts?” Maeve asked, hopeful to keep this moving so it wasn’t forgotten.
Corvin grumbled but didn’t say no. Maeve pecked him on the cheeks, then the lips, and started to strip off Avaline’s borrowed clothes. Corvin’s mood shifted nearly instantly, heat filling his gaze. He kissed her deeper, parting her lips and tasting her. Maeve tucked her fingers under his shirt, running her hands up his chest as she undressed him.
Corvin’s hands slid down Maeve’s hips, pulling her close. His thumbs looped the waistband of her shorts. He dropped to his knees, tugging her shorts off with him.
No sex, Senshia’s voice rang loud and clear through her mind as Corvin moved in to kiss her core. Maeve captured his face and lifted him, then pushed him back toward the bed.
She smiled at his confusion. “Let me take care of you.”
“So demanding.” 
He helped her remove his pants and climbed on the bed. Maeve made agonizingly slow, seductive work of his pleasure. By the end, he had no thoughts in his head of reciprocation, showers, or the fight they’d had. Despite wanting a shower and to get the morning going, she climbed into bed with him and snuggled into his side.
She drifted in and out of a light sleep until ten, when she finally pushed out of bed. Corvin barely moved, and Maeve knew he’d likely not slept all night, waiting outside Avaline’s apartment for the worst to happen.
Despite the late hour and the heat outside, Maeve got dressed for her run. She did laps around the warehouse again, her hangover preventing her from pushing too hard. Corvin was up and about when she was done, and they went to the gym for their showers, picking up something to eat on the way back.
Maeve texted Dante on the way and he agreed to chat with them just after closing. They spent the rest of the afternoon in the bus, Corvin trying desperately to get in her pants while she forced them through their work.
“What did you learn from the interview with the Ataxis shipment manager?” Maeve asked, scribbling more notes on her whiteboard about motives.
Corvin trailed his fingers across her shoulder, sparking gooseflesh. “Names of the employees who loaded the missing shipments, number of incidents per shift, lost shipments in the last year, and other useless statistics.”
Maeve groaned. “This isn’t useless. Every bit of information could lead to the break we need.”
She opened her hekara data menu and scrolled through the additional information Dante had given her. The interviews with the shipment guards fluttered to the top, and she selected the data block. She tapped the first one on the list: Yuvan Westcont.
Her ka shifted and thickened, becoming a three-dimensional cloud in shades of orange. A man, a Veran, sat in a low-backed chair in a small room. He wore a buttoned-down uniform and had a buzz cut. He fidgeted a little, picking at his pants.
“Whoa,” she said, waving her hand through the ka display. The image stopped moving at her touch. She swiped her hand through it again and the playback resumed. Corvin leaned in to watch.
The man plucked at invisible lint for a while longer until a tall chimera with a dark bird’s head and thick wings came into the room. The shifted chimera obscured the guard in the seat and Maeve wondered if there was another angle of the feed captured by the allocator spell.
Veran glyphs scrawled out at the bottom of the image, and Maeve heard the master speak for a moment, then her own voice echoed in her head in English.
“Tell me what you remember of the journey,” the interrogator asked. Maeve was still reeling from her own voice being used to translate. That was Resourceful at full power. Such a great encoded spell. She was grateful her mother left it to her.
The guard shifted in his seat. “Like I said in the report.” Maeve’s monologue pitched up for the guard. “I entered the shipping container, and next thing I know, I was being shaken awake when we arrived. I must’ve fallen asleep.”
“Sleeping isn’t possible in the Starlite,” the interrogator said.
“I know. I have no other explanation.”
The interrogator opened his own hekara and showed the guard something in a much smaller three-dimensional cloud of smoke. Maeve instinctively reached into the ka and opened her hand. Her hekara responded to the gesture by zooming in, just as she would enlarge an image on a touch-screen computer. So damned cool.
The interrogator’s ka displayed the heat signature of the guard pacing in the container. “You were mobile and alert the entire trip.”
The other ka display disappeared, and her view of the interrogation zoomed back out to show both participants. Maeve reached in and spun the view with a gesture, getting a better look at the guard over the master chimera’s wings. His eyes, though only rendered in varying shades of orange, were distant.
“I said I have no other explanation. I don’t know why you keep asking me. Fire me, strip my licenses, whatever you need to do, just let me go home.”
“I can’t do that. Mr. Ataxis wants to understand how this happened.”
“I don’t know.” The guard leaned forward, putting his face in his hands. Such a human gesture.
“Comply,” the interrogator said, his voice dark with the threat of punishment.
Her ka evaporated, and her monologue chimed in her head, “End of data.”
Maeve worried her lip as she mumbled, “Mr. Ataxis.”
Something about the way the interrogator had said the man’s name sparked Maeve’s curiosity. She panned to the next bit of data Dante had given her and opened it.
~ Data: Owner of Ataxis Starlite Express ~

Name: Yawshim Ataxis
Position: High Court
Party Allegiance: Manis vo Elsyada
Home Realm: Verance
Select to expand:
	Thread: Personal Life
	Thread: Professional Life - Ataxis Starlite Express
	Thread: Professional Life - Politics

-----

Maeve scowled. “What is Party Allegiance about? Why didn’t that translate for me?”
Corvin put his chin on her shoulder. “I don’t know. It’s one of the many different ruling political parties. Brigid’s party is Wenwey. A close translation is ‘harmony.’ Manis vo Elsyada is like ‘peace achieved through power’ or something close to that.”
Maeve remembered a brief conversation between Corvin and her father from a few months ago. “Is this what the lineage shift is about? These parties?” she asked.
He nodded. “The parties are led by one person in the Highest Court position. They have more sway in voting, and the highest position in the different parties is highly coveted.”
Holy heck, this was a new can of worms. Dante and his team would be done with the new Enmatis before she even breached the surface of all this. Better return to something safer.
“How had the allocator spell been tampered with again?” Maeve asked Corvin, who was busy kissing his way up her neck.
He hummed. “I don’t recall. I’d have to look.”
Maeve pursed her lips and moved back through her screens to get to the older data. More of her ka drained as the information was translated for her. She scanned the document further. The “Number of Parcels in Transit” recorded how many packages were inside an individual shipping container. There should’ve only been one number for that field per container, but for the container that went missing, that field had reported two different numbers that were just one off from each other. Perhaps the thieves had tried to spoof the system and lift just the one parcel from that shipping container, but when something went wrong, they lifted the whole container instead?
She checked the second and third shipments to see the same allocator discrepancy reporting two different numbers concurrently, the second just a single digit higher than the first. But why if the approach didn’t work did they do it two more times in the exact same way?
Maeve’s phone buzzed and she flipped it over to see a text.
“Dante can see us now if we want to meet with him,” Maeve reported.
Corvin pulled his lips from the hollow of her throat. “You’re not going to give up on this, are you?”
Maeve gave him a shit-eating grin. “Never.”
She closed her hekara menu and slipped off the bed.
“I take it back. I don’t think you’re weak, especially not weak willed,” he said.
Maeve cocked an incredulous eyebrow at him. “Did you really think that would work?”
He shrugged.
“I know I’m weak. I almost got my ass handed to me in Daxus’s lab. If it hadn’t been for that alarm…”
Corvin’s expression darkened. He’d almost killed her that day.
“Anyway, let’s go. Get dressed!” Maeve admonished. He’d chosen to laze about in just his boxers when they got back from lunch, and Maeve knew it was an attempt to lure her under the sheets with him. It had almost worked, but she couldn’t afford any more blackouts. She wished Senshia would hurry up with her digging.
Corvin reluctantly donned some jeans and a T-shirt and followed Maeve toward the office building. Dante was waiting on the couch, one ankle resting on his knee, arm slung over the back as he read some article on his phone, looking like a paragon of relaxation. He nodded to Corvin with a terse, reserved smile, ignoring Maeve entirely.
“What can I do for you two that couldn’t be done over email?” he asked, and Maeve didn’t miss the annoyance in his tone.
Corvin rested a hand on Maeve’s hip, his voice commanding as he said, “We’re looking for a lineage trainer.”
Dante scowled. “Why do you need my help?”
“It’s for me. We heard you have a discreet contact,” Maeve cut in before Corvin could say something to ruin it all.
“I see.” His honeyed gaze finally fell on her, and she sucked in a breath. He rose gracefully to his feet. “Yes, I do know someone on Lorient who could help.”
“Lorient?” Corvin asked with a cold laugh.
Dante’s gold eyes burned as they shifted to Corvin. “Yes.”
Maeve was missing some major context, but apparently no one was going to fill in the gaps for her.
Dante returned his attention to Maeve. “When would you want to go?”
“As soon as possible?” she asked.
“I don’t want you going to Lorient,” Corvin said. “It’s the crime capital of the realms.”
“I assure you, my contacts are decent people,” Dante said. “Whatever obfuscation is necessary, they’ll abide.”
Corvin scoffed. “For a price, I’m sure—” 
“I want to go, Corvin.” Maeve cut him off, then looked to Dante. “How will they take payment?”
He paused for a moment, considering. “Coins are always king, but you can inspire their kindness far more with rations.”
“Why?” Corvin asked.
“They struggle to get into town on their own.”
“Because they might be seen by enforcers?” Corvin probed, his voice accusing.
Dante crossed his arms. “No, because of their circumstances. We’d have to stop in the market on Lorient since we wouldn’t be permitted to bring anything through the portal, or I can do a coin exchange before we travel, whichever you prefer.”
Corvin leaned closer to Maeve and whispered, “I don’t like this.”
“If you don’t think it’ll be safe enough with you guarding me, then we won’t go, but you’ll need to find me someone else,” Maeve said to him over her shoulder, knowing full well that Dante could hear her. She wasn’t giving up on this, and she wasn’t above shaming Corvin a little into agreeing. People moved about the realms all the time without getting hurt—she assumed. This trip wouldn’t be any different, right?
Corvin grimaced, then nodded his consent. “How much time do your contacts need?”
Dante kept his expression neutral as he spoke to Corvin. “Lorient is a similar time differential, so we get two good windows a day at the town hub. I’ll send a message now and see if they can meet tomorrow. If they can, we’ll take the midday transport around three. Otherwise, it’s six a.m.”
Maeve smiled. “Thank you.”
Dante barely spared her a glance. “It’s no problem.”
She understood why he was doing it—ignoring her—but it still felt bad.
“I’ll message you when I know.” Dante took a step back toward the elevator.
Maeve nodded. “Great.”
“Is there anything to report?”
“No, we’re still working on probable motives,” Corvin said.
The “Party Allegiance” information from earlier nagged at Maeve. “One more thing, Dante. Could I get some basic information on the political parties of Verance?”
“Sure.” He took another step back.
Maeve snapped her fingers. “Oh, and was there any more to those interrogations of the guards? It seemed to cut short.”
Dante shook his head. “Not that we received.”
“What about—”
“Later, Maeve,” Corvin said, his hand tightening on her hip.
Embarrassed heat flooded her cheeks and Maeve glanced at her feet. Dante had been trying to leave, and she was holding him there. “Yeah, of course. Sorry. I’ll email you.”
“Don’t apologize for doing your job,” Dante said tersely.
Maeve glanced up to see Dante’s mask was slipping, and he was staring daggers at Corvin.
Dante’s eyes flickered to Maeve as he said, “I’ll let you know if they can meet.” 
He turned away and walked down the hall, avoiding the elevator and opting for a door labeled “Stairs” at the back.
“Dinner, my love?” Maeve asked, trying to draw Corvin’s attention.
His gaze was fixed on Dante as he retreated. Maeve shook his shoulder gently.
Corvin’s stare turned to her when Dante disappeared into the stairs, and he gave her a plastic smile. “I’m starving.”




Chapter twelve







False Start


After dinner, Maeve had been able to claim hangover exhaustion as to why she needed to go to sleep “unsatisfied.” Corvin had looked like a kicked puppy when she’d refused him. She hated this. She wanted to tell him why, but she couldn’t. He would overreact and then who the hell knew what would happen. 
The next morning, she was out of good excuses, so she faked her period. Corvin tried to convince her that wasn’t a problem for him, but she held her stomach in pain and he relented, opting to pull her in for snuggling instead. Snuggling was nice, but she wasn’t going to be able to keep this façade up much longer.
By lunch, Maeve was practically jumping out of her skin with excitement. She was going to another world to learn more about her lineage and get some new spells. It was enough to make a girl scream.
Corvin hadn’t decided if they were going to pay with coins or hit the market, but she silently hoped he would pick the market. It’d be cheaper, Dante said, and Maeve would get to spend more time soaking up a different culture, criminal capital of the realms or no.
Maeve heard the sound of gravel crackling under a tire as a car came to a stop in front of the bus. She jumped off the bed, a broad smile tugging at her lips. Corvin looked about as excited as a death row inmate, tempering her joy. She grabbed her bag and pulled a black hoodie over her two other layers of clothes—to help hide her scent, Corvin said.
They locked up the bus and Maeve’s grin was back on her face as she got in the back seat. Corvin got in the back with her, making poor Dante something of a chauffeur. His honeyed eyes met hers in the rearview mirror, and she saw his cheek pull up in a smirk.
“Excited?” he asked.
“Just a little,” Maeve said, her joy returned.
Corvin slid his hand into hers and gripped it tightly. “Remember our agreement.”
Maeve nodded. She remembered. Don’t speak, don’t look anyone in the eyes, don’t open up to etonos, and especially don’t flaunt any spells. Maeve wasn’t sure how the lineage trainer was going to help her without seeing her current lineage, but that was a problem for Corvin to solve.
Dante pulled away from the warehouse and led them into the heart of the city. Twenty agonizing minutes of tapping her feet later, they pulled up to a nondescript gray building that looked bland compared to the colorful counterparts around it.
Dante flashed his hekara and paid a guardsman at a gated entrance, then parked in the lot among a few other vehicles. Maeve was all sunshine inside, her face beaming as they walked toward the door. If Corvin hadn’t been holding her hand, she would’ve run for the building. They stepped through the dark revolving door into artificial air that reeked of ozone. 
Portal stench.
Inside was a waiting room with a dozen chairs, the room half-filled with others waiting patiently. There was a reception desk to the left that Dante led them over to. The woman tending the desk had her dark eyes half-closed in boredom as she scrolled through her phone.
“Three for Lorient next,” Dante said, producing a small billfold. He dropped five thousand-peso bills on the table. “Ten gold V’s too, please.”
The woman tapped a digital sign on the counter that showed an exchange rate. “You can get three and eight V’s.”
Dante dropped another thousand-peso bill on the table. The woman ferried the money away, then turned in her chair to a metal filing cabinet beside her. She pressed her hand to it and purple runes flickered around the sides until a lock clicked. She pulled it open and stuffed his money inside, then pulled out a few spare pesos and ten slender, oblong coins. Maeve leaned in to inspect them as the woman set everything on the counter. Dante smiled, holding one of the coins out to her.
The coin was light in her palm, about the length and width of her middle and ring finger pressed together, and as thin as cardstock paper. It reminded her of the souvenir pennies she would get at the museum back home on middle school field trips, flattened and stamped with an image if she paid two quarters.
One side of the V—which she assumed was short for some Veran monicker—had a crest of six animals tangled in chaotic harmony. On the left was a lion and a crocodile circling one another. In the center was an elephant head with its ears flared out wide, a crane on its back. On the right was a viper coiled around the horns of a bull, hissing at all the other animals.
Maeve ran her finger over the design and looked at Corvin with excitement. “What does this all mean?”
“It’s the ruling bloodlines,” he said tersely. “Remember our agreement.”
Maeve didn’t realize “the agreement” had already started. She mashed her lips together and flipped the coin over to inspect the other side. It was decorated with Veran glyphs, two of which she even recognized: rule and mercy.
Orange ka slipped out through her fingers, overlaying the coin she traced. Her hekara tingled and then a display appeared, translating the rest of the glyphs. “May their eternal reign bring the Mother’s mercy to all.”
So, ‘rule’ wasn’t quite right. Still, she was getting better at recognizing the Veran glyphs, and that sparked the joy in her anew.
Dante turned away from the counter and held out two tickets, one for Corvin and one aimed at Maeve. She returned the coin to him, her cheeks hurting from how hard she was smiling, and accepted the paper ticket.
Wonder spread through her as she stared down at the slip of paper in her hand. She was just fifteen short minutes away from going to another world. Her heart fluttered and her hands trembled, but she managed to take a seat next to Corvin when he pulled her along.
Dante lost himself in his phone and Corvin sat like a sentry, watching everyone and silently snarling when they stared too long. With ten minutes to go, a buzzer chimed deeper in the building, down a dark hall.
A moment later, the clopping of shoes clacked down the blackened hall. A man in simple black clothes appeared with a weary look. “Follow me for Lorient travel.”
Maeve exploded from the seat and caught Dante watching her with a small smile. He gestured for the two of them to go ahead, and Corvin led her down the hall after the others.
Before they’d even taken five steps, Corvin stopped, pulling his phone from his pocket. He held it to his ear. “Master?”
Maeve cocked her ear toward the phone, trying to see if it was her father or Senshia. She couldn’t hear, but Corvin replied with something like a relieved sigh that cracked Maeve’s heart.
“Of course. I’m at the hub now.” He paused, nodding. “Yes. See you soon.”
“Who?” Maeve asked, watching as the others got farther and farther down the dark hall.
“Senshia. She needs me.”
“Now?” Maeve whined and Corvin dipped his head in response.
Dante shrugged. “I can still take—”
“No,” Corvin barked.
Maeve winced. “But, Corvin—”
His steely gaze cut her short. “Remember our agreement, Maeve. Go home.”
He pulled her away, back toward the front desk, and her enthusiasm leaked out through the cracks in her heart. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes at the harshness of Corvin’s voice, at her joy being so viciously ripped away only five minutes before they were to leave.
“I’ll need to exchange this for an Earth destination,” Corvin said, putting the ticket on the counter.
Maeve kept her eyes on the ground, afraid that her devastation would be too easily seen. She took several deep breaths and tamped down on her frustration as they worked out the exchanges and returns.
Corvin squeezed her hand twice and she looked up to his face. His eyes softened and he ran his knuckles along her cheek. “I’m sorry, my love. Soon.”
Maeve bobbed her head.
He leaned down and planted a kiss on her lips that she didn’t feel much like returning but did anyway. He was trying to protect her. He just wanted to make sure she was safe.
But his love felt more like a cage right now than ever.
“Earth portal?” another attendant called from the dark hallway.
“I’ll see you soon,” Corvin said, then kissed her once more.
Maeve gave him a tiny smile. “See you.”
He turned away and disappeared down the dark hall with the portal attendant.
Dante blew out a long breath. “Well, that was…”
“Bullshit,” Maeve finished for him.
He cast her a sly, lopsided grin. “I was going to say anticlimactic.”
“Yeah, that too.” She mumbled a curse to herself as she turned away.
“Seems you’ve been left in my care in a dangerous criminal realm anyway,” Dante said.
Maeve couldn’t muster a reply.
He led her out to the car and opened the passenger door for her, then slid into the driver’s seat.
“So, where to?” he asked.
“Home. I’ve got plenty of work to do,” she said, staring down at her lap.
Though she wasn’t really excited about it. She was leadless, swimming in way too much information, and didn’t even know what she didn’t know. It felt like drowning.
She was going to fail.
Dante sighed. “I can’t stand to see that look on your face. Let me at least buy you lunch.”
“Had it already.”
He started the car. “Early dinner?”
Maeve shook her head.
“What about some chamoy shaved ice?”
Maeve groaned at his persistence and her inability to just wallow.
“Is that a yes?”
She shot him a glance, her breath catching in her throat at the way the sun made his auburn hair shimmer with streaks of gold. A few strands fell over his forehead, shadowing his amber eyes. The anger she felt bled away at his hopeful grin.
“That looks like a yes,” he said, putting the car in drive.
“Buying the temperamental child sweets after a disappointment?” Maeve asked, wrinkling her nose.
He shrugged. “If it works for kids, why not adults? So, chamoy ice?”
Maeve laid her head back on the rest and sighed. She could really go for a pick-me-up.
“Onward, to sweets!” she declared, pointing ahead.
Dante chuckled and took them out to the highway. Another twenty minutes had them driving along the coastline. Small, overturned boats dotted the white sand of the beach beside a single long pier that stretched out into the light blue waters. Maeve rolled down the window and leaned back, letting the breeze caress her face. She stared out at the crashing surf. The teal water bled into the soft sky, wispy clouds hanging lazily over it all.
Maeve breathed deep, her heart a little less burdened by disappointment. Maybe all she needed was this—a nice, quiet drive. She’d gotten used to being on the road with Corvin the last few weeks, seeing new things and feeling the wind in her hair. Being stationary had her clawing at the walls. Back in Morgantown, she’d been too caught up in the rat race of school, work, and journalism to take a break and just remember how much she enjoyed the peace of a long, aimless drive.
Dante pulled into a parking lot beside a swimming beach and parked the car. It was a warm afternoon, and the sand was peppered with people, locals and vacationers alike. A gaggle of young children ran toward the water, chased by their mother. She scooped up the slowest child and hugged him close as she waded into the Gulf. After a few kisses, she tossed him into the waves, his loud giggle calling to Maeve, asking her to feel his joy.
She opened herself to etonos and stretched herself thin, reaching the family in the water. The salt of the sea danced across her senses, combined with warm, bright joy. Maeve cracked a smile.
Dante nodded his head toward the beach as he started walking.
Maeve scowled at him. “There’s no ice here.”
“Oh, and you know everything, do you?” he asked with a teasing smile. “Mae, queen of all khin knowledge.”
She rolled her eyes and followed as he moved toward the beach. They walked for a few minutes and Maeve kicked off her shoes and socks, enjoying the massage of hot sand against her feet. Ahead, Maeve noticed a colorful cart perched on the beach, a line of dripping wet children waiting beside it. The rainbow umbrella above it had a sign that read, “Chamoy ice, 30 pesos.”
Dante glanced over his shoulder to gloat, and Maeve rolled her eyes again, catching up to him. They stood in line with the excited kids pushing and shoving one another to get to the front. Maeve watched as the man pulled a thick block of ice from the cooler of the cart and plopped it into a hand crank rotation machine. Blades at the bottom sawed away the ice in flecks and deposited it into a little cup waiting below. When the little paper cone was filled, he ladled gritty, red sauce on top, then passed it to a child.
Dante mindlessly scooped up some change in his pocket and passed it to Maeve. There were five ten-peso coins, and one of the Veran gold coins. Maeve assumed the gold coin couldn’t be used here and tried to hand it back to him but he shook his head. She looked at the remaining pesos. There wasn’t enough for two.
“You’re not getting one?” she asked.
Dante shook his head.
He drove all the way out here just for her?
It was Maeve’s turn in line, so she handed the ice-man the pesos. She turned the gold coin over in her palm as he worked, thinking about the creatures that adorned it and what they meant. The lineage shift was coming…
The man passed her the chamoy snow cone a second later, pulling her attention. Dante nodded his head back toward the car and Maeve followed. She took a huge bite of the snow cone and nearly choked. It was salty!
Dante laughed deep from his belly. “You look offended.”
“It’s supposed to be sweet!” Maeve declared angrily.
He laughed again. “It’s chamoy!”
“Well, the chamoy in West Virginia is sweet.”
He had a secretive smile. “You’ve never had it, have you?”
Maeve took another, much smaller taste. Still so salty, but this time she noticed the rest. It was also spicy, and sour, with a tiny edge of sweetness. “I have, once before.”
“Are you referring to the first bite you took seconds ago?”
She pressed her lips together to keep from smiling.
He laughed. “I thought so.”
Maeve took another bite and looked out across the water. She stuck her hand in her pocket and felt the gold coin. She pulled it out and turned it over and over in her hand. Corvin had said the animals were the ruling bloodlines, but Maeve felt there was more to it.
“Would you like me to tell you a story?” Dante asked.
Maeve hummed. “First the child gets her not-so-sweet sweets, and then a bedtime story?”
“Are you ready for bed, Mae?” Dante asked, his gaze heated.
That warmth danced across her skin and settled in her stomach, bringing a flush to her cheeks. She choked on her words, and Dante laughed.
“Get your thoughts out of the gutter,” he said.
Maeve scowled at him. “I know the game you’re playing.”
“Do you, now?” He chuckled deep in his throat. “Mae, queen of the games I play.”
“You’re a rich playboy who likes to tease and flirt.”
Dante seesawed his head with a shrug, not denying it.
“I am a bonded chimera—”
“But that doesn’t mean you’re his prisoner,” Dante said, his tone gone dark and serious.
“I am not his prisoner,” she declared.
Dante stopped at the car and turned to her. “Would you like me to recount the ways he’s trapped you against your will?”
She shook her head. “Dante, that’s just stupid.”
But Maeve felt a dragging in her stomach, a stone of guilt for not standing up for herself, for letting Corvin control her actions, best intentions or not.
She didn’t want that feeling. She didn’t want this conversation.
Maeve reached for the door handle, but Dante leaned against it, holding it shut. She glared up at him, the chamoy shaved ice melting in the heat of her palm. For a flash, she thought about what it would look like dripping down his face.
He looked down at her, his amber eyes holding anger, and sorrow. “You let him control who you talk to, where you go, and what friends you can make. You let him keep you isolated from the culture you belong to, and the magic of the world you deserve to be part of. He has his ka wrapped around you so tight that yours can’t even breathe.”
Maeve sucked in a gasp. How did he know that?
He nodded, seeing her expression change. “I can see it right now. That oppressive blue wrapped around the vibrant orange in your chest. It’s like a vice, suppressing your very essence.”
“How can you see it?”
His jaw ticked. “Corvin can smell bloodlines, I can see ka essence. Who knows what you could do if he’d let you grow?”
Somewhere in the conversation he’d leaned in, or she had, because they were so close now all she could see was him.
He ran his knuckles down her cheek and whispered, “You’re too bright to be held in this darkness, Mae.”
Her heart pounded against her ribs, and a familiar squeezing sensation constricted the air from her lungs. She gritted her teeth and tried to suck in a breath as she reached for her chest. Pain lanced through her heart, and she doubled over.
“Mae!” Dante knelt beside her, his eyes searching hers for a sign of what was wrong.
Maeve just needed to calm down. She lowered herself to the concrete and closed her eyes, focusing on the sounds of the waves. Slowly, she pulled in air again.
When she opened her eyes, Dante’s face barely masked the fury underneath as he watched her chest rise and fall. Maeve knew what had happened and knew Dante wasn’t lying. Sanmiha had left a piece of Corvin’s ka inside her, and it swallowed up the place where hers lived.
“Just got a little faint for a second,” Maeve croaked, then drank back her watery chamoy.
Dante grunted. “Better than vomiting, I suppose.”
Maeve chuckled at that. “Look, I appreciate…what you said. I get that it seems like I’m letting him control me. I just…” She sighed. Sanmiha was forever, her father said. She wanted to make this work. “I am trying to navigate this. Having friends is nice. I need friends.”
“I want to be your friend,” Dante said.
Maeve glared up at him. “I need friends who don’t constantly try to get under my mate’s skin.”
Dante smirked. “Where’s the fun in that?”
“I am bonded,” she said.
At the darkening of Maeve’s eyes, his smirk vanished. “I know.”
“I understand that you understand where we stand.” Maeve scowled. “That was a lot of standing. In any case, you can tease me all you want. When you overstep, I’m going to tell you. And if you overstep too much, I’ll remind you of my boundaries with my fangs.”
He raised his brows. “How close am I to that promise?”
Maeve hardened her face to prevent any amusement from showing. “Your toes are pushing that line, Dante.”
His smile became easy. “Thank you for your candor.” He paused, huffing out a deep breath as he ran a hand through his silky hair. There was real vulnerability there in his face, as if he’d never had to say anything like this in his life. “I like being able to spend time around you, and I don’t want to jeopardize that by being a flirtatious playboy. I want to be your friend.”
“And I want to be yours.”
She stood, and he opened the door to the passenger’s side for her. She plopped down in the seat, and he slid into the driver’s side. He was contemplative, his eyes darting back and forth across the steering wheel like he was rereading the conversation they’d just had, looking for some way it could’ve gone differently.
It wasn’t going to go differently. Maeve was Corvin’s, and he was hers. She was going to figure out a way to make it work, but she didn’t want to lose the kinship she’d gained with Dante, Avaline, Jorren, Skyle, and David. She liked them all and wanted to keep their friendships.
She cleared her throat. “I’m not ready for bed yet, but you can tell me that story.”
He huffed with a smile as he started the car. “Settle in. It’s a good one.”




Chapter thirteen







The Mother of All the Beasts


Matia loved the king from the moment she laid eyes on him. His powerful frame, his welcoming smile, his graceful bow, everything. The armor he wore shimmered with gold, the bright sun crest on his chest a reminder of who he was: the light of the kingdom. 
The thirty other girls moved, and Matia was swept into the room with them, their new dresses swishing as they hurried to line up, to make an impression. Matia dropped her head as she curtsied, but looked up at the king through her lashes, watching as his appraising gaze moved through the marriage prospects. His eyes stopped on Matia, locking her gaze for a flicker before she looked back to the shiny silver shoes poking out from under her blue gown.
His surveying gaze took a moment longer. “Rise,” the king commanded with a deep timbre that sent shivers down Matia’s spine.
She lifted from the curtsy she’d learned just weeks ago and entered the pose the royal mentor had taught her. Shoulders back and down, neck long, tongue sucked to the roof of her mouth, chin tilted down with a demure smile.
An advisor stepped up beside the king. He unfurled a gold-crested parchment and spoke, “You have been selected for the greatest honor a woman can be granted in the kingdom. For the next two weeks, we will enter the Choosing. You will dine, dance, and do the king’s bidding. When the Choosing is complete, one of you will be queen.”
Excited murmurs flitted through the room, girls chattering with one another, but Matia was silent. These girls weren’t her competition; they were obstacles. The king would be hers. She just had to get the others out of her way.
“The king will now entertain conversation, followed by dinner.” The advisor rolled up his parchment and departed.
Matia waited a moment to see how the king would host these conversations. Would he approach a girl he fancied most? Would he bring them one by one to the plush couches in the corner? She looked at him for some indication of what he would do.
One of the other girls stepped forward and the king beamed. “Fate favors the bold. Come with me,” he said, extending his arm to her.
Matia cursed. Bold. She needed to be bold for her love. The other girls engaged in idle chatter as the king took the red-gowned girl with long black hair to the couches in the corner.
A brown-haired girl turned to Matia. “This is so exciting.”
She only nodded in reply and the girl scoffed. “Too good to talk to me?”
“No, you’re my enemy,” Matia said plainly.
The brown-haired girl smiled and stepped closer, lowering her voice. “You don’t know how to play this game, so let me help you.”
Matia went rigid on instinct, ready for a fight.
“We’re all being observed. The king doesn’t want a bitch at his side, or a shy damsel, or a whore. He needs a queen. You need to act like one if you’ll get a chance. Queens make enemies into friends, they learn their tactics, they observe their moves and prepare countermoves, then skillfully crush their opponents.”
Matia kept her face impassive, though the words struck straight into her heart. “Thanks for the help.”
“You’re going to lose,” she said, her smile growing into something spiteful.
“And you can see the future?” Matia teased with a vicious grin in return.
“You’re not strong enough for this. You don’t have the stomach to look another person in the eyes as you drive a dagger into their chest.”
Matia fidgeted her fingers, the feeling of thick, warm blood coating them flitting over her skin. “You don’t know me.”
The brunette shrugged. “You’ve shown me enough. I won’t even waste my time on you.”
And then she turned away, looking for another group of girls to enter. Matia looked around, the brunette’s words ringing over and over in her like a bell. He doesn’t want a shy whore, he has no need for a weak-willed imbecile.
Matia walked to another group of girls and let down her walls a little. After a few moments, the king started calling groups of women to speak with him. So, only the bold got a moment alone with him, and the rest would have to fight one another for a single breath of his air.
And that’s exactly how it went for her and the three girls she was with. Risk talking over one another and look rude, or sit back and never get a second of the king’s attention. Matia got out her name, and her passion—music—to which the king only nodded. Then her moment with him was over.
The king arranged the women at the table to his liking, and Matia wasn’t put at the end, but nearly. She ate her meal quietly, musing on what she’d learned, and how she was going to fix it.
She needed to be bold.
[image: image-placeholder]That night, when the other five girls in her room had gone to sleep, Matia prepared her plan. She went to the window and unlatched it. It swung open with ease, and she looked out at her kingdom-to-be. The inner kingdom proper was densely populated with buildings, three and sometimes even four stories tall, with clay-shingled roofs. Oil lanterns kept the streets of business avenues well lit, and she picked out the tavern district easily.
Farther out, the shorter, one- and two-story homes blanketed the world in a grid, and beyond that were the farmlands that rolled up to towering mountains. Matia knew the cave on the side of that mountain would lead to the dark pit of sacrifice and magic, the very one that got her here in the first place.
From the streets to the king’s court. 
There was already blood on her hands. How much was a little more in exchange for everything she wanted?
Matia focused on that mountainside and brought the gold-trimmed knife to her palm. She slashed across it with a wince and held her hand out to the silvery moon.
“Goddess, hear me this night as I beseech you,” she whispered to the wind, and closed her eyes.
Darkness slid behind her eyelids, and when Matia opened them again, she was not in the castle, but that deep, dark cavern. Before her was a raised altar of lava glass. Matia dropped her blood onto it.
Smoky shadows coalesced before her, and golden eyes watched from above. “What is it now, child?” The ethereal voice floated around her, cold and rough, as if it traveled through a thunderstorm to get here. It raised the hairs on Matia’s arms and chilled her to the bone.
She swallowed her fear. “Your power has brought me to the steps of the king, but I have a battle ahead of me to win his heart. I need another favor.”
The searing eyes blinked slowly. “Ask it.”
“I need to be bold. Can you transform me?”
The goddess’s laugh scraped across her skin like a claw. “Yes, of course. But I will require something from you.”
“As is the deal,” Matia said, nodding her head.
The smoke snapped out and swirled over the altar, forming the shape of a bull. The darkness tightened, compacting down, down, down into a cup full of clear red liquid.
“Once a year, the bull will claim your body, and ride across the land inside you to do its will,” the goddess said.
She had already given one day to the goddess herself. What was one more for the bull?
“Agreed.”
Matia held her hand over the cup and let her blood drip into it. Her offering disappeared into the liquid, and she drank it back. Pain threaded through her stomach and into her veins. Matia’s back locked and she fell to the floor in a feral scream that shook the foundations of the mountain. She closed her eyes and writhed, willing herself to come back to her senses.
When she did, Matia was in her bed, a new pink scar across her palm. The goddess had fulfilled her promise.
[image: image-placeholder]At the next gathering, Matia stepped toward the king between the groups of girls being called and sat down beside him. His startled expression held anger she needed to smooth away, quickly.
“Fate favors the bold, does it not, my king?”
He raised an eyebrow. “That it does. You have my attention, girl.”
She’d prepared for this, and the alternative, carefully. “What is your deepest desire?”
The king sighed, as if the question were so beneath him, he didn’t want to entertain it. “For my kingdom to flourish,” he said plainly.
“Not the king’s greatest desire. Yours,” she said, lowering her chin to look at him through her lashes.
The king’s gaze flicked back to her with guarded amusement. “I have always wanted to paint. There is much beauty in the world.”
“There is,” Matia said, her plan deepening.
[image: image-placeholder]She sat closer to the king at dinner. Close enough to hear the conversation, but not to engage with it in a meaningful way.
Beauty.
Matia was not homely, but nor was she a great beauty. Her auburn hair was straight as straw, so her royal mentor taught her how to plait it into a fine braid to look like a crown. Her brown eyes were like mud, and her pale skin like cream. She had modest curves for a girl just come of age and was slightly taller than average but still shorter than the king.
She assessed the other girls at the table. There were many that outshone her. That would need to be remedied.
[image: image-placeholder]“Goddess, I beg of your power again, grant me unyielding beauty so that I may capture the king’s eye.”
The dark shadow swarmed over the altar, forming a flock of luminescent butterflies.
“Once a year, the butterfly horde will command your body, doing their will through you. Do you agree?”
“Yes.”
The glowing smoke collapsed into a cup of blue and purple tea. Matia gave her an offering of blood and drank it down. The pain that accompanied her transformation was immeasurable. She thrashed and screamed and when it was over, she woke in her bed, tangled in her sheet and covered in sweat.
The changes were all subtle. Her hair was silken, and thicker. It bounced around her shoulders. The mud of her eyes was now a gold-glittered chocolate. Her pale skin was honeyed, smooth, and tight. She was the best possible version of herself. The version the king could love.
A queen.
[image: image-placeholder]Every encounter Matia learned something new about the king. Every encounter she recognized a deficiency in herself to be rectified.
The goddess gave and gave of her power, imbuing Matia with the cunning of a fox, the wit of the raven, the wisdom of the elephant, the grace of the swan, and the strength of the lion. Matia lost day after day of her life but earned her seat closer and closer to the center of the table.
The brunette who had schooled Matia on their first day, Celine, watched Matia’s ascent through the ranks with hatred in her eyes. Matia only smiled. “I’m coming for you,” her smile said.
[image: image-placeholder]The second week of the Choosing was coming to a close, and to finish it, there would be a grand ball. Not just for the king, but other courtiers, too, as well as dignitaries and bachelors from neighboring kingdoms. The king would select his bride tonight, and the other women would be left to the masses of men gathered in his honor. Twenty-nine of them would not get the king, but they might earn a prince, or a wealthy merchant.
The others girls would not get the king. He was hers.
Hers.
She had earned the seat to his left this dinner, and Celine was at his right. The night before, Matia had traded one more day to the goddess in exchange for the final weapon she needed. The plan was in place, her last bargain to seal her fate.
When it came time to dance, Matia passed through the ballroom on the arms of other men, inspiring the king’s jealousy. He watched her and Celine both with wanton desire as they played the same game. Irking him, showing him how much he wanted them on his arm, in his hold as he glided across the floor.
Matia got the final dance of the night with the king, and he held her close, their bodies pressed together until she felt his warmth through her crimson gown.
“What is your deepest desire, my king?”
He smirked. “I think you know.”
“To paint, yes. I was wondering if it had changed,” she said in her new sultry voice, the one she got from the wolf.
The king’s gaze heated, going heavy lidded. “You tempt me, Matia.”
Tempt. But she was not his deepest desire.
Her next move was set, then. She spoke the magic words the goddess had given her in exchange for a week of her life every year, the words that would make the king helpless against Matia’s next command.
His eyes went glossy, and his movements stuttered.
Matia leaned in, pressing her lips close to his ear. “You will make me your queen.”
She dragged her lips across his cheek as she pulled away, and the king’s skin raised in gooseflesh from her touch. Matia caught Celine’s glare at the edge of the dais for the throne. She had murder in her eyes.
The king cupped Matia’s cheek, turning her gaze back to meet his. He leered malevolently. “I will do no such thing, witch.”
Matia’s heart skipped, the breath catching in her lungs. She tried to pull out of the king’s hold, but his grip was tight on her waist.
“Guards,” the king called, and the plated sentries poured through the crowd. “Take this witch to the dungeon.”
“I am no witch, my king,” Matia urged, pleading in her eyes. She’d traded her life to the goddess, that didn’t make her a witch!
The king grabbed her hand and turned it over, exposing the pink scar that had been opened time and time again for sacrifices.
“Lying to the king is punishable by death.” He nodded to his guards. “Hang her.”
Matia’s stomach bottomed out. How had this happened? How had he resisted the goddess’s magic?
The guards pulled her arms behind her back as they dragged her away. Matia screamed for her king, begging for his mercy. She loved him. She only wanted his love in return.
But there was no love in his eyes.
Celine approached from the dais and the king wrapped his arm around her waist, his hand resting on her hip. Victory shone out through Celine’s face. How? How had she done this?
“You watch their moves, and prepare countermoves.” Celine’s voice rang through her head.
No.
She’d gotten sloppy. She’d exposed herself.
How?
It didn’t matter how, because the how did not save her. The guards were not kind to Matia in the dungeon. Her gown was ripped, hair pulled, body defiled. She wept for them to stop. She choked her pleas to the goddess, praying for a reprieve from this hell. 
But no salvation came. Not from the goddess, not from her king, not from anyone.
The man behind her grunted his pleasure as he held her hair like the reins of a horse. Her scalp screamed for relief, her core scraped raw. She was numb inside. Dead.
Anything.
She would give anything for this to end, and the power to exact her vengeance.
The ethereal thunderstorm of a voice filled Matia’s ears once more. “Surrender to me and it will be done.”
Matia bit down on her cheek, blood filling her mouth as the men behind her laughed. “I agree,” she growled out, her voice broken.
Pain spiked through her back and her body shifted. She grew horns, powerful legs, skin as black as night, talons, and a maw full of sharp teeth. The guards startled back, screaming as Matia’s body turned and impaled the first victim on her pointed horn.
She watched as a numb, impassive observer as her mutated body rampaged through the dungeon, clawing, biting, spearing, and shredding. Everything fell before her, and when she reached the courtyard, she sprouted black wings of night and took to the skies.
Flying was freedom. It was a cold breath before the fire of her rage.
She banked around the castle and found the balcony of the ballroom where the king and Celine stood, staring at one another in a lover’s embrace. Matia sailed closer and Celine shrieked, backing away from the edge.
The king called for his guards, but they couldn’t stop Matia. Nothing could.
The goddess was in control now.
Matia’s wrath was unquenchable. Every last drop of blood would be spilled. Every vile creature under his protection ended. Every last soul would be sent to the beyond.
The kingdom fell to ruin beneath her fury, and the city burned to the ground. When it was done, the goddess released her hold, leaving Matia at the mouth of the cave.
Weakness trembled through her, and Matia dropped to her knees as the smoky, golden-eyed woman emerged, more regal than any king.
“You asked for much, Matia.”
Tears rolled down her cheeks as she took in her broken body. “I did.”
“You were everything wrong with that creation. You were greedy, you were unkind, you were vile and conniving and manipulative.” The goddess spat the words and at each one, Matia shrank a little further to her knees. “You would’ve taken the king’s choice. You would’ve forced your will upon him rather than earn his love.”
“I would have.” Matia’s sob caught in her throat, repugnance growing for herself with every accusation.
“Now, you will help me with a new creation, a better one.”
Matia’s stomach clenched and she spilled herself onto the stones before the goddess. She spilled and spilled, not able to take a single breath through the stream of bile and blood. The liquid of her body shimmered and shifted before her tear-blurred eyes, becoming thick, egg-shaped gemstones.
The goddess bent at the waist, looking down on the eggs. “These children of ours will start everything anew. They will be born with the beauty of the butterfly, the strength of the lion, the cunning of the fox, and they will not want as you have wanted, so they will not deceive and kill as you have. They will be happy.”
“Please,” Matia begged through a mouthful of blood. She felt her body, her very life force shriveling beneath her.
“I have heard your pleas, and they left me wanting. Now I must turn a deaf ear. The time of your people is over.”
Matia collapsed to the ground, her bones aching. She wrapped her arms around herself in a hug, wishing to take it all back. Wishing she hadn’t loved, if that’s what it had been. Wishing she hadn’t sold herself, bit by bit. She could’ve had a prince, or a wealthy merchant. She could’ve let Celine have the king.
But her greed could not hold on to her last breath. It slipped through her lips just as the king, her future, and life itself slipped through her fingers. The time of Matia’s people was over.
And the age of the chimera began.




Chapter fourteen







Special Request


The origin story of the Veran people had been long, bloody, and full of heartbreak. It was a beautifully dark tale full of morals and wisdom. It had also taken so long to tell, Dante had brought them to the Drunken Donkey to continue telling it. 
Maeve’s mouth hung slightly agape as Dante finished the story. She took a swig of her beer that had long since gone warm and blinked a few times at the people around her. Dante’s regular crew had come out to the Donkey, which seemed to be their nightly haunt.
Maeve blew out a long breath. “Is any of it true?”
“Is the story of Noah true?” David asked with a sly grin.
Maeve shrugged. “Do I believe that he and his wife held hands and threw clumps of clay over their shoulders to rebuild the human race? Unlikely.”
“I think you’re mixing mythology,” Dante said with a chuckle.
“Whatever. A handful of people can’t restart humanity.” She paused, taking another sip of her beer with a wrinkled nose. “But were there massive floods that killed lots of people? Definitely. There’s evidence from several different cultures all over the world that there was a rise in sea levels around the same time.”
“There’s your answer,” David said.
So, some of the chimera story was true. What parts, they no longer knew. Time wears on the body, the mind, even the memory of the truth. It’d been long enough that the collective memory of the Veran race had lost its truth of how they came to be.
“Okay, serious question,” Maeve started, and the table came alert. “Ancient Egypt has half-human, half-beast creatures all over in their mythology, people they considered gods. Were they just…”
“Khinryen? Yep,” Avaline said. “Why do you think they were always wearing so much gold? Decked in hekara from crown to toe.”
Maeve and Corvin had encountered a man named Silvanor—who was what Mayan cultures called an alux—at the end of summer while on vacation in Tampico. Maeve had never figured out what Silvanor actually was, but he definitely wasn’t a chimera. The woman he was wooing, Ivis, wasn’t either. She was the creature that dryad myths were made of, able to meld into the trees of her forest. Maybe there was a Veran bloodline with that ability, but Maeve doubted it.
“So, how about werewolf mythology? Vampires? Greek gods and demigods?”
Jorren bellowed with a grand gesture, “The floodgates have opened.”
Everyone laughed.
Maeve shook her head. “I just, I mean, I realized that everything was…I just never thought of the implications all throughout history.” Except once, when she’d been asking Corvin about Earth myths and he carefully dodged her.
“The realms are vast,” Dante said.
“How vast? How many?” Maeve asked with wonder.
“One hundred and seventy-three connected realms,” David said.
“Seventy-four,” Skyle corrected. “You’re behind the times, old man.”
“Forgive me for not staying up on news that has no impact on me.” David grunted.
Right, he was a lifer. Didn’t matter much to him how many connected realms there were because he’d never see any of them again. Maeve winced at the thought of him being separated from his home forever.
“Now look, you’ve gone and made our khin-born upset,” David said, flicking Skyle’s ear.
“Old fucker,” Skyle grumbled, holding his ear.
Maeve took another drink of her beer and emptied it. “How are new realms discovered?”
“The Starlite,” Avaline said, a bit of contempt in her tone.
“Why is it called that if it’s just a void?” Maeve felt like a pinball getting battered around from question to question. There was so much she didn’t know, but she wanted to learn it all.
The group went quiet, all looking at Dante.
He glanced down at Maeve. “Are you sure you want another dark story?”
Maeve gnawed on her lip, then nodded.
Dante sighed and finished his beer. “Short version, the Starlite used to be full of glowing silver beacons that signaled the location of a realm connection. No one knows if those beacons were naturally occurring or if someone else mapped and documented the Starlite long before Verance abused it.”
“Abused it?” Maeve asked.
Dante nodded gravely, something like shame furrowing his brow. “Verance marched its army through it many times, forming the first kingdom that spanned multiple realms. To protect themselves, a few realms banded together, and their most powerful magic wielders destroyed the beacons.”
“I see.” Maeve fiddled with her empty beer, rolling it around between her hands. “How did the Express transports come to be if those beacons were lost?”
Avaline shifted in her seat, crossing her arms.
Dante watched her carefully. “The beacons themselves weren’t the rips in the Void. Like how ley lines crisscross the realms and have surface points where the planet’s ka can be accessed, the Starlite has those points too, but into new worlds. Some individuals are sensitive to the energy disturbances the beacons left behind after their destruction and are used to track realm connection points.”
Maeve cut a quick glance at Avaline, who looked as though she wanted to disappear. She didn’t want to guess what had made her so uncomfortable, but Avaline didn’t give her time too.
Avaline shrugged. “It was going to come out eventually. I was sentenced here for refusing to do my duty to the Veran Empire to track down new realm openings.”
She finished her beer, too, and Jorren started collecting the empties for the table. He took off with a nod at Avaline, a promise that he’d be right back.
“Can I ask what happened?” Maeve whispered.
“They tried compulsion magic, but I’m staunchly resistant, bless my bloodline.” Avaline’s features darkened. “They tried other forms of persuasion, too.”
Maeve gasped at the implication. “I’m sorry.”
She shrugged coldly. “It’s the court. It’s what they do.”
With sudden clarity, Maeve realized why Avaline was so uncomfortable, and why Brigid had sent them. “The court thinks it’s you, don’t they? The missing shipments.”
The others eyed Maeve with careful masks of calm, but below it, she knew they were poised to pounce on Maeve and come to Avaline’s defense. Avaline nodded solemnly, tugging Maeve’s empathy. But Maeve couldn’t ignore the possibility. She recently met these people, and they had been very friendly with her. It was a good tactic to get Maeve to turn a blind eye by building up that affection.
Corvin’s cynical voice slid through her mind. “You can’t trust them.”
Maybe he was right.
She was going to find out.
Maeve summoned her ka to her throat and threaded in a tiny burst of Hypnotic. “Is it you?”
The opal magic curled through the air and puffed against Avaline’s nose. Dante cut Maeve a stern glare but said nothing.
Avaline laughed. “Did you just try to use compulsion magic on me? What did I just say?”
Embarrassed heat flooded through Maeve’s cheeks, revealing her guilt. “That you’re resistant to compulsion magic.”
Fuck, she was such an idiot. There went all the rapport she’d been building with them.
“She’s trying to do her job,” Dante said.
“Right.” Avaline dropped her head against the wooden back of the bench and stared at the ceiling.
Maeve watched her blink a few times, like she was calling back tears. Every flutter of her lashes was a slash against Maeve’s heart. Avaline had been through a lot, and Maeve could only assume the punishment for breaking her sentence and stealing from gods-knew-who would earn her something worse than internment on Earth.
“I’m sorry,” Maeve whispered.
Avaline looked down at her with a sad smile. “Dante’s right. You have to figure this out, follow every lead.”
Maeve took a deep breath. “Even if you were navigating the Starlite, you’d have to intercept the Express, get into the warded tunnel, befuddle the guards, move them, abduct the whole shipping container, get out, and hide the evidence somewhere. It couldn’t be just you.”
The eyes around the table narrowed on Maeve and she suddenly felt like a doe at the mercy of wolves. “I wasn’t implying all of you are guilty, just that a team would be necessary to pull this off, unless I’m wildly misunderstanding something—and I could be, because I don’t know anything.” She mumbled the rest with a frustrated huff.
The only people who’d been willing to teach her anything and she’d just gone and pissed them all off at once. She had to pull this back in and get them on her side.
“Look, there’s an easy way to write you off as a suspect. Tell me your alibi for the time frames of the theft. I’ll check it out, and there you go,” Maeve said with a shrug, trying to placate them.
Avaline sighed. “Yeah, well, it just so happens that all three of the missing shipments overlap with home leave weekends, so I was home, on leave.”
Well, that was fucking convenient. Now Maeve would have to check everyone who had overlapping leave dates with the abductions of the containers.
Maeve pursed her lips. “Could you tell me who you were visiting, get me some proof of transport or something?”
Avaline avoided her gaze.
“We’ll get you everything we can, but some things are private,” Dante said.
Then they can’t be used to help exonerate you, Maeve thought but didn’t dare say it out loud. The expression at the table was dour.
Jorren returned with refills, his forehead wrinkling as he took in everyone’s faces. “What did I miss?”
“Maeve has come to the same conclusion as the High Court,” Skyle said, taking one of the beers.
She could practically feel the indignation radiating off the crew. She wanted to clear the air, to tell them she didn’t really believe it, but she didn’t know what to believe. There wasn’t enough evidence to believe anything right now.
“I should go,” Maeve said, looking to Dante to let her out of the booth.
He slid from his seat. “I’ll take you back.”
“See you guys tomorrow,” Maeve said, trying to get Avaline to look at her.
“Nope. Weekend,” David said, then took a pull of his beer.
Maeve scowled. She wasn’t great at keeping track of the days anymore.
Skyle scoffed. “What, you thought Master Dantefor had us khin working every day of the week?”
“I didn’t, I just…forgot the day.” Maeve turned away, more embarrassed than ever.
She’d never felt so completely like an ass in her life. She was stuck on a terrible tightrope, balanced between being their friend and treating them all as suspects. Maeve couldn’t let her affections for them grow any stronger. She had a job to do.
But fucking hell if it didn’t suck. She hadn’t had real friends in a long time, and she didn’t realize how much she’d missed it until it was being ripped away from her.
Dante cut through the crowd and Maeve followed in his wake. She pushed all that sentimental bullshit away and instead focused on something else that Skyle had let slip. Master Dantefor. And Skyle had probably almost called him master the other day when he’d fumbled and called him boss instead.
Was Dante a master-level chimera? He seemed too young for that to be possible. He could’ve been older than he looked, but there was no way he was older than early thirties. Even if he was, which Maeve seriously doubted, Corvin had said it took decades of experience to reach master level, and that was if they were trying. Well, she wasn’t going to ask him and dig herself an even deeper hole, so she put the curiosity aside.
The saloon doors swung open behind her and a wash of cold air fell over her. She took a deep breath of it, trying to clear her thoughts.
Dante stopped on the porch, leaning his broad shoulders against a colorful column. “Avaline was worried about telling you, but I told her it was important for you to have all the information.”
Maeve nodded. “It is. Thank you.”
“She didn’t do this,” he said, his gaze fierce, voice resolved. “It would be easy to say she did, though.”
Maeve recoiled with disgust. “I wouldn’t falsely accuse Avaline just because she’s convenient.”
“I know,” Dante said, his amber eyes still locked on hers. “That’s why I asked for you.”
Maeve scowled. “You asked for me?”
“I heard about what happened up near Fallingwater. The khin-born who saved a Draoh.”
How much did he know?
Dante smirked. “Prison gossip is just the worst, isn’t it?”
Maeve shook her head in disbelief. “Okay, so, you asked for me. Why?”
“Because you don’t think like them.” He pushed off the column and approached her. “You don’t have any biases; you don’t see any of us as lesser. You’re inquisitive, curious, and skillful. You let intuition take the lead but follow facts, and you dig.”
Hearing him talk about her strengths made warmth bloom in her stomach. Despite her naivety, he saw the good pieces of her that were hidden, the pieces no one else seemed to value.
“I knew that a court enforcer would take one look at Avaline’s record and haul her off, call the case closed. But not you. You need the truth; anything less is unacceptable.”
Maeve was quiet as she let it all sink in. A streetlamp flickered as a car drove by, and crickets chirped into the night. Laughter erupted inside and echoed out across the parking lot, spurring Dante into action.
He took another step closer. “It’s not just about missing shipments, or even my reputation.”
“But Avaline’s life,” Maeve said, nodding up at him.
“She’s been through enough,” Dante said, his intense gaze boring into her, asking her to understand. Maeve didn’t want to imagine what she’d been through.
They tried other forms of persuasion, too.
Verance marched its armies through the Starlite, and Avaline had refused to help them set foot in another new realm. Maeve was honestly surprised they didn’t just murder her. Perhaps internment on Earth was another tool in their persuasion toolbox, that after her sentence here she’d be more pliable and willing to help continue the quest for expansion.
“You can see why I needed you,” Dante said, closing the remaining distance between them until his dry cedar and vanilla scent was lapping against her.
Maeve swallowed to wet her throat. “What favor did you trade for me?”
“There’s only one thing you need to know regarding that.” He leaned in, his warm breath tickling her ear as he whispered, “You were worth it.”
A chill that had nothing to do with the night air skittered down her spine. Maeve sensed his ka circling her, felt its gentle caress across her cheek, as if to tuck a stray hair behind her ear. And then it was gone.
He stepped back and turned toward his car, leaving Maeve gaping like a fish. She followed a second later, trying to catch her breath. He opened the passenger door for her and she slid into the car, worrying her lip. She knew that was another come on, she knew she should admonish him and tell him it was out of line, that she was bonded, and that sort of teasing was rude. But his praise for her strengths kept playing on repeat, washing out those thoughts.
He’d asked for her.
And she was worth it.
The ten-minute drive back to the warehouse was quiet, Maeve chewing on everything she’d learned the whole time.
“Let me know when you’re ready to try another trip to Lorient,” Dante said as he parked beside her bus.
“Soon. As soon as he’s back,” Maeve said.
Dante grunted but didn’t say anything else. She opened the door and slipped out into the night.
“Mae,” he called, leaning over the center console to look up at her. “Think about what I said.”
Maeve blew out her cheeks. “I’ll be thinking about all kinds of things.”
Dante’s brow raised in surprise, but he smiled. “Is that so?”
“Get your mind out of the gutter,” Maeve grumbled.
He grinned. “Goodnight, Mae.”
“Night.” She closed the door and Dante drove away.
She climbed up the steps to the bus and let herself in. The lights over the kitchen sink flickered on and Maeve sighed at the silence enveloping her. There hadn’t been any messages from Corvin all day, but she checked her phone again, for what felt like the hundredth time.
Her last four texts hung alone in their chat. She sent him one more.
Maeve: Home for the night. Learned some interesting details about the case, and Veran mythology. I’m going to sleep but wake me when you get back. I love you.
She did her nightly routine and then tidied the room for a little bit, checking her phone every few minutes. Weariness set into her bones and won out over her need for a reply, so she crawled into bed and turned off the lights.
Alone in her bed for the first time in months.
It felt empty.
But not bad.
And that felt bad.
You are weak, Corvin’s voice whispered.
His absence didn’t hurt, but Maeve knew it should. She knew she’d checked her phone and messages a dozen times because it was what she was supposed to do. It was what a girlfriend did. But it felt hollow when the real reason was to avoid his anger, his judgement, his suspicions.
You’re inquisitive, curious, and skillful, Dante’s voice countered.
The man who made her hope that she could be more if given the chance. The man who had needed her, asked for her.
You are naïve. You need my protection.
You were worth it.
Don’t make me lose control. 
You’re too bright to be trapped in this darkness.
The voices battled in her head, drawing tears from her eyes until it was too hard to breathe. Her chest constricted and Maeve opened herself to etonos, finally sensing that bit of Corvin left in her. It tightened on her soulwell, squeezed it with the pulse of her heartbeat, somehow sensing her ka’s need for escape and clamping down on it.
Maeve grabbed her phone and dialed Senshia.
It rang, and rang, and rang.
Her breathing came in shallow gasps, gulping down every little bit she could get. Hot tears carved down her cheeks as she waited, but Senshia never answered. Maeve hung up and stared at the wall.
“Hurry, Shia.”




Chapter fifteen







Driving Solutions


Maeve woke before the sun crested the horizon. Her bed was still empty, but there was a new message on her phone. 
Senshia: I have to keep him overnight for observation. I have some insight. Call when you can.
Maeve jackknifed out of bed and smacked her head on the ceiling. She cursed loudly, rubbing her forehead, then rolled off the side with a groan. She cleaned up in the bathroom and donned her running clothes. It was still early in Fallingwater, and Senshia had sent that message after midnight, but still, she’d told Maeve to call when she could.
The phone rang twice before a somehow perky Senshia picked up. “You’re up early, darling.”
“So are you, after a late night, I assume?” Maeve was ready to be done with pleasantries.
“Indeed. Would you like the good news, or the bad news first?”
Maeve swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Before you give me any news, I have to tell you, I didn’t have a blackout but I had a…” She trailed off, searching for the words. “A heart squeeze, I guess. I don’t know how else to describe it, but it felt like a precursor to a blackout.”
“Hmm, while Corvin was here?”
“Yes.”
“Were you alone?”
“For one of them, but not the other.”
“What was happening?”
Maeve chewed her lip. What had happened?
“Well, for the first one, when I wasn’t alone, um, I…I was talking to Dante. He’s our contact down here, and he was…well, he was…”
“Touching you?” Senshia offered.
Maeve’s cheek heated, right where Dante had grazed her with his knuckles. “Yes. His fingers touched my face and he was talking to me about…” Maeve gritted her teeth as tears came to her eyes. She felt like the most vile, disgusting, horrible girlfriend for letting another man talk to her like that.
“I’m not ashamed of you, darling, and never will be, but I need to know what happened.”
“He doesn’t like Corvin. He said that I was too bright to be trapped in this darkness.” She’d remembered it word for word. She’d repeated it several times to herself, much to her disgust.
Maeve’s heart ached, and not in the metaphorical way. She bent at the knees and breathed slowly through her nose, then fell down to her haunches. Air came only in gasps and Maeve struggled to get the tight band around her chest to loosen.
“Darling, are you experiencing a heart squeeze now?” Senshia asked, the concern thick in her sultry voice.
“Yeah,” Maeve said through gritted teeth. “A little one.”
Senshia sighed. “You need to expel his ka from your system.”
“What? Why?”
“Corvin has learned a level of control with Zalnur, but his ka inside you, it does not know that control without him.”
Maeve exhaled hard, finally feeling relief. “So, I just learn the same control as him. I’ll manage it.”
“Therein lies the problem. His ka cannot be controlled by you, and when yours attempts to assert itself, his sees it as a threat.”
Maeve flustered. “What do I do?”
“Like I said, expel him. You must drain yourself to loosen his hold because it’s homed in on your essence signature. Once you’re on reserves, which comes deep from the tissue in your body and not your soulwell, his ka will loosen its grip. To escape it, you’ll need him to remove it, or a specialist.”
Tears pricked the edges of Maeve’s vision. “But then what?”
“Do you still want to be with Corvin?” she asked, and Maeve’s heart stopped.
Fuck. This was that point at the precipice where she could say no, that she wasn’t ready to dive, that she feared what was down there. She’d seen enough teeth to know it might not be safe on the other side of the plunge.
Corvin was kind, had been kind. He was quirky, and sweet, and protective. But he was also controlling, and jealous, and short tempered. He didn’t want her to grow. He wanted her to stay in the shade of his protection and languish. How much of this was the disease, and how much was him? She didn’t know.
Maeve sobbed quietly into her hoodie sleeve. She dropped to her ass, biting the material of her shirt to keep from screaming.
“Oh, my little jackal,” Senshia crooned. “I love you no matter what, but you must make a choice. If you maintain Sanmiha, his ka will enter you again and take hold. This will be a cycle every few weeks of ripping his roots from your soulwell to ensure he does not make you fall under the mindless effects of Zalnur when his ka wins.”
Maeve took in a shallow gasp, calming her tears. “What if I got stronger?”
Senshia sucked her teeth. “Darling, you’re six years of war behind him. You will not catch up fast enough because I have noted another troubling sign.”
Maeve didn’t ask. She didn’t want to know what else was wrong with them, but Senshia was going to tell her anyway.
“He’s been consuming your ka. Unconsciously, I think, but his has grown far faster than it should’ve, and you haven’t gained a new spirit chain since you were home, correct?”
“Yeah,” Maeve mumbled. She’d earned one more before they’d left for Tampico, but her progress had been staggeringly slow since Sanmiha.
“This is just an effect of the unknowns. Zalnur has not been studied in this way. I don’t know if we can overcome it, and I want nothing more than…” Senshia paused, her voice cracking. “I just want you to be safe, and happy, darling.”
Safe and happy had once brought a single image to Maeve: Corvin’s arms. But every harsh word, every accusation, every admonishing, controlling command had been like a wave washing over his image drawn in sand, slowly eroding it. Did she still love him? Unbearably. But did she trust him to take care of her the way she needed to be cared for?
Perhaps he could.
What if he could manage his outbursts more? What if he could trust her more? If she got stronger, faster, he could trust her to go to the other realms and stick up for herself. Yes. She just needed to be stronger. Like he said, she was weak.
“I’m not done fighting,” Maeve said, her voice soft from tears.
“Oh, little jackal, of course you aren’t. But you must expel his ka. Tonight. It’s taken root too deeply and is threatening your life. I will send Corvin home in the evening after I coach him on how to complete the process.”
“But, if you tell him…What have you told him?” Maeve asked, panic returned to her voice.
“I have not told him much, but Corvin is not stupid. He has asked questions, and I believe he knows you’re being hurt by him, though he doesn’t understand how.”
Maeve nodded, tears falling from her cheeks like rain. “Okay. Please let him know that I’m not done fighting for him.”
Senshia’s voice caressed her soul in a sensuous whisper. “I will, my sweet darling.”
The line went dead, and Maeve’s heart with it. She tightened her arms around her knees and sobbed herself dry as the sun rose over the empty warehouse.
This was weak. Crying on the ground when she could be running was weakness. She was stronger than this. Maeve steeled herself against the emotions beating on the door of her mind and reached for her water bottle. All that useless crying had made her dehydrated, and so she drank the whole thing before starting her run.
She did twenty laps of the warehouse, panting beside her bus when she was done. The big garage doors to the warehouse were closed, and Maeve didn’t want to intrude on company property over the weekend anyway, so she walked into town to the gym for a shower.
You will be stronger than this. You will not cry. You will overcome this.
Maeve’s mantra echoed in her head over and over as she washed, dried, and dressed. She made it back to the bus and devoured a power bar and an old apple, then got to work. This case wasn’t going to solve itself, and now her new friend was on the line.
Or maybe, in the line of fire…
Avaline was too convenient. Someone who could navigate the Starlite was rare from what she’d gathered, and Dante’s shop was not the only fabrication facility in the realms. The wheels turned and turned as Maeve pored over the data. The more she thought on it, the more her gut told her that Dante had been targeted because of Avaline, because if any old enforcer had been called in, it would’ve been a closed case.
But Dante had chosen her, and she was the wrench in the gears. Maeve had to figure this out, for all of them.
It reeked of a setup, but why would anyone want to make Dante look bad? Or maybe it wasn’t about Dante. Ataxis was the one who really suffered these blows. But why did that matter?
Maeve scrambled to grab the political data Dante had pulled for her yesterday. Different lineages were tied to certain political parties. Sometimes, a Middling Court member would cross political lines, but for the most part, they stuck to each other like glue. Maeve scanned over the information once, then again, letting it really sink in.
Her father and Corvin had talked a little about the posturing and bullshit tactics of the High Court, especially around—
“A lineage shift,” she mumbled.
Maeve dug deeper into the data Dante provided and hissed out an excited, “Yes,” when she found a two-page file on lineage shifts. She read and reread the file several times, scribbling notes on her whiteboard.
A lineage shift was important for two reasons. One, a new heir in the bloodline could take control in the Highest Court. Brigid, Lion lineage, was part of the Highest Court, the ruling faction. So was Andjet, Crocodile.
Maeve flipped the gold Verance coin over in her hand, her thumb swishing over the figures of the lion and the crocodile at each other’s throats.
Brigid liked to move her pawns.
There was something here. Maeve could taste it.
But number two: Lineage shifts were important because the ruling lines could be upended. Lion, Crocodile, Elephant, Crane, Viper, and Bull had ruled for hundreds of years now, but that could change in a lineage shift.
She panned back through Ataxis information and found it. Manis vo Elsyada; Andjet’s party.
There was something here.
Maeve groaned and flopped back on the bed. She was too hungry and too hot to think of whatever it was. She cracked a window and went to her phone. Corvin hadn’t sent any messages today, but he was probably neck deep in training with Senshia.
The morning’s call with Senshia came crashing back down on her, and Maeve gritted her teeth against the tears that threatened her. She was still too weak, and she needed to empty herself. She swiped over to her browser and typed in “Sabbas.” As she expected, it returned nothing. It was a code name that the Fae used for their club, but it was probably called something else, or had some other front.
She needed to find it.
Maeve opened a text to Dante.
Maeve: I was wondering if you could give me Avaline’s number.
She only had to wait a few minutes for a reply.
Dante: I’m not usually at liberty to share my employee’s contact information, but since you are the most beautiful High Court enforcer…
The next text from him was a contact link, with all of Avaline’s information.
Maeve: Thanks.
Dante: Getting into some trouble?
She tutted.
Maeve: Maybe…
The tight band around her stomach pulled harder and Maeve winced. She hadn’t even been flirting, but Corvin’s ka pulled the reins anyway.
This wasn’t a way to live.
This was the way she had to live the rest of her life until they found a cure for Zalnur. Doubt threatened to swallow her up, but Maeve bashed it away, opening a new text to Avaline.
Maeve: I think I’m ready to make a fool of myself.
Avaline: Chispa?
Maeve: The one any only. Wanna hit Sabbas?
Avaline: No questions?
Maeve: No questions. Just fun.
Avaline: In. When?
Maeve: Tonight. I’ll come to yours.
Maeve put her phone on the charger and stuffed down another power bar meal. She really should be eating better than this, but such was life sometimes. At least she was getting something.
She worried herself over the case for another hour, writing down a host of questions in an email to Dante. When she was satisfied with the immense list she’d made, she sent it off and powered down her computer.
All her clothes were clean, so she had the pick of the litter for a club run. She wasn’t really sure what kind of club Sabbas was, outside of being for Fae, but she knew she’d want an outfit ready for action. She picked a black tank top and black leggings, then threw on a jacket. It was basic, but flexible and combat ready.
Corvin said he would always fight for her.
She was going to fight for him, too.
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Looking for Trouble


“ Chispa !” Avaline yelled when she opened the door.
Maeve fell into a one-armed hug as she came into Avaline’s apartment. Jorren was lounging on the couch, and Skyle was cooking up something delicious in the kitchen.
“Oh, are you busy tonight?” Maeve asked, nodding to the others.
“Them?” Avaline guffawed. “They’re always here.”
Maeve didn’t like it. She didn’t even like having to ask Avaline to take her. “So, they’re coming too?” she whispered.
“Is that a problem?” Avaline asked, her oceanic eyes gleaming with interest.
“No, the more the merrier, right?” Maeve tried to cover.
Maybe the more the more easily she could slip away. Skyle and Jorren could focus on Avaline, and Maeve would go do what she needed to.
“Oh, sorry. Was this just a girl’s night?” Jorren asked, only half paying attention.
“Don’t apologize when you don’t mean it, Jor,” Avaline scolded.
Maeve’s stomach grumbled loudly at whatever magic Skyle was casting in the kitchen.
“Hungry?” Avaline asked.
“Yes, please. I’ve only had packaged garbage,” Maeve said, happy to have a fresh hot meal in her.
“Nachos con carnes,” Skyle declared as he stirred a pot of decadent, creamy cheese.
Avaline brought Maeve to the little dining room table and sat down with her. They looked at one another for a moment, neither one knowing what to talk about.
“So—”
“Hey—”
“Yeah?” Maeve asked, trying to get her to go on.
“No, you,” Avaline said, conceding.
“Uh, well, I just wanted to say, I have some leads I’m looking into.” Maeve exhaled hard. “I’m not just going to use you as a convenient excuse, okay?”
Avaline’s eyes glittered with tears, and she nodded. “Okay.”
There was an obnoxious beep from the kitchen and Skyle’s black hair fluffed about as he opened the oven. He scooped the contents of the pot over whatever just came out of the oven, and then turned with a broad grin.
“Snack is served,” he said, setting the hot pan down on the counter between the kitchen and the dining room.
Seared chips stuck out at every angle, covered in creamy, cheesy, chickeny, and peppery goodness. Skyle ladled fresh pico de gallo on top and Maeve swallowed back drool. She hadn’t known how hungry she really was.
Skyle came around with a stack of plates, handing one to each of them.
“You spoil me,” Avaline said.
Skyle beamed as he reached for her, planting a brief kiss on her cheek before he pulled away. Maeve wasn’t sure what the relationship was there. She’d seen Jorren come on to Avaline, and now Skyle was kissing her…
Maybe Maeve should just butt the fuck out of Avaline’s business and get some nachos.
She loaded up a plate like the others and they crowded around the table. All four of them dug in with their hands and very few manners.
Maeve moaned in delight. “So good,” she said, her cheeks pouched with food. “Thank you.”
A few bites in, Jorren crossed his arms and stared at Maeve. “So, you turning her in?”
Maeve looked at Avaline, both their mouths full of hot, cheesy chips.
“No?” Maeve said. She swallowed hard. “I’m not here to do a quick and dirty job.”
“That’s what she said,” Skyle whispered to Jorren and they giggled.
Avaline rolled her eyes.
Maeve sat back and wiped her messy fingers on her napkin. She had to remember that these people were friendly, but she couldn’t let that line between them blur too much.
“I’m here to do the right thing, to find the truth, whatever that means. If Avaline is guilty, that’s where the evidence will lead me.”
The men slowed their nacho shoveling and glared at Maeve.
“I trust you,” Avaline said, putting a cheesy hand on Maeve’s.
“Ew,” Maeve groaned, looking at the goo smeared on her knuckles.
“I’ve developed the worst manners here on Earth,” Avaline said with a leer.
Maeve shook her head but gripped Avaline’s gooey fingers back. Gods, it was gross, but also somehow awesome. Maeve had never had friends like this, friends she could link gooey cheese hands with even though it was disgusting.
It was also nice.
They polished off the nachos and Jorren pulled a bottle of tequila from somewhere as he screamed, “Shots!”
They each took one, then two, as they waited for the taxi to come get them. Avaline showed Maeve around the room, pointing out old tomes that had been passed down through her family. Maeve wanted to ask what family that was, what lineage she was, but then, Maeve already knew that Avaline wasn’t Veran. She’d felt it when she’d had the soobey. There was something different about her, something wild.
“They’re here!” Jorren called, holding his phone up to show everyone in the room the taxi location.
Maeve grabbed her messenger bag and coat, then followed the others outside. Avaline, Skyle, and Maeve crammed into the back seat as Jorren took the front. He flipped around in the seat and looked at Skyle.
“Did you hear about the Angel of Mérida?” he asked, his cheeks red. He’d had a few more tequila shots.
“What? We have an angel and she hasn’t visited me?” Skyle asked, offended.
Jorren punched his shoulder. “Who said it’s a she!”
“Because I read the article, dumbass. A beautiful, red-haloed woman who healed sick children.” Skyle cut a look over to Maeve. “Heard of her?”
The back seat suddenly felt too small for the three of them.
Maeve looked toward the window. “Nope.”
That damn little snitch Isabella. Then again, she hadn’t told the child not to mention the miracle to anyone. She wondered if the court would get wind of this, and what that could mean.
All she knew was that she’d have to be more careful next time. Fully unconscious patients only, or they’d have to be hypnotized into silence. If there was a next time. Corvin probably wouldn’t let her anywhere near a hospital, and since he’d be back full-time now, there’d be no sneaking out.
Gods, what the fuck was she going to do about his Zalnur?
“You okay, chispa?” Avaline roused Maeve from the tipsy ramblings in her brain.
“Mhmm,” Maeve hummed, turning back from the window with a smile. “Tequila!”
Avaline scowled. “Seems to have the opposite effect on you as it does Jorren.”
He’d been talking non-stop, and Maeve could see in the rearview mirror that the driver was just about to his limit with Jorren’s booming ramble. It made her chuckle.
“Yeah, I guess I just have a lot on my mind,” Maeve conceded.
“Well, stop it!” Avaline chastised. “We’re going to have fun tonight. No thinking allowed.”
The taxi pulled up outside the grocer that Maeve had stopped at on their first day in Mérida. Maeve wanted to say something sarcastic but knew not to call any attention to their location to the taxi driver. No reason to incite his curiosity as to why four drunks needed to go shopping.
Jorren held the door for the three of them, and Avaline led the way. The market was bustling for a Saturday evening, and they easily slipped through the back at the butcher’s section. They moved around stacked pallets and past the loading dock, then stopped at a door guarded by a burly bouncer. She had one side of her head shaved and numerous tattoos across her hands. Maeve guessed there’d be more tattoos under her long-sleeved shirt and pants, too.
“Reservation?” the bouncer asked.
Just like at Fallingwater!
“It’s me, Avaline. I want in, please,” Avaline said sweetly.
The woman sighed. “You don’t remember the password again? How many times have I told you?”
Avaline shrugged. “I can’t remember.”
Maeve snickered.
“Who’s that?” the bouncer demanded, noticing Maeve for the first time.
Avaline glanced back. “Oh, this is…my sister.”
Maeve gave her an incredulous look, then blinked at the bouncer.
“Uh-huh. No newcomers, especially if you don’t know the password.”
“Please, Nini, we’re so bored, and chispa here is a khin-born. Never been to a place like this before.”
Nini crossed her arms with a smug smirk. “I thought she was your sister.”
Jorren scoffed and held out a wad of pesos.
Nini’s smile broadened and she accepted the bribe. She turned on her stool and pressed her hand against the door. Blue runes scrawled up and down the wood frame, lighting up the portal magic. Maeve eyed the symbols carefully, recognizing several of them. She wondered if she could replicate it just by looks alone. She hadn’t practiced her portal magic since opening the simple doorway into Senshia’s den and didn’t want to lose it.
Nini stepped back and pinned Jorren with a glare. “Cause any trouble and I’ll ban you for a month.”
Jorren held his hands up defensively. “When have I ever?”
Nini guffawed. “Get in there, idiot.”
He turned the handle and blue light washed over him.
Avaline locked elbows with Maeve. “You’re gonna love this place.”
The hairs on Maeve’s arms stood on end as she walked through the portal into a concrete, dystopian paradise. The five-story building around her was unfinished, the windows and even some of the walls missing. Glowing lights curled up the four massive pillars in the center of the room and across the support beams on every floor.
There were two bars on either side under the second-floor awnings, with a handful of bartenders of every race. Just like in Senshia’s place, everyone was wearing their chimera features here, or showing their true race. Maeve even spotted a Draoh using some kind of acrobatic aerial hula-hoop thing for…entertainment, she assumed.
The second floor was wide open, surrounding the first with walkways that were a couple of feet wide. The third, fourth, and fifth levels hardly had a floor to speak of. It was a few support beams crisscrossing overhead with ladder-like walkways. Everything was draped with magical lights of pink and blue. As Maeve looked up farther, she understood why a floor was not necessary.
The dancers were flying.
At the very top was a metal-framed glass box dangling from the bottom of an Enmatis. Its silvery tendrils reached into the concrete pillars and slid down the walls, illuminating the colorful lights as it went. Green magic pulsed out from the DJ hanging in the glass box, shooting shivers of magic through Maeve.
It wasn’t like the house-style music the cat DJ played at Senshia’s. This was heavier, and darker, perfect for Maeve’s growing mood.
“Want another drink?” Avaline asked.
“I’m good for now,” Maeve said.
“Okay, be right back!”
Avaline, Jorren, and Skyle cut through the crowd of Fae to the bar on the left.
Maeve immediately went on the hunt. She moved to the back wall, drawn by the wide-open double doors. Dusk had settled outside, making it difficult to see exactly where the club was, but Maeve could hear it. The lapping of water against the rocks and the salty breeze told her she was up against the Gulf.
Maeve sheened her eyes with jackal sight and looked out over the water. They seemed to be far out. There was no land to the left or right, and no sandy beach stretching from the rocks below. They must’ve been on an island.
Silvery lights lined a small walkway out the doors that wrapped around the building. Maeve followed it, hoping she’d find what she was looking for. Soft laughter and splashing filtered through the music the farther she got from the dance floor, until Maeve circled the building.
Down a wide set of dark steps carved right into the stone was a cordoned-off section of water where the waves were gentle. Magic barriers prevented the Gulf water from sloshing inside, and glowing baubles lights gave the pool an otherworldly glow where thirty or so Fae had gathered. Some had sequined tails, some sported long tentacles like Ket, and others took on shapes totally foreign to Maeve.
“Chispa?” Maeve heard Avaline call from one of the windows above.
She pressed herself against the rocks and breathed shallowly, trying to avoid notice. She hoped the angle of the window and the overhang of the rocks protected her from view because she didn’t want to explain what the hell she was doing.
“You lost her in record time,” Jorren said with a laugh, followed by, “Ouch!”
“You lost her, too,” Avaline chastised.
Skyle sighed. “Dante’s gonna kill us.”
Avaline called her name again from farther away, and Maeve slunk out of the shadows. She looked up at the window to confirm they’d gone. She felt bad for hiding from them, but she really needed to find a fight, and she knew Sabbas, just like Fallingwater, would have one somewhere.
“Hiding from your friends?” a man with a deep, melodic voice asked.
Maeve turned around with a start. A man with hair so black it was almost blue had his muscular arms perched on the rocks. Behind him in the water, his silver fish tail flicked up and down.
“I’m just not here for what they’re here for tonight,” she said, approaching the water.
He arched an eyebrow. “And what are you here for?”
Maeve steeled her nerves. “A fight.”
He hummed in amusement. “You won’t find that at the pleasure pool. Better head around the corner for the lucha libre ring.”
Maeve shook her head. “No, not wrestling. Fighting. I want to transform.”
The merman smiled. “Like I said, around the corner.”
A tentacle wrapped up around his arm, and then a girl with petite features breached the surface of the water. She didn’t speak, but he looked her in the eyes and smirked.
“I was just giving this wayward khin directions.”
The tentacled girl’s huge black eyes found Maeve, and the flitter of a mental intrusion brushed up against her mind. The girl looked back to her merman, tugging on him.
“Good luck, chispa,” the merman said with a smirk before going under.
Maeve kept moving around the corner, down another set of steps, until she was right up against the crashing sea. A tall wave splashed up over the rock and Maeve flinched, but a silvery veil held the water back. She kept moving until she found a wide arch cut into the face of the rock.
The passage was eclipsed in darkness and even Maeve’s jackal-sheened eyes barely pierced through. She risked a little light with Healing Touch. The orange glow illuminated another set of stairs leading down and twisting into unseen passages.
This could be a trap.
Maeve banished that thought, and stepped into the black, looking for trouble.




Chapter seventeen







Sabbas Rumble


The stairs deposited her at a wide hall with four concrete pillars. The rocky, black ceiling was a good twenty feet up, but there wasn’t enough space to fly even if she could summon her wings. There didn’t appear to be anyone else here, or any other doors. 
Maeve stepped forward, and when her foot crossed between two of the pillars, silver lights came to life all around the room. She extinguished the glow of Healing Touch and spun around, waiting for the trap to spring.
The light coalesced on the far-left wall, and a scoreboard appeared.
~ Lucha Libre Challengers ~

	Enter your data!
	Empty
	Empty
	Empty

-----

That was interesting. Maeve approached the wall and ran her fingers through the silvery light. Her hekara tingled and a slip of her orange ka trailed down her arm into the silver. It swirled together, and the number one line re-formed to read Maeve Murphy.
“Cool,” she whispered.
Rushing footsteps down the stairs behind her had Maeve whirling, once again anticipating a trap. A sandy-haired man who was built like a lumberjack jumped to the bottom of the steps, a wide smile spreading his lips.
“Finally,” he said, walking toward Maeve.
She took a step back, hands raised to cast Hypnotic.
The man stopped a few feet away with a scowl. “Not yet. I have to sign up.”
“What?” Maeve snapped, her heart thundering.
He pointed to the scoreboard. “I need to put in my information, and then we can only fight within the pillar boundaries.”
Maeve took a few steps back and let the man get at the board of light.
Green ka slipped down his fingers and he swiped them across the number two slot. “Prendal Evart” scrolled across, and he turned to face her, his cheeks rounded with a grin. “No one has signed up in weeks. I’ve been dying for a good tussle. Tell me you can put up a fight, Maeve.”
She shrugged. “I’ll do my best.”
“I’ll go easy on you at first. After you,” he said, gesturing to the silvery ring.
“How does this work?” Maeve asked, stepping closer to the pillars. The magic wafted between them like spider silk, sort of like a portal.
“The ring is protected so that none of our spells escape. As soon as you step in, the clock is on. Step out, and you lose. You can step out at any time, or tap out, or scream that you’re done.” Prendal was rambling. He was obviously excited.
“Why hasn’t anyone signed up in weeks?” Maeve asked cautiously.
He sucked in a breath. “Might be because I’ve whipped ’em all.”
She chuckled. He seemed good-natured enough for a couple fights. “Alright, Prendal, I can’t leave the ring until I’m empty. Agreed?”
“What a challenge! I’ll hold you to it,” he said with a wink.
Maeve stepped into the ring, the hairs on her arm raising as she passed through the magic. Prendal moved in after her but gave her some space.
“So, how do you want to do this?” he asked.
“Uh, chimera forms?”
His smile split his face, making him look so much younger than her. “Perfect. Show me what you’ve got.”
She scowled, crossing her arms. “You show me first.”
“You asked for it.” All at once, Prendal dropped to his hands and knees, his skin turning gray. His body grew, and with a snap, he settled as a twelve-foot-tall elephant with four-foot spiked tusks.
Maeve grimaced. “Shit.”
Prendal trumpeted a laugh, lifting his long trunk.
Maeve charged at him, amping herself up for the transformation. Prendal swung his tusks at her but she dodged, letting red fur and sharp teeth take over. Her paws hit the rocky arena floor and she pushed between Prendal’s front legs. She bit into the meat of his stomach, shaking her head viciously.
Prendal roared, but her attack wasn’t even piercing his skin. Something wet slithered around Maeve’s back leg. She pivoted, releasing his belly and reaching for whatever had her foot, but she was too slow. His trunk tightened around her haunch and he threw his head, tossing Maeve across the room.
She smashed into the pillar and lost her jackal form as she fell to the floor. The fluff of her fur had protected her some, but her back still screamed in protest. “Ow, fuck,” she hissed against the cold stones.
Prendal’s voice clicked and purred from deep in his elephant throat. “Nice try.”
He charged her with a trumpet of triumph. Maeve yelped, scrambling back into jackal form as she dashed out of his way. He skidded to a stop and turned faster than Maeve thought possible for a beast so large. He snatched her back leg with his trunk again, but before he could jolt her against the wall or the floor—or let’s be honest, the ceiling seemed fair game for him too—Maeve whipped around.
She sank her fangs into the tender opening of his trunk and Prendal gave a high-pitched wail. Maeve’s eardrums felt like they might burst, and her eyeballs jittered in her head, but she held tight. Prendal turned his head, trying to spear her with a tusk. She dropped low to avoid it and the ivory whistled as it sailed overhead.
His blood leaked past her lips, and Maeve felt the jackal’s need to feast, to bite and eat. She pushed it down. There would be no ka refueling tonight, only expending. A very human thought tried to force its way in about how gross it would be to eat some of Prendal’s trunk, but she ignored it. She had to keep her hold on the beast, and that meant not shaming its desires.
When two swipes of his tusks couldn’t get her, Prendal took two massive steps forward. Maeve stepped back with him, fearing the huge feet she knew could turn her bones into jelly if she got under one of them. Her back foot hit one of the pillars, and she reeled for the next step.
Prendal raised his foot, ready to stomp her into oblivion. Maeve darted forward, dragging his pierced trunk with her. She pulled, yanking his head down into the pillar. Prendal lost his balance, his large body careening out of the arena.
The silvery strands around them rippled and the scoreboard on the side of the room flashed over Maeve’s name. There was another woman in the room, and Maeve saw her name up on the list in position three. As Prendal’s name disappeared from the list, Alexi’s moved up.
The stout woman with grayed hair clapped. “Finally, someone put that little prig in his place.”
Prendal shifted back to human form and held out his hand to Maeve. “Nice one,” he said in a nasally voice as his other hand covered his bloody nose.
She gave him a fist bump with her paw and he slunk off to the edges of the arena. Another two people came down the steps at the back as Alexi moved toward the barrier. Maeve spit the blood from her maw and moved toward the center, keeping her jackal on.
Alexi leapt into the arena, transforming into a wild boar as she passed the threshold. Another strong-skinned opponent, though Maeve didn’t really want to severely hurt anyone. She dodged Alexi’s first attack and turned to get a bite at her neck, but as Maeve bit down, the boar’s skin rippled with bronzed scales that made her canines ache. Maeve’s teeth skated off her and she backed down.
The two faced off, circling in the center of the room, and Maeve decided to try something different. She infused her voice with Commanding Presence and barked loudly, demanding the other woman surrender. Alexi bowed her head, then snorted, shook off the magic, and charged again. Maeve dashed to the side and turned, digging her claws into the boar’s backend.
Just as her claws took root, the same bronze scales appeared, forcing her talons out. Maeve flopped to the ground and Alexi turned too fast, spearing her with a short tusk. The puncture in Maeve’s side loosed all the breath from her lungs, and a shout went up from the growing crowd.
Maeve turned and latched her jaw on to Alexi’s snout. She bit down hard and twisted her head side to side, shredding the flesh there. Looked like she was going to be known as the Nose Annihilator. Alexi pulled back with a squeal, her left tusk coming away bloody.
“Maeve!” Avaline screamed, coming up to the edge of the arena.
She didn’t let her panic distract her, keeping her attention on Alexi. The boar charged again, but as Maeve went in to meet her teeth-to-tusk, Alexi changed. Bronzed scales took over, and she rolled into a ball, dodging Maeve’s chomp. Thick claws dug into Maeve’s side, ripping tufts of fur from her chest, and she yelped. Alexi had morphed into an armadillo that was three times too large, the plated scales on her body glimmering like metal.
Alexi rolled forward with another swipe of her claws and Maeve jumped back, wishing for her phoenix claws, which were long and sharp enough to pierce armor. She’d have to outsmart Alexi somehow, not overpower her.
Alexi didn’t relent, rolling forward again with another swipe, getting Maeve across the nose. She yelped like a hurt dog, infusing that pathetic cry with Hypnotic, and Alexi caved. Her human form returned, pity in her eyes.
“Oh my goodness, are you okay, little pup?” she asked, stepping forward with her hands out.
Maeve lunged forward and turned into her hard, shoulder-checking Alexi in the gut and sending her flying out of the ring. The crowd, now thirty strong, roared with approval. This was the extent of Maeve’s tricks, though. She could whip out Firestorm, but she wasn’t sure how specific of a spell that was. Would anyone recognize her phoenix if she did?
Also, holy fuck she did not want to burn someone alive. She’d have to pull out her healing spells after that, and then she’d definitely get pegged. Better to stick to her cobra and jackal spells.
“Chispa, get out,” Avaline called from the edge of the arena.
“I’m not done yet,” Maeve snapped, her breathing labored from the puncture in her side. She’d heal it later, when she was close to drained, but for now she had energy to spare.
Opponent number three, Vince, entered the square. He was stacked, muscles for days, and he didn’t shift right away. Maeve prowled left and right, her heightened senses taking all of him in. Was he waiting for her to make a move? He was crazy if he thought she was dashing at him first. She would let him show his hand because he’d seen enough of her tricks.
The growing crowd jeered, and Maeve ignored the bets being shouted against her. Predatory instinct had her focused on the man standing still at the edge of the arena, his hands clasped in front of him, his eyes tracking her as she moved.
“You’re bleeding,” he said, his Veran accent thick.
“Are you waiting for me to bleed out so you can win by default?” Maeve asked, her jowl curling back in a snarl.
His jaw flexed. “I don’t want to hurt an enforcer.”
So, he knew who she was. Must’ve been one of Dante’s workers.
“I’ll be fine. Come,” she barked at him with Commanding Presence.
All at once, brown fur erupted from his arms and face. He dropped to all fours as his grizzly emerged. Of course a man that massive was a bear. 
Vince charged with a feral roar, his maw opened wide. Maeve jumped straight up and somersaulted over him. In a feat of acrobatics she thought impossible, she snapped her jaws on the back of his neck as he passed under her and landed splayed on his back. She dug her claws into his thick fur and snarled, shaking her head side to side.
Vince bellowed, twisting and turning to try and get at her to no avail. The taste of his fur made Maeve want to cough, but she subdued the need, breathing through her bloody nose instead. She reached forward, clawing near one of his eyes. The thin fur under his eyes split at her attack and he snarled, tossing himself against one of the columns.
Maeve launched herself off him before he hit, and he took the full brunt of the concrete against his back. She wanted to go for his exposed stomach but knew better than to get between those big-ass paws. Plus, she had something else in mind.
Vince gained his feet and charged at her again. Maeve dodged left, barely missing a swipe by his sharp claws. She changed back to human form as she spun past him, then mounted his back again. She wrapped her arm around his neck and pulled her mouth to his ear.
“Lose your shift.” She whispered the Hypnotic-laced words.
Vince returned to human form instantly and reached over his head for her. He grabbed on to the back of her shirt and leaned forward to spill her onto the ground. Maeve tightened her legs around his waist and her forearm at his neck, locking her hand in the crook of her other elbow.
Vince tugged and tugged but couldn’t pull her free. His fist blindly careened into her face and Maeve’s vision went black for a second when his knuckles made contact with her cheek. Maeve slid down his back, releasing her hold on his throat to hammer punches into his ribs.
He twisted at the hips and got hold of Maeve’s neck. Her throat closed up instantly at his grip, and he pulled her off him, slamming her into the concrete. Her vision swam as she watched two of his fists coming for her nose.
Instinct took over again and Maeve’s body erupted in her jackal form. She caught his fist in her mouth, but he kept shoving his arm deeper across her tongue, choking her again. Her vision was going dark, and she needed a breath. She pulled up her back legs and kicked him in the gut.
Vince staggered backward, his shirt shredded from her claws. Beads of blood dripped down to his pants, but he didn’t even take in the damage before shifting to his bear form. His powerful paw came at her. Maeve laid prone and rolled like a good dog as his paw smashed into the pillar behind her, loosening concrete.
The crowd bellowed in approval, calling out, “Jack-al, Jack-al!”
Maeve darted for his exposed side and took a deep bite where she’d hammered him with punches, but she didn’t linger. One quick bite and she pulled back. He turned, another clawed paw reaching out for her, but she was already gone. Vince roared in frustration and lumbered forward.
Maeve kept her front to him as she circled. Her side ached and she felt the blood coating her fur where Alexi’s tusk had punctured. The scratches on her nose throbbed, annoying her. But she still had ka to burn.
Burn…
That would end this. The jackal licked its lips with a smirk.
No, she couldn’t. Fire would be devastating to him.
Vince charged again, his body glowing with green ka. Maeve was still faster than the hulking bear and dodged right. He snapped at her as she moved, and Maeve rewarded him with a claw to the nose. Definitely the Nose-nihilator now. His head snapped left from her strike and she went in for his neck, teeth bared.
She latched on and dug in deep, cutting off his air. Vince stood on his hind legs, raking his front paws down her shoulders. Maeve growled deep in her throat at the knives digging through her skin but didn’t let go.
All at once, he lost his shift and dropped to his knees. Maeve stepped back as he held his throat, his eyes watery. She shifted back to human form, her healing spell at the tip of her fingers before he gave her a tight smile.
“Nice,” he said hoarsely.
Maeve winced as she looked at the shallow claw marks down her bare arms. “Yeah, thanks for the cool new scars.”
“Mae, you’re done.” Dante’s voice turned her stomach inside out.
She turned from Vince and looked to the edge of the arena where he stood, all six-and-a-half imposing feet of him, broad shoulders, fine suit, and grim expression.
Vince staggered out of the ring and Maeve took stock of herself. Somehow, her flame was still burning bright. Despite the stinging wounds on her arms, the breath-stealing puncture on her side, and the claws across her nose, she felt ready to go. More ready than ever.
She wanted this pain.
“Not yet,” she said, rolling her shoulders back.
Dante pursed his lips.
The next contender, an almond-skinned Jalynn, approached the ring.
Dante put a hand on her arm to hold her back. “I’m next.”
Jalynn bowed her head and stepped back.
The crowd roared with excitement. “Dante-for, Dante-for!”
He moved to the board and swiped all the other names away, replacing them with his.
“Hey, that’s cheating,” Maeve called, uncertain whether it actually was.
Dante glanced over his shoulder. “Do you even know the rules?”
When she didn’t reply he only smirked. “I thought so.”
He approached the arena and a shiver rippled down Maeve’s spine. The way he prowled like her, how his eyes shimmered like hers, and the feral gleam in his gaze—just like hers. He was her mirror.
He stepped through the spider silk of magic and exploded in a mass of auburn fur spotted with gold. A hyena emerged, moving much faster than he should’ve been able to. Maeve jumped out of the way of his first charge and rolled across the ground, her blood smearing on the concrete. Dante was on her instantly, a heavy paw to the gut to hold her down.
Maeve gasped for air, trying to hold his paw off her. He leaned in, lips pulled back over his sharp canines. His whiskers twitched, and the same honeyed eyes watched her keenly.
“Surrender,” he snarled.
“You surrender,” Maeve gasped, blowing a heady breath of Hypnotic at him.
Dante reared back, blinking and shaking his head. Maeve let her jackal take over, lunging before he could come to his senses. She tackled him to the ground, but he used his superior weight and mass to flip her over.
His teeth grazed her throat and he growled. “Surrender.”
Maeve kicked her back paws at him, but he dropped himself onto her, not giving her anything to gain purchase on. His jaw clamped down a little tighter and something clicked in her chest. She didn’t want to fight him anymore. He was just trying to help her; he was trying to stop her from hurting herself.
Maeve railed against that thought. He didn’t know what was best for her!
She flailed and pushed, but his weight and his teeth had her pinned. She scrambled for a way out, but the fire in her chest was diminished from fights past. There were no nearby tools to transform, Hypnotic only worked for a few seconds, and she doubted she’d get him with Commanding Presence.
But she didn’t want to lose. She couldn’t be weak again.
Maeve’s back paw scratched against Dante’s side, but he hardly flinched.
His amber eyes simmered. “Surrender, Mae.”
She was out of options, except one.
Burn…
An itch bloomed between her shoulder blades. Flames licked against her fur and filled her belly. Her second wind emerged; her phoenix unfurled.
No!
Maeve clamped down on the beast, extinguishing the fire and reverting to human form. Her heart squeezed, making her curl in on herself. Dante released her, becoming human a second later.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, his hands braced on either side of her, gaze hunting over her for injuries. He touched the wound on her side. “Is it this?”
“No.” Maeve gulped in a breath, the band around her soulwell constricting again. “I can’t breathe,” she gasped.
His eyes narrowed on her chest, seeing exactly what was hurting her. “I’m getting you out of here.”
Before she could protest, he slipped his arms under her legs and braced another against her back, tucking her against his chest. The crowd was a sea of noise as Maeve’s vision blurred in and out.
“Is she okay?” Avaline’s voice was far away.
“Call the others,” Dante said.
The fire in Maeve’s chest burned brighter, the phoenix demanding release against the tightening cocoon around her soulwell. It clawed at her insides, fighting her control.
“Put me down,” Maeve begged. “Get away.”
The roaring in her ears changed to the screech of a phoenix, a cry for freedom. Maeve pushed against Dante, barely aware of the world around her as she did. He took the stairs two at a time while she gasped for air. Her whole body was on fire.
Dante didn’t turn for the club. He launched them straight off the edge of the building toward the sea. There was a loud clap whoosh, and they rose into the air, leaving Sabbas behind.
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Burn It Up


Clap, whoosh, clap, whoosh. 
They were flying.
But that wouldn’t save him. She was going to burn.
“I can’t hold it,” Maeve whimpered.
“Open your eyes. Look at the sky.” Dante’s low rumbling voice was a soothing caress against the fiery feathers of her monster. The pain, the need to control, had locked her up. She was too afraid to open them, like if she did the flames might escape.
“You won’t hurt me. Open your eyes, Mae,” he whispered.
She cracked her eyelids and gasped in a breath. It was staggering. The sky was wide open above them, stars blinking back at her. The moon cast silvery rays across the water, and she followed them across to the beach ahead.
Holy shit, she was flying. And not Shadow Dance flying, actual flying, over the ocean. She clung a little tighter to Dante’s neck as her thalassophobia reared. Dropping into that dark water in the middle of the night was a special kind of hell she didn’t want to experience.
Clap, whoosh, clap, whoosh.
She focused on his wings, sinuous things with thick bones running the length of them like a bat’s. She reached out and ran her hand along the ridge of his right wing where it connected to his back.
A groan rolled through Dante’s chest. “I need to focus, please.”
“Sorry,” Maeve said, her face warm, and not from the fire that was once burning beneath her skin.
The squeeze on her heart had dulled, and the phoenix was back in her cage, calmed for now. She kept her eyes on the sky, taking steady, deep breaths to control the beast under her skin. Since when had the phoenix been such a force of chaos? It’d rarely showed itself, but now, in front of everyone when she couldn’t reveal it?
Dante banked around the coastline and Maeve clung to him tighter as she whispered, “Won’t someone see us?”
“They’ll see a large bird, or nothing at all. Remember, they’re khin,” he said.
Maeve glanced at her mother’s hekara on her arm. “Right.”
“Are you going to tell me what you were doing tonight?” he asked, his wings taut against the wind as he soared over the city.
She wanted to put some distance between them but was too afraid to pull away. If he dropped her at this height and speed, no amount of Healing Touch could save her. She’d die on impact.
“Mae, what were you doing tonight?” he asked again, looking down at her as he did.
Their faces were too close, breathing the same breath.
Maeve turned to look ahead. “I was fighting.”
“I saw that. And effectively, too.”
“Until you,” she bit out.
He chuckled. “Well, I’ve got experience.”
“How?”
Corvin had been in the Veran military for years, and he was a skilled fighter, too. But Dante was a rich fabrication mogul, not a soldier. Who was he?
Dante hummed. “A truth for a truth. Tell me why you were fighting, and I’ll tell you how I got all my experience.”
She couldn’t, not the whole truth. “I was trying to get stronger, like I said before.”
He cut an incredulous glare at her. “That’s all?”
She didn’t want to lie, but her silence was too loud.
Dante went quiet and stared ahead.
Clap, whoosh, clap, whoosh.
City lights blurred below them, and he swooped lower as they neared a building Maeve knew. It was Avaline’s apartment. Dante slowed as he neared the roof, then hovered over it for a second before carefully dropping down.
He set Maeve on the ground, and she stepped away. She took him in with his broad shoulders and wide, dark wings. They were darker brown than his hair and the fur of his hyena form, with strips of gold running the length of the bone spines. He folded them in, then rolled his neck as they tucked into his back and disappeared.
Dante strode across the roof to the stairs access without a word, and Maeve followed. His shirt was shredded from the shoulders down, and even in the dim lights Maeve could see scars crisscrossing his back. They went down to the fourth floor and Dante pulled a set of keys from his pocket. There were only a few apartments on this level, and he stopped at the end. His keys jingled in the door, and then it opened to a dark hallway.
Maeve stayed in the hall with her arms crossed as he went in.
He turned back, his amber eyes pinched in a scowl. “I left my car at Sabbas. I’ll call you a taxi.”
“Fine.” Maeve stepped into the dark entryway.
Dante took off his shoes and flicked on the lights, illuminating an apartment not too different from Avaline’s. Warm wood floors, white and tan walls, and newish appliances, but the difference was in the space. He had more room in his dining area, a six-seater table to Avaline’s four, and a cordoned-off living room with an L-couch and a cozy-looking chair beside a bookshelf. There was no TV, just more books, a stand for a guitar, and a coffee table loaded with board games.
Dante unbuttoned his nice overshirt and tossed it into the trash. His black undershirt went too, and Maeve allowed herself one more look at his muscled back. The scars ripping across his spine had the looks of torture, or punishment, making her all the more curious. There were dark markings over his ribs too, but she couldn’t get a good look at them. He must’ve sensed her gaze and looked at her over his shoulder with an unreadable expression.
Maeve snapped her attention away and moved toward the living room. Dante stalked over to the couch and plopped himself down, still shirtless to Maeve’s warm-faced chagrin. He typed away at his phone. Maeve didn’t have to sneak a peek over his shoulder, but she did; he was ordering her a taxi. She paced behind the couch.
“Twenty-five minutes,” he said, tossing his phone aside.
“Fine.” Maeve tsked. She couldn’t run back to the warehouse faster than that, and she didn’t want to run back either. She needed to save the last of her ka for some repairs, like the leaking hole in her side.
She reached for her phone to text Corvin to let him know and sighed with frustration when she realized she’d left everything at Sabbas outside the fighting ring. “My stuff.”
“Avaline grabbed your coat and bag,” Dante said without opening his eyes.
Relief washed through her at that small mercy.
“Thanks. Bathroom?” she asked, wanting to take care of her damage sooner rather than after her adrenaline calmed down and let her really feel the pain.
“Down the hall, left,” he said, pointing to the hallway that led off to the right from the dining room. There was another that went left from the living room with another two doors, probably his personal area.
Maeve let herself into the bathroom and turned on the fan, then the lights. She pulled up her shirt and examined the damage. She gritted her teeth, the pain more intense from seeing the hole punctured an inch between her ribs. She was lucky it hadn’t gone into her lungs.
Hot, orange magic sparkled between her fingers, and she ran Healing Touch across her side. The wound knitted itself together before her eyes, a warm itch forming in the space where a blackened scab grew. It was the best she could do this low on ka. She should’ve been drained enough now for Corvin to be able to pull his spirit out of hers.
She turned on the faucet and cleaned up her side, then her face and shoulders. Those wounds were superficial, and she’d heal them later when Dante wasn’t there to see. She ran her shirt under the sink to get some of the blood out, groaning at the giant hole in the side where she was nearly gored.
A knock made her jump, and she pulled her wet shirt back on. She turned off the faucet and opened the door to see Dante—still fucking shirtless—leaning against the frame. The pec of his bracing arm flexed, and Maeve forced herself to meet his eyes.
“Was I taking too long?” she asked, annoyed.
“What were you doing tonight?” Dante pressed again.
Maeve scoffed and turned back to the sink, messing with her hair. “I told you already: fighting. I’m trying to get stronger.”
“You were draining yourself,” he said. “You hardly have anything left.”
She sighed, trying to stay mad instead of showing the nerves that bounced in her gut. “Well, you have to spend ka to be shapeshifted.”
“Why won’t you tell me the truth?”
Maeve slapped her hand down on the counter. “Because it’s not your concern! It’s not your business why I need to drain myself!”
Dante nodded. “So that was what you were doing.”
Maeve grumbled. Freaking manipulative prick…
“Why?” he pressed again.
The phoenix snapped its beak below the surface. She didn’t have to put up with this questioning. “Did you not hear me when I told you it wasn’t your business?”
He pushed into the bathroom, forcing Maeve to take a step back. “You’re here to do a job for me, and if there’s a problem, it is my business.”
Maeve stopped her backward retreat when her heels hit the tub. “It’s not interfering with the case, or your work, and I don’t appreciate…this.” She faltered for words as he loomed over her.
Dante’s stare bored into her, his eyes compassionate and furious all at once. “What is he doing to you?”
The phoenix paced beneath her skin, making her chest roil with renewed heat, like it would eat up the reserves in her muscles. “He’s not doing anything.”
He cocked his head. “You’re lying.”
Maeve looked away from his intense stare, her teeth gritted. “I don’t give a fuck what you think.”
“I don’t want this for you,” he said, nudging her chin back to meet his gaze.
Her skin burned where his fingers touched her, and she slapped his hand away. “Don’t.”
“Don’t what? Demand better for you?” he seethed.
Maeve shouldered past him. “Don’t try to make me doubt what I’ve already decided!”
He whirled, stalking after her with his longer strides. “And what’s that? To suffer forever?”
“That he’s worth fighting for!” Maeve’s face burned with fury and her back itched with power. There was nowhere else for her to go in the apartment so she stopped at the couch, digging her hands into the back of it. “He said he would never stop fighting for me, and I’m going to do the same!”
“Even if he kills you?”
“He wouldn’t!”
But he almost did. Once.
Pain lanced through Maeve’s lungs, cutting off her breath.
“Mae.” Dante’s hand gripped her shoulder, turning her to him.
She gritted her teeth, trying to pull air through her nose to calm down, but her chest refused to rise. She grimaced, reaching for her throat as panic spliced through her anger.
Corvin had almost killed her, and he could again. His ka was choking her right now, holding her lifeforce hostage because it was seen as a threat.
Maeve’s knees gave out and Dante caught her by the elbows, guiding her to the ground.
“Just breathe,” he coaxed, inhaling slow and loud as if to lead her.
Blackness ebbed at the edges of her vision and the phoenix screeched in anguish. She looked at Dante with pleading eyes, as if he could force the air back into her lungs. Her nails dug into his forearms as she held on to him.
Her panic was reflected in the worried lines of his face. “Mae, breathe!”
Pain seared along her spine and Maeve’s back arched as the fire in her lungs burst through her back—
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It was wet. Why was she wet? She looked down to see she was clothed, submerged in the full bathtub. She gripped the edges and sat up.
“You’re back,” Dante said.
Maeve’s gaze cut to his profile. He was sitting on the floor, his back leaned against the side of the tub.
“What happened?” Maeve whispered.
“Fire exploded from your back, and then you fell into some kind of trance.” He turned, revealing an angry red burn against the right side of his face. His eye was bloodshot, the lashes and part of his eyebrow burned off.
“Dante,” she gasped.
Without thinking, Maeve leaned forward and cupped his cheek, sending a wave of healing energy into his face. The warm red and white sparks landed against his skin, smoothing over her destructive work. His eyes didn’t leave hers as he touched her hand.
“Mae,” he whispered. 
The heat of his palm against her knuckles made an ache bloom in her chest. Something pulled taut there, dragging her closer to him as the damage healed. The angry burn on his cheek was just a pink blotch now, but she didn’t remove her hand.
His eyes darted between hers. “What is he doing to you?”
She snapped to her senses, jerking her hand out from under his.
What the fuck had she been thinking?
She pulled back and stood, sloshing the water in the tub back and forth. “I have to go,” her voice warbled out.
She stumbled past him, slipping on the wood floor but scrambling back up in a rush.
“Mae, wait.” Dante followed her.
“I can’t. I have to go.” She splashed to the front door and threw it open.
Dante yelled after her as Maeve ran for the stairs.
She had to get away from him, from here.
Fuck.
She’d revealed herself.
Maeve broke into a full sprint when she reached the parking lot, heading toward the street. She kept her mind focused on getting back to Corvin, getting home. Cars honked and pulled up beside her but Maeve ignored them, unable to stop her mad dash or think of anything else.
Just get home.
What had happened back there? What was this thing that thrummed between her ribs and pulled her closer to Dante? It had to go, whatever it was. Corvin was going to help her figure it out.
When Blaze Fabrications came into view, Maeve was crying, her lungs aching. Her clothes were still wet as she climbed the stairs into the bus. The lights were on. Her head was swimming. She crawled through the door on her hands and knees, sobs bubbling past her heavy pants.
She could feel him standing at the other end of the bus, watching her, but he said nothing. He didn’t move, he didn’t ask if she was alright, or come to her aid…He just watched her. Maeve summoned the courage to look up.
His black hair obscured his angry blue eyes. His lips were turned down in a grimace, muscled arms crossed over his chest.
“Corvin…” Maeve reached for him.
He took two steps forward, then stopped in his tracks, his face contorting in disgust. “You reek of him.”
“I can explain,” she said breathlessly.
“Don’t bother. Senshia already did.”
Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I’ll never stop fighting for you, Corvin.”
“Seems as though you’re doing fine without me,” he said, resentment thick in his tone.
Maeve’s vision flashed with her pulse. She crawled forward, reaching out for him. “I did this for you. So you could help me.”
His nose wrinkled as his frown deepened, eyes glistening. “You’re a liability. I should’ve never gotten involved.”
“Please don’t,” she gasped. “You said…you said you’d fight. I will, too. I’m not done.”
He crouched down, teeth bared as he raged. “I am.”
The ground fell out from under her, and Maeve staggered as she crawled another foot closer. “No. You said you’d always fight. Always. Sanmiha is forever.”
He laughed as he stood. “Who told you that?”
She felt his etonos presence slide around her like a coiled snake, not loving, or possessive, but destructive. This was death.
Her eyes went wide, and her lip trembled as she looked up at him. “Please don’t.”
A single angry tear slipped down his cheek. “I’ll take back what’s mine.”
The snake dove into her chest, latching on to that bit of his ka that cocooned her soulwell. She held on, baring down on the invader.
“Let go,” Corvin growled.
“No,” Maeve cried, curling in on herself.
The snake reared back, ripping her soulwell. Her body was splitting in half, and her heart was going with him. 
“Stop! I’m fighting for you!” she bellowed, opening herself farther, letting what little was left of her ka grab on to his.
“I don’t want you to!” He pulled again and Maeve’s chest lurched forward.
She collapsed to her elbows with a sob, tears dropping onto her fists. “Please don’t. I love you.”
He grabbed her jaw, turning her eyes up to meet his. There were no more tears there, only rage. “You don’t know what love is. You’re a foolish, weak child, undeserving of all I’ve given you.”
“You’re wrong,” she whispered, begging to see a crack in the stoic mask. She reached up for him. “I love you.”
He flinched back from her touch with a snarl and pulled on that piece of himself again. Maeve felt her grip slipping, and her reality going with it.
“You said you would always protect me,” she wailed, the pain in her chest unbearable with his fangs and claws ripping her apart.
“I can’t protect you from your own incompetence.”
With one more violent tug, the world canted sideways and she hit the floor. She needed air in her lungs—no, not air, his love. He’d ripped his love out of her. And something else, something important. But she couldn’t sense anything beyond the gaping void in her chest that was swallowing her whole.
Corvin stepped around her toward the door, a pack slung over his shoulder.
“Don’t leave me like this,” she whispered, reaching for him. “I won’t stop fighting. I’ll find a cure so we can be together.”
His jaw tensed, but he didn’t look at her. “Don’t bother. I’ve got a plan.”
Maeve was a hundred thousand pounds of fear, pressing into the floor and disappearing into the folds of cold metal. He opened the door and descended the steps.
“Please,” she whimpered, her vision hazy.
The door slammed.
“Please. Please. Please,” she chanted, willing him to come back.
But he didn’t come back.
How had this gone so wrong? He was supposed to stay. He was supposed to fight.
Undeserving.
Naïve.
Foolish.
Incompetent.
Weak.
Weak.
Weak.
Maeve lay there numbly, not feeling the cold wet of her clothes, the shiver in her muscles, the intense heat at her back, or the lump in her throat. There was only the deep abyss in her chest as she watched her world disappear.




Chapter nineteen







The Fallingwater Cure


Dante’s paws pounded the earth as he raced through the night toward Maeve. He cursed himself for letting her go. It was what she’d wanted, but he knew Corvin was hurting her. He knew Maeve feared what Corvin could do to her. 
And now his Call of the Pack ability warned him of her fear, her pain.
How had his hyena attuned to her so quickly? It didn’t matter. What mattered was Maeve was hurt and he had to get to her.
Glass and discarded debris ripped into his pads as he tore up the distance to his warehouse through the abandoned, littered field. He needed to take to the air but he had to be going faster. He had to get up to speed, faster.
His thoughts raced like his legs. How had this happened? His pack had arrived a few minutes after Maeve had left. They’d only been conversing for fifteen minutes before he felt the pull on his alpha tether, the one that had laced itself into Maeve’s ka so soon, so easily. The warning sent down that bond had him shifting instantly. He hadn’t had time to tell anyone what was happening before he was running out the door to her.
His alpha.
Dante spread his wings when he’d gained enough speed, breaking into the sky. He tucked his legs and leaned in, doubling his speed as his wings clapped at the air around him. He had to get to her. He smelled the smoke before he saw the flames dancing beside the warehouse.
She was burning.
He pushed faster, ignoring the aches in his wings at the strain. He dove like a maniac, shifting before he hit the side of her engulfed bus. He reached for the handle, his blood sizzling on the burning door and sending stabs of pain through his hands. The latch wouldn’t open no matter how hard he pulled. It must’ve been melted shut.
“Mae!” Dante screamed, pulling on the handle harder. His fingers went cold, the nerve endings seared against the metal. The door whined, then snapped open, flinging Dante to the ground. The momentary relief from the heat of the fire sent a cold shiver down his spine. He scrambled forward, needles of pain shooting up his arms.
Through the choking black smoke, Dante saw her pale leg hanging down the steps. He darted forward, the flames biting the flesh of his face and arms. He grabbed her ankle, pulling her toward the exit. He wrapped his arm around her waist and tugged her the rest of the way out, slinging her over his shoulder.
Dante dashed behind the side of the office building and dropped to his knees. He laid her on the ground, ignoring the angry red splits running up the backs of his hands. Maeve’s clothes had been burned off, but her hair and skin were both smooth, unmarred besides black smudges of soot. How the hell was she not burned alive? 
That wasn’t important.
He had to check for breathing—a pulse.
Dante pressed his fingers against her neck.
Nothing.
No. She couldn’t die.
It was just smoke inhalation. She needed fresh air in her lungs and some pumps to her heart to get it going. She’d make it. He’d seen CPR done before on the beach many times, and though he’d never performed it himself, he knew he had to try.
She’ll make it.
Dante tilted her head back, pinching her nose and pressing open her mouth. He blew a determined breath into her lungs, and another, and another. He didn’t know how many she needed, but he had to get her heart working.
He pressed his stacked palms against her ribs and started pumping. He counted in his head up to thirteen. He wasn’t sure if that was right, but he wanted more air in her lungs, more breath to push out the smoke.
He fell into a rhythm of desperation. 
Air. 
Compressions.
Air.
Compressions.
“Come on, Mae,” Dante pleaded.
He reached out for his alpha tether that was latched securely in her chest, pulling on it, willing her to respond. Her eyes stared blankly up at the sky, and nothing stirred in her.
“Don’t do this,” Dante roared. “I’m not letting you go like this!”
Air.
Compressions.
Air.
Compressions.
A car squealed into the parking lot and headlights fell over him. Dante didn’t stop, pumping her chest and breathing for her. He couldn’t stop. Would not stop. Not until she took a breath, and blinked her emerald eyes, and admonished him with a wrinkled-nose scowl for kissing her without her consent as he breathed life back into her lungs.
A car door opened and slammed shut, then feet were running toward him.
“Move,” Avaline declared, pushing Dante out of the way.
He fell to the side on his ruined hands, his vision blurred.
Avaline pulled off Maeve’s hekara, securing it around her forearm before scooping Maeve’s limp body into her arms. She pressed against her tightly, skin to skin wherever she could, whispering something under the roar of the flames. Skyle and Jorren stood nearby, bodies rigid with anticipation.
A moment later, Avaline’s deep green ka curled around the pair. Red and white sparks erupted off their bodies like fireworks, then coalesced around them before surging into Maeve. But she didn’t move, didn’t breathe, or blink, or admonish.
Dante reached out and took her perfect hand in his bloodied, scarred mess. “Fight, Mae.”
The alpha tether twanged in his chest and Maeve’s eyes shut. Avaline’s deep green ka was met with Maeve’s orange, helixing together like snakes entwining.
Maeve gasped, her arms and legs convulsing as she coughed.
“That’s it, come on,” he said. “Keep fighting. Come back.”
She sucked in a deep breath, her teary gaze locked on his. Her orange ka broke off from the green and curled around his fingers and up his wrists, healing the damage as it went. Dante was stilled into silence, watching the catastrophic damage reverse before his eyes.
There was only one bloodline that could heal this perfectly.
“She’s a phoenix,” Dante croaked.
Jorren stumbled forward. “What?”
“I’m hollow,” Maeve whispered. “I’m an island.”
“We’re here with you,” Dante said, holding her cold hand, willing warmth to return to it. He looked over his shoulder at the two stunned men. “Call an ambulance.”
“No,” Maeve cried, terror in her eyes. “Fallingwater. Senshia.”
The orange ka receded back into Maeve as Avaline’s deep green ebbed out.
Avaline slumped forward. “It’s all I’ve got,” she said, panting. “Healing magic is too demanding.”
Skyle removed his jacket, passing it to Avaline. She covered Maeve up as best she could, and when she was done, Maeve pulled on Dante. He leaned forward and she wrapped her arms around his neck, folding into him.
How had this happened? How had his hyena connected with her? After all her rebuffs, all her scathing comments, it wanted her?
“Senshia,” she whispered, her emerald gaze locked on him.
He nodded to her, then to the others. “Mérida Portal. Let’s go.”
“But they’re closed,” Jorren protested.
“Then call someone in,” Dante snapped, his hyena getting impatient.
Skyle was already opening the door to the back seat. Dante cradled her closely and slipped into the car. She locked her arms around his shoulders and pressed her face into his neck as she shivered. Her skin was so hot, like the flames might burst out of her again at any second. Dante winced at the memory of her back exploding with fiery wings, of carrying her to the bath and dousing her blaze.
The way her stare had gone vacant haunted him. It was like she was dead, but when he asked her if she was alright, she’d replied that she felt fine, yet never met his gaze. Finally, he’d asked her to tell him about the case up at Fallingwater, anything to get her to talk. And without reservation, she’d started in, never meeting his gaze. It was like she’d checked out of her own mind and he was in control.
Avaline scooted into the back seat beside them and closed the door. Everyone was in, and Jorren took off for the portal building. Avaline slipped Maeve’s hekara off her arm and held the decorative band out to her.
“Thanks for letting me borrow this,” she said with a smile.
Maeve reached for it, her hand trembling. When her fingers locked around it, she put her arm back around Dante like he was her lifeline. He reached down the alpha tether and tried to soothe her wild ka. At the same time, he opened himself to etonos. She was already there, reaching out for him with what little she had left. She was so drained.
He cradled her body and spirit, putting all his attention on easing her suffering. “You’re okay now,” he whispered into her smoky hair.
Skyle was making the call in the front seat, getting an attendant over to the portal hub double time. Dante would pay for it, but that didn’t matter. Maeve needed Senshia, and he was going to get her there.
“Almost there,” he said, making long, calming strokes up and down her back.
Her trembling had eased, but only slightly.
“Are we gonna fuckin’ talk about this?” Jorren asked.
“Later,” Dante said.
“We’ve got a Mother-be-damned phoenix in the car, Dantefor. One that’s got enough blood in her lineage to—”
“Later, Jorren!” Dante snapped.
Jorren cursed under his breath, turning into the parking lot of Mérida Portal. Headlights flashed behind them as the attendant pulled in, too. Avaline opened Dante’s door first and he tightened his grip on Maeve as he stepped out of the car. He hated how naked she was and repositioned his arms to cover her better.
“Almost there,” he said again, reassuring her as much as himself.
He didn’t know what Senshia of all Verans was going to do to help, but he trusted Maeve’s intuition. Or maybe that was his alpha tether. He’d felt it snap into place the second his jaws came down around her throat. The pain in his mouth had kept his touch feather-light, unable to bring her any harm. And then it demanded more of him. Protect her, at all costs.
Jorren ran ahead and opened the door to the waiting room. Dante guided her inside, and the lanky attendant—Kal, Dante remembered—jogged along behind to keep up.
“What happened to her?” Kal asked.
“We’re not paying you to ask questions,” Dante said.
“Sheesh, fine,” Kal grumbled, leading them down the dark hall.
The lanky boy pulled ahead, laying his hand over the field protecting the portal room. A glowing purple door appeared in the onyx barrier, and he stepped aside to let the others through.
Dante stopped, looking between Skyle and Jorren. “I need one of you to stay here and help David.”
Skyle took a step back through the door. “I’ve got it, master.”
Dante nodded. “Thank you.”
The barrier snapped shut as Kal attended the portal. It was so dark, Dante’s nocturn-eyes turned the world gray. Kal stood between the ten-foot-tall beams at the center of the plain concrete room. He took a deep breath and rolled up both his sleeves.
He planted his palm on the floor. “Step back.”
Dante turned slightly so Maeve’s line of sight was angled at the portal. “Do you want to see some magic?”
Her fluttering eyelashes tickled across his neck as she opened her eyes. White strings of portal essence oozed out of Kal’s arms and into the pillars, threading themselves like yarn on a loom. After a few seconds, the milky white strands solidified into a solid beam and then cracked, opening to a dark cave.
“I’ll add this to your monthly bill, then?” Kal asked. “Or is that not a question I’m getting paid for?”
Dante glared. “Thank you, Kal. You can charge it double time if you stay on call for our return.”
He moved forward, passing the lanky boy and disappearing between the layers of magic. Maeve gasped, tensing in his arms as the tingling sensation of the portal raised gooseflesh on her exposed legs.
“You’re alright,” he crooned, and she relaxed a measure.
Dante turned to take in his surroundings. It’d been years since he’d been to Fallingwater. Splashes of water beat heavily against the nearby rocks, casting mist through the air. Silvery moonlight pierced through a cave opening behind him, shielded by the falls that gave this place its name. To the left was a tunnel leading into the compound, and to the right was a stack of wooden crates.
“Let’s go,” Dante said, leading Avaline and Jorren down the tunnel to the left.
“We’re seriously not going to talk about this? We’ve brought a highblood phoenix to Senshia,” Jorren mumbled to Avaline.
Dante glared over his shoulder at the obstinate man. “Not another word of it for now. And keep your fucking thoughts in check, too.”
“Shia,” Maeve whispered, her hand reaching out in the empty hallway.
Dante stopped in his tracks as a familiar presence scraped down his mental wall.
“Bring her to the infirmary.” Senshia’s usually sultry voice was tight and snappy as flashes of tunnels and turns forcefully moved through Dante’s mind. He bared his teeth against the painful intrusion that triggered his psychic defenses.
“You could’ve just asked,” he bit out in his monologue as he moved forward, letting his legs lead him down the path Senshia had specified.
“Hurry, I sense she’s gravely injured,” Senshia said.
Dante knew she was right. He could tell by the way Maeve’s ka poured off her that something was wrong, but he hadn’t wanted to look into her chest to see it. Seeing it would make it real.
A tall, white-furred chimera stepped out of the way at an intersection, then trailed behind them. “What happened to Maeve?” he asked, his voice deep and gruff.
“We don’t know yet,” Avaline said.
Senshia appeared around the next corner, her purple and gold wings spread out beside her. Her hairless brow furrowed, gold eyes simmering with rage. Senshia reached for Maeve, but Dante hesitated in passing her off when Maeve’s grip tightened around his neck.
Senshia’s gaze cut up to Dante’s face. “Her soulwell is torn.”
She turned into the infirmary and moved to a raised bed where two more chimeras waited. The male had sandy hair and wore an officer’s uniform that had a bloody slash across the chest, though his chest wound was healed. The female clinging to his side had opalescent hair and dark blue skin with a sheer white robe tied off around her waist.
“What the fuck did you do to her?” the man in the officer’s uniform demanded, his chest puffed up with fury.
“Roy,” the opal-haired girl chastised him for his tone.
Dante ignored the pair and brought Maeve to the bed. He tried to pull back, but she clung to him like he was life itself, her green eyes wide with terror. There was nothing he could do but hold her gaze with a soft whisper. “You’re all right now.”
Senshia slithered up to the other chimeras, ushering them away.
“Don’t leave her, Dante. You’re containing what little ka she has left with your bond.” Senshia said the word with a hint of disdain, like it was Dante’s fault his hyena had recognized Maeve as his alpha.
“What the fuck does that mean?” Roy yelled as the white-furred chimera pushed him out into the hallway.
Dante climbed up onto the narrow bed with Maeve and she rested her head on his shoulder. He spared a glance down and confirmed the worst; her soulwell wasn’t just torn, it was shredded. There was no way she could hold ka. What was bouncing between them down the alpha tether was all she had, and though it was growing by the second, it was slow. If he left her, she wouldn’t survive.
Senshia was tense, more than Dante had ever seen. “What happened?” she asked.
Dante shook his head. “I don’t know. She went back to meet with Corvin, and then I felt that she was in danger. When I got to her bus, it was on fire, and Corvin was gone.”
“That fucker did what?” Dante heard Roy yell from the hallway.
Senshia looked to her white-furred guard. “Bentley, get them out of here, and call Liam.”
“Yes, master,” Bentley said with a nod, then departed.
Dante found his hand was stroking casually down Maeve’s back, and when he stopped, she trembled. So he kept comforting her, soothing her with the occasional comment of safety.
“What can we do to help?” Avaline asked, approaching the bedside.
“With Dante here, she’s not in immediate danger, and I need her father for this, and a starfish,” she mumbled. “For now, fill in the gaps. What exactly happened?”
Dante explained as he continued to comfort Maeve. “I found her dead in the bus and performed CPR, but it didn’t work. Avaline saved her with mirror magic, unlocking Maeve’s bloodline to heal her.”
“And how did Avaline know to do this?” Senshia asked, speaking her name like a curse.
“Maeve had burned me, and then healed me. I told Avaline and the rest of my pack about it just before I felt that Maeve needed me.”
Senshia hissed in displeasure. “What happened next?”
“Avaline’s mirror magic worked. Maeve got up, crawled into my arms, and hasn’t let go. She hasn’t said much, either.”
“The Zalnur trance is the culprit for the silence,” Senshia commented absently.
“She’s infected? How?” Dante scowled down at her. How could a khin-born be infected with Zalnur?
“Corvin is,” Senshia said.
“And he bonded her?” The question came out of Dante as pure fury.
Senshia’s forked tongue flicked the air. “There is no evidence that bonding with infected has an impact on the bonded.”
“When their true form has been stripped and their chain has been locked, which obviously had not been done to Corvin!” Dante was shaking with rage. “You let him bond her without even considering the consequences?”
“What’s going on?” Maeve asked, palms pressed against Dante’s chest as if to escape him.
Senshia put a hand on Maeve’s back. “No pushing, darling. Dante is saving your life.”
“Where is Corvin?” her voice rasped out, a sob breaking to the surface. “What’s going on?”
The sound of that wretch’s name on her lips was like an arrow to Dante’s heart. He tightened his arms around her back. “I’m holding the ka that’s keeping you alive because Corvin destroyed your soulwell.”
“That’s not true,” Maeve whispered, her eyes glistening with tears. “He wouldn’t.”
“He did,” Senshia said. “Only he could’ve done this to you. The Sanmiha has been undone, at least to you, and in the process, he damaged your soulwell. I told him how to carefully go about it, but I’m assuming that something”—she cut a glare to Dante—“upset him and he got reckless.”
Maeve’s lower lip trembled, her eyes darting back and forth before looking up at Dante. “He said I reeked of you.” She pushed away again, disgust in her eyes. 
“He chose to brutally rip his ka out and damage you in the process, not me,” Dante said.
She shoved against his pecs, baring her teeth at him. “But he wouldn’t have lost control if I hadn’t smelled like you! If you hadn’t touched me!”
Dante burned with anger from her accusation, but he refused to loosen his grip. Too much space now could kill her all over again, and Avaline wouldn’t be able to do anything about it this time. She didn’t have enough ka.
“Let me go,” Maeve demanded, hammering his chest with angry fists in what little space she had to do so.
“I can’t.”
She growled and hit him again. “No, you’re choosing not to. Let me go!”
“Hush now, darling,” Senshia said, reaching for Maeve’s cheek.
Dante’s Spirit Sight allowed him to catch the subtle spell that coursed down Senshia’s arm and into Maeve. At the touch, her body loosened, and her eyes fluttered shut. Senshia’s ka was accepted through Maeve’s body like a salve, as if it were akin to her own.
“What is she to you?” Dante asked.
Senshia’s loving demeanor evaporated in a blink, replaced by the cold, calculating snake that he knew. “Precious.”
“Because she keeps your rebels on their feet?” Dante bit out, heat in his veins.
She slithered closer until her face hovered over Dante’s. His hyena wanted to bare its teeth, but he kept it in check, tightening his embrace around Maeve protectively.
“The only reason I have not torn out your throat is because you’re keeping my darling alive,” she said with a hiss, then leaned away. “The moment you cease being useful is the moment you cease to be.”
This was the cobra he remembered.
“You had me going for a moment,” Dante said with a smirk.
Senshia’s lip curled up as she slithered back and forth at the end of the bed.
“Please don’t taunt the master, Dante,” Jorren warned.
He grinned at her. “What’s she going to do? I’m keeping her precious alive.”
Senshia’s fangs bared themselves and he huffed in amusement. Her cobra had broke first.
“I’m so glad you find her situation amusing, seeing as you’ve just broken your promise to me,” Senshia said, her voice venomous.
“She’s still alive,” Dante snarled. “And on the contrary, I find it highly disturbing that you encouraged a highblood phoenix to bond with a Zalnur infected.”
Senshia’s tail whipped around, hovering over Dante’s face. Its razor-tipped end slid along his stubbled chin, catching on his hair. “I don’t take kindly to accusations, dog.”
Jorren’s fists clenched. “And we don’t take kindly to threats against our master.”
“Please.” Senshia rolled her eyes. “Even with your magic unlocked, what are you going to do to me, little badger?”
“Your poison doesn’t scare me, snake,” he challenged.
“Who’s taunting her now?” Dante boomed.
The room fell quiet as Jorren backed down.
Senshia tsked. “At least you have a better handle on your pack than last time.” She looked to Jorren and Avaline. “Go, pups. Find somewhere else to wait.”
Dante’s pack looked to him, and he nodded them off. “Don’t get in any trouble.”
The door closed, leaving Dante and Senshia alone with the sleeping Maeve. Her shallow breaths were distressed, and he knew she must be sensing how close she was to peril. He threaded his fingers through her hair and down her back.
“Just a little while longer,” he whispered to her.
Senshia scoffed, and Dante’s hyena bristled.
“What?” he demanded, unbidden heat in his tone.
“You dogs and your tethers.”
If Dante wasn’t mistaken, there was an edge of bitterness to her voice.
“Don’t read into it,” she snapped, continuing her slithering pace.
Dante sighed, resting his chin on the crown of Maeve’s head. It was going to be a long night.




Chapter twenty







Ground Zero


Cedar and vanilla threaded through the small cabin. It was warm and Maeve felt relaxed. She liked it here, at the edge of nowhere with soft falling snow and a roaring fire in the corner. This wasn’t her typical venue, but it was a welcome reprieve. 
Maeve loved to travel and see new things, but the occasional month off to hide and read, to ride horses and tend chickens, that was the good life. She pulled the blanket up around her chest, breathing in the fragrant, familiar scent.
So peaceful.
“Mae.” The deep voice was another blanket around her, so warm and welcome.
A black snake with purple and gold geometric designs moved across the wood floor, sliding between the plush rugs. It pulled up in front of the fireplace, then opened its hood.
The snake’s mouth moved, its tongue flicking out. “Darling, wake up.”
Senshia.
Pain burned through Maeve’s chest, and she gritted her teeth, curling in on herself. There was something there, something blocking her from entering the fetal position. There was a pair of warm hands on her back and more warmth against her face. She leaned into it, willing it to ease the constant agony behind her lungs.
“What the fuck,” she mumbled out.
“You’ve been asleep for some time,” Senshia said somewhere behind her. “We had to keep you under for the procedure.”
“What procedure?” Maeve seethed.
“Your soulwell was almost destroyed,” Senshia said.
The hard plane of Corvin’s chest was in front of her, and she folded into him, wrapping her arms around his waist. He tightened his grip around her, running his fingers through her hair. It felt so good to be in his embrace. It felt like home. Maeve nestled side to side, and then the scent hit her.
Not orange peel and warm leather…vanilla and cedar.
Dante.
She jerked back, her eyes flying open. His honeyed gaze peered down at her, pain hidden behind his reserved mask.
You reek of him.
Maeve gritted her teeth and pushed away. “Stop touching me.”
“Mae, calm down.” Her father’s voice startled her.
Maeve looked over her shoulder to see his mussed red hair and wild beard, like he’d been running his hands through it all night. “Dad?”
“It’s alright now, champ. We’ve got you patched up.” His skin was pallid, eyes sporting deep dark bags like he hadn’t slept in ages.
She tried to push away from Dante again, but he kept her close. She bared her teeth at him. “Could you please fucking let go?”
“He can’t. Not yet,” Senshia said. “And you’ll need to stay close to one another as you heal.”
“What do you mean?” Maeve craned her neck to look at her godmother.
The cobra looked drained, too. Her blacks were just grays, the gold was pale yellow, and her usually deep purple was lilac. Her wings didn’t shine or glimmer, and her shoulders sagged.
She came around behind Dante so Maeve could look at her straight on. “Corvin hurt you, darling. He was supposed to ease his spirit out, but he forced it instead.”
Pain raked down Maeve’s chest as she remembered the pull, the rip, falling to her elbows with tears in her eyes as she begged him not to do it.
Senshia went on, her brow pinched with pity. “It left your soulwell irreparably damaged, and your Healing Touch is too underdeveloped to manage a wound of that complexity. We had to implant part of your father’s well into you, to staunch the draining.”
Maeve rolled to the side to look at her father and Dante let her turn in his arms but didn’t let her go. She took him in again, noting the well-past-five o’clock shadow and the dry crack to his lips. Whatever he’d gone through hadn’t been easy.
Maeve wondered if her mother would’ve been able to heal her, to save her father from this pain. She wondered if she’d been a stronger phoenix, a higher chain level, she could’ve survived this on her own. If he’d just trained her more and helped her get stronger.
She felt tears sneaking up to her eyes and cut them off with a hard swallow. “You look like shit.”
Her father chuckled. “I feel like shit.” Then his expression turned serious. Maeve could feel the “I told you so” in his gaze, but he didn’t say it.
She nodded, her bottom lip trembling as the tears returned. “I’m sorry.”
He scowled. “Don’t you dare take any blame for this. We all trusted him, but he was the one who hurt you.”
She couldn’t believe it, didn’t want to. He’d said he’d protect her, always. He’d said he’d be there for her and love her. He’d said…
Maeve was suddenly aware that there were more people in the room and sniffled up her childish tears. Across the room were Bentley, Hobbs, and someone else she didn’t recognize, a tall woman with jaundice-yellow skin and purple hair. Maeve blinked a few times, but her visage didn’t change. When the woman stepped forward, she moved without bones. It was like her arms and legs were hollow, and she was just an approximation of human.
“It’s holding well. She’ll recover,” the alien woman said to Senshia.
“Thank you, Illeia. Stay here for the evening and I’ll see you’re compensated.”
The alien woman, Illeia, nodded and walked toward the door. Hobbs went with her, but Bentley stayed, his wolfish glare pinned on Dante just over Maeve’s shoulder.
Maeve blocked out the feel of his warm chest against her back, his strong hand on her shoulder. She reviled it. That touch had lost her Corvin—for now—and she hated Dante for that. But Maeve wasn’t giving up. She said she was going to fight for him, and she would. She just had to get through this, find a cure for Zalnur, and then find him.
“Why is he holding me?” she demanded.
“Because,” Senshia started, then looked at Dante. “He should probably tell you.”
Maeve looked over her shoulder. “Well?”
His jaw ticked. “Your soulwell was leaking. There wasn’t enough ka for you to live, so I allowed some of it into me. I’m serving as a backup, feeding you back your own spirit.”
Maeve sighed deeply. “How long do we have to be attached at the hip?”
“Another day or two of this proximity to be sure the transplant is holding,” Senshia said. “Then a week or so of close quarters, no farther than twenty feet, so he can come to your aid if you need him.”
“Why can’t someone else do this?” Maeve demanded. “Anyone else?”
Dante frowned, refusing to answer her.
Senshia grimaced. “They just can’t, darling. Magic is tricky, as you know.”
“Magic is fucking bullshit,” Maeve murmured, looking back to her father.
It was obvious they were keeping something from her, and she didn’t like it, but she was too tired to fight them on it. If she just had to get through another two days like this, and a week staying close to him, she’d do it.
“So, I can go back tomorrow?” she asked.
Her father’s brow furrowed. “I think it’d be best if you came home for a while.”
Not this again.
“I have a case to solve. I can’t do that from Tennessee, and Dante can’t run his business from there, either.”
“David and Skyle can handle the warehouse for however long you need, and I’ll find someone else to manage the case,” Dante said, his deep voice grating her nerves.
“Like hell you will,” Maeve snapped. “I’m not letting some jackass enforcer pin this on Avaline and be done with it.”
Dante’s hand tensed on her shoulder, but he didn’t fight her. He knew just as much as Maeve did that she needed to be the one to finish this. There was no way Maeve was going to let Avaline take the fall if she was innocent, and she was in too deep now. She needed to figure this out.
Her father closed his eyes, whispering, “I don’t want you gettin’ hurt anymore.”
“I can’t promise that I won’t get hurt even at your farm, Dad. Remember when Tucker bucked me off into a tree?”
“That’s not what I mean,” he said, frowning.
“Emotionally. Fine, I get it. I’ve got friends to take care of me. Isn’t that right, Dante?” she said, elbowing him as she turned.
He grunted at the hit, then grumbled through clenched teeth, “You’re making me regret it already.”
Maeve glared over her shoulder at him. “You can shove that regret up your ass for what it’s cost me.”
“My vicious little jackal,” Senshia said with fondness.
Dante’s honeyed gaze was guarded, but Maeve could see pain in his furrowed brow. Good. He should feel bad for what he did. All his little comments, his teases, his touching and testing made Corvin reject her.
Her father reached out and Maeve took his hand. He looked so weary. She’d never seen him so tired, even after the hardest days on the farm. It worried her, like she was seeing a frail side she’d never known, a side that might be more prominent in the coming years.
He took a deep breath. “I want to talk about this more, but I need to rest now, and so does Senshia.”
“Okay, Dad. Thank you,” Maeve said, squeezing his hand. “For everything.”
“You’re my baby girl, I wouldn’t let anythin’ happen to you.” He glared over Maeve’s shoulder for a flicker, then looked back to her. “Want Bentley to stay?”
She shook her head. “It’s fine.”
Dante had already done his worst, and there was only one thing more embarrassing than having to be in his arms, and that was everyone else being able to see it. She hated this.
“Get some rest,” she said to him with another squeeze of her hand.
He stood slowly, like it was a great effort. Senshia ushered everyone out, leaving Maeve and Dante alone.
Silence spread out between them as the events of the past days played on repeat in Maeve’s mind. Angry heat flooded her cheeks as the touch at her back reminded her of the absence in her chest. She clenched her fists and crossed her arms, trying not to feel every point of contact with Dante.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered.
“Don’t you dare throw that platitude in my face,” Maeve growled through the lump growing in her throat. “You don’t care what you’ve done.”
“I care that you’re hurting.” His voice was so soft, she almost believed it.
“Shut up.”
Weak.
Foolish.
Undeserving.
She gritted her teeth against the onslaught of Corvin’s scorn, like fire raking down her insides all over again. Hot tears coursed over her nose bridge and down her cheek to her hair. The lump swelled and swelled, cutting off her air. She sucked in a shaky breath, willing the emotion to go away.
Dante’s hand skated down her arm, his thumb drawing comforting circles as it went.
“Stop that,” Maeve ground out.
He sighed, his hand resting over her elbow.
Naïve.
Incompetent.
Child.
Maeve sucked in a breath through clenched teeth and beared down on the grief. Corvin had only done this to push her away, just like before. He still loved her. He still cared for her.
Bitterness filled her mouth and she swallowed, taking another shuddering breath. The abyss in her chest reared like a tsunami, looming over her and the rest of her life, the future she thought she might have. The cold realization of the truth, that Corvin might never want her no matter what she did, threatened to turn her heart to ice. She had to fight against it. She had to remember his promise, and hers.
She sucked in another whimpering breath, curling her knees up to her chest. The sobs wracked out of her again and again, Dante as still as stone behind her. Was this truly her new reality?
[image: image-placeholder]Maeve woke in the night with a start before remembering where she was and what had happened. It was quiet, everyone tucked into their beds. Dante hadn’t moved from the position he’d been in, and it made Maeve hate him even more for some reason. The bastard claimed to care about her pain but didn’t care that it was because of him.
She crawled out from under his arm and made her way to the bathroom. She took care of herself, then spent a few minutes washing the sooty tear-streaks from her face. Her reflection was lifeless, her green eyes distant and unseeing. She dipped into the sink to wash her face again, as if that might revive her somehow, and a faintness filled her head like she’d stood up too fast.
Maeve braced against the side of the sink, but the feeling didn’t abate. Dark splotches appeared in her vision and her breathing went rapid with fear. Her knees gave out and she fell to the floor with a yelp, barely avoiding the sink on her way down. Her vision was almost entirely dark now, and her arms trembled with weakness.
The door opened and she was hardly aware as she was scooped up into someone’s strong grip. She laid her face against their chest, arms instinctively lacing behind their neck. After a moment, her breathing evened out. The darkness in her vision cleared like fog blowing off a mountain, and she looked up to see Dante staring back at her.
She gritted her teeth and straightened in his grasp. She hated how his arms felt comfortable, and that the space between his neck and his shoulder was just the right size for her face.
“I guess that was more than twenty feet,” he said with a tired smirk that made her feel something that wasn’t anger. But she wanted to be angry at him, so she forced a glower.
“There’s that fighting spirit,” he said, pulling her up with him as he stood.
She hated the way his hair fell over his forehead and framed his gold eyes.
“You will not be coming with me to the bathroom,” she said.
“Didn’t plan on it.” He chuckled, bringing them back to the bed. “The shower might be nice, though.”
“Unbelievable,” Maeve seethed under her breath.
He sat down and Maeve pushed out of his embrace, putting herself at the other end of the bed. Her messenger bag was sitting beside the chair, and she pulled her phone out. It was dead, of course, and she cursed. The notepad and pen would be her distraction, then. She retrieved her tools and lit a small orange glow of ka in her palm to see by.
“You shouldn’t,” Dante said, grabbing her hand.
Maeve jerked away. “Don’t you have it covered? As long as we’re close, right?”
“I can keep a small amount of your ka balanced between us, but it wouldn’t be enough for spells.”
“How does that work, anyway? Did you do something to me?” she asked, eyes narrowed on him.
“I didn’t do anything to you.” He leaned back against the wall and crossed his long legs. She hated how relaxed he looked around her.
“All right, what happened between us, then?”
Dante’s green-sheened eyes locked on hers in the darkness. He was still, like a predator watching prey.
Maeve grumbled and crossed her arms. “Fine. Tell me about the procedure to fix my soulwell.”
Dante took a deep breath and blinked a few times, his glowing eyes roving around the room. “Illeia is starfish bloodline. She was able to cut away a piece of your father’s soulwell and grow it inside you, attaching it to what was left of yours.”
Maeve’s hand unconsciously went to her chest. Her father had carved up a piece of himself for her. What would happen the next time she got hurt? How much would he have to sacrifice then?
This was the very reason she needed to get stronger.
Tears came to her eyes, and she looked away, knowing Dante’s hyena sight could see her clearly, even in the darkness.
“I still want to meet your lineage trainer,” Maeve said, changing the subject to fight back a sob.
“As soon as you’re well, I’ll take you.”
She hated how compliant he was.
“You should rest more,” he said, beckoning to her.
She ground her teeth. It was the middle of the night, and she was exhausted. Her previous sleep, brought on by tears, was not restful at all, but she didn’t want to sleep next to him. She didn’t want to be anywhere near him.
“Don’t make me drag you,” he warned.
Maeve stiffened. “You wouldn’t.”
He smirked. “Do you want to test that?”
No, she definitely did not want to test it, but she also didn’t want to be next to him. What was less embarrassing? Going to him of her own free will, or having him overcome her with his superior strength?
“Come here,” he called her.
Something twanged in her chest, responding to that call. She was crawling across the bed before she could stop herself. His eyes burned and his arms flexed over his chest as his gaze followed her motions, a confident curl touching one side of his lips. She came face to face with him, then flopped down beside him with a huff.
“Good girl,” he rumbled deep in his chest.
His voice moved through her like thunder, and she arched toward him.
No.
Nonono.
“What. The fuck. Was that?” she asked.
“Me dragging you.” He rested his head back against the stone, a very self-satisfied smile softening his features. He sighed with contentment and settled in.
Maeve hated that he sighed like that, like he was so cozy now that she was next to him. She crossed her arms over her chest and fumed until sleep took her again.
[image: image-placeholder]She woke with her arm slung over Dante’s broad chest, and her leg tangled around his. She jerked back and fell off the side of the bed with an oof. Dante’s eyes cracked open, and he smirked as he rubbed the spot on his chest where her hand had just been.
“Don’t,” Maeve snarled. “Not a word.”
He shrugged a shoulder so casually, like her vitriol didn’t matter.
Maeve stood and brushed herself off, then started testing the distance of her leash. She made it to the door and stood there a few moments, watching him. He didn’t ask what she was doing. He already knew.
When she didn’t pass out, she moved over to the bathroom another ten feet away. After a moment of standing there, Maeve felt the drain on her body. Weakness. She was so weak.
She stormed back over to the bed and sat down at the edge, waiting to be recharged by the spirit essence Dante held for her. This was absolutely the most ridiculous punishment. Maeve believed in a conscious higher being, but now she knew there was a god out there, and they hated her.
“Breakfast coming down to you now.” Senshia’s voice flittered through her mind. “Make sure you eat well for the next several weeks.”
“Thanks. How are you and Dad?” Maeve thought back to her.
“He’s up and about, returning to the farm today.”
Maeve’s stomach clenched. “And does he think he’s taking me back with him?”
Senshia laughed with a sultry lilt. “I think he knows better by now.”
“Good,” Maeve mumbled.
Dante looked at her curiously and then knowing dawned on him. “The snake.”
“Don’t call her that,” Maeve snarled, her fangs flashing.
Dante startled, raising his hands in surrender.
The door opened and Bentley came in with a tray covered with a metal lid. It was just like hotel room service Maeve had seen in cheesy romcoms. He set the tray down at the end of the bed.
“Thanks, Bentley,” Maeve said.
The white-furred wolf nodded to her. “Of course.”
He pulled back the lid and Maeve nearly dove for the platter full of bacon, eggs, and toast. There was even coffee. Not just coffee, but a full-fat, cinnamon-dusted latte—her favorite.
Maeve felt like an animal, piece of toast in one hand, bacon in the other, shoveling eggs onto her bread and into her mouth. Gods, it tasted so good. Like she hadn’t eaten in years.
When she’d finished a few good mouthfuls, she looked at Dante.
“Well, aren’t you hungry?” she asked, angry that he hadn’t moved an inch toward the food, or even asked if he could have any. He was obviously hungry; he’d been with her non-stop for at least a day without being able to get up or move around much.
He raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t want to lose a hand.”
Maeve rolled her eyes and shoved the tray closer to him.
“Want some too, Bentley?” she asked.
He shook his head. “I ate.”
Dante used a fork to scoop some eggs and toast onto a little saucer. He sat back and ate at a normal pace like a normal person. Maeve sneered at him and continued her animalistic devouring of bacon and coffee.
By the time she was about to pop, the door opened again, letting her father in. He carried a handful of clothes, and Maeve suddenly realized that she was wearing someone else’s stuff.
“What happened to my clothes?” Maeve asked, glaring at Dante.
“Burned off.” He shrugged, taking a sip of his coffee.
Maeve scowled. “Veh’ha.”
Orange ka swirled in front of her and she felt the drain on her body. She winced but had to see it for herself. She navigated to her phoenix spells, looking for any indication…and there it was.
~ Phoenix Spells ~
Firestorm: Ignite the ka of any creature or object. An opponent’s mastery over their ka will reduce the likelihood of your spell taking effect. Inanimate objects with low ka levels cannot resist your spell but will have less fuel to burn.
Chain Level 2 Advancements:

	Summon your own ka and ignite it. Maintaining concentration on your ka will allow you to manipulate the flame to your will. Experimentation is key to not blowing yourself up.

Chain Level 3 Advancements:

	Fireproof. Flames, yours or others, cannot harm you.

-----

Well, wasn’t that fucking convenient. Along with moonlighting as a doctor, Maeve was going to invest her time in becoming a firefighter, too.
Pain speared through her chest and she winced, cutting off the ka that supported her menu. From the corner of her eyes, she caught Dante grimacing, his coffee cup hovering next to his clenched teeth. She wondered if he felt the same pain she did.
Good. Let him feel it. Fuck him.
Her father approached the bed and set the clothes down next to the tray of food.
“I figured you’ll need somethin’ if you’re headin’ back down there,” he said, grabbing a slice of bacon to munch on.
Senshia was right. He’d given it up.
Maeve wanted to say something heartfelt, something meaningful to her father, but with two extra pairs of ears in the room it was a little weird to get sappy. “Thanks for the stuff.”
He grunted in reply and sat in one of the chairs.
Ah…he was mad at her.
“Dad, I’m gonna be fine,” she said, her Tennessee accent slipping a little.
He eyed her over his bacon, face stern. “I doubt that.”
“I’ve already got a new spell adjustment. I’m fireproof! I can’t blow myself up now.” She grinned wide, but he didn’t smile.
She softened her voice. “I’m going to keep getting stronger, and you won’t have to worry.”
He grunted again, stuffing another slice of bacon in his mouth.
“I’ve got this,” she said earnestly.
He sighed. “I wish you weren’t so damn stubborn.”
Dante chuckled through his nose and Maeve glared at him for a flicker. He sipped his coffee and looked away with a smirk.
Maeve got off the bed and knelt next to her father. “Then I wouldn’t be me,” she said, letting some sincerity through despite the audience.
Grunts were becoming his primary mode of communication, and he let another one fly, this one sounding defeated.
“Dante and his friends could’ve carted me off to the High Court a dozen times while Corvin was away, and they didn’t, so I’m not at risk of that. I’m not going to be having any more blackouts—”
“Blackouts?” He scowled, leaning forward.
Maeve sucked a breath through her teeth. Senshia had really kept her promise.
“Yeah, so…Corvin was giving me blackouts. His ka, in me…the Zalnur,” she said, her words broken up by the threat of tears. 
She was going to fix this, fix him. She was going to figure out how to cure this stupid disease and then everything would be fine. Right after she solved this case for Dante.
Her father’s face went red, and he looked up at the other men in the room. “Did you know?”
“I did not, master,” Bentley said, his head bowed.
Dante set his coffee aside. “I knew something was wrong, but she wouldn’t tell me what.”
“Thank you for tryin’. My daughter’s a pighead sometimes.”
Maeve sniffled back the tears that hadn’t fallen and crossed her arms. “Seriously?”
Her father’s glare turned back on her. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
She scoffed. “Because you would worry unnecessarily. Senshia was taking care of it.”
“Senshia knew?” His ears were practically steaming. “For how long?” 
Maeve swallowed. She didn’t want to get her godmother in trouble.
“I knew the whole time,” Senshia said from the open door. “And I do regret not mentioning something sooner, but I struggle to deny my goddaughter everything she wants.”
Dante’s head snapped over to Senshia at the word “goddaughter.”
Her father stood, fists clenched like he might punch Senshia in the face.
Maeve intercepted him. “Let’s not take this to an eleven, Dad, please.”
He’d moved on from grunts to growls, his glare pinned on Senshia. “She is my child. You withhold somethin’ like this from me again, and we won’t be havin’ a nice little discussion about how best to care for her in the future.”
He’d taken it to a nine and a half, but at least he hadn’t thrown fists.
“Dad, I begged her not to say anything because I knew everyone would freak out. Corvin didn’t even know.”
He shook his head. “You gotta stop treatin’ your life like it’s so expendable and stop isolatin’ yourself! I’m sick of it, Mae!”
“Isolating? You’re the one who hid me away on a farm my whole life!”
Maeve’s hand clapped over her mouth the second the words left her.
The room was tense, the very air charged with a fight that had been a long-time brewing.
He had always kept her close to home, having “summer camp” in the glade outside their house and even homeschooling her for two years in middle grade. It was no wonder she’d been dying to fly the coop when college rolled around and he hadn’t been able to stop her.
Maeve looked at the ground, her heart jackhammering against her ribs in an angry beat. She was mad at him, and at herself. She shouldn’t have started this here and now, but she was glad he finally knew exactly how she felt.
“I protected you,” he said, drawing her gaze back up to him. He paused, closing his eyes for a blink. “I’m sorry I didn’t do everythin’ right by ya. I tried.”
“Dad,” Maeve whispered, trying to reel back in the emotions she’d spooled out in front of everyone.
He put up his hand. “I love you. You’re an adult. You wanna keep secrets from me, that’s your business. You wanna head back down and do the Exalted One’s work, it’s your life. But know that I’m worried for you, Mae, and I’ll never stop bein’ here for you when you need me.”
Her chest ached from his confession. She didn’t want to unravel here in front of everyone. She didn’t want to unravel at all. She reached out and pulled him in for a hug.
“I’m sorry. I love you, too.”
He patted her back. “All right, champ.”
There was an awkward silence where Maeve felt everyone’s eyes on her back. Gods, this was fucking embarrassing.
“I’ve prepared the portal back to Mérida already as I’ll need to see to some other business today. The others in your party have already returned through it,” Senshia said, looking at Dante. “It will remain active another thirty minutes.”
Maeve pulled out of her father’s embrace and turned to her, wrapping her arms around her godmother next. “Thanks for everything,” she whispered.
“I would do it all again. You are so precious to me.”
Maeve’s eyes burned with unshed tears. No fucking way was she about to break down again. She held it together, sniffling and looking up as she pulled away.
She grabbed the fresh clothes off the bed and looked at Dante. “Ready when you are.”
He uncrossed his legs and rose to his feet. “Thank you,” he said, dipping a shallow bow to Senshia, and then another to her father.
Senshia’s scaly nose wrinkled. “I don’t want your thanks.”
Yikes, that was a lot of shade she was throwing. Maeve wondered if there was history between them.
“I’ll walk you out,” her father said, patting her on the back a few times.
They took a new path down behind the kitchens and between storerooms to the massive waterfall Maeve had been hearing this whole time but had never seen. There, in the wide cavern, were two metal pillars, a smaller version of the portal room she’d seen in Daxus’s lab. Between the spires was the solid milky barrier of the portal. It snapped open to a dark concrete room at Dante’s approach.
Maeve hugged her father one more time. “I’m gonna be fine.”
He pulled back, lips pursed into a thin smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I know.”
Dante extended his hand to her, and Maeve glowered at it.
“So the ka link isn’t broken,” he said.
Maeve sighed, taking his warm hand in hers. His callused thumb scratched against the back of her hand, and she hated that too. With one last look back at her father, she followed Dante through the portal to Mérida.




Chapter twenty-one







Starting Over


Maeve stared at the box of charred, smoke-reeking remainders of her life. A warped laptop, a few notebooks that were crisped at the edges, some blackened articles of clothing, her cast-iron skillet, and her basic repair tools—though the nylon bag hadn’t survived. 
That was it. That was all that was left.
Dante leaned against the six-seater table in his dining room. “I’ll help you with whatever you need.”
Maeve grunted in reply. She didn’t want to rely on him for anything. She was already trapped in his house for the next week, trapped next to him until her soulwell was strong enough to hold ka for her again. But what the hell else was she supposed to do? Brigid’s money was meager and would not go far.
She had gotten insurance for her bus, and with the outlet fire excuse she would at least get compensated for it. But that bus had taken years for her to put together. She wasn’t going to conjure up another one anytime soon. A long-term hotel was an option, but then she needed to get around, too.
“Fuck,” she muttered.
She needed to put her brain power against the case, not this bullshit. Maybe she should just cave, let Dante take care of everything for her so she could do just that. It would be his penance for ruining her relationship, and as a result, her home.
She looked up at him. “I’m going to need a place to stay and transportation.”
“We have a few apartments open in this building.” He nodded to himself thoughtfully. “How do you feel about a bike?”
Maeve shrugged. “Sounds a bit slow, but it’ll work.”
He cocked his head. “A motorcycle?”
“Oh, I’ve never ridden one. Scooters, though.”
His eyes gleamed. “I think you’ll like it.”
Maeve pulled her laptop out of the box. There was no way it was going to work. She pushed the power button anyway and was not surprised when it didn’t start up.
“You’re going to need a computer,” Dante said. “I’ll make space in my office and have one brought in.”
This was all starting to sound so close quarters with Dante. She didn’t want to be next to him in his office while she was working. She needed to be in her own space, able to work in her own weird way.
He studied her expression for a moment. “I can also buy you a new laptop.”
Maeve nodded. “I should get some kind of a bonus for completing the case, so I’ll pay you back.”
He waved her off. “I’m not worried about it. I’ll order it today, but until it comes in, and until you’re cleared to be on your own, you’ll need to come to the office with me.”
“That’s fine.” Her stomach tightened with nerves. “What are you going to say to everyone?” she asked.
He glanced up from his phone. “About what?”
“About…” She gestured between them. “This? About me being on your heel everywhere you go for the next week?” She chewed her lip and looked down. “About where Corvin went.”
He set his phone on the table and approached her, stopping just a foot away. The heat of his body rolled off him with that vanilla cedar scent that wrapped around her like a warm blanket. “What would make you feel comfortable?”
Not having to be this close to you.
She swallowed to wet her throat. “We say that Brigid called him away for something else, and that you offered to let me shadow you for a few days to help understand the business better.”
He nodded. “That’s what we’ll say.”
Maeve winced. “What about Avaline, Jorren, and Skyle?”
“They’ll do what I tell them, which is not to gossip,” he said.
“Thanks,” she whispered.
Maeve didn’t know why she trusted that he was telling the truth, but she did, and she hated it. She stepped away from the box of charred things, the scent of smoke too much for her. But the smell didn’t subside when she got to the couch. She took a whiff of her hair.
Yep. She stank, too.
“I need a shower,” she said.
He nodded and led her toward a storage closet near the bathroom. He grabbed a fresh towel and a washcloth, passing them to her. He pulled out a fresh disposable razor and held it up. “Am I being presumptuous?”
She glowered and snatched it from him, then turned for the bathroom. Dante followed her and she whirled on him. “What are you doing?”
He looked at her sheepishly. “Twenty feet.”
She put her hand on his chest. “You aren’t coming in.”
He leaned against the jamb. “Fine, I’ll wait right here.”
“Good.” She slammed the door.
She heard him thump against the wood and slide down it until he was sitting.
His voice was raised to overcome the barrier as he said, “I’ll need a shower too, you know, and you’ll just have to wait out here for me. It’d be so much faster together.”
“Not a fucking chance,” Maeve shouted back.
She heard him chuckle and caught herself smirking.
“Stop that,” she whispered to herself, wiping the smile away.
“What was that? Changed your mind?” he asked with a cocky lilt.
She stripped off her clothes. “Only in your dreams, Dante.”
“We’ll see about that,” he challenged.
“No, we won’t,” she mumbled as she turned on the water.
She took her time, trying to drain the hot water. When she emerged, she realized she hadn’t brought a change of clothes in with her.
Fuck.
“Dante, I need clothes,” she yelled through the door.
“I can’t get too far away from you. You’re going to have to come out.”
She huffed. “It’ll only take you a few seconds.”
“Doctor’s orders,” he said, sounding way too smug.
Maeve looked at her dirty clothes that stunk of the smoke that had been clinging to her skin and hair. She ground her teeth and secured her towel under her arms, then opened the door. Dante fell back into her, his head landing between her legs. Maeve jumped aside, locking her knees together as heat flooded her cheeks.
“Did you?” she sputtered.
He grinned. “Did I what?”
Her face was on fire. “Wipe whatever you saw from your memory.” She’d do it herself if she had enough ka to cast Hypnotic.
He moved his hand over his face and lost most of his smile, then tossed the invisible memory away with a flick of his wrist. “Forgotten.”
Liar.
“Clothes. Now,” she demanded.
Dante rolled up to stand and moved toward his room. She’d much rather have stayed in the spare room, but that bed was smaller, and it would’ve been harder to get away from him. She’d considered telling him to sleep on the floor next to her but hadn’t managed to be that cruel for some reason.
He had a king-sized four-poster bed, with a frame of black wood. There were little designs carved into two of the posts. There were nightstands on either side of the bed, but only one had a lamp, and a stack of books piled up on it. There was a black dresser opposite the window with a few knickknacks and personal items on it, but other than that, the room was bare.
Maeve turned her attention to the walk-in closet. On the left were rows of Dante’s suits, shirts, and shoes, lined up neatly. Bisecting the closet was an armoire, where Maeve had stashed her two sets of undergarments her dad had given her. There was a mirror at the back of the closet, and on the right hung a few shirts from her spare room at Fallingwater. Her options were shit, but it wasn’t like she was dressing to impress anyone.
Dante grabbed a fresh set of clothes for himself, then waited in the doorway, watching as Maeve snatched up a pair of socks and underwear from the armoire. There were only three shirts, and since it didn’t really matter, she grabbed the black one with a local Morgantown band logo on the front, and her only pair of jean shorts.
“You’ll need more clothes,” he said as she turned to leave the closet.
As if she hadn’t noticed she was out of clothes.
“Yep.” She slipped past him and led the way to the bathroom.
“I’ve never been shopping with a woman before. I hear it’s quite the spectacle on Earth,” he mused.
Maeve rolled her eyes. “I’ll order something online and spare you.”
“On the contrary, I was looking forward to watching you parade around in different outfits for me,” he said, the deep tone of his voice lascivious.
Maeve whirled around at the bathroom door. “I wouldn’t be parading around for you.”
He only smiled. “Get dressed. We’re late.”
She slammed the door with a growl.
Dante was the king of getting under her skin. She needed to just stop rising to his taunts. She needed to put her focus where it was supposed to be—solving this case so she could move on to researching Zalnur, and curing it so she could fix Corvin and their relationship.
But he hadn’t texted her back or returned her calls. Had he even taken his phone with him? Was he already in another realm? What if she couldn’t find him? There was nothing left of his in the bus to track him by scent, and Senshia hadn’t had contact with him either. No one knew where he was, and even if they did, Maeve knew some people—her father, namely—would be trying to put him permanently beyond her reach.
“I’m sure you look beautiful. Can I shower now?” Dante asked from the other side of the door.
Maeve finished braiding her hair and threw open the door. Dante sidled past her and set his clothes down.
“Don’t go too far,” he said, then closed the door behind him.
Maeve tossed her smoky clothes to the floor, then looked around the corner to the kitchen table where her phone was. She could get a head start on that clothes order. She tiptoed her way over to her phone, snatched it, and tiptoed back as her head got a little light.
Great. She was still too weak to be far from him.
Dante must’ve been just loving this. Teasing playboy…
She stood for a while, then sat with her back against the door as she scrolled through her favorite clothing line in a big distributor that would ship to Mérida. Her bank account was blessedly just refilled by Brigid, but it was still going to be a close month. She’d have to figure out food, rent for when she got her own apartment, and the phone bill, which still included Corvin’s line.
Corvin’s line! She could request his call list and data usage.
That’s how she’d find him.
Maeve swiped over to her data provider app and opened Corvin’s line. He had made one call right after…leaving. Maeve didn’t recognize the number but copied it down. Then he went dark. He hadn’t used any data or made any calls since. He must’ve turned off his phone or abandoned it. Still, she had one lead to go on.
The door opened and Maeve fell back into the bathroom, smacking her head on the tiles. She winced, then glared up at Dante in his buttoned-down shirt and black pants. He stepped around her and offered his hand with an amused glint in his eyes.
“You got me back. Congratulations,” she said, rolling up on her own.
He stuffed his hands in his pockets with a shrug. “I’m excited to see how you’ll enact your retribution.”
She held up her phone to show her full cart of clothes and gave him a sneering grin. “I shopped without you.”
“I’m hurt.” He mock-pouted, his wet hair falling into his eyes.
She hated how sultry that pout looked.
He smoothed a hand through his hair to put the errant strands back in place, his bicep flexing under his tight sleeve as he did. The motion pulled her in, and Maeve purposefully rocked back on her heels to get away from him.
“We should go,” she said, turning for the dining room.
She could practically feel the smug smirk rolling off him as he followed behind her. Maeve looked at the clothes in the digital cart, then opened her banking app.
Zeros looked back at her, and not with any commas.
Shit.
Well…Brigid’s monthly payment would go through in a few days and then she could buy the clothes. She stuffed her phone in her pocket and ignored the fact that she’d have to wash her clothes every night.
Dante gathered his things and Maeve slipped on a pair of one-size-too-big lender shoes from Avaline as she waited next to the door. He opened a closet in the entry hall and pulled out two black helmets, then handed one to Maeve.
“What’s this?” she asked.
“Protection,” he said with a low rumble that had Maeve biting her cheek. “For the bike.”
She huffed out a breath. “Why can’t we take your car?”
He grabbed a plated jacket next and handed that to Maeve, too. “Because it’s still at Sabbas, and you need to learn how to ride a motorcycle.”
Maeve stared at the items in her hands. Scooters were one thing, but motorcycles were a whole different beast.
He rolled his keys around his finger and tilted his head toward the door. “Let’s go.”
She slipped her arms through the jacket and followed him out to the landing. He locked the door, and then took the stairs two at a time down to a locked row of garages in the parking lot. He tossed open the door, revealing a sleek, black, cruiser-style motorcycle. There were a few boxes and a random couch stuffed in the back of the garage, but it was obvious that its purpose was to house Dante’s motorcycle.
With graceful ease, he swung a leg over the bike and pushed it out to the asphalt, then locked up the garage behind him. He mounted it again, then motioned for Maeve to get on behind him.
“I don’t know how,” she protested.
“It’s simple—hold tight and move with me in the turns. I’ll go slow to start.” He pulled on his helmet and cranked the engine to life.
Maeve tugged on her helmet and buckled it under her chin, then did her very best to not touch Dante as she got on the back of the bike. There was too little seat on the back for her to get away from him and she found herself pressing her bare thighs against the sleek material of Dante’s pants.
He reached back and grabbed her hands, pulling them to his tapered waist. Maeve tried to ignore the muscled band running across his ribs as she held him as lightly as she could.
“Ready?” he asked, voice muffled by the helmet.
Maeve threw him a thumbs up, and he guided her hand back to his waist, a little closer than before. Before she could protest, he took off with a jolt. Maeve’s nails dug into his skin as she reflexively tightened her grip. She cursed, her nerves firing with tense fear.
“Lean in,” he yelled as they rounded the first turn, and Maeve followed the motion of his body. It felt wrong, terrifying even, to lean into the turn, but he pulled them out of it fine and got them on the main road.
Maeve relaxed her grip when they were on a straightaway, relishing the different perspective of being on a motorcycle. The scooter had been sort of like this, but without having to drive, she was free to look around and see everything. She watched the palm trees whiz by and enjoyed the feel of the cool breeze on her legs.
She caught herself leaning closer to Dante, her chest pressed up against his back. She pulled away, her face flush with embarrassment. This was ridiculous. She had to get a handle on the way she was acting, consciously or otherwise.
Maeve loved Corvin. She would go to the ends of the Earth and any other realm for him.
You don’t know what love is.
His harsh words turned her stomach, and Maeve swallowed the bitterness at the back of her throat. It wasn’t true. She knew what love was. She felt it with him. 
They pulled into the lot for Blaze Fabrications and the memory of his scorn burned brighter at the sight of the charred remains of her bus. The insurance company would come tow it away today, dropping it in some nearby junkyard. Maeve felt tears pricking the edges of her eyes and she swallowed back the emotion.    
The parking lot was already full, and the warehouse was in full swing, sounds of hammering and chatting as they pulled up to the side of the office. Dante turned off the bike and held steady for Maeve to get off. Maeve tugged her helmet free and let down her braid, feeling stifled in all that plastic. Dante turned and stopped cold, his hands fisting at his sides, the darkened faceplate concealing his expression.
Maeve ran another hand through her still wet hair. “What?”
Dante pulled off his helmet and tossed his own wet hair. “Nothing.”
Gods damn him.
Oh, right, the gods hated Maeve, and this was her torture.
Dante moved through the empty waiting room of the office building and walked to the stairs behind the elevator. He took them two at a time up to the third floor and held the door for Maeve. Beyond the hall from the stairs was a wide-open office space with several tables supporting three-dimensional designs for things Maeve had never before seen, except the Enmatis. There were whiteboards hanging around the walls with specs and math that had her head spinning.
“This way,” Dante said, leading her through the designs in the room.
The outer walls were lined with private rooms, many of the doors shut with people inside working at their desks.
“Are these designers?” Maeve asked, pointing to the people hiding away.
Dante hummed in confirmation. “The High Court will sometimes send their own people here to hide them, especially if they’re a high-value target. I rent out my space for that frequently, and in exchange, I’ll sometimes get a free hour or two out of them in collaboration.” He flashed a grin over his shoulder.
Maeve chewed on this new information as she followed him down a gray, carpeted hall with white walls. Would someone be interested in hurting Dante for the fact that he hid the court’s most valued people? But then why would they steal specific shipments? No, what she really needed was that information about the buyer. That was where some real answers were buried.
“Any update on my request to get the buyer information?” she asked Dante as they rounded a corner and passed a break room.
“Not yet, but I’ll check in,” he said.
At the end of the hall was the corner office that overlooked the warehouse: Dante’s office. Facing the windows was a large desk that had two monitors and various items littered around the mouse and keyboard. There was also a flat, circular crystal about the size of Maeve’s fist at the center which looked to be the same as the denzu reader deep in the basement levels. There was an assortment of smaller colored crystals lined up on a shelf next to the desk that glowed with power.
To the left was another desk with a single monitor that appeared to have just been added. There was a keyboard and mouse, but nothing else.
“Your workspace, for the time being,” he said, gesturing to the barren table.
Maeve crossed her arms, holding the helmet awkwardly. “I think having two monitors would really help me with my research. And also, I can use that to view the documentation,” she said, pointing to the denzu reader.
“Of course,” he said, no hint of derision in his voice. “Take mine, then. I’ll get another denzu reader.”
Maeve hated how quickly he caved, and her face must’ve spoken volumes because Dante smirked.
“You just wanted to make my life harder,” he said knowingly. He pulled out the chair for the smaller desk and sat down. “That’s fine, firebrand. You’re not making it hard. Yet.” He looked at her with salacious intent and Maeve flushed.
She grumbled at the new nickname and set her helmet and jacket on the end of Dante’s desk. He used his login to get her onto the computer and she got her cloud files downloading in a few minutes. Starting everything fresh on the new computer felt like a setback, despite all her work still being there. She reviewed her running theories and the pictures of her whiteboards and different scribblings.
“Could I get a whiteboard?” she asked, realizing she needed a place to write out her in-the-moment musings.
Dante left the room without saying anything.
“Oookay.” Maeve turned back to the computer and found another picture, this one taken by Corvin. It was over Maeve’s shoulder as she did something magic related—phones didn’t pick up ka or magic spells for obvious reasons, since technology rejected magic. But it was the look on Maeve’s face, one of pure excitement and wonder, that he was capturing.
Would she ever feel like that again?
Her heart ached and she felt weak, her vision going dark at the edges.
She leaned forward, pressing her hands onto the desktop to steady herself.
“Are you all right?” Dante’s warm hand rubbed across her back.
Maeve sucked in a breath and her vision cleared. “Yeah. Fine.”
“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking,” he said, running his hand through his hair. There was a whiteboard leaned against his leg.
“It’s fine. You won’t have to think about it in a week.”
His brow pinched, and then he looked past her to the computer screen. “That’s a good one.”
“Yeah,” she whispered, the heartbreak burning in her chest.
“I’ll hang this later today. Just need some things from downstairs,” he said, leaning the whiteboard against the wall next to Maeve.
“Thanks.”
He set an eraser and three different colored markers on the edge of the desk.
She deleted the picture and moved to the next. After twenty minutes of review, Maeve was getting in the flow, her brain remembering what it was supposed to be doing.
Ataxis had a political history, and from what she’d gleaned, he was on the up-and-up. He was on the younger side for such a wealthy Veran, just one hundred and fifty-three years old, which seemed nuts to Maeve, but then she remembered phoenixes could keep the Exalted Ones young. Ataxis was crocodile bloodline, like Andjet, and he was Manis vo Elsyada, the same political party as Andjet. That seemed a threat too dangerous to be ignored.
Andjet had tried to stage a coup earlier in the year, or at least get one started, with the children of the women infected with Zalnur. Maeve and Corvin had stopped that plot in its tracks, and Brigid had used her political sway to cast serious doubt on Andjet. With the lineage shift coming up, a front-runner in the crocodile bloodline, in the same party, wasn’t something that could be ignored. If Andjet wanted to sabotage Ataxis and throw his potential leadership into uncertainty, attacking his business was a good way of starting those seeds of doubt.
“Mae,” Dante said, shaking her chair a little.
Maeve swiveled to him, blinking a few times. “Yeah?”
“Lunch?”
“Oh, no, I’m fine,” she said. She was used to skipping meals, especially when work had her in its grasp.
“Senshia said it was important for you to eat,” he reminded her.
Maeve shook her head. “I just need to work.”
“Well, I need to eat,” he said, offering her his hand.
Proximity limitations. Right.
Maeve sighed. “Fine. What’s for lunch?”




Chapter twenty-two







Lineage Shift


Dante watched Maeve sleep the computer she was working on, check her pockets and her phone, and then look around the room. She was so methodical about leaving a space, he’d noticed. It was something he appreciated about her, among many other things. Things he shouldn’t think about while walking her to lunch. 
She had been prickly all morning. That was fine; Dante wasn’t scared away by a bit of scorn. Her looks said it all, anyway. She felt the bond, whether she knew it was there or not. Being khin-born meant that even if she did feel it, she very likely had no idea what it was, and Dante did not want to be the one to enlighten her, especially only days after having her soulwell shredded by the male she thought she could trust.
Dante’s blood boiled at the thought of him, and he clenched his jaw to keep his fangs in check. He caught Maeve scowling at him from the corner of his eyes and flicked her a smile as they walked to the stairs. She glanced away, falling behind him a step.
“Have you ever had Veran food?” he asked.
“No—well, do sea plums count?”
Dante paused at the bottom of the stairs. “Where did you get those?”
“Corvin got them from someone. But I never ate any, so, never mind, I guess.” She trailed off, looking away from him.
“Sea plums are very valuable, and not actually fruit.” Dante grabbed two pairs of goggles on the way out of the building.
“They looked like fruit. What are they?” she asked, taking a pair from him.
“They’re something like your coral. When they’re mature they’ll open at the top and grow tentacles used for capturing food and mating.”
Maeve’s face wrinkled in disgust. “And I’d thought about making a PBJ with one.”
Dante laughed. “That would’ve been a mistake.”
She cracked a tiny smile that warmed him from the inside out. He put on his safety goggles and lead the way back to the lunch hall. Most everyone had paused for their break, but a few people lingered in the work areas.
“Don’t forget your break,” Dante said to Yosaia, a burly Wych who had a staggering ten years left on their sentence. They flicked Dante a rude gesture, and Maeve stared. When they were out of earshot, Maeve took a few steps closer to him.
“What was that?” she whispered out of the corner of her mouth.
Dante had grown up with Wyches, and didn’t think anything of the massive creatures with dark skin that hung down like flowing robes, but he could see how encountering one for the first time would be surprising.
“Yosaia is a Wych, a creature from Wymatchan. Very windy realm. They use the excess skin you surely took to be clothing to coast on the air flows, rarely coming down from the skies.”
She worried her lip. “Must suck being stuck here on the ground.”
Dante hummed in acknowledgement, at a loss for words.
She didn’t worry what their crime was, only that their punishment must’ve felt severe. She was so kindhearted, and while that worried Dante for what it might cost her, he knew it was one of the very reasons she was best equipped for her work. The Draoh she’d saved would surely agree it was a boon, not a weakness. Dante knew the Draoh’s cooperation had led to her resolving the case up in Fallingwater and hoped that the same level of trust could be built here to solve his case.
They entered the crowded lunch hall, and dozens of people shouted his name, beckoning him to sit with them. Maeve shrank back at his side, and it hurt him to see her so meek. She’d been confident before, easygoing and willing to engage. Now, she was like a beaten dog, fearful of even the most harmless interaction.
“You’re alright,” Dante said, placing his hand on her mid-back and leading her to the buffet line. She relaxed at his touch for a brief second, then, as if remembering she was supposed to hate him, went rigid and stepped away from his hand.
Hate…
He wondered if Maeve did hate him, and what he’d have to do to earn back the affection she’d shown him before. He savored the memory of her hand on his face, heat filling his cheek where she’d touched him. Even if that touch had only been brought on by the need to heal him, he relished it.
Mother be damned, what the hell was wrong with him?
Maeve grabbed a plate and a fork, then stared at the buffet line. It was mostly Earth food, since that was easiest to procure, but Dante always included some Veran treat among the items for a taste of home. While not all the khin were Veran, most had been integrated with the society long enough to enjoy its foods.
She took miniscule portions of the Mexican-style rice, corn tortillas, and marinated meat, but paused at the end of the line where the Veran dessert sat. It was similar to a torte, made with eggs from a common poultry-like creature on Verance. The eggs were rich and creamy, best for scrambling in Dante’s opinion, but they made a great chocolate torte too.
She inspected the name tag on the sign. It was written in Veran glyphs and Dante could practically see the gears turning in her head.
“Vopus. Cake?” she asked.
Dante nodded. “You got it.”
She smiled to herself and took a slice.
Slowly, however slowly she needed, he would help her regain her confidence. Reading and vocabulary, sparring, training, whatever was necessary, Dante would do it. He wanted to see her full of light again.
“Chiiispaaa,” Avaline called from somewhere behind them.
Maeve turned, her face breaking into a grin. Avaline beckoned to her, and Maeve looked to Dante. He dipped his head, and they made their way through the crowded family-style benches to a table in the center. Avaline pushed Skyle aside to make space for Maeve in the middle, and Dante wedged himself on the end next to Jorren.
Avaline chastised Maeve for her tiny portions and scooped some of her own food onto her plate, making Maeve laugh, her face wrinkled in disgust. Dante’s heart squeezed at the lyrical sound. He wanted to hear it again, and again. He’d never grow tired of that laugh.
“We gonna talk about these problems?” Jorren asked softly in Veran.
“What problems?” Dante countered.
Jorren huffed. “The tether problem, the phoenix problem—”
“Keep it down,” Dante growled, his gaze cutting to Jorren before returning to Maeve.
The man plowed ahead. “How about the ‘she was healing terminal kids at the hospital’ problem? The ‘she’s an enforcer’ problem? Or the ‘you’re not even listening to me anymore’ problem because of that Mother-be-damned tether?”
“I am listening,” Dante said, watching Maeve as she loosened up next to Avaline and Skyle. She was radiant when she expressed her joy freely.
“What are you going to do about this, Dantefor?”
“About what?”
Jorren grumbled. “Let’s start with the tether.”
“Nothing.”
“What?” Jorren said a little too loudly, pulling Maeve’s attention.
She looked at them curiously before Avaline swooped in, telling her something else about the cake.
“How can you do nothing?” Jorren seethed a measure quieter.
Dante turned his attention to his food. “There’s nothing to do. It’s not as if I have control over it. If I did, I would’ve severed yours years ago.”
Jorren went on a string of Mexican curses about what Dante could do with his tether that made him smirk.
“This one is different,” Jorren said.
“I know. I don’t want to fuck you or Avaline,” Dante said.
Jorren bristled. “It’s more than that and you know it. You shifted against your will to go to her.”
“It wasn’t against my will; it was merely a surprise. And it was a good thing I did, or she’d be irreparably brain damaged now, if not dead.”
Maeve’s face had turned serious, and she was listening intently to something Avaline was saying. Dante tuned in, wanting to see what had her so interested.
“Lineage shifts happen every ten years on Verance, though the power struggle is always real over there. Pomp and posturing, it makes me sick, honestly. Even Dante has to get involved from time to time.”
Maeve looked at Dante and he felt his pulse quicken under her scrutiny.
“Why?” she asked.
Skyle chimed in. “Because he’s upper Middling Court. He has responsibilities to his political party to show up for certain things.”
Her eyes didn’t leave his. “Would I be able to come with you for some of these things?”
“Why would you want to?” Dante asked with a scowl. He detested the functions as much as Avaline.
Maeve took a deep breath as she looked around the table. “I’ve got some theories I want to talk about with you first.”
Dante nodded. “After lunch.”
Avaline went on to tell Maeve the complexities of the voting system, and how the classes determined how their votes were weighed.
“Alright, let’s move on to the p – h – o – e – n – i – x problem.” Jorren said, quieter than before.
Dante smirked. “I think everyone here can spell, Jorren.”
“You’d be surprised,” he grumbled.
“Fine, what’s the issue?”
“Why is she here? She’s highblood. She should be in the court, serving the Exalted Ones.”
“She is serving an Exalted One.”
“As an enforcer!” he whispered angrily. “I don’t think anyone knows about her, Dante, and when they find out, it’s going to be hell for us.”
Dante dropped his fork and glared at Jorren. “For us? What about for her?”
Jorren gritted his teeth and ran a hand through his dark hair. “She’s fuckin’ up our balance.”
Dante leaned closer to Jorren, his tether vibrating with fury. “Have you ever seen what those people endure in the High Court, at the beck and call of the Exalted Ones and their entourage?”
Jorren looked away, his head dropping. “No, master.”
“It’s not just their magic they abuse,” he said with disdain.
“Yes, master.” Jorren’s face fell sullen.
Dante sighed, chastising himself for getting upset as he soothed down the bond. He hadn’t meant to let his anger fly at Jorren and hated using that power over his pack. Jorren straightened up again, looking him in the eyes, but didn’t say anything.
“They breed them like livestock and throw them in cages, then abuse them body, mind, and spirit. They break them like animals. Their minds are tortured. It’s hell, Jorren,” Dante said, returning to his meal. “I will not let them do that to her.”
“Therein lies the problem,” Jorren said. “You’d be willing to throw this all away for her because of your Mother-be-damned chimera nature. And you’re going to let her romp around the realms, waving her bloodline like a giant flag for any sniffer to see.”
“I won’t control her the way Corvin did,” he snapped.
The sound of that bastard’s name pulled Maeve’s attention. Dante offered her a brief smile and she looked back to Avaline. Dante could tell she was still listening, though. It didn’t matter. He wanted her to know he was going to do what he could to help her.
“There are ways to obscure her scent and keep her safe. I plan on exploring those options when I take her to Lorient.”
“Will they be enough?” Jorren asked.
“If they aren’t, my fangs will be.”
Jorren shook his head. “And what happens when you’re caught killin’ Shadow Trackers?”
“I won’t kill them, just subdue them. Maeve has cobra bloodline, so she can modify their memories.”
Dante had noticed the way Senshia called her “goddaughter” and the intense fondness for her. There was no way that Senshia wasn’t somehow involved in Maeve’s lineage. Snake chimeras were often used to dilute bloodlines, and Dante wondered if Maeve’s father had purposefully used Senshia to do just that, in an attempt to keep Maeve safe.
“So, that’s it then?” Jorren asked, frustration clear in his pinched brow. “You’ll leave a trail of modified memories all across the realms for anyone with more than two brain cells to track you by? I hate to remind you, but brain-muddling magic leaves a residue, one that can be identified by anyone with psychic abilities,” Jorren said.
Maeve reached across the table. “What did you just say?”
Jorren hesitated. He’d been speaking Veran, but Maeve was apparently competent enough to have caught something she was interested in.
He switched to Spanish. “I said psychic magic leaves a residue that can be tracked.”
She beamed and looked at Dante. “I need to get back to work.”
“Back to work it is.” He was done with this conversation anyway. He slid off the seat and grabbed his empty plate.
“But you were only here a few minutes.” Avaline pouted as Maeve got up.
Maeve smiled. “I’ll see you later tonight…probably. I mean, I don’t have jack else going on.”
Avaline laughed. “So glad I could be your last resort for amusement.”
“Aw, never my last resort. That award goes to Dante,” Maeve said, and though it was yet another scornful comment, the sound of his name on her lips was blissful. That and her laugh. He wanted more of it. Much more.
“At least I rank somewhere,” he replied with a cocky smirk, though he felt anything but confident. He craved her attention like a Mother-be-damned drug and she’d been so reserved around him.
Everyone gave them a fond farewell, except Jorren, who wouldn’t stop with the brotherly glare at Dante. They dropped off their plates and Maeve power-walked back. Something had her excited.
“What is it?” Dante asked as they entered his office.
Maeve turned to him, her face still bright. “The guards. They’d been confuddled somehow. There should be some kind of mark, or residue, right? I just need to find it.”
“Good thinking,” Dante said, then returned to his desk.
Another denzu reader had been brought up, along with the tools to hang the whiteboard. He did that first, letting Maeve direct him on how high or how low. She took her time to find the perfect spot, a tiny smile playing on her lips. She thought she was torturing him, but he relished the attention, and had not once, but twice caught her admiring his ass. He’d have to wear tighter pants.
Mostly, he loved being able to do something for her. He didn’t want to helplessly stand by and watch her work. He wanted to get involved and see her flourish.
When the whiteboard was secured, he went to his denzu and pulled up the petition Maeve had asked about earlier that morning. To his surprise, it had been granted.
Dante cursed as he read the name of the requestor.
“What is it?” Maeve asked, her hand falling on the back of his chair as she leaned over him. Her hair tumbled over his shoulder and her cinnamon apple scent filled the air. Dante fought to withhold a groan.
He swallowed hard and looked back to the denzu. “The Enmatis was ordered by none other than Exalted One Brigid Regalia.”
“That would explain why she had such an interest in getting this solved.” Maeve bobbed her head, shaking more of her scent all around him. Dante tried not to breathe. He knew if he did, he wouldn’t want to stop himself from pulling her into his lap and devouring that scent. 
“I need to contact her.” She pulled back and tapped the gold band on her wrist.
Orange ka swirled from the hekara and opened to a window not unlike a texting screen. It was amazing to Dante how Maeve had adapted Veran magic to look and feel like technology she was familiar with. How had she’d done it?
Maeve typed through the air, her fingers striking the orange ka that laid out before her like a keyboard. She sent off the message and sighed. “Well, now I wait, I suppose. Usually takes her a few—oh. She’s responding.”
Dante stood over her shoulder this time, and he noted the way she turned and took a long breath through her nose. He wondered what he might smell like to her, and if she liked it.
Fuck.
He needed to get his head on straight.
Dante forced his thoughts away from Maeve and toward the message open on her hekara menu. It was in English, but Dante was well versed in all the languages.
“Meet me at Mérida Portal Hub,” Maeve mumbled. “That’s it. No time? No day?”
She fired back another reply. When?
The message returned immediately: Now.




Chapter twenty-three







Facility Tour


Maeve clenched and unclenched her hands on Dante’s sides as he drove them to the portal hub. When they reached a stoplight, he paused, patting her hand gently. She cursed quietly in her helmet. She’d only met Brigid in person once before, and that encounter literally had her shaking in her boots. Then, Brigid had ended Daxus’s experiment with a blink and turned Daxus’s chimeras into nothing more than green light, leaving only their clothes behind. She was a force of nature. 
No. A force of magic.
Dante patted her hand again and Maeve realized her claws had slid from her knuckles and were pinching his muscles. She retracted them immediately and took a deep breath.
“Sorry,” she said.
He gave her hand a squeeze, then released it.
They pulled into the lot for the portal hub and parked near the front. Maeve could see the distressed look on the attendant’s face even through the glass. She was right to be worried. Brigid could probably suck the life out of the whole city of Mérida without batting one of her lioness eyes.
Maeve removed her helmet and Dante took it from her, locking them both to the bike. He kept a hand on her mid-back as they walked toward the building, as if preventing her from turning tail to run. Maeve didn’t want him touching her, but she appreciated the gesture right now. She needed the confidence.
The attendant threw open the door, her eyes wide and lips pale. “She’s in the room, waiting for you.”
Maeve only nodded. She knew she was about to meet with literal royalty, and now the attendant would have a totally different view of her.
They walked down the darkened hall and another attendant waited to open a glossy magic barrier. The door snapped open with a violet flare, and Dante led her through, his hand never leaving her back.
There she was, the seven-foot-tall lioness, bedecked in gold jewelry from ear to toe, feathery wings made of radiant sunshine trailing behind her. Brigid turned, her white robes fluttering at the motion.
“There you are, child,” Brigid said with a leer that was almost wicked. She looked to Dante. “And where is the other one? Corvin?”
Maeve’s throat closed up, her thick tongue strangling her.
“He left her,” Dante said, his voice like angry thunder.
Brigid cocked her head, the rings adorning her ears jingling merrily. “He seemed very devoted to her.”
“He is,” Maeve choked out, her eyes blurring with hot tears. She stepped away from Dante’s hand and bowed her head. “What can we do for you, Exalted One?”
“Already adopting our ways with ease,” Brigid mused in dulcet tones. “Such a good little enforcer.”
“Thank you.” She bowed lower.
“I need to show you what the Enmatis was for so that you can understand.” She walked toward the spires at the center of the room and flicked her wrist. In an instant, white light threaded between the rods and solidified.
Maeve gaped at her power.
With another flick, the portal opened to an early morning veranda surrounded by huge green trees.
“Why now?” Maeve asked.
“Because,” Brigid said, then moved through the portal.
Dante took her hand. When Maeve tried to jerk away, he gave her a stern glare.
Doctor’s orders. Right.
Maeve sighed and walked hand in hand with him through the portal, then immediately dropped it on the other side.
The new space was a wonder. Tall rubber trees encircled the cliffside veranda. They had broad green leaves and dozens of birds called back and forth between them. Behind her was the archway she’d walked through, an old stone structure that looked like some kind of ancient temple entrance. The massive, gray stone building behind them with reliefs featuring battling creatures was the temple she’d expected. It was built right into the side of a mountain. Over the balcony on the other side was a deep valley that held a modest village that led out to sea. The air smelled fresh, and thick with moisture.
“This is still Earth?” Maeve asked.
“It is. This way,” Brigid said, gesturing them along.
There were Veran guards standing watch near the portal who dipped their heads at Brigid’s passing. They all wore the same uniform of gold and red cloth folded below matte black plate mail. They had swords and daggers at their sides, and suddenly, Maeve felt like she’d entered one of her fantasy novels.
Brigid glided across the old stone walkway and up a set of stairs to the main entrance. The whole building was crawling with vines and coated in moss, like it had stood for a thousand years.
Dante’s hand was on Maeve’s back again, and she realized it may have been more of a comfort for him than her, as if he was touching her to know she was still there. Perhaps Dante was just as terrified as she was and having that point of contact with her soothed him. She glanced over her shoulder at him to see he was stone-faced and serious, his gaze dipping to each guard as they passed them.
Maybe not, then? Was he truly thinking his hand on her back could protect her? Would he protect her against Brigid? It was a question for another time.
They passed under the dark entrance and into a long, torch-lit corridor. Maeve was feeling even more like she’d entered some fantasy world, and it had her a little more excited than she should’ve been. What was this secret that Brigid was keeping?
The lioness led the way through dark, moss-covered corridors lined with the occasional guard, until they breached the mountain. Light from the early morning spread throughout the hall, blinding her momentarily. Maeve could hear shouts and chatter…and cries of babies.
The cave let out to another balcony overlooking a large courtyard where at least fifty people in black robes were moving through a set of motions like martial arts moves. Maeve remembered some of her stances from her ages old class, but these were nothing like that.
She stood next to Brigid on the platform overlooking the people rehearsing. Around the edges of the practice arena were several women with toddlers. There was a curly brown-haired girl with a smile like sunshine. She had a two-year-old hanging off her hip that she bounced, making the child grin and giggle.
“Sharon,” Maeve whispered. “The mothers you spared.”
“Yes,” Brigid said with fondness.
“What is all this?” Maeve asked.
“The ones practicing are infected,” Brigid said calmly.
“With Zalnur?” Maeve said with surprise.
Brigid dipped her head. “I was inspired by you, by your soft heart. I wanted to help somehow, without neutering them. And of course, the babes needed somewhere safe to be raised among those who would struggle similarly. Infected adults have taken to helping the mothers, even mating some of them, and much of this community runs itself.”
Maeve marveled at it all. She’d affected an Exalted One.
Brigid sighed. “But my generosity has now grown beyond my capacity. This facility was founded to hold the infected and treat them with homeopathic methods while they await a more permanent solution from Verance—something else I’ve been working on with the court. But alas, the infected are too many. I need more space, and so I needed a very large Enmatis to manage a bigger facility for their treatments.”
“I see,” Maeve said, her eyes glued to the figures moving through their morning routines. “How many of them are rebels?”
Brigid clucked her tongue. “We don’t have any labels here. They come for healing, that’s all.”
Maeve looked back to the chimeras moving through their martial sets. At the other end of the courtyard, across from the mothers, was a group obviously monitoring the infected. A tall, lanky man with white hair caught her gaze and made her heart thunder.
“Azile,” Maeve growled, her fangs emerging in a flash.
“He is under my protection,” Brigid said casually.
“Why?” Maeve snarled, her fingers aching with the need to become claws. She wanted to end him, Daxus’s prized assistant. He’d been hidden away from the main facility, but Corvin and Maeve had hunted him down in the month before their departure for Mérida.
“I need him to cure the ill, of course,” Brigid said. “Put your jackal away, child, before I must punish you.”
Brigid snapped her fingers and Maeve’s thoughts cleared. There was no anger for Azile. There was nothing. No feelings at all. He was a scientist studying Zalnur for Brigid, and she needed him. The fangs receded into her gums and her posture became relaxed.
Maeve bobbed her head. “Okay, so why do you need an Enmatis?”
If they were trying to keep the infected under control, preventing them from using their chimera forms was essential. As Maeve understood it, the Enmatis would create a barrier that would enable magic use.
“We need to be running tests and providing data to our researchers, some of which should be moved here to Earth. Administering test solutions would either require that we move the infected subjects to Verance or have a suitable way to implement the tests here, and the latter seemed more reasonable. The longer they stay here, the faster we can come up with solutions.”
“The time difference,” Maeve said, understanding. “You’re using the time shift between here and Verance to speed up a cure. But then, why are some of the children so old? The mothers only left with you last spring.”
Brigid walked along the balcony, catching Sharon’s eye. The girl waved and, when she noticed Maeve, broke into an even bigger, teary-eyed smile. She mouthed, “Thank you,” and Maeve couldn’t help but feel a little weak fluttering in her chest. That was a life she’d helped save. Two lives.
Brigid went on as they circled the arena that opened on one side to the mountain town far below. “They had to stay with me in Verance for a time as my team managed their paperwork to protect them. There was the trial too, of course, and they were witnesses. I didn’t want this to be a secret. I didn’t want to seem like I had something to hide.”
“Do you have something to hide?” Maeve asked, feeling a sudden jolt of bravery to push the Exalted One.
Brigid turned to her and chuckled but didn’t answer. They held each other’s gaze, Brigid challenging her to press the matter. Maeve’s mouth went dry as she felt the lioness’s presence close in around her. Brigid’s etonos was enormous, and massively powerful. It wasn’t Maeve’s place to be asking questions like this. She should know better.
Maeve dropped her head, looking at her feet. “Apologies, Exalted One.”
“Never you mind, child. I have it all in hand. There are several other reasons the facility needs an Enmatis that would take a long time to explain,” she said with an easy smile as she turned away from the balcony and headed back toward the tunnel.
Maeve felt a twinge of suspicion at how easily Brigid had waved her off, but then again, she didn’t know much about their world, and the Exalted One was very aloof. She was lucky Brigid was telling her anything at all.
“Why would someone want to prevent you from expanding the facility?” Maeve asked as she followed Brigid.
“Why do you think?” she said with an easy shrug.
“Anyone who wouldn’t want you progressing a cure for Zalnur,” Maeve reasoned.
The lioness whirled on her, gold jingling on her ears. “And who would that be?”
Maeve swallowed. “Well, those who want to keep using it to their advantage.”
Brigid’s eyes glowed in the darkness of the torch-lit tunnel. “Who?”
Her heart jackhammered in her chest. There was only one person she knew with the power and the drive to disrupt anyone else’s efforts to cure the disease. One person who had a grudge, an axe to grind against Brigid for her meddling.
“Andjet,” Maeve whispered.
Brigid leered, fangs poking into her lip. “Now, prove it.”
The lioness turned for the exit, her white robe sashaying with her hips.
“But, I have no strong evidence pointing that way yet. I don’t even have a how,” Maeve protested. “If I make this leap, it could invalidate your case with the court.”
“You petitioned for access to the buyer. You discovered it was me, questioned me, and you drew a logical conclusion based on information you’ve had all along. Andjet is desperate to discover a way to use Zalnur to his advantage, and it will hold up when you find the rest of the evidence.”
Brigid stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to Maeve. She snapped her fingers and the portal opened between the pillars of the archway. “So, go find it.”
Maeve dipped her head. “Forgive me, Exalted One, but if you know it’s Andjet, why do you need me?”
“Because I don’t have the evidence to back up my knowing. That’s your job. Now, get it done.” She looked to Dante. “I expect I’ll see you soon for the Middling Gala, yes?”
Dante bowed low. “Of course, Exalted One.”
“Bring this one,” Brigid said, gesturing to Maeve. “Who knows what interesting bits she’ll pick up.”
She flicked her fingers at them in dismissal. Dante’s hand fell to Maeve’s lower back and he led her down the stairs to the portal. They passed through, the tingle of magic barely a thought in Maeve’s head. Now that it was safe to have thoughts once more, she let her mind run wild.
The lioness was ruthless but had spared those mothers for Maeve’s soft heart. Or was it something else that stayed her hand all those months ago? The babies were designed to have all the power and none of the control problems, right? Had Brigid kept them for her own personal army? But then why wouldn’t she have kept all the children? She was trying to help the adults infected with Zalnur. But then why had they been doing martial training if not to hone their combat skills?
“What’s going on up there?” Dante asked and she realized they’d already made it to the parking lot.
“She likes to move her pawns,” Maeve mumbled.
Dante laughed. “You might be better suited for court than I’d assumed.”
She blanched, not knowing what to say.
“That’s good,” he said, stepping closer to her. “You’ll need all your wits about you for where we must go. I’ll do everything in my power to protect you, but you must be strong for yourself, too.”
“That’s all I’ve ever wanted,” Maeve said, caught off guard by her own bluntness.
“I know.”
He brushed his knuckles against her cheek. The touch sent comforting warmth into her cheek and down through her chest. He would never make her hide her radiance, and he would defend it, always. Dante’s other hand rested on her hip, and her hands came up to his chest. They shared one breath for a moment, and she leaned into the touch. She was safe with him. Truly.
But he made Corvin reject her.
Maeve sucked a breath through gritted teeth and took a step back. He had caused this pain in her heart. He had caused Corvin to leave.
Dante looked shaken by her hasty retreat, his heady gaze focusing sharply all at once. They locked eyes, and he steeled himself, his face becoming stoic as he dropped his hands.
Maeve lifted her chin. “We’ll be going as professional friends to this gala.”
“Friends,” he said with amusement. “I can live with that.”
Dante handed Maeve her helmet and strapped his into place. He took them back to the warehouse without any hand pats or attempts at conversation. With another hour before the end of the day, Maeve busied herself with the formal request for the psychic evaluation data on all the guards. She had to ask Dante to help her with the form twice but finally got it all down. She sent off the request and sat back for a breather.
When she did, Dante leaned over the desk and reached for the denzu reader with a smile. “Excuse me,” he said, his closeness sending a wave of cedar and vanilla cascading over her.
Maeve looked away, holding her breath to avoid the intoxicating scent.
Dante tapped through the menus on the denzu until the light above it flashed gently, and then he spoke into it. “It’s just about that time. Pack up your friends and pat your tools on the back—no wait, other way around. Get home safe, everyone.”
He had a playful little smirk on his lips as he deactivated the denzu and stepped away. Maeve followed him with her eyes, considering him and his affection for his people. It was five forty-five on the dot. Not a minute later. They were so important to him.
Maeve stretched, looking at what was left on her to-do list. She spent fifteen minutes typing down everything she could remember from the conversation with Brigid, and then Dante was grabbing his suit coat. She logged out of everything and powered down the computer, then grabbed the messenger bag that held everything she owned.
“Do you want to spend time with Avaline tonight? I can hide in my room while you two take the spare?” Dante offered.
Maeve grinned. “I’m sure that would be riveting for you. How about we head to the Donkey instead?”
“Only if I can buy you something to eat.”
He must’ve noticed her small lunch. Maeve sought out the pangs in her stomach, but they weren’t there. She wanted to eat; Maeve loved food, but there was no hunger, only a tight band of anxiety.
“Or we could just stay at the apartment,” he offered, his brow pinched with worry.
As much as she wanted to say she didn’t want to be alone with him, the thought didn’t sound too bad. Just some quiet hours in the apartment. More time to work, honestly. She could bring home a notebook and scribble her thoughts.
“Home, then,” Dante said with a nod, apparently reading her face.
Maeve bobbed her head. “I’m sorry to take you from them.”
“They’ll be fine without me.”
You won’t, were his unsaid words.
Maeve didn’t want to admit how much she liked Dante being near her. Even when he was silent, his mere presence was reassuring. She hated how comforting it felt. She hated that she appreciated him. There was no reason for her to feel these things. Dante had upended her whole life.
But she followed him out of the office and strapped on her helmet anyway. She got on the back of the bike, and even leaned against him through the turns. His hand touched just below hers several times, reminding her he was there, but somehow respecting some unspoken boundary.
It was confusing as fuck.
Maeve pulled off her helmet as she swung over one side of the motorcycle. Dante pulled it into his garage and locked it up tight. They walked up to his apartment without another word, and he let them inside.
After dinner, Maeve settled on one side of the couch, and Dante in an armchair. He read a Veran book while Maeve scratched out ideas on her notepad. They all circled around the lineage shift, Andjet, Ataxis, and Brigid. There was something going on there.
Brigid may have been trying to use Maeve to her advantage, but still, Maeve wasn’t going to spit at a life raft thrown in her direction. Brigid had provided important information to the case that did indeed point more seriously toward Andjet.
Prove it, Brigid had said.
She intended to.




Chapter twenty-four







Coming Back


Maeve stood in the dark, staring at the bed with its black duvet. She was dressed in Dante’s boxer shorts and a baggy T-shirt, her teeth brushed, hair braided. Dante was still in the bathroom, tending to his needs. She stared at the bed, eyes unfocused, but mind concentrating. 
She was going to sleep with him in that bed.
She had already slept with him, locked in his embrace even, when her damage was so severe she couldn’t be more than a few inches from him. He’d saved her life after ruining her life. What did that mean for how she should feel about him?
Dante emerged from the closet dressed in night clothes, casting light over the bed. He stopped at the sight of Maeve.
“Are you alright?” he asked.
“I’m a whore,” she uttered.
Dante stomped across the distance and grabbed her shoulders, turning her to him. “Why would you say something like that?”
“He’s my bonded mate,” Maeve choked out, her throat burning.
“Was,” Dante corrected with a growl.
Maeve clenched her jaw. “He would still be if not for you.”
Dante’s hands dropped from her shoulders, and Maeve ached from the blow she’d delivered. Some part of her whispered that it wasn’t true, that Dante was right. Corvin had chosen to separate from her whether she’d smelled like Dante or not. Dante had teased her, but he’d never been indecent. He’d almost been a gentleman—one with a smart mouth, but still.
Her eyes ached from the tears gathering at the edges.
Dante swallowed hard. “I am sorry.”
Maeve pressed her lips to a thin line and shook her head, looking away.
He shouldn’t have to be sorry. His choices were innocent compared to what Corvin did to her.
“I…can’t,” Maeve managed.
Can’t what, she didn’t know. Can’t keep going on, pretending that Corvin still loved her. Can’t hold on to the hope that she could fix all this between them, or that she wanted to. He’d kept her in such a small box for months, one full of attention, and lots of sex, but that wasn’t the same as love.
“I’ll sleep on the floor,” Dante said.
“No,” Maeve blurted, her hands coming out to stop him. “There’s space. The bed is big. It’s fine. I’ll stay on my side and try not to cry too much.”
His face softened, eyes full of pity. “I’ll try not to hold you through it.”
Maeve bobbed her head, swallowing thickly. “Good.”
She pulled back the left side of the duvet and slipped beneath it, then grabbed one of the pillows and stuffed it between them like a barrier. Dante was a good three feet away from her, but she wanted that wall. She put another pillow behind her, and then tucked the third under the crook of her elbow.
“Situated?” he asked after she’d snuggled into her pillow fortress.
“Yes.”
The light on his stand clicked off.
It was quiet, and dark, but Maeve’s mind was racing. Her thoughts didn’t continue circling around Corvin, though. Instead, she wanted to talk about her theories. She wanted to talk about everything they’d learned that day, and all the things she still wanted to learn about. Dante wouldn’t care. He needed to sleep. He needed to be well rested to get into the office early for his people.
Maeve took a deep breath and sighed.
“What does that sigh mean?” he whispered softly.
“It means I’m tired,” she said.
“Good. Go to sleep,” Dante said.
“You go to sleep,” Maeve retorted.
He huffed. “I won’t be able to fall sleep until you do.”
“Why not?” Maeve asked, anticipating something like, “You might bite my face off in my sleep.” She had been a vicious little jackal toward him more than once.
“Because. It’s the way I am.”
Maeve rolled over, putting her back to him between the pillows. “Great.”
She tried to sleep, but that urge to tell him everything she was thinking swirled at the back of her mind, poking and begging. Just a little chat wouldn’t hurt, someone to bounce the thoughts off of, someone to help firm up her ideas.
“Can I use Hypnotic? It shouldn’t take much ka,” Maeve asked.
“Better not cast spells for another few days,” Dante said. “We don’t want your soulwell ripping.”
Maeve sighed out another long breath.
“That must mean you’re very tired,” he said.
Asshole.
She could practically feel his smug smirk.
Maeve grumbled. “I’m thinking about the case, of course.”
“What about it?”
“There’s a triad of parties at play here. Ataxis doesn’t want his business to be blackened by the incident, he wants justice. Brigid was stolen from, three times. She must be furious. Both things point to Andjet, and he has a dual purpose to fuck with both of them.”
“How so?” Dante asked.
Maeve was surprised he didn’t see it.
She rolled over to face him. His eyes glinted in the darkness, and Maeve’s took on the jackal sheen to see him more clearly. His auburn hair was dark gray in the contrast of her night sight, and his eyes glinted a green-white. He was still handsome, despite the shift in light.
“Andjet is crocodile bloodline of Manis vo Elsyada, exactly the same as Ataxis, who is upper High Court, a threat to Andjet. If Andjet had one more serious incident, things could be all over for him, and Ataxis could ascend in this lineage shift.”
“Oh?” Dante asked.
“Yes,” she said. “Andjet suffered a serious blow a few months ago Earth time when the case over Fallingwater was finalized. It didn’t dethrone him, but it was enough to cast doubt on his ability, or eligibility, to lead. I don’t get ‘The Veran Times’ so I can’t really say, just relying on everyone else’s accounts.”
“I could get you some news digests from Verance,” Dante said.
“You could?” she asked, punching down the pillow barricade to see him better.
He shrugged. “Of course. They’re not expensive.”
“That would probably help, but if your paper is anything like the ones on Earth, it’ll be ninety percent bullshit. But there will be nuggets.”
“Tomorrow, I’ll get you some. I could even run a search on digests with Andjet mentioned?” he asked.
Maeve nodded. “That would be great.”
He smiled. “Go to sleep now, Mae.”
But her mind was so energized! She wanted to talk theories.
She sighed again.
“You must be exhausted,” he teased with a lazy smirk.
Maeve pulled the pillow between her knees and tucked her face into it, losing her jackal sight as she did. “Good night.”
“Good night,” Dante said, and the sound of his send-off soothed her into sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]She wasn’t sure when she nodded off, but when she came to, Dante was already up. She kept her eyes half-closed as he stepped out of the closet dressed in a gray button-down shirt with the top five buttons undone. It revealed a scandalous amount of his muscled chest. She closed her eyes, willing herself not to look.
She heard Dante walk around the bed to the dresser on the right side of the room and Maeve’s eyes fell on him again. On his ass. Gods above, his pants were so damn tight. She could see the crease of his butt against his thigh, that muscled—
“Good morning,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at her.
Maeve’s face flushed with heat, and she sat up. “Morning.”
She shouldn’t even be looking. What was she thinking?
Maeve tucked a stray strand from her braid behind her ear and looked toward the bathroom. “Done?” she asked as she pointed to it.
“Yeah. I’ll wait here.”
She took care of all her needs and brushed her teeth. Dante had given her a spare brush, thankfully, but she’d definitely need her own stuff soon.
She went to the closet next and was met with very few options. A blue shirt and jean shorts today, still with Avaline’s borrowed shoes. As much as Maeve didn’t want to admit it, she might need to go shopping with Dante.
“If you’re going to come with me to the gala, you’ll need something different,” Dante said as she emerged from the closet.
Maeve looked down at herself with mock surprise. “What, this isn’t good enough?”
“It’s good enough for me, though I’d prefer you…” His gaze heated as he trailed off.
Maeve’s pulse quickened at the implication.
Naked. He’d rather she was naked.
Dante cleared his throat. “I’ll have Avaline come shopping with us. She has good fashion sense. I’ll bring a book and keep my attention there.”
Maeve merely nodded and followed Dante to the kitchen. They collected the motorcycle gear and headed out to the parking lot. He pulled the bike out, then motioned for Maeve to mount it first.
“Let’s get you acquainted,” he said. “Just here in the lot.”
The sun was cresting the horizon, so no one was around to see her spectacular failure to come. Still, if she fell, she could fuck up her legs, and Dante wouldn’t let her use spells.
Maeve winced. “I think it’s best we wait until I can heal myself.”
He laughed and mounted the bike. “Maybe you’re right.”
They spent the morning at the office in silence. Maeve worked through her theories and tried attaching data she already had to incriminating Andjet. She knew he was a vile piece of work, but something felt wrong about trying to prove someone’s guilt. It was all backward. She didn’t want to pursue a certain end. She wanted the truth.
But Brigid and the Zalnur sanctuary were depending on her.
Maeve saw from the digests Dante was able to gather that Andjet and several of the Manis vo Elsyada were rebuffing Brigid and Wenwey’s attempts to pour funding into a Zalnur cure. There were several more political parties involved. Each of the five Exalted Ones in the Highest Court held the ultimate sway, but the High Court had political parties and leaders of their own. Their votes were still powerful, and with enough volume, they could overcome the Highest Court’s voting.
Even the Middling Court had leaders among them that were scrambling up the political ladder. But, from what Maeve could tell, it didn’t really matter how many parties there were. Each of them had allied themselves with either Manis vo Elsyada or Wenwey.
Gods, her father was right. The politics were a fucking shitshow in Verance.
“Let the Rebels End Themselves!” read one news title from an outlet that leaned Manis.
“Unconscionable Cruelty!” read another that leaned Wenwey.
The articles were just as bad as Earth ones, or maybe even worse.
She started writing down the names of the people who led the different parties, creating lists of associates, collaborators, enemies, and more. She even got interesting tidbits on Brigid and her royal family. She was the eldest daughter of the Regalia pride, and her little sister was to be married off soon. Perhaps it had already happened, since the article was dated several weeks ago Verance time.
“Lunch?” Dante asked, rousing her with one word.
Maeve’s stomach howled out in need, and he chuckled.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” He extended his hand to her.
She smiled, but carefully avoided the offer without looking like she was avoiding it.
The lunch buffet was rice, tortillas, meat, and some salad with another Veran dessert at the end. Maeve put a fair amount more on her plate this time, then stared at the foreign glyphs on the sheet above the fruit blob before her. It looked almost like ambrosia salad. The Veran words didn’t make any sense to her, so there must not have been an English equivalent.
She looked at Dante.
“Flechematista.”
Maeve scowled. She recognized part of that word, and it meant…
“Death fruit?”
Dante laughed. “Felech is kill.” He stepped closer, pointing to his lips. Maeve became intensely aware of them, heat fluttering in her cheeks. 
“Fleh-chee-mah-tee-sta.”
She looked back up to his eyes. “What is felech mo duv?”
He scowled. “Who said that to you?”
“A Chonga, long time ago.” She tried to shake the memory from her mind and grabbed a bowl of the ambrosia salad stuff.
“I assume they’re no longer breathing?” he asked, following closely behind her.
“I ripped his throat out,” she confirmed.
He hummed in satisfaction. “Good.”
“What does it mean?” she asked again.
“Felech, kill, duv, you, and mo is a nasty word for a low blood.”
Maeve snorted. “Fucker didn’t even use proper grammar to threaten me.”
She glanced over her shoulder to see a smirk pulling on his lips, but his eyes were serious, thoughtful.
“Chispa, chispa, chispa. Where were you last night?” Avaline admonished as they arrived at her table.
Maeve shrugged with a wince. “Working, sorry.”
Avaline groaned and rolled her head to the side. “So much work.”
“Yeah, yeah. Gotta catch this fiend so I can, uh…” She trailed off as she watched the future she’d been planning dissolve in her mind’s eye. She shook her head. “Um, put them to justice.”
Everyone around the table noticed her fumble, and she cleared her throat. “Because fuck that person, whoever they are.”
“Here, here,” Dante said, raising a glass of juice.
Skyle shook his head but raised his glass all the same. “You are weird.”
“Yeah, sorry about that,” Maeve said, hiding her face behind her cup.
“Not you,” Skyle laughed.
“So, any progress?” Avaline asked.
Maeve could understand how she would want updates. There was a fine balance to walk between being thorough and being slow, because Maeve was sure Brigid would get someone else working on the case if she didn’t speed things up. If that happened, Avaline may be shit out of luck.
Maeve bobbed her head. “Yeah, definitely progress. Things to investigate, places to be.”
Dante set his fork down. “Speaking of, Avaline, we need you for a shopping trip. Maeve is coming to the Middling Gala and—” 
“Oh, Mother! Yes!” Avaline squealed and reached across the table. “Yes, I will help you look like an amazing Veran princess!”
Maeve’s face flushed for what felt like the tenth time today. “Thanks. I don’t need to look like a princess. In fact, if I could just look average, or less than, so people wouldn’t notice me, that would be great.”
“Like that would be possible,” Dante murmured, setting off a spark of warmth in her.
“Can we go now?” Avaline begged, her oceanic eyes glimmering. “I’m ahead of schedule on my build.”
“I made an appointment on Lorient with a tailor three days from now, for both of you,” he said.
“Both?” Avaline’s eyes went full anime sparkle.
“Who wants to escort Avaline to the ball?” Dante asked, looking between the men at the table.
David nodded gruffly. “I’ll hold down the fort here.”
Maeve knew he probably couldn’t escort Avaline, being a lifer, but he was eager to show his support.
Jorren and Skyle exchanged a look.
Jorren grimaced. “You wanna?”
Skyle’s nose wrinkled up and he shook his head.
“Oh, come on! I’m not that horrid,” Avaline said, smacking Skyle’s arm.
Skyle sighed. “I’ll go.”
“Atta boy,” Jorren said with a broad grin.
Maeve was missing the context and looked to Dante with confusion.
He lowered to her ear and whispered, “Avaline’s last dance partner ended up in the infirmary.”
“It was an accident,” Avaline growled.
Maeve hid her laugh behind her hand.
“Three days,” Avaline said, the light returning to her eyes. “I haven’t been dressed in Veran finery in a long time.”
“Well, don’t expect what you’re used to. I’m not that rich,” Dante said.
Avaline wagged her finger at him. “You better dote on both of us to the fullest. I will accept nothing less.”
He chuckled, moving on to his dessert.
Maeve looked down at the fruit glob in her little saucer. Flechematista.
Felech mo duv, the Chonga’s voice snarled through her mind, and she remembered the taste of its salty, bitter blood. Her fangs descended in a snap and Maeve covered her mouth again. She didn’t like how easily she was losing control of her chimera forms. First her phoenix trying to burn its way out, now her jackal throwing fangs for no reason other than a memory.
“Don’t like it?” Dante asked, mistaking her hand over her mouth for illness.
“Haven’t tried it,” she said past her fangs with a little lisp. Maeve took a deep breath and shoved a big spoonful of the goop into her mouth, begging her jackal to calm the fuck down.
The creamy sauce was thick like yogurt, with the perfect amount of fatty sweetness, like coconut milk and honey. She chomped down on one of the little red balls that she’d taken for something like cherries, but it was not cherry at all. The texture was gummy, and the flavor was a little sour, and a lot spicy, like a lime covered in cayenne pepper.
Maeve powered her way through, the heat in her face returning because of the spice, and the embarrassment from the absolutely massive bite she had to work through. Everyone was watching her with expectant eyes.
When she finally swallowed, she took a quick gulp of her drink. “What is it with you Verans and making everything so spicy?”
Skyle snickered. “She thinks flechematista is spicy!”
“The soobey burned like cinnamon, and this is like hot peppers!” Maeve complained and everyone at the table laughed. “I grew up in Tennessee, okay? The spiciest thing we have there is gravy.”
That made everyone laugh harder, everyone except Jorren, she noticed, but Maeve didn’t let that stop her from joining in. It felt nice to laugh again from the pit of her stomach. It felt like it had been so long.
“You’re not so bad for an enforcer,” Skyle said, wiping away a tear when his fit stopped.
“Did you ever doubt?” Maeve asked.
Jorren opened his mouth and Avaline cut him off. “Let’s not ruin a perfectly good moment with your bullshit.”
Maeve laughed again and Dante watched her with quiet smile, like he was observing something magical happening.
“What?” she asked, scowling at him.
He shook his head, taking another bite of his not-fruit fruit goop. They finished their lunch and returned to work. The day flew by, and Dante was leaning over her again before she realized, activating the denzu reader that connected to the PA system in the warehouse. She held her breath, leaning away from him to avoid inhaling his dangerous scent.
“Another day, another dollar,” he said in English and Maeve looked at him with surprise. He smirked, winking, then switched back to Spanish. “Paychecks at the end of the week, and field trips this weekend. Get your requests in. I want everyone getting the hell out of here. Thanks for another day of hard work.”
His finger slipped off the device, but he didn’t immediately pull back, opting to lean against the side of the table.
“Field trips?” Maeve asked.
Dante nodded. “Special requests to get away from Earth for a few days. Most people visit their families.”
“How did you coordinate that?” she asked.
“A lot of cajoling in the High Court,” he said.
Maeve nodded thoughtfully. “So that’s why you show up to the court functions?”
“For them,” he said, nodding out the window. “Yes.”
“I thought you were exploiting prisoners for profit,” she quipped. Apparently, it wasn’t just her chimera forms she needed to get under control, but her stupid, filterless mouth, too.
“I know.” He pushed off the desk. “Come on. Let’s get you some street clothes. Unless you want to wear the same pair of shorts again tomorrow.”
Maeve shrugged. “I dunno, kinda like the ease of not worrying about fashion.”
He chuckled, offering her his hand.
She turned off her computer, grabbed her bag, and then took his hand as she stood. His palm held much needed warmth against her air-conditioned fingers.
He gripped her a little tighter with a scowl. “Is it too cold in here?”
He brought her hands to his lips, blowing heat over them as he rubbed them. The tips of her fingers brushed against his lower lip, sending a tingle up her arms to the pit of her stomach.
Maeve swallowed to wet her dry mouth, praying her face didn’t look as red as it felt. “It’s fine.”
“You’re sure? I can have the temperature adjusted.”
He blew out another warm breath that washed over her knuckles and traveled straight to her core in a bloom of need she knew she had to tamp down on. His sentiment was purely concern, but the sensation was utterly erotic. She shouldn’t be enjoying his kindness like this.
She tugged her fingers free. “I’m okay.”
He released her with a smirk. “If you say so.”
He turned away and Maeve let out a shaky breath.
“Come on, I know the best shops.”
She grabbed her helmet and followed him out to the crowded parking lot, the feeling of her finger grazing his lips replaying over and over in her mind. She shouldn’t replay it. She should banish it. New rule: No more illicit thoughts about Dante were allowed in her head.
Maeve steeled herself and got on the back of the bike.
“I think it’s time to show you some power.” Dante grabbed her hands and wrapped them around his waist so that her chest was flush against his back.
Well, there went that new rule.




Chapter twenty-five







Dressed to Impress


Dante was not being very gentlemanly, he knew that. Maeve was still grieving, and he was tempting her. But fuck if he couldn’t help himself around her. His alpha tether was like a noose around his dick, dragging him to do everything he could to impress her and win her affections. 
That fucking laugh. That Mother-be-damned smile. Jorren was right.
She was the end of him.
Especially with the feel of her arms tight around his waist, the inside of her thighs pressing into his ass. The warmth of her chest, even through the jacket, was a teasing test of his paper-thin patience. He had to be better than this for her.
Speed was the only thing keeping his focus on the bike and the road. He didn’t weave in and out of traffic like an idiot, but he zipped off from the lights, letting her feel the adrenaline of the motorcycle’s power so she wouldn’t be afraid of it when it was her time to ride.
The sun cast orange-gold rays over the horizon, heralding the onset of dusk. Dante tried not to remember the same color in the wings that sprouted from her back when she’d lost control of her chimera form. They were the most beautiful wings he’d ever seen, despite their deadly heat, and his lightly singed couch.
Dante growled at himself and redoubled his efforts to focus on their destination and the road.
“Something wrong?” Maeve asked, yelling through her helmet.
He slipped his left hand off the grip and patted her arm. The silky feel of her skin under his fingers was enough to set his attention drifting again. Fuck’s sake.
After an agonizingly short trip, Dante pulled off the road into the open market. Food trucks lined the parking lot and colorful canvasses covered the popup shops that filled the alleys between the small businesses. It was still early, so the lights weren’t on, but soon it would look enchanting. It was one of his favorite little spots.
He turned off the engine and let Maeve climb off first, then popped the kickstand and swung his leg over. She pulled her helmet off and shook her hair around, smiling.
“That was fun,” she said. “A little scary, but mostly fun.”
“Good,” he said. He took her helmet and his, then locked them to the bike.
“What is this place?” she asked.
He shrugged. “People started bringing their wares here a few years ago and the market just sprang up. Now they’re open every afternoon until ten.”
Dante led her into the first row of shops on the left. The craftspeople sat on stools outside their shops, working on their wares even then. The first place Maeve stopped at was a jewelry shop. She admired a few of the things as the daughter of the craftsman told her how much more beautiful she would be with a few necklaces. Maeve’s cheeks turned a delicious pink as she thanked her, and said she’d be back later.
Dante let her lead now, trailing behind so he could watch the way she moved as she inspected different garments. He liked the way her nose wrinkled when she didn’t like a design, and the way she frowned a little when she reconsidered it.
She pulled out a black tank top and a pair of skintight shorts. “For running,” she said casually.
Dante nodded. He wanted to go running with her.
Maeve moved on to a rack of jeans and found a black pair she threw over her shoulder.
“Let me,” Dante offered, holding out his hand.
Maeve leered. “You don’t want to go down this road. I’ll make you carry everything.”
“And I will, dutifully,” he said, returning her grin.
“All right,” she said, handing over the pants. She dove back in and found another pair in dark blue.
On and on through the clothing she tossed shirts and dresses and sweaters and…whatever that thing was. It was like a dress but had shorts attached to the bottom instead. He wasn’t so sure about that one, but then again, Maeve could probably make anything look good.
She selected mainly blues, blacks, greens, and purples, and Dante kept a running list of her preferred colors. She stopped at an off-the-shoulder white dress with yellow sunflowers on it and turned back to Dante with a playful laugh, like she couldn’t possibly pull that off, but she tossed it to him anyway.
He followed her to the little changing room in the back, which wasn’t more than a few pieces of cloth on a suspended PVC pipe.
“I’ll try to hurry,” she said, taking everything from him.
“I’m not in a rush,” he said, sitting on the worn couch that faced the changing area.
She closed the curtain and a few moments later, Dante saw her shorts hit the floor. He bit down on his lip and pulled out his phone, anything to distract himself. But it didn’t work. He was staring at the screen, but all his attention was on her presence on the other side of that thin cloth. His etonos paced outside the sheet like the prowling hyena it was, and it took everything he had not to let it explore closer.
Maeve hemmed and hawed. “Can I get your opinion?”
Thank fuck.
Dante cleared his throat, ensuring none of his excitement showed in his voice. “Sure.”
She pulled back the curtain and Dante sucked in a sharp gasp. The dress she didn’t think was for her most certainly was. The sleeves hung off her creamy shoulders, revealing little freckles there. The Cupid’s bow neckline was perfect for her modest breasts, and the cinched waist let the rest of the material flare out to her mid-thigh.
She took two steps forward and did a little spin, revealing that the flare of the dress did nothing to hide her beautiful ass. He imagined running his hand up the back of the dress and cupping that exquisite ass, then bending her over—
“So?” she asked with a wince.
Dante shifted in his seat, his pants much too tight all of a sudden. “It looks good. I like it.”
“Are you just saying that?” she asked, chewing her bottom lip.
I want to fuck you in it.
“No, it’s very…pretty. You look great,” he said, trying to drag his gaze back down to his phone.
She grabbed the little tag fluttering off the side of the sleeve. “It’s two hundred pesos.”
I wouldn’t care if it was two thousand.
He shrugged. “If you like it, it’s not a problem.”
She smiled. “I’ll pay you back.”
You will not.
“If you say so.”
She stuck out her tongue and closed the curtain. Dante made a much-needed adjustment and clenched his teeth as he took a steadying breath. He needed to be better than this.
His hyena panted, pacing on the other side of the changing room, begging for another glimpse of her in anything, or nothing would be nice, too. But she never asked for another opinion. When Maeve emerged, she had several things stacked up in her arms, and a few to return to the rack.
“I’m still going to need to hit a bigger store. I need some underwear, socks, deodorant, razors, my own toothbrush, et cetera,” she said as she weaved between the aisles, putting her returns back where she found them.
“Of course,” Dante said, but all he was thinking about was that white dress lying over her arm, and the way he wanted to make her scream his name while she wore it.
Fuck’s sake.
She snagged a pair of black sneakers off the shelf and wiggled her feet out of Avaline’s shoes. Dante pulled her clothes from her hands and held out one arm as an offer to steady her as she fumbled to get the sneakers on.
She grabbed on to his forearm with a mumbled thanks.
He turned his wrist and held her arm as she struggled. His thumb moved of its own accord, stroking up and down the inside of her elbow. The tiny touch was like a drink of water in the desert, but hardly enough to satisfy the deep need growing in him.
“There we go,” she said, straightening up and looking down at her feet. She took a couple steps this way and that, then bounced a few times. “Yep, good.”
She slipped the new ones off and stepped back into Avaline’s one-size-too-big shoes. “That should do it for now,” she said.
“Good. Ready?” Dante nodded toward the old woman waiting by a green lockbox that served as her cash register.
Maeve bounded up to her and told her how much she liked the white dress with the sunflowers on the bottom. The woman smiled and thanked her as she surveyed Maeve’s finds, adding up the total on a scrap bit of paper with a worn-down pencil.
“One thousand five hundred,” the old woman asked directly of Dante.
He pulled out two thousand. “Keep the rest. You have wonderful wares.”
“My daughter is working on another dress like that one. I’ll wait for you to come back for it,” she said, patting Dante on the shoulder.
Fuck, was he that transparent?
He chuckled. “Thank you.”
Maeve wandered from the shop with her bag of clothes as the lights came on overhead, crisscrossing between the stalls of the vendors. She stopped, looking up with an awed gasp. The soft yellow glow from the bulbs reflected in her wide, stunning eyes. Dante couldn’t help but stare, letting her take however long she wanted to be awestruck.
She looked over at him and her broad grin slipped away. “What is it?”
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“I don’t know. You were staring at me so intensely.” She paused, then shook her head. “Like you were mad or something.”
“Absolutely not,” he said. “I was admiring you.”
Her cheeks flushed that delicious shade of pink that made him want to taste her heat. His hyena howled in protest of his restraint, painting a graphic image of all the ways he wanted to devour her.
“What were you admiring, exactly?” she asked, tucking a stray strand of her fiery red hair behind her ear as she continued to peruse the shops.
“Your joy.”
She glanced over her shoulder playfully. “Never seen joy before?”
“Not on you, not often. It makes you radiant.”
The pink of her cheeks went deeper red and colored the tips of her ears too. Fuck, he wanted to nibble on those ears as he whispered all the things he’d like to do to her.
“How are we going to get this all back?” she asked nervously, holding up the bag of clothes.
“Saddlebags,” Dante said.
He had to stop thinking about all the filthy things he’d do to make her scream or he wasn’t going to make it out of the shops without pouncing on her. She didn’t even want him, not that she’d admitted out loud. He had to back off. He had to keep his dick in check.
The scents of smoky birria from the food trucks wafted through the shops on a breeze and Maeve moaned. Dante did too, but not from the vendors’ tacos.
Well, there went the last of his restraint.
“Could we get something to eat?” she asked, smiling again.
How the hell could he say no to that smile?
“Anything you want.”
She winced. “You have to stop doing this to me.”
Oh, Mother above, she’s one to talk.
“Doing what?” he asked.
“Anything I want. You’re going to spoil me.”
He gave her a cocky smirk. “What’s wrong with that?”
“I…” She trailed off. “I don’t know. I won’t be as sweet anymore.”
“Were you sweet to begin with?” he asked.
“Rude,” she said, turning her back to him as she inspected a colorful scarf. 
He stepped up behind her and dipped his lips down to her ear. “You complain about spicy Veran foods, but, Mae, you’re all heat.”
She was breathing heavily, pretending to care about the price tag on the scarf she definitely didn’t want.
He let his hand find her hip. “I’ll spoil you as much as you can stand, and then some, until you’re begging me to stop.” He licked his lips, letting his voice drop to a low rumble. “But I might not.”
Her throat bobbed and her hand fisted in the material of the scarf.
Break, damn you. Want me back.
She cleared her throat and sidestepped away. “So, how ’bout those tacos?”
Dante took a steadying inhale, catching a glimmer of her cinnamon apple scent that had his chimera clawing to get to the surface.
He smiled at her. “Like I said, anything you want.”
She walked out to the parking lot and found a truck she liked. Dante didn’t even know what he ordered, but he paid for it all, then walked with her to find a spot at the crowded dining area. She played with the lights hanging off the little umbrella at the center of the table, doing anything, it seemed, to avoid him.
Down, boy. Give her some space.
He couldn’t watch her eat. Her full lips sucking on her greasy fingers was pure torture. Every time she licked a bit of juice from her hand, he had to bite down on his cheek to keep from setting his hyena loose on her.
Fuck’s. Sake. She was killing him.
When they were done eating, he took her to a Walmart for the rest of her necessities. Her warm hands splayed over his ribs as they rode back home and he couldn’t stop dreaming about those fingers wandering across his chest, or down his hips.
She put on a pair of his boxers and an old T-shirt to wash all her clothes, and the sight of her walking around his apartment in things his naked body had once touched was all he could stand.
“I need to take a shower,” he said.
She nodded. “I’ll stay close by.”
Join me, please. Let me push you up against the wall of my shower and fill you until you scream.
“Good,” he said, then turned for the bedroom.
He grabbed a pair of dark sweatpants and a T-shirt like what Maeve had on and retreated to his bathroom. He didn’t waste any time taking care of first things first. He fucked his fist so hard that he knew, if Maeve was true to her word and stayed nearby, she could hear him. He couldn’t get that image of her little sunflower dress and the tiny spin she did for him out of his head.
She said she wouldn’t parade around for you and look what you had her doing.
Dante groaned softly as he stroked himself. If only she’d just give in.
The water coursed over his head and down his back. He closed his eyes, leaning against the wall with one arm as he pumped himself again and again. He replayed her moan in his head on repeat, imagining her lips sucking his dick instead of her fingers, those big, green eyes looking up at him as she did.
She rose from her knees, her hand still gripping him tightly and stroking as she pulled his face down, capturing him in a heated kiss. He grabbed her by the neck, his whole hand encompassing her as his finger stroked up the side of her cheek. He guided her down to an ethereal bed of his imagination and hiked her dress up to her hips. She wasn’t wearing any panties underneath, and she shimmered with wetness.
Dante had promised to remove the memory of her gorgeous pussy from his mind, but he’d lied. He’d only caught a glimpse when he’d fallen back through the bathroom door and she was wearing just a towel, but that vision had emblazoned itself in his memory as deeply as his own name.
He dropped to his knees, spreading her thighs apart to feast upon her. Maeve mewled, fisting a handful of his hair as he devoured her, just the way his hyena had envisioned. He almost felt her on his lips as he licked them.
She pulled his hair, dragging him from his knees onto the bed with her. She was naked now, and though he hadn’t been paying attention to her breasts when he’d given her CPR, he’d seen a fair few in his time to supplement the gaps. He was certain hers would exceed all his daydreams.
He captured a pert nipple in one mouth as his fingers found her core.
“Dante,” she whispered into his hair. “I want you.”
Dante moaned low in his chest, the shower drowning out the noise.
She flipped over on the bed, crawling away from him with a teasing smile. His hyena loved a good chase. He captured her hips and dragged her back toward his waiting cock.
“Take me,” she whispered.
Dante thrust into her, and she cried out for him to go deeper. He pounded into her again and again, his balls slapping against her clit and making her keen. She looked over her shoulder, spilling her red hair across her back. Her cheeks had that delicious strawberry pink glow that had him growling.
He grabbed her by the throat, gently lifting her up to him so he could kiss her fire-flushed skin. Her arms came up over his head, tangling in his hair and tugging as she whispered, “Harder.”
Dante spilled himself against the wall with a grunted sigh of relief. He imagined Mae licking his seed off her hands instead of greasy taco juices and pumped himself a few more times, living in his wild fantasy until he heard a knock on the bathroom door.
“You okay?” Maeve asked.
“Fine,” he shouted. “Stubbed my toe.”
“Careful in there. Don’t make me come to your rescue,” she said.
Throw yourself against the wall. Pretend to slip. Anything! Do anything to make her come in!
“Wouldn’t want you to have to do that,” he shouted back.
The hyena in him roared with anger.
Dante cleaned everything up, then took care of the actual showering. He dressed in his relaxed clothes and opened the door to see Maeve waiting on the other side. She jumped up, then surveyed him from head to toe with her mouth slightly agape.
“Like what you see?” he teased, soaking up every inch of her gaze like it was sunlight for a dying plant.
“I just haven’t seen you in something so, um, comfortable looking,” she said.
“I like to be comfortable,” he said.
That’s it? Really? he chastised himself. What a stupid response.
“Right, well. Shower for me now,” she said, pointing into the bathroom.
Fuck. Did he clean up after himself well enough? He hadn’t done a double-check.
“Yeah, good,” he said, stepping aside.
She closed the door behind her and he let out a breath. At least he’d gotten some relief. He slouched down to the ground and leaned against the door, replaying his fantasy on the bed, on the desk at the office, over the chamoy stand on the beach…
This was going to be a difficult week.




Chapter twenty-six







Reading Into Things


Had Maeve sucked on her fingers a little too salaciously at dinner? Yes, she had. Had she secretly loved the fact that it was driving Dante insane? Also yes. 
Maeve swallowed hard as she lay in bed, just three feet and one pillow away from Dante. Sleep was eluding her. The visions she’d made up in her head about what had happened in the shower had her way too amped up.
She knew he’d jerked off, and she’d offered up an in for him when she’d called out to check on him. Why? Fuck if she knew. She was acting like all those horny college kids she’d had to fight off at Evangela’s. But Dante had shot her down.
And it was a good thing. Maeve didn’t need to be making any mistakes. She had things to do and didn’t need the distraction. Plus, if there was any hope for her and Corvin…
“No sighs yet. You mustn’t be very tired,” Dante said, sounding just as awake as Maeve.
“I’m already asleep,” she replied.
“You hold conversations in your sleep? Interesting.”
Maeve smiled. “I wouldn’t call it a conversation yet. But yes, I trained myself to hold conversations in my sleep so it would deter people from trying to assassinate me.”
“What happens if they touch you? Would you wake up?”
The question had her heart thundering.
“I don’t know. I haven’t tested that.”
She heard the sheets shifting, and then a feather-light finger traced from her shoulder to her elbow. Goosebumps raised all across her body and butterflies fluttered through her stomach.
She pretended to snap awake, sitting up. “What are you doing?” she asked with a tone she hoped sounded very menacing.
Dante looked stunned for a second, then relaxed. “Testing a theory.”
“Results?” she asked.
He smirked. “Your skin is just as soft as I’ve imagined.”
Fuck.
“Well, now that that’s out of the way, we can go back to sleep.”
The smirk slowly melted from his face, and he nodded. “Good night, Mae.”
“Good night.” She rolled over into her fortress and squeezed a pillow between her knees.
Fuckfuckfuck.
Why was she entertaining this? She needed to fucking button it up and act like the goddamned professional she was supposed to be. A professional who was sleeping three feet away from her attractive client for the next several days. The same client who had definitely jerked off in the shower thinking about her sucking her fingers. He probably envisioned her sucking something else as he stroked himself.
No! Stop it!
Maeve let out a long sigh.
“There it is,” Dante murmured softly and something about it was so incredibly seductive.
She shook her head and didn’t reply. She couldn’t keep entertaining this. In an effort to fall asleep, she focused on her breathing, counting down from a thousand. It was boring, and she started losing count around eight hundred, until she wasn’t counting anymore.
[image: image-placeholder]The next day started the same as the others. Dante walked through the room with his shirt half-buttoned, his tight pants teasing her as he fiddled with something at the dresser. She had a perfect view from where she was on the bed. She scandalously stole a glance or two or five at his chest and his ass, biting her lip so hard it might bleed. Dante turned to bid her good morning, and she pretended he was waking her, hoping her flushed face wasn’t giving her away.
They worked all morning, ate lunch with Dante’s regular crew—she wanted to call them something interesting, but didn’t know what to dub them—and then worked the afternoon away, too. Dante rested his hand on her chair as he leaned over to bid his people good evening, and she didn’t shift away this time, letting his scent wash over her like an erotic balm. But it didn’t ease any of the suffering from attempting to be a professional; it only made it worse. She wanted him more than she understood, and logic was having a hard time going to war with hormones.
Avaline begged her to come out to Sabbas, but knowing that Dante would have to stay within twenty-ish feet at all times meant that he’d be watching her dance, and Maeve would be tempted to put on a show. He’d be jerking off in the shower again and she’d be fighting herself not to jump in there and take over. No. Couldn’t have that.
So, they stayed in again. Dante read one of his Veran books while Maeve decided to take a break and read something fun instead of work related. There was a new book out by her favorite author, who tended to write some really spicy love scenes…so maybe she shouldn’t read that one.
No. If Maeve had to resist the exceptionally hot man right in front of her, she deserved an exceptionally hot man in a book to make up for it.
A few chapters in, things really started taking off. The main characters were bound in an epic battle against one another, matched in strength and speed, magic for magic. The banter was excellent. Maeve started to lose herself when she noticed Dante get up from his chair. She paid it little mind and returned to her novel.
He came back a minute later with a bottle of red wine and two glasses.
“I like to have some while I read, sometimes,” he said as he offered her a glass.
Maeve was more used to cheap beer and a book, but wine sounded nice too. “Thanks,” she said, accepting it.
He padded over to his chair and sat down, grabbing his book in one hand as he swirled his wine in the other.
“What are you reading?” she asked, unable to contain her curiosity.
“Fantasy.”
Maeve snickered.
He cocked his head at her with a scowl. “What?”
“Fae writing fantasy. What would it even be about?”
He looked up from his page and gave her a lazy smile. “Would you like me to read it to you?”
Maeve suddenly imagined her curled up next to him on the couch, his deep voice spinning a tale she’d never heard before. She took a drink of her wine to hide the growing flush on her face. “No, um, not tonight. I’m pretty into my book.”
“What are you reading?” he asked.
“Just some fantasy,” Maeve replied, knowing full well what she had in her hands right now was magical smut.
“Will you read some for me?” he asked.
Maeve’s throat dried up and she took another drink of her wine. “I could, if your book isn’t very good.”
“Mine’s excellent,” he said. “But I want to know what you like.”
Maeve looked down at the spot she was at.
He parried her rapier and dashed forward, grabbing her by the wrist and twisting her into his arms. “You fight like a demon,” he growled.
She stomped on his foot and elbowed him in the gut, then spun away.
He licked his lip. “I bet you fuck like one, too.”
“Uhhh,” Maeve stalled. There was no way her face wasn’t the same color as the wine right now. “It’s…um. I don’t think you would like it.”
His honeyed gaze flickered with fire. “Are you reading a dirty book?”
Fuck it. Time to own up.
Maeve took a deep breath. “Yes, I am.”
His attention returned to his own book. “I bet mine is better.”
Gods save her.
Maeve put her eyes back on her phone screen but was not reading. How could she? Dante was reading smut, too! This was not good. This was not professional. This was a path to dangerous things.
Deliciously dangerous things.
No! Stop! Book boyfriend only!
Maeve forced herself to read a few more pages, trying to ignore the heat that swelled in her chest and the charged electricity between her thighs.
Dante was reading smut.
Was he going to jerk off in the shower again?
Read!
Dante slammed his book shut, making Maeve jump. He set his wine aside and walked around the coffee table, his eyes locked on her. His gaze was heated, his lips set into a determined line. The look on his face made that electricity arc from her center, down her legs and back up.
He bent at the waist, putting one hand on the arm rest and the other on the couch back above her shoulder, caging her in. “Read for me.”
Maeve finished her wine and licked her dry lips, then glanced down at the page.
Oh no.
“She straddled him, silver dagger pressed up against his neck. ‘Do it,’ the vampire king said with a smirk. She bared her teeth at him, anger at war with a lust she didn’t understand and didn’t want to. He was her mortal enemy. In a flash, he captured her hand and pulled it over his head, making her slip forward until they were face to face.”
Maeve swallowed hard, looking up at him.
“Keep reading,” Dante said, his voice breathy.
Maeve’s face was on fire as she looked back down. “Her hair curtained them from the battle raging all around, making the moment private and sensual. ‘You can’t do it,’ he said. The smile tugging at his lips revealed his white fangs, fangs she wanted in her neck, drinking her down. ‘I will,’ she declared, reaching for another silver dagger at her hip. He captured her hand there too, and with vampire speed, flipped them so her back pressed into the ground. She felt, um…” Maeve stammered and trailed off.
Dante leaned in and she looked up at him again, their faces only inches apart.
“What did she feel, Mae?” Dante’s voice was a low, seductive rumble and holy fuck if she wasn’t coming apart beneath it.
Her hand quivered as she looked back down to the book. “She felt his arousal against her core and fought the need to grind against him.”
Dante grabbed her chin, turning her face back up to his. “Is this the kind of thing you like?”
Maeve swallowed for what felt like the hundredth time, but her throat was even hotter and drier than before. She dipped her head a little bit in acknowledgement, her mouth unable to form words.
His eyes locked on her lips. “Fuck.”
Then he was pulling back, his absence making Maeve whimper. He grabbed the bottle of wine from the table and poured Maeve another glass, then returned to his seat. He just stared at her, his jaw working, then grabbed his book.
Get up, go over there, sit on his lap, and kiss him. Do it. Get up. Go.
Maeve trembled as she grabbed her wine and looked back down at her phone.
She wasn’t able to read another word all night. She just stared at the screen, replaying what had happened as she drank her wine, trying to become bolder. Since when had Maeve ever struggled for boldness? Something about this man turned her legs to jelly and her courage to smoke on the wind.
Dante didn’t turn many pages in his book either, and after a torturously long time of fantasizing about the way things could have gone, he got up. He grabbed her empty glass and took everything back to the kitchen.
Maeve brushed her teeth and her tongue twice, trying to ensure no remnants of wine remained. Dante kept as much distance as he could for the rest of the night, and he didn’t make any comments as they both lay in bed, unable to sleep. Maeve tried her countdown trick again, but her mind kept wandering back to the feel of his hand on her chin, the look in his eyes like he might devour her.
Somewhere between counting, and fantasies, and counting her fantasies, Maeve fell asleep. She rolled away from the dresser in the morning so she didn’t feel tempted to look at him, despite the raging need trumpeting through her, demanding that she look.
“Did you sleep well, Mae?” Dante asked.
“Perfect,” she said, a blatant lie.
She’d had a dream that blended her fantasies with the book she’d been reading. Dante, the powerful vampire lord, Maeve, the lead huntress determined to slay him. She didn’t remember much of the dream, but the slickness in her underwear was a clear indication it was good.
“You?” she asked, throwing back the covers and getting up.
Dante’s gaze traveled up her body slowly. “I fucked you all night in my dreams, and it was torture.”
Wow. He was just gonna lay it all out there. Fine. Maeve would play along.
“I was that bad, huh?” she asked with a pout.
“I’m sure my fantasies could never compare,” he said, buttoning his shirt. He turned, gripping the bed post in one hand, and Maeve’s hip in the other. “But we could always test it.”
She wanted to test it.
But she couldn’t.
Dante was not only a client, but he was also still a potential suspect.
“Some other time.” Maeve grabbed his hand like it was something dirty and removed it from her side. She walked to the bathroom and closed the door, locking it behind her. She let out a shaky breath as she leaned against the vanity in relief. His presence was intense.
She heard Dante sigh, mumble a curse, and walk away.
She turned on the faucet and splashed water on her face. “Get it together,” she said to her reflection.
Maeve showered and got dressed, Dante silently hovering nearby the whole time. He didn’t say anything as they got on the bike and rode to work, or once they got to the office, and that silence was both a blessing and a curse. She wanted to ask what he was thinking, but she was pretty sure she already knew.
Fortunately, Maeve was able to lose herself in her work. She had the guest list for the Middling Gala they’d be attending, and she was cross-referencing people from her suspects’ list with those who’d be there. She added information to their profiles she was building, including images and tidbits about them. Maeve had no way of transferring these magical images to her computer, so she started dual computing, running the denzu reader with one hand and the laptop with the other.
The thought of trying to engage any of these people in conversation at the ball terrified her, but it was unavoidable, especially for a certain suspect.
Tobias Colt was one of those few blessed with the kind of magic Avaline had to detect the Starlite rifts. He had long silver hair that framed his narrow face, dark eyes that glinted with secrets, and a tiny smirk in the exposé piece he’d done in the Veran paper. He and his family were friendly with Manis vo Elsyada, specifically Andjet, though it wasn’t their party. Tobias had earned a fortune seeking out new realms, having found two over the past thirty years, which was apparently a lot.
Maeve dug a little deeper on Tobias, wanting to make sure she could engage him in meaningful conversation that also trapped him into revealing any secrets he might be hiding. She would need to chat with Avaline soon, get the ins and outs of how this realm-finding business worked and how she was able to navigate the Starlite. Maeve wanted to have all the facts in her back pocket so when she confronted Tobias, she could glean the things he didn’t mean to let slip to a little khin-born enforcer.
She was going to nail him to the wall.
[image: image-placeholder]They spent another evening inside that night, and Maeve was starting to get stir crazy. She hadn’t gone for a run in ages, and it felt like the muscles were melting off her body. Senshia had told her to take it easy—no spell casting—and she had to keep Dante close, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t exercise.
“Dante,” she finally prompted him after dinner, ending their day-long silence.
He looked up at her from the dishes with shock, and a hint of fear. “Yes?”
She hated that she had to ask him to do things he might not want to do. “I’m getting a bit antsy to move, and I was hoping maybe we could go for a run?”
“Of course.” He smiled, relaxing. “As soon as I’m done cleaning up.”
Maeve moved into the kitchen and helped by putting away the rest of the enchiladas he’d made. They were delicious, and she was excited to eat them again after the run. She turned and handed him the empty glass baking dish.
“You don’t have to,” he said, submerging it in the hot water.
“What else am I supposed to do, just watch?” she asked, going back to the stove to look for more dirty dishes.
“You’re a guest,” he said.
Maeve chuckled. “Your prisoner, more like.”
She picked up the spatula and turned to hand that to him, too.
“I didn’t put us in this situation,” he said, frowning.
His scent had.
Fire flared in her belly. “Right. It was me.” 
She gritted her teeth and tossed the spatula into the sink.
He grabbed her wrist before she could escape, his gaze locking on hers. “I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to.” She pulled on her wrist, but he didn’t release her.
His brow pinched in pain, torment reflecting in his amber eyes. “We’re both just in this. It wasn’t either of our making. And if there’s someone truly to blame—” 
“Stop,” Maeve roared, ripping her arm free as she fled.
“—it’s Corvin for what he did to you.”
She marched out of the kitchen and went to the bedroom, dressing in her running clothes. Dante waited at the bedroom door. She tried to push past him, wanting to get away from this tempestuous energy that swirled between them, but he blocked her path.
“Wait for me,” he said.
“I don’t want to.”
“Doctor’s—”
“Can go fuck themselves,” she interrupted, shoving her palms against his chest, making him stumble back. She moved past him, and he followed her to the door. She laced up her new sneakers, and Dante put on running shoes, too.
“What are you doing?” she snarled.
“Running in my work clothes, apparently,” he said, his tone just as snappy as hers.
“Fine. Change.” Maeve shook her head and walked back toward the bedroom, Dante tailing her.
She stood on the threshold and leaned against the wall beside the door.
“In,” he said, nodding his head.
“What? No.” She crossed her arms.
“I don’t trust you not to leave. In.”
He pointed into the bedroom and Maeve’s stomach clenched in response. She ground her teeth and stomped into the room, unable to stop herself. He closed the door behind him and moved toward the closet, popping the buttons on his shirt as he went. He disappeared behind the corner and Maeve seethed indignantly. She didn’t know why, but he made her want to rage.
She heard the terse zip of his pants and the sound of the soft material as it slid over his legs. Anger and interest pushed and pulled her. She couldn’t escape either. She flopped down on the bed with a huff. His outline moved in her periphery, and she spared a single glance toward him.
That was a mistake.
Now the anger was mostly at how infuriatingly hot he was. His biceps bulged as he tugged up his gray sweats. He had a number of black tattoos across his ribs below his pecs, designs she couldn’t see well enough from her position on the bed. Some were larger than others, and some had lines weaving between them, but none passed up to his chest, or filled the space between his ribs or on his abs.
He reached into another drawer of the armoire and pulled out a black T-shirt, then shot a glare toward Maeve. She looked away, staring pointedly at the carvings on the bed post as she traced one of a moon and stars with her finger. He came out of the closet and stood where Maeve’s knees dangled over the edge of the bed, his shirt still in his hand.
Maeve refused to look at him, despite the very persistent feeling of his presence hovering so close to her.
“Ask,” he said.
“Ask what?” she scoffed, still not looking at him.
He brought a knee up onto the bed between her legs and leaned over, then grabbed her hand. Maeve’s eyes snapped to him as he pulled her up to touch the marks on his ribs. His skin burned under her fingers, and she shuddered at the heat traveling up through her arm. The ridges and planes of his body were so chiseled, yet his skin was so smooth. He felt like sin incarnate.
“What are your tattoos?” Maeve whispered.
“Packmates. Every time a bond is accepted, I’m marked.”
Maeve sat up farther, her fingers exploring of their own accord now. She traced a particularly jagged symbol that looked almost like narrow mountains emerging from an ocean.
“That’s Avaline,” he said.
She looked up at him. “But she’s not Veran.”
He shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. Unlike other canids like jackals, hyenas connect with all bloodlines, all races, as long as there’s a meaningful bond to be had.”
Maeve’s fingers moved on to another mark, this one like a water droplet with slashes running parallel over it. “Skyle,” she whispered, not knowing why.
He nodded, then pulled her fingers to the right side of his ribs to trace another mark. “Who is this?” he asked.
It was roughly shaped like a four-fingered hand, poised like a claw, with a circle between the thumb and first finger that looked like an eclipsed moon.
“Jorren,” Maeve said.
He hummed in confirmation.
How did she know these marks?
She dragged her fingers along his lower rib to a mark on his side. It was a cluster of three geometric designs, with feigned three dimensionality. Something flickered in the center of each of the odd shaped designs, but the more Maeve looked, the less she could identify what it was. A thread twined around the edges of the three shapes, connecting them, and she got the distinct feeling they were family.
“Siblings?” she asked.
Dante nodded. “Not by blood, but I grew up with them.”
Was Dante an orphan? Why else would he have non-blood siblings? Where did he grow up? What was his life like?
Before she could ask any of her questions, Dante lifted her hand to the space between his pecs, dragging Maeve’s attention up to his face. His eyes were molten, and she seared under the heat of his stare.
“This spot is for my alpha,” he said. The rumble of his voice vibrated down her hand and made something twang in her chest.
Maeve let out a shaky breath. “You’re not alpha?”
He smirked. “Hyenas are matriarchal.”
“Oh,” she whispered, not knowing what else to say.
He stepped off the bed and pulled Maeve up to stand next to him. “Now that you’re not furious with me anymore, should we go for a run?”
Maeve grimaced. He’d disarmed her anger with a bare chest so easily. What an asshole.
“I guess I shouldn’t have mentioned it.” He pulled his shirt over his head.
She blew out a long breath and walked toward the door. “Now we’ll have to run twice as long.”
“Not my preferred way to let you wear me out, but alright,” he said with a cocky shrug.
“Three times as long,” she growled as she turned for the hall.
He snatched her arm, pulling her back against his chest. “I can endure anything you throw at me.”
She turned her head to the side with a leer. The heat of his breath against her temple burned away the last of her frustration. Now she just wanted to fuck with him for the fun of it.
“We’ll see about that.”




Chapter twenty-seven







Lorient


Dante limped into the office the next day, and Maeve leered the whole time. He had endured, but almost immediately fell asleep after they got back from HIIT sprints. Maeve had mixed bodyweight exercises like pushups and squats between dashing fifty feet. While Dante was certainly more muscular than Maeve, he also had a good fifty pounds on her. She was limping too, of course, but it felt good to be sore. She hadn’t been sore like this in a long time it seemed. 
Avaline was bouncing off the walls with excitement at lunch because today they were heading to Lorient at 3 p.m. They’d go to the tailor first to be sized and pick out colors and materials for their dresses, and then Dante was taking Maeve to his lineage trainer contacts. She was more excited for that than the dresses but had to maintain her glee about going to the tailor for Avaline’s sake.
Finally, two-thirty rolled around, and Dante beckoned Maeve away from her desk down to the lobby. Avaline was waiting on one of the couches, swinging a set of keys around her finger. She jumped up at the sight of them and passed the keys to Dante.
“Thanks for letting me borrow your car,” she said.
Maeve cut a hard glare over to him. Dante had said the car was still at Sabbas, and that’s why they had to ride the motorcycle. Dante seemed to read her thoughts and gave her a victorious grin.
Avaline cut between them. “Okay, so you have really pretty hair. We’re going to have to talk about what to do with it. I’m thinking half updo, like a cyllian braid?” Avaline rambled at a hundred miles a second as they walked out to Dante’s car.
“What’s that?” Maeve asked.
Avaline squealed. “I forget this is all so new to you. It’s a really pretty style. I can practice on you later tonight to make sure I’ve still got it.”
“I’m sure you do,” Maeve said.
Avaline slid into the back of Dante’s car with Maeve. He glanced over his shoulder at them with a smile before starting the car.
“So, let’s talk colors. Oh! Can we coordinate some theme between us? That would be so fun!”
Maeve laughed at her jubilance. “That sounds great. Maybe we could get our dresses accented with each other’s colors on the hems or something?” Maeve whipped out her only knowledge of clothes: the hem. That was a part of a dress, right?
“That’s a great idea, chispa! We’ll have to get the boys something to match us, too. Oh, to be back in high society again,” she said, her abyssal eyes glimmering.
Maeve hadn’t taken Avaline for a high society girl, but then again, she’d only known what Avaline had to become to survive here on Earth. Maeve realized she knew hardly anything about any of Dante’s crew, or Dante…
Well, no time like the present to find out.
“Tell me what it’s like?” Maeve asked.
“What what’s like?” Avaline said. She’d apparently gotten lost in her daydreaming.
“What high society is like. I’ll need to blend in, you know.”
Avaline sighed. “Here’s my impression of Maeve.” She cleared her throat and screwed up her face to look very serious. “How can I use this information to advance my hunt for the culprit?”
Maeve laughed. “My voice is not that deep. But it’s pretty spot on. I’m a clockwork machine, say some.”
“Says who?” Dante asked.
“This guy I used to buy breakfast burritos from up in Morgantown every Sunday,” she said, remembering Juan fondly.
Corvin’s face popped into her mind, his head cocked as he inspected the tinfoil-wrapped burrito. Another one, where he asked for the rest of her food, his cheeks puffed out, so full from stuffing his gob. That little glimmer in his eyes when he talked about getting burritos came next. Burritos, mountains, and a few favorite colors…that was how much she’d known about Corvin. 
How could she have been in love with so little?
Maeve’s smile faded, and Avaline pouted at her. “Oh, chispa, I’m sure we can find good breakfast burritos here.”
“Yeah,” Maeve said reapplying her grin and hoping it looked real. “I’d love that.”
Dante caught her stare in the rearview mirror, his brow furrowed. Avaline went on about jewelry and shoes, how to curtsy depending on lineage and station, the faux pas of shifting, eating etiquette, and on and on. Maeve nodded, asking follow-ups here and there, until they arrived at the portal hub.
It was fifteen ’til, and Maeve’s ka was about to burst out of her skin from excitement. She was so ready to see a new world. Dante exchanged more pesos for the gold Veran coins and got their tickets, then sat next to Maeve. Her legs were bouncing like crazy, and she felt like she checked the time on her phone every few minutes.
Oh, shit—her phone.
“Don’t I need to leave this here so the portal doesn’t blow it up?” she asked.
Dante shook his head. “As long as it’s next to your body, your own ka field will cover it.”
“How does that work?” she asked.
Dante thought about it for a second. “Consider the atmosphere of your Earth. The planet is moving very quickly through space, but none of you fly out into it because the atmosphere holds you and everything else in. Your body ka is similar, and you’re nearly always wrapped in a thin layer of it. Only when you’re critically low will it recede into your tissues to keep you alive.”
Maeve’s mouth hung slightly agape as some things came together. “Is that why Brigid has a presence when she walks into a room?”
“Exactly. The more advanced your spirit chain, the larger your ka presence, unless you undergo special training to obscure it.”
“Lorient travelers, follow me!” the attendant called from the dark hall.
Maeve rocketed to her feet, her whole body zinging with glee. Dante chuckled, his eyes full of mirth.
“Ready?” Avaline asked, grinning just as wide as Maeve.
Maeve nodded, but then worry ebbed at the back of her mind. She’d been in this tunnel before and had never made it to Lorient. What if Dante changed his mind at the last second?
They reached the dark barrier and Maeve sheened her eyes with jackal sight. She watched the attendant tap over the wall in a specific pattern, then splay his hands out at the center. Each of his fingers glowed brightly—too bright for her night-adjusted eyes, so she reverted.
Purple danced along the frame of the door, then snapped it open to the portal room. Maeve wondered if there was a different room for the different places, or if the room was always the same. There was so, so much she didn’t know, but she was ready to find out.
“Stand back, please,” the attendant said as he stepped between the pillars. He put his hand against the ground and milky strings of power eked from the floor, stringing between the metal. The doorway solidified, and after a second, snapped open.
Maeve angled this way and that to get a better look at what was on the other side around the tall man in front of her. Dante grabbed her arm and pulled her in front of him, giving her a good view.
It was sunny on the other side, revealing a building with light wood floors and stained-glass windows, or something like windows? Three people appeared on the other side and lined up, then stepped through the opening one after the other.
“Welcome to Prison Realm Five: Earth. Please check in at the lobby, and have a nice stay,” the attendant droned.
Maeve looked over her shoulder and Dante leaned down, putting his ear closer to her lips so she could whisper, “Five?”
He pulled back a little with a smirk. “What, you thought this was the only prison realm?”
“How many are there?” Maeve asked.
“Technically nine,” he said.
“Technically?” she asked.
“Lorient travelers, form a line, please,” the attendant said in his bored voice.
Dante kept a firm grip on her shoulders and guided her into the line. “Yes, well, three of the realms were irreparably damaged from the war. They’re wastelands that are technically prison worlds, but there is no dampening barrier, no khinryen, no society. They’re exile realms where madness reigns and power is the only currency. Portals don’t connect there since the realms’ ka is erratic, untamable chaos. The Starlite is the only way in, so prisoners are escorted by…by people like Avaline.”
“Oh,” Maeve murmured.
They were getting closer to the portal, but Maeve’s excitement was now at war with the knowledge of three whole planets that were totally fucked by the war, damaged down to their very ka. She wondered what horrors those landscapes held and what the people exiled there did to survive.
Maeve was next, and Dante kept his hand on her shoulder as they stepped through. The hairs on her arms raised with the static rippling of the milky portal, and then they were on the other side.
The noise hit her first—a din of chatter, crying babies, arguments, laughter—and then her eyes caught up. There were hundreds of people waiting in line beside the portal. A glowing glyph hung over the precession every few feet, but Maeve couldn’t read it. Two attendants stood at the front of the line, one of them saying something about the next portal.
Behind the long line was a larger waiting room where people milled about and a long kiosk desk that reminded Maeve of the airport, with flickering Veran glyphs hovering all around the workers who stood there. Head-sized denzu readers sat on either side of the people at the desks, projecting all the information they worked through in different shades of yellow and gold.
Dante kept her moving toward one of the things she’d taken for a stained-glass window, but it was apparently a local portal. The frames were alight with runes that sustained the magic. Hanging above the different colorful doorways were words, some of which she understood. Something-something street, and placey-place building. Some doors were clearly marked as “Out” while others were “In.” Maeve wanted to try an “In” portal, just to see what would happen to her.
“Keep going,” Dante said, apparently reading her thoughts as she looked at the portals with reckless desire. He steered her toward the door that led out of the physical building and onto the street with Avaline right behind them.
There was a thin, almost clear layer over the doorway that Maeve reached out to feel. It was like sticking her hand through plastic wrap. The air on the other side was so warm and humid. She stepped through and gasped at the change in air density and heat. It was almost like home. Tennessee was humid year-round.
Maeve stopped, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath through her nose. It smelled reminiscent of the sea, the hiking trails she liked in Morgantown, and a carnival. Fried, salty, greasy, and sweet things filled the air beside the more natural scents. There were no harsh chemical stinks, though, so very unlike an airport.
It was loud out here, too. People were shouting out to sell wares, or food, or something. Maeve could hardly understand anything that was being said, but she could spot a sales pitch in any language. Soft whooshing sounds passed by overhead, and Maeve felt the breeze they left behind in their wake.
Dante leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Open your eyes.”
Maeve cracked an eyelid, letting in the bright sunlight, and her heart stopped. Towering before her, built directly into the sides of a narrow fjord, was a whole city. Crystal-clear water sculpted a path between the tall, black rocks the inhabitants had burrowed into. Some buildings hung off the walls, supported by glowing beams of magic.
Colorful tarps with different designs were strung from doors and windows, heralding what kind of wares they sold, or what business they were. Wide walkways were carved along the various elevations, giving access to the different buildings. Bridges crisscrossed at different levels of the city, and Maeve followed it all the way to the top.
Directly above her were glowing rings of energy that someone was passing through like a bullet. The rings made a gentle whoosh noise as the person accelerated. When they emerged from the rings at the top, they unfurled massive green wings and coasted on the draft, entering the flighted traffic. There were hundreds of airborne travelers above the fjord and the buildings that had been crafted on top of the plateau, too.
“Holy shit,” Maeve whispered.
Dante chuckled. “That’s not even the half of it.” He moved her to the edge of the dark railing and leaned against it. “Look down.”
Maeve obeyed, and her eyes bulged. Beneath the crystalline water were more businesses, and swimming Fae moving between them. It was more disorganized in the water than in the sky, but there were no collisions from what she could see. Finned creatures the size of Maeve’s hand dodged around massive cephalopods and merfolk. The larger swimmers moved out of the way of submersible vehicles that inched along through the fjord.
Colorful energy tubes popped out of the water here and there, ending in physics-defying doorways that the Fae would use to exit the water, assuming bipedal forms as they did. They’d lean over the railing and hack up mouthfuls of fluid, then go on about their business as if nothing was amiss.
“Holy. Shit.”
“Come on, let’s get to our appointment,” Dante said, sliding his hand into Maeve’s.
She threaded her fingers through his, needing that comfort of being attached to him in this strange, wonderful place. They weaved between the pedestrians and Maeve hardly had time to take them all in.
Chongas stood at the edges of docks in one area, loading crates onto a boat. A submarine surfaced beside it and unfolded with a magical pop, spraying water over the working Chongas. They shouted and shook their fists at the driver of this new ship, who only waved a sarcastic-looking salute in reply.
Everyone wore different styles of clothing, a hodgepodge of cultures that had been mashed together. Some people looked like Maeve’s definition of fantasy pirates, some looked like Victorian-era lords and ladies, others paupers. Some were even dressed in clothes that were Earthlike, so Maeve didn’t stick out quite as badly as she thought she would.
Willowy creatures with delicate wings flittered up ahead, blowing puffs of pink and purple magic into people’s faces as they passed. They wore scandalously thin garments that barely covered the more seductive portions of their bodies. Not much was left to the imagination.
“Hold your breath,” Dante said as they got closer.
Maeve did as she was told, and as they moved through the fairy people, she got hit with more than one puff of whatever the magic breath was. Vague, sensual thoughts drifted through her head, and Maeve looked up at the banner hanging from the opening of the building.
Yep, it was a brothel. As if she needed more confirmation.
They moved beyond the magic clouds, and she breathed easy again. 
“What would have happened if I hadn’t held my breath?” she asked.
Avaline caught her arm and matched her stride. “You would’ve had the immense urge to go spend all of Dante’s money on pleasure.”
“Oh, maybe we should go back,” Maeve said with an impish smile.
Dante cast a salacious smirk over his shoulder, squeezing her hand tighter. “If pleasure is all you seek, look no further.”
“Is that a promise, master?” Avaline said with a wrinkled-nose sneer.
Dante gave her a withering glare.
Avaline nudged Maeve. “Don’t let him tease you like that. He’ll never stop.”
Maeve secretly didn’t want him to stop, but she nodded. “He’s incorrigible.”
They weaved between the shops along the waterway until they reached a wide intersection that cut into the fjord. Glowing orange lights hovered along the tall ceiling of the interior market, casting a warm glow over all the shops, which had set their wares out on colorful blankets. People shouted at Maeve, holding up jewelry, scarves, and dresses, all of them seemingly cued in on the fact that she was new to the world. She couldn’t help but look at everything with a face-splitting grin.
Dante led them down a narrower alley where the traffic slowed down, then up a set of stone stairs that had been carved into the rock. The level they arrived on was deserted, save for a few people picking up garments in magically enchanted bags who looked too focused to be anything other than personal assistants.
They walked by a few specialized shops and, after they passed a few, Maeve was able to discern the glyph for “Tailor.” The accompanying glyphs were things like “Quadruped” or “Aquatic.” They stopped at a shop entrance with silver beads falling over the opening. Maeve instantly got the image of an old mystic’s back room at a traveling circus, though she’d never been to one herself.
Dante moved through the doorway and the little beads seemed to roll over his skin like water, sparking ripples of silver energy across his skin and clothes. Maeve went next and the feel of the magic over her skin was like a warm bath. It was incredible. She closed her eyes and walked more slowly, allowing the magic to really caress her.
When she opened her eyes, Dante was naked.
Maeve’s gaze instantly shot to his groin against her will, but his manhood was…not there? Obscured? It was just like when she’d tried to look at the bau without her hekara—the damn thing just evaded her eyes. She snapped her gaze back up to Dante’s face to see he was leering like a wolf.
“Those dirty books putting thoughts in your head, Mae?” He groaned her name, making her thighs clench. He ran his tongue along his teeth and Maeve’s face burned. She looked back toward the door, trying to avoid him and his damn playboy tactics.
Avaline sighed as she came through the doorway slowly. “I love that feeling so much. It’s been so long since I’ve had a proper magical scrub down.”
Maeve looked down to see she too was completely nude, but anatomically barbie dolled.
“Dantefor,” a chittering voice called from somewhere deep in the shop.
Maeve looked up and took in her surroundings for the first time. There were garments hanging off the wall fit for a fucking queen. A sparkling opal dress here, a ruby-red sequined ballgown there, sapphire-encrusted tiaras, velvety veils, and more. They were just samples apparently because there were no racks, no shelves, only mirrors and stands.
A monster centipede click-clacked from the back room and reared up before Dante. Maeve shrieked, summoning Firestorm to her palms. Dante grabbed her hands and the flames guttered against his legs.
He growled in frustrated pain. “That’s Seamstress Cintrenia, your tailor.”
“I’m so sorry!” Maeve dropped to her knees, running Healing Touch over the red burns on Dante’s legs. She looked over at the seamstress and stammered, “I’m so sorry!”
Maeve froze, dread filling her chest. She looked up at Dante with wide-eyed terror from where she’d healed him.
“Cintrenia is a trusted friend,” Dante whispered, his fingers gripping her chin. “You’re safe. But let’s keep that to a minimum, yes?”
Maeve nodded, swallowing down her fear.
The centipede creature whirled, its black exoskeleton shifting as a woman emerged. Her torso was far too long, with two extra sets of arms protruding from her sides. She wore white silk against her black skin, she had eyes like embers, and mandibles clacked in her overly wide mouth.
She waved two long, spindly limbs that protruded from her back at Avaline. “Up.”
Without further instruction, Avaline walked over to one of the raised platforms surrounded by mirrors and started gushing. “So, Maeve and I were thinking that we could accent our gowns with each other’s colors! What do you think?”
Cintrenia’s mandibles clacked. “If you pick complementary colors, yes.”
“I was thinking gold,” Avaline said with a whisper. “It’s been so long since I’ve worn gold.”
Cintrenia crooned, “Of course, dear.”
The centipede woman’s head rotated on her shoulders much too far, her glowing eyes locking on Maeve. “And you?” she asked.
Maeve had to suppress a shiver. “I like black.”
The seamstress hummed. “Gold and black. Beautiful.”
Her many arms flexed and shifted, moving around Avaline’s body in a strange dance. Golden light poured from her palms in strands and the two limbs from her back picked up the strings, acting like needles. Her six hands weaved in and out, under Avaline’s arms, down her torso, and over her hips.
A dress emerged in a glowing ephemeral cast of ka. It was sleeveless, backless, and form fitting, with a few gathered areas on her hips for accents and a mermaid tail flare at the bottom.
“It’s perfect!” Avaline squealed, her fists mashed against her cheeks as she inspected herself in the mirror.
The centipede seamstress yanked the visage over Avaline’s arms and pinned it to the wall, where it stayed. She pointed to Dante next, and Maeve couldn’t help but ogle all of him that wasn’t left to the imagination. His tattoos were on full display on his ribs and Maeve’s eyes caught on those first. She wondered if she’d ever show up there…
She banished that thought and moved on to his powerful thighs. He was still limping a little but really putting on a show of strength for the seamstress. He stepped up onto the platform and his ass was graciously not obscured from view. Maeve wondered if the seamstress had let down the illusion just for her, or if everyone was witnessing his magnanimous glutes plump and flex as he ascended.
Her gaze wandered back up his body until she caught his gaze in the mirror. His eyes were locked on hers, and he knew everywhere hers had wandered. Maeve mashed her lips together and looked away.
“Black, please,” Dante said.
“Accents of gold?” Cintrenia asked.
Dante lowered his chin, watching Maeve in the mirror. “And of red. Combat ready, please.”
Cintrenia chuckled. “The gala will be dangerous this year?”
“You never know,” he said with a shrug.
The seamstress worked her magic, covering Dante in dark strings of ka in a form-fitting suit that was almost too close. Other women would most definitely be looking at him in that. He gave a few notes, and they adjusted the fit on the waist, wrists, and more, but Maeve was hardly paying attention. She was just watching Dante. Mostly his ass.
Cintrenia pulled the suit off him and gestured to Maeve. She covered herself modestly as she stepped up onto the dais.
“Arms down, dear,” said the centipede.
Maeve put her arms down ramrod straight.
“Loosen up some, I need to see you casual so it flexes,” she said.
Dante’s appraising gaze was absolutely no help to Maeve in loosening up, but she tried, taking three deep breaths.
“Better,” said the seamstress. “Now, let me in, please.”
Maeve looked at her glowing eyes. “Let you where?”
“In your mind. I must delve into your preferences,” she said.
Maeve hadn’t realized she was guarding herself. Perhaps Senshia’s training had finally kicked in. She took another deep breath and thought about letting her walls down just a little.
“Good enough,” the seamstress said.
Hmm. The woman’s voice rippled through her mind.
Lace? Truly?
Oh, beautiful legs. Slits! Yes!
Cute shoulders. Let’s show them off.
Without another word, her intrusion evaporated and she got to work. Her fingers weaved around Maeve’s body, crafting a full-length dress with lace, off-the-shoulder sleeves, and a deep, deep V-cut to the waistline.
“How will this stay on?” Maeve asked, knowing there was no way in hell that cut wasn’t going to gape open and expose her breasts.
“Magic, dear,” said Cintrenia. “It will hold to your skin because it’s been crafted to live there, as part of you. I’ll extract a small amount of your ka to make it yours—and fireproof,” she whispered with a wink.
Maeve took a steadying breath. That was another person who knew what she was. How would she stop her lineage from coming out now?
Cintrenia weaved her golden ka strings around Maeve’s waist and instantly opened the design at the crux of her hip on each side. The mockup was snug against her body, but as Maeve wiggled side to side, the long slits opened, exposing her legs.
“What do you think, dear?” the seamstress asked.
Maeve’s eyes cut from her reflection in the mirror to Dante. He was not-so-covertly biting his knuckle.
“I love it,” Maeve said, a glimmer in her green eyes.
“Good.” Cintrenia pulled the dress off her and pinned it to the wall with the others. “Come back in three hours. I’ll be done.”
“Avaline, could you actually stay in town?” Dante asked. “I want to take Maeve up to the lineage trainer, and I can’t carry both of you.”
Avaline rolled her eyes with a bored groan. “Fiiine.”
Dante grinned. “Thank you.”
He reached out for Maeve’s hand, his smile uncharacteristically brilliant. Something had him very excited, and Maeve didn’t feel it was her dress. She took his hand, and he pulled her from the shop. When they passed through the silver beads, their clothes reappeared exactly as they had been.
“Nifty,” Maeve said, looking down at herself.
Dante beamed. “The wonders of magic.”
He led her down the hall to the stairs but took her up instead of down. They wound around and around until they emerged out onto a veranda that overlooked the fjord.
“Ready?” Dante asked, pulling her closer.
“For?” Maeve asked, brow furrowed.
He dipped down, capturing the backs of her legs to cradle her against his chest. Maeve yelped and wrapped her arms around his neck as she crashed against him.
His eyes were bright with mischief. “To fly.”




Chapter twenty-eight







Home At Last


Dante’s wings unfurled with a  whoomp! and he leapt from the ledge.
Maeve sucked in a deep breath and buried her face in his neck as her stomach squeezed from the sudden loss of gravity. Dante howled with joy, and the clap-whoosh of his wings around them pulled Maeve back to reality.
“Warn me before you do that,” she yelled into his chest, still too terrified to come out from the crook of his neck.
He chuckled, nudging the crown of her head with his chin. “Look up.”
Maeve shook her head, hugging him tighter. “No.”
His grip tightened around her in return, and a gratified hum rumbled in his chest. “This is fine, too.”
The wind rustled her hair and after a few seconds of them not dying or crashing into anything, she decided it was safe enough to look. She turned her face away from his warm cedar scent and looked out ahead of them.
Flighted chimeras and other creatures zipped about the skies, keeping to roughly organized “lanes” that were shining with magic. There was an Enmatis glowing at the top of a tall building spire that projected the traffic lines into the sky. It was a massive three-dimensional field that traversed multiple axes. The color coordination of the lanes didn’t seem to be necessary since the citizens flew up into the sky and merged into the aerial traffic just as well as Dante had.
They passed the fjord, moving away from the city center, and started traveling over the plateau. To the right, cliffs led out to a wild sea that seemed to be battling a storm. Tiny ships with white sails bobbed on the horizon, and lightning clashed. Silhouettes of creatures came alight in the sky with every strike, and Maeve wondered if the ships were under siege.
To the left was a vast, icy plain that led up to towering snowcapped mountains. The air was cooler up here, but still too warm for all that snow.
“How?” Maeve asked.
“Well, I have bat in my lineage so I can grow wings—” 
“Not ‘how’ about your wings,” Maeve said, rolling her eyes. “How is it so warm with snow right there.”
“Spells. We’ll pass the barrier soon,” he said, his amber eyes sighted on something ahead.
Maeve followed his gaze, watching the spires of the central city fall behind them. The avenues spread out in rings, the buildings getting shorter and shorter the farther they went from the fjord, until—
Snap!
Frosty air blasted against Maeve’s bare arms. Dante dropped lower, leaving the designated “lane” out of the city, but it was still freezing. Maeve tucked into his neck once more, trying to keep her exposed skin to a minimum.
Dante’s chest vibrated a low tune that Maeve couldn’t hear, and then the air stopped whipping against her so harshly. She looked up to see his lips pressed into a whistle, silvery magic pouring from them in a cone. Maeve followed the ripples of magic to see they spread out before them, creating a sphere that was cutting through the air.
“How are you doing that?” she asked.
His eyes darted down to hers, and he subdued a smile to keep up the whistling shape of his lips.
Right. Magic.
Maeve lifted her hand and touched one of the rippling rings of silver. It pushed against her palm and threw her hand out to the side. She tugged it back in and looked up at Dante with surprise. His eyes glimmered with delight.
They left the city proper behind, the taller buildings giving way to smaller suburbs. The flighted travelers diminished significantly until there were almost none, and the houses below them switched to thatched roofs and black stone construction. Dante found a stretch of dark green grass with enough space for his wings and lowered them closer. He hovered for a few beats before dropping them down.
The rumbling in his chest ceased, and Maeve couldn’t stop herself from touching his lips. “How did you do that?”
His chest expanded with a deep breath, pulling the air between the gaps in her fingers. He closed his eyes, turning his head side to side so her fingers rubbed across his soft lips.
“Sonic manipulation,” he said, nipping her fingertip. “It’s a bat thing.”
The feel of his teeth dragging against her skin was enough to make her heart stutter.
“I like bat things,” Maeve said, moving her fingers from his lips to the joint of his wing. She touched the ridge, surprised to find short, silky hairs running along it.
“This isn’t the time to play,” Dante said in a low, needy groan. “But I’ll let you touch my wings as much as you want back at home.”
Home.
She didn’t have a home anymore.
Maeve tensed in his arms, pulling her hand back. Dante seemed to sense the shift in her mood, kneeling to set her down on the ground. She staggered a little as she found her legs again, and Dante kept a hand against her back until she was steady.
She looked up at the thatched-roof house before her with a thick chimney rising out of the far end. There was a heavy wood door barring the way, and little shuttered windows with crescent moon and star designs that were glowing with orange light. It looked cozy.
Dante tucked his wings into his back, and they disappeared. Maeve pulled his shoulder forward and tugged on his jacket. There were concealed slits running down from each shoulder blade, overlapping in such a way to look like a natural panel for a suit jacket.
“Custom?” she asked.
“Cintrenia is a fine tailor.”
Maeve hummed. “So, you ruined a very nice human-made suit that night…”
“Don’t remind me,” Dante grumbled, heading toward the door.
He reached up and grabbed the handle, ready to pull it open without even knocking. Maeve scoffed, and he looked at her curiously.
“Rude,” she said, gesturing to his hand on the door.
He chuckled, then bowed at the waist. “Welcome to my childhood home.”
He tugged the door open, waving his hand toward the glowing yellow interior. An excited childish scream sounded inside and a second later, a little Veran came charging out. The girl, no more than six, wore a white and tan dress, definitely a hand-me-down. She had thin, golden hair and bright blue eyes that locked on to Maeve before roving around the grassy clearing.
“Dantefor! Yareh ans duv?” the girl asked in a playful tone.
Maeve knew duv was “you” and gathered she was asking where he was. Maeve pursed her lips and tipped her head toward the door, where he was tucked away.
The little girl crept toward it with a quiet giggle. She grabbed the edge and jumped around with a roar. Dante yelped in mock surprise, throwing his hands up.
“Duv gameh si!” he declared, holding his chest like he’d been shocked.
She jumped up into his arms, laughing like mad, and Maeve couldn’t help but grin too.
The girl’s bright blue eyes turned toward Maeve when she’d settled, and she whispered to Dante, “Poesmas enst?”
Dante smiled, rubbing a finger over her chubby cheek. “Ensas Maeve, sins lasecava.”
Her sapphire eyes turned back to Dante. “Duv lasecamasinta?”
He laughed and seesawed his head. “Chents…”
The little girl furrowed her brow and crossed her arms. “Duv ans sins lasecamasintor.”
Dante laughed louder and set her down. “Ya evose amret.”
He put a hand on her back and pushed the girl toward Maeve. “This is Pyar. She thinks we’re destined to be together.”
“You and me?” Maeve asked incredulously.
Dante wrinkled his nose. “No, her and I.”
“Vaseh duvemi valiso?” Pyar asked Dante.
Maeve dropped to one knee and summoned all her Veran vocabulary to bastardize the sentence, “I see you, Pyar.” It was the best greeting she could manage.
Pyar shot Dante a funny look. “Ensa morg vali.”
Dante nodded to the girl, then looked to Maeve. “She says you talk funny.”
“I see you, Maeve,” Pyar said in Veran. Dante chuckled and ruffled her hair.
“As soon as you have an open chain, I’ll share Veran with you,” he said to Maeve.
“I have one I’ve been saving, actually,” she said.
He nodded. “Good. We’ll take care of that before we leave.”
“Dantefor!” an older woman shrilled from the open door. She wore a similar-style dress to Pyar in white and ruddy blue. She was plump at the bust and hips, with graying brown hair and wrinkles at her eyes and smile lines. “Duvemi nayeso a versagh!” she yelled, motioning for them to come in.
Dante reached out for Maeve’s hand, and she took it, following him inside. The older woman at the door pulled Dante in for a kiss on the cheek, then reached for Maeve. She stammered for a second as the woman planted a kiss on her cheek, then patted her face with fondness.
Dante shrugged. “Nez loves everyone, even people she doesn’t know.”
It was strange to know that kissing was a form of affection among Verans, maybe other Fae too. Not that she’d expected a punch to the gut as a “hello,” but their cultures were surprisingly similar.
The room was dominated at the center by a wide spiral staircase leading down. To the left and right were a few chairs, but nothing more existed on this level. At the back of the room, behind the stairs, was a massive turret of fire that coursed down into the depths of the house where Maeve heard more voices.
Nez and Pyar took the stairs down while Maeve gaped at the room.
“It’s incredible,” she said, unable to contain her laugh at the sheer audacity of being in another world.
Dante tugged her in close, his face soft as his eyes darted over her. Her breathing came shallowly through her parted lips as she met his gaze. He tucked a stray lock of Maeve’s fiery hair behind her ear, his fingers trailing down her neck to her collarbone where they rested. 
Maeve’s mouth went as dry as the fire raging in the turret, her heart thundering. “What are you doing?”
“Admiring you,” he said, his fingers sliding back up her neck to her chin, tilting her face to meet his.
“Dan-te-for!” Pyar yelled each syllable with gusto from the steps.
Dante closed his eyes, an annoyed smirk turning up his lips. He shook his head, then jerked it toward the stairs. “Come on.”
She followed him, her eyes roving as they descended. The first level down had two doors on each side of the fire. There were glyphs marking the door that appeared to be hand-scrawled, one looking a little more mature than the other, accompanied by a skull and bones. They descended to the next level, which opened much more.
There were two doors on either side of the fire, but then on the wall opposite the fire were two more doors, all of them marked with hand-written glyphs. They descended another level and though it went even lower still, Dante pulled them off the stairs here.
To the right was a wide, low-ceilinged kitchen. There was a stove with a magical glowing channel that pulled heat from the main fire turret into it. Two large pots of something very spicy were bubbling away on top of it. Maeve blinked her eyes a few times at the scent of gamey meats and acidic broth. Nez hobbled into the kitchen, her back slightly hunched, and kissed the cheek of a man with very little gray hair left on top of his head. He patted her hand and stirred one of the pots with a wooden spoon.
Two children stomped up the stairs from lower in the house, fighting in Veran. One of them was in his early teens, with dark hair and blue scales that shimmered over his neck and cheeks. He was yelling at a girl slightly older than him with purple hair and an opal shimmer to her skin.
“Utz!” Dante shouted at them.
Both kids fell silent instantly, their heads snapping over to him. Their eyes lit up and they charged, yelling his name. Maeve stepped back, allowing the teens to embrace him.
Dante murmured to them in Veran, and Maeve hardly caught a word. It sounded like he was chastising them for making Nez’s life harder. The older boy kicked at the colorful carpet covering the black stone floor, mumbling some apology in response.
He turned, introducing Maeve. “This is Yinnal,” he said patting the boy’s head. He touched the purple-haired girl’s shoulder. “And this is Sisk.”
Maeve reached out to shake their hands, then retracted, then tucked her hair behind her ear as heat filled her cheeks. She had no idea what she was doing.
Sisk chuckled, speaking in simple Veran as she pointed to Maeve. “You new?”
Maeve nodded.
“Ensa ye vali Verani acast ruhn?” Yinnal asked Dante.
Dante shook his head, and Maeve flushed deeper. She couldn’t really understand them, but she understood the context. They could tell she was not a Veran, not really.
“Khin,” Maeve said, touching her chest.
“Ahh,” Yinnal and Sisk said together, bobbing their heads.
Yinnal donned a cocky smirk, then flourished his hands. Blue-green magic spiraled out of his fingers and formed little butterflies. They floated around Maeve, brushing against her face and arms. Where each insect made of ka landed, happiness sparked in her. She giggled, touching the places they landed and feeling the concentration of joy shift to her fingertips.
Sisk punched her brother’s arm. “Greft eagas ayea Dantefor lasecamasinta.”
“Sins yunno lasecava,” Dante corrected her.
“Uh-huh,” Sisk said, rolling her eyes before walking away.
Yinnal twisted his wrists and closed his hands, cutting off the magic. He gave her an over-exaggerated wink before following his sister toward the kitchen.
Dante hummed. “Seems he thinks you’re destined for each other.”
Maeve cocked her head at him playfully. “Lotta claims of destiny in this house.”
He ran a finger down her arm, eliciting a shiver through her spine. He was daring to touch her more here, in the comfort of where he grew up. She liked the attention from him, and liked his childhood home, and the people in it, too.
“What do you think about destiny?” he asked, his finger drifting down her forearm and circling in her palm.
She hummed. “I think, if we’re strong enough, we can make our own destiny.”
“Good answer.”
“Utz!” Nez called from the kitchen. “Duvemi ro kenk!”
Dante looked over his shoulder. “Dinnertime.”
Maeve’s eyes widened, the burn of the spices in the air making them water.
“I’m sure the bread won’t be too spicy for you.” He smiled at her teasingly and pulled on her hand, bringing her to the kitchen.
He released her, stuffing his hands in fat mittens before grabbing one of the massive soup pots. Maeve found a plate of fresh bread and grabbed that, following Dante through the hot, spicy kitchen. They emerged on the other end into another low-ceilinged room with three massive picnic-style tables, though only the one in the center was set.
To the left was a horizontal divide cut in the wall where fire ran through, likely heading toward that central turret. On the right, the wall opened in a massive window that revealed the sea. The fire in the divide ran all the way to that opening, and there was a soft orange shimmer over the opening, leading Maeve to believe there was a magic barrier. Given there was no strong breeze blowing in, she was pretty sure she was right.
Dante set the soup pot down in the center of the table, and Maeve let Nez direct where the bread went. Nez looked at her fondly with deep crimson eyes that Maeve hadn’t noticed before. She was striking, and something about her felt very dangerous, though Maeve knew that threat was buried deep below layers of kindness and patience. 
Yinnal and Sisk came in, still arguing about something, with bowls, plates, and utensils for seven. Pyar came trailing after, her arms loaded with far too many cloth napkins. When the table was set and everyone gathered, Dante pulled Maeve down to the seat next to him. Pyar jumped up into the spot next to Dante, beaming up at him, and Sisk sat next to Maeve.
Nez, Yinnal, and the older man took a space across from them. The man extended his hand for a shake with a smile and Maeve took it.
“Rolim,” he said in a gruff voice. He didn’t shake their hands, just gripped hers. It was obvious he’d been a muscular man in his heyday, his body still sculpted beneath the wrinkles.
“Maeve,” she said in response, hoping they were exchanging names.
He grinned broader and released her.
Nez looked to everyone for a quick beat, then started speaking. “Ensumi valipar grensk ehura Matia poesme darga yo.”
Dante whispered. “We gather to thank the Mother for her bounty.”
Nez went on in Veran and Dante translated. “I thank your mothers for bringing you here to me so that we may share that bounty together. May her grace keep us with full bellies, and fuller hearts. May we never have to want. May we serve the great goddess with dignity and pride.”
“Utz!” everyone said when Dante finished his translation.
They all started serving themselves, normal dinner chatter picking up as Yinnal and Sisk returned to their argument.
“What is utz? You’ve used it several times for various things,” Maeve asked Dante in a whisper.
“It’s a catchall.” Dante grabbed her bowl, spooning in a scoop of something that could have been mashed potatoes, then followed it up with a very small portion of a red, meaty gravy that was definitely the source of the spicy. “It means hey, or thanks, or sometimes no. Just depends on the tone and the context.”
“Well, that’s not confusing,” Maeve said.
He set the bowl down in front of her, then reached forward and grabbed a slice of orange-tinged bread. He slathered a good bit of something brown and grainy over it, laying that on her plate. “If the stew is too spicy, the bread should help some.”
Maeve picked up her spoon and got a good amount of the mashed potato-looking stuff, then dipped it in the fatty red broth. She had the bread in her other hand on standby as she put the spoon to her lips. Nez was watching her with a soft smile.
The pressure was on.
She blew on it a little to cool it down—no reason to burn the roof of her mouth in the process—and then took a bite. A very mild sweetness hit the tip of her tongue first. She took the food farther into her mouth and chewed it around. Salty, rich, gamey like deer, and—yep, there was the spice. It was about a seven out of ten on the “how much would she regret this” scale.
Maeve nodded appreciatively, swallowed, and took a bite of bread. The bread was very sweet from the brown jam smeared on top, which seemed to cut through the spice effectively.
She hummed and looked to Dante. “How can I say it’s good?”
“Enswo gelicadri.”
Maeve nodded and looked back to Nez, repeating him. The older woman’s eyes glowed brighter red, and the fire in the trough behind her blazed hotter.
Maeve took another bite of the stew, and the heat returned to her mouth immediately. She balanced it out with a bite of bread after and made it all the way through the meal without sweat running down her face. She was definitely feeling it at her neck, though.
Pyar told everyone about her day, Dante translating for her every once in a while. She’d learned about her Veran glyphs, and some of the creatures that live in the sea beyond the fjord. Maeve would like to go to class with Pyar and learn a few things.
When the meal was finished, Dante grabbed an extra serving of everything and loaded it up on a tray. Nez caught his arm, saying something Maeve couldn’t understand but was loaded with concern. He planted a quick peck on her forehead and then looked back at Maeve with a beckoning nod.
Maeve followed after him, dropping her dishes next to the sink. Sisk and Yinnal were throwing water from the basin back and forth with their magic, splashing each other more than they were cleaning the dishes. She wanted to watch them move, understand how they were doing it, but Dante was waiting with that tray of food.
They stepped onto the stairs and wound down another level. There was a living space on the left with shelves of books and comfortable-looking spots with throw pillows and blankets next to another large window that revealed the sea. Spray from the waves crashed against the rocks and sprinkled against the fire barrier with a sizzle.
They wound down another level, and the fire in the turret behind them dimmed to a low glow. The whole floor was darker, and Maeve sheened her eyes to see better. There were five doors down here, two on either side of the fire, and one on the opposite wall where Dante was headed. The stairs went even farther down, but Maeve could hardly see below them.
Dante stopped at the lone door and knocked. “Ornk?”
Purple runes danced up the frame of the door and the wood dissolved away. The shimmer of magic left spots behind Maeve’s eyes, making it harder to see.
An ancient voice called from beyond. “Come.”




Chapter twenty-nine







Bloodline Exposed


Dante walked into the room. It was narrow, and low ceilinged like everything else, with a shelf of jars and books on the right next to a pallet bed scattered with pillows and blankets. 
Maeve’s eyes cut to where Dante stopped, kneeling to set the tray of food down. An ancient man, wrinkled and scarred, sat cross-legged on the stone floor. Purple magic remnants wriggled out from beneath where he sat, hands on his knees, eyes closed.
Dante whispered to him in Veran, and the man’s eyes snapped open, locking on Maeve. She tried to stand tall under his scrutiny, holding his gaze.
“Sit,” the man said in a voice as ancient as his face. He slid the tray of food toward his bed, then patted the spot on the ground before him.
Dante took a few steps back, nodding to her. She moved closer and sat like him, legs crossed, hands on her knees.
“You’re khin-born,” he said.
“I am. How can you speak English?”
He chuckled, then coughed twice to clear his throat. “I was once khin.”
“Oh. I’m sorry…”
He shrugged lightly. “Life led me here. I am Ornkenthar, but like my young pupil Dantefor, you may call me Ornk.”
“I’m Maeve.”
Ornk reached out and took her hands in his weathered ones, his skin feeling like old paper. He turned her palms up, rubbing his thumbs across the lines that creased her hands. He closed his eyes and hummed in interest, then color glowed in their joined hands.
Red and black magic zipped out of her palms into the air, taking the rough shape of a jackal. It pranced around the room, jumping playfully around Dante before disappearing into nothing. Orange and white emerged next in flaming wings, forming the hawk-like phoenix. It soared just overhead, whispering through Dante before disappearing against the wall. Blue, silver, and purple came next, forming a thick cobra that curled around the pair, then around Dante, and faded away.
Maeve watched the precession of her chimera animals with wonder. They all seemed to like Dante quite a bit.
A tiny ape popped out next in green and yellow but didn’t make it much farther than Maeve’s knee before fading away.
“These are your revealed bloodlines,” Ornk said. “Most are very strong. I sense another strong lineage lingering. This is good. Four powerful bloodlines will give you many spells.”
He opened his eyes, looking at Maeve with gravitas. “Are you ready to begin the discovery?”
She swallowed hard. “I am.”
Ornk took a deep breath, and then a rumbling began in his chest that reminded her of Tibetan monks throat singing. The resonance of his voice awakened something in her, and milky white power pooled in the palms of her hands. It was so brilliant, Maeve had to deactivate her jackal’s eyes.
Ornk’s humming became louder and the magic pulled from Maeve’s palms. A draining sensation came with it, as if she were losing some of her ka. The creature began to take shape. Big, round, fluffy shape, with two tall ears and a single pointy lump protruding from its forehead.
“A bunny?” Maeve asked incredulously.
The creature leapt off her lap and bounded toward the wall. It bounced off the bookcase, over the pallet bed, and then between Dante’s legs. A white circle opened on the stone behind him and the rabbit hopped through, reappearing on the ceiling above Dante and falling into his arms with a misty poof. He was chuckling, his eyes glinting with amusement.
The ka resonance faded away, leaving the room dark once more.
“Not bunny,” Ornk said when his humming stopped.
“Veh’ha,” Maeve uttered, and her orange ka swirled between them. Her status screen took shape, and she navigated to the lineage information.
~ Lineage Information ~
Jackal: 29%
Phoenix: 26%
Horned Hare: 21%
Cobra: 19%
Ape: 3%
Unknown: 2%
-----

“Horned hare?” she asked incredulously. “Like a jackalope?”
Ornk scowled. “I don’t know this word. The hare is good. Strong connection to the realms ka.”
“What does that mean?” she asked.
“Portal magics, barriers, warding; anything manipulating realm ka. Their horns channel psychic energy for divination, delving the past of items and people, too.”
Divination and delving the past, huh? That was mighty useful for what she had in mind…but she couldn’t trust visions spawned by magic to solve her case; she could only use it to lead her toward empirical truth.
The horned hare would explain why Maeve had an affinity for portal magics, though. Senshia’s butterfly was how the snake woman manipulated them, but Maeve hadn’t exhibited any butterfly-like traits, that Senshia had said at least, and now she knew why. She wondered where she’d gotten the horned hare from.
“You have three chains open,” Ornk said. “Would you like to train something?”
Three chains? She hadn’t even earned one in the months she’d spent with Corvin. How had she somehow earned two between him leaving and now?
Death advances the spirit chain.
Maeve had technically died. Dante and Avaline had brought her back.
She turned and looked at Dante. “You said you would share the Veran spoken language with me, right?”
He nodded. “I’ll try to sneak in some dance moves and cultural references, too.”
“How does this work, anyway? I get how lineage spells can be transferred—they’re stored in the spirit chain—but how are language and culture transferred?”
Dante tapped one of the gold rings on his fingers. “Hekara are the transfer method. They can store data and they are encoders. I encode my knowledge into the hekara, yours reads it and then translates it into your spirit chain. Anything encoded to your spirit chain in that way has the possibility of passing to your offspring, making it easier for them to then learn what you had learned.”
“That’s so nuts,” Maeve breathed.
Dante shrugged. “Do you not want a spell from Ornk?”
Maeve thought about it. “Could you help me with my new bloodline? I’d love to be able to delve a person’s or object’s past.”
Ornk swirled his arms through the air and colorful magic flew from his fingers, taking shape in two animals: a stag and a wolf. “I can teach you from these two bloodlines. Much of wolf, Dante can teach you as well.
“But your phoenix,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper. “I know where you can train her.”
Maeve perked up.
Dante shook his head. “Ornk, she doesn’t have any affiliation with the High Court.”
Ornk’s wise eyes sparkled in amusement as he stared up at Dante. He gave a raspy chuckle. “I know, silly child.” He looked back to Maeve. “Well?”
Maeve stammered. “Yes. Where? Who?”
Ornk reached out and touched her mother’s bangle. He dipped his head, and silver light zapped from his fingers into the band. Maeve jumped from the shock.
Ornk grunted in satisfaction. “The location is encoded.”
“What if someone takes my hekara?” Maeve asked, suddenly worried for the phoenix who might be hurt if she were to lose her hekara somehow.
“Do not let this fall into someone else’s hands.” He grabbed her arm below the bangle. “Do not let yourself fall into someone else’s hands. They’ve been waiting for you.”
Dante sighed, his face pinched in a pained scowl as he watched the old man.
“Who has?” Maeve asked.
Ornk’s eyes were wide, a manic smile on his face. “The phoenix is always waiting for eager young things.
“They’re waiting for you,” Ornk said again. The wizened clarity he had before was long gone now, replaced by something a little kookie. “The scales are chipped. Teeth sharpened. She’s ready to strike.”
“He gets confused sometimes,” Dante whispered to Maeve, offering her his hand. “Have your dinner now, Ornk, and get some rest.” 
“Thank you, Ornk. I won’t forget this,” Maeve said.
Ornk only nodded, reaching for his tray of food as he licked his lips.
Maeve took Dante’s hand and got out of the way so the ancient man could eat his dinner in peace. Dante led her out of the room, and purple runes snapped the door back into place. She wondered if Ornk was controlling it, or if he was a prisoner here, just like he had been on Earth.
Dante pulled Maeve up to the next level, into the living space off the stairs. The sea crashed against the stone wall by the window, the rumble of it trembling through the stone floor.
“I’m sorry. His lucidity comes and goes. Nez warned me it wasn’t a great day,” he said, watching Maeve closely to see if she was rattled.
She shook her head. “It’s okay. I’m not all here all the time, either.”
Dante gave her a sad smirk. His eyes wandered over to the window and his vision drifted to ocean waves, as lost to that depthless sea as he was in his own grim thoughts.
“Who is he to you?” Maeve asked. “Your father?”
“Ornk was a mentor,” he said, his gaze darkening. “He helped me deal with my demons.”
“Are you related to any of them?” she wondered. She hadn’t seen any resemblance in any of the others in the house, but they acted like family.
Dante shook his head. He was usually talkative, more than willing to answer her questions about this and that. She didn’t want to push him, but she wanted to know more about him.
She grabbed his hand, drawing his attention. “Will you tell me more about them?”
He took a deep breath. “This is a halfway house, founded ages ago by some do-gooder with more money than sense,” he said, chuckling. His brow pinched in thought. “Still better than the orphanages in town, though.
“The keepers change every dozen years or so, usually raised from within to take over. Nez and Rolim were new to this when I arrived, not raised here but brought in to help take over for Ornk when his mind started slipping. Nez and Ro didn’t know how to deal with a monster like me.” He paused, smirking at some memory.
Maeve wanted to ask him what he meant by that, but she didn’t want to shut him down either. She’d treat this like a talk with her father. Stay quiet and listen to what he’d offer.
“I spent a lot of time with Ornk for that reason. He was strict but fair, and showed me more kindness than I’d known on the streets.” Darkness crept over his face again, but he took another steadying breath and went on. “I send as much help as I can. Nez and Ro should’ve retired a decade ago but were determined to stay when I…wouldn’t.”
Maeve squeezed his hand, letting him know she was still there.
“I’ve told them I’d hire replacements, but they refused, so I just keep sending as much money as I can. Money only goes so far when you have three children to raise and an elder to care for. Sisk says she’s almost ready to take on more responsibilities, but I don’t know; she’s still so young. I should be here for them,” he whispered.
“You are here for them,” Maeve said, moving her hand to cup his cheek.
He turned to face her, their eyes locking. “Not in the way they need me.”
“You can’t be everything to everyone.”
He smiled sadly. “Why not?”
“Because you need to be there for yourself, too. Who’s taking care of Dante?”
“I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself,” he said with a scandalous smirk that sent Maeve’s mind wandering back to Dante’s shower.
She pursed her lips. “Yes, I know. I’ve heard.”
He laughed and Maeve giggled too.
“Maybe I could use someone to take care of me.” His honeyed eyes heated as his hand fell on her hip. The gravity of that touch pulled them together. Maeve’s arm came to rest against his, gripping his bicep. His gaze hunted across her face; what he was looking for, she didn’t know.
What was she looking for in him? Had she so easily given up hope to save Corvin? To be with him again? Dante made it easy to forget what she had promised, but she had promised. She would help cure Corvin, no matter what.
She took a sharp inhale through her teeth and pulled her hand away. “Can you teach me Veran? I have that open chain.”
Dante looked away, nodding. “Of course.”
He walked over to a pile of fluffy pillows and took a seat. Maeve sat next to him, holding out her hand.
“It’s actually easier with more points of contact,” Dante said, his eyes shifting from her hands to her face.
Maeve didn’t know if it was bullshit, but at this point she was ready to take any excuse to get closer to him that didn’t make her feel guilty. Maybe Dante knew that, too.
She came up to her knees and swung one leg over his lap so she was straddling him. His mouth hung slightly agape as he grabbed on to her hips, guiding her down into the cradle made from his crossed legs. Maeve grabbed the back of his neck and leaned forward, pressing her chest to his until they were face to face.
“Good?” she asked, watching the mischief growing in his eyes.
“It would be better if it was skin to skin,” he said.
She slid her cheek against his and whispered in his ear, “Like this?”
He slipped his hands up the back of her shirt. “The more the better.”
“I think you’re lying,” she said, a smile pulling at her lips.
“I’m definitely not lying,” he said, his hands sliding up and down her spine.
She tightened her grip on the back of his neck, settling into him deeper.
Dante’s lips brushed against her ear as he asked in a growl, “Are you ready?”
She took a heady breath, the feel of his body a distraction from the pain she knew was to come. “I’m ready.”
Orange ka spilled out in front of her, opening to a display screen about the exchange.
~ Veran Cultural Package Transfer! ~
Would you like to incorporate the following subjective datapoints from entity [Dantefor Blaze]?

	[3,500] Veran words
	Grammar and sentence structure for communicating in Veran (High and Low Court variants)
	[18] Veran colloquialisms (Low Court)
	Dance steps for [3] Veran dances (Dominant Partner)

Incorporate data? [Yes] [No]
-----

“Dance steps?” Maeve asked with a chuckle.
“It’ll give you a head start. We can practice together back at home.”
His thumb stroked down her spine, and she shivered, adjusting her hips. He groaned at her movement, and Maeve didn’t want to say yes to the magical prompt. Not yet. She wanted to enjoy this sensual moment in the depths of Dante’s childhood home, his hands on her skin, her thoughts on his body.
“Do you want it?” he asked, his voice fiendish, and Maeve wasn’t certain if he was talking about the information he was transferring to her.
“Yes,” she whispered.
A jolt fired through Maeve’s arm from her hekara and crawled up her shoulder to her neck. She gasped, tensing at the sensation, and Dante pulled her in closer.
“I’ve got you,” he said softly.
The tingling electric feel of his information danced across the back of her skull, then zipped down her arms and legs. It felt like being shocked with low-voltage electricity; not enough to hurt, but enough to make her senses come alive.
“Why?” Maeve moaned at the confusing feeling that traveled through her body.
“Because I care for you,” he said, answering the wrong “why.”
“No, why doesn’t it hurt?” she asked, her thighs reflexively tightening around him when the shock moved through her core.
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s our connection,” he said with a low hum, his legs tensing as the energy traveled between them.
The electricity reached her toes, which curled in on instinct. The energy vibrated beneath her skin, mounting toward her inevitable end, her undoing. How had spell sharing become this with Dante? Something to be coveted, relished. She wasn’t ready for it to be over yet.
But then it was. The energy slipped out through her feet and released her from the tension it had been building. She pulled back from Dante, her breath coming in heavy pants. His breathing matched hers, his amber eyes molten with desire. Their lips were close, sharing the same breath with every heavy inhale.
His last words rang over in her head, clearing the intoxicating fog from her mind. She eyed Dante with suspicion. “What connection?”
He swallowed hard. “The one I used to keep you alive.”
“Which is?” she asked, her grip tightening on the back of his neck.
He didn’t speak, his eyes pleading with her not to press further.
“Dante, tell me what’s between us,” she said, anger surfacing from the ecstasy.
He had kept her in the dark about it before, and for too long. Was this secret what had made Corvin leave her?
He let his hands slide down to her hips. “There’s a bond. I didn’t make it, it just formed. It’s a canid thing.”
A bond. She didn’t like the sound of that. She’d been bonded before, and that had gone spectacularly horrible for her.
It had killed her.
“Your pack?” Maeve whispered, grimacing.
Fear flickered in Dante’s eyes. “It’s not something I’d force on you, I promise. You have to accept it for the bond to anchor in both of us.”
Maeve didn’t know what “accepting the bond” meant and was not about to give anyone else that kind of power over her. Corvin’s control over her ka, what had happened to her soulwell, that was enough for her for a while.
Dante grabbed her hips and pushed her back. “We should get going. Avaline is waiting for us.”
Maeve stood and stepped away, her body still tingling from the sensation of learning what Dante had shared and her head swimming from the new information he’d told her. She’d smelled like him because of the bond, and accepted or not, Corvin could sense it.
“When did you know?” Maeve asked, her expression resolute.
Dante’s jaw tensed, his honeyed eyes crystalline with rage. “When he started killing you.”
He turned for the stairs, not waiting for her reply. Maeve didn’t have a reply. She followed him silently, all thoughts of her predicament vanishing when they came up to the kitchen level, where Sisk and Yinnal were in a full-out water fight, Nez roaring for them to stop.
“I will put you on crag duty!” Nez yelled.
“She will. She’s ruthless,” Dante commented as he walked through the kitchen. There was only levity in his voice, like the tense moment with Maeve had evaporated in their presence. 
He embraced Nez and whispered to her, “We have to go now. The shipment will be here in the morning.”
Nez’s eyes watered and she nodded. “Thank you.”
Dante kissed her forehead, then turned and embraced Sisk and Yinnal.
“Bye, Uncle Dante,” Sisk said, squeezing him tight.
“When will you be back?” Yinnal asked.
“Soon. We’ll be attending the Middling Gala and I’ll stop by before then,” he said.
“Oh, the ball,” Sisk said, her eyes sparkling with wonder.
“Are you taking your girlfriend?” Yinnal teased.
“She’s just my friend,” Dante reminded him. “But yes, I’m taking Maeve.” Then he leaned down and whispered, “She can understand us now.”
Sisk gasped, her dark eyes shooting over to Maeve. “How?”
Dante tapped the gold ring on his finger.
“When are you going to bring us some hekara, uncle?” Yinnal asked.
“When you prove that you can be respectful chimeras and do as you’re told,” Nez said, butting in. “Finish the dishes. No more splashing!”
Dante ruffled Yinnal’s hair and patted Sisk’s shoulder on the way out of the kitchen. He smiled when he locked eyes with Maeve, and she realized she was grinning too. It was hard not to when watching him with his family.
He took the stairs two at a time to the surface. They found Pyar and Rolim seated in a magical chair that rocked like a boat out on the grass. He was reading her a story from his hekara, and his pale green ka spun images above the Veran glyphs that Pyar was sounding out with him.
Pyar leapt from Rolim’s grasp when she spotted Dante and ran for him. “You can’t leave yet!”
“But my friend is waiting for me at the tailor,” Dante explained as he dropped to one knee. “We need to go back to work.”
“You just got here,” she said with a pout and a sniffle.
“And I’ll be back before the month is out,” he said, tweaking her nose.
“On your magic?” she asked.
“On my magic,” he agreed.
Maeve was going to hold him to it. She wanted to come back, too.
Dante hugged Pyar, and then Rolim, mumbling promises and assurances in deep tones to the older man. Little Pyar ran toward Maeve and smiled up at her shyly.
“I see you,” she said.
Maeve beamed and dropped to a knee like Dante had. “I see you, too.”
Pyar ran away into Rolim’s arms, giggling. They nestled down into the magic chair that rocked them side to side.
Dante held out his hand to Maeve. “Ready?”
“I want to come back with you,” she blurted as she took his hand. “Next time you come.”
He pulled her in close, scooping down to collect her legs in his grasp. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
Dante’s wings unfurled and Pyar shrieked with joy behind them. He ran toward the cliff’s edge and jumped into the abyss, his wings catching them as they fell. Maeve wrapped her arms around him tighter, holding on to the warmth between them and wondering about the bond that connected them.




Chapter thirty







Shadow Trackers


Dante was getting desperate. Every single time he touched Maeve, he craved more of her, deeper, closer. But there was no deeper or closer that she was willing to give him. Not yet. 
One thumb stroked along the outside of her knee, the other over her back, as they flew to the city. She had tucked her face into the crook of his neck as she watched over his shoulder, and fuck if his cock didn’t twitch each time her lips moved against his bare skin. She must’ve known what she was doing to him, right?
The memory of her straddling him sent a fresh surge of need through his body. He wasn’t going to push her, though. He’d keep inviting, keep giving her opportunities to get closer, and she’d come to him when she was ready. And he’d come in his hand until she was.
Fuck.
They passed through the Tempest Barrier around the city and Dante cut off his Sonic Shriek spell.
She lifted her lips to his ear and whispered, “Thank you.”
“For what?” he breathed, turning his face so their cheeks touched.
“Keeping me warm. I’m sure it takes a lot of ka to use that spell continuously,” she said.
“I’d drain myself dry for you,” he said, feeling like a complete idiot when she laughed.
“I really wouldn’t prefer that,” she said.
He scowled. “Why not?”
Her hand slid along the back of his neck, sending a shiver down his spine. “Because then you’d die. I like you better among the living.”
He chuffed. “I haven’t annoyed you with my spoiling and teasing to the point of wishing me dead?”
“Oh, that happened long ago, playboy,” she said.
He’d have to inspire her to give him a new nickname; this one wasn’t working for him—mostly because it wasn’t true. Sure, he had money, but he didn’t sleep around. He’d had his fair share of partners in the past but loved only once before. That relationship had ended in such a spectacular way that he’d since decided to avoid the fairer sex. Until Maeve. 
“Don’t lie. You like my teasing, and my spoiling,” he said.
She chuckled. “I’ll never admit it.”
He pulled back to see her face. “Didn’t you just admit it?”
She bit her lip, looking up at him from under her long lashes. That single glance had him standing at full attention, and the look in her eyes said she knew it. Fuck, she probably felt it.
Dante turned his attention back to the city center he was rapidly approaching, then merged into the incoming traffic of other flighted creatures. They weaved around different chimeras and non-flighted creatures on mounts, Maeve gasping and beaming the whole way. She reached out to touch the tail of a hippogriff flying overhead and Dante didn’t have a spare hand to stop her. He used Sonic Shriek to pull her hand to his mouth and she slapped him with a terrified shout.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Dante warned, smiling at her shocked expression.
“Shit, I’m so bad at this,” she said, her voice jittering from nerves.
“At what?”
“Being normal,” she said.
Dante rolled his eyes. “I much prefer you the way you are, but that hippogriff would’ve snapped your arm off for grabbing its tail, and I need you to have both arms for the gala.”
“Sorry, I’ll refrain from grabbing pretty hippogriff tails, or touching anyone or anything else. Not sure why I’d even had the urge.”
“They’re very alluring, hippogriffs. It’s how they hunt, pulling their prey out into the open. Unfortunately, predators are lured in that way, too.”
“So they’re not chimeras?” Maeve asked.
Dante shook his head. “No, they’re from Eskal. They were used as mounts for the native sapient species—Eskanti—who were integrated into the Veran Empire. Ever since, most of the hippogriffs’ natural predators have been destroyed, and the species as a whole has gotten fat and lazy.”
Maeve snorted a laugh, and the sound brought a smile to Dante’s face. He found the landing rings that would bring them closest to Cintrenia’s shop and dropped toward them. Maeve tightened her grip on his neck as they dove, sucking a gasp between her rosy lips. The landing rings artificially slowed their descent and Dante tucked in his wings to fit between the buildings as they fell the remaining fifty feet.
They landed with a thud that shook Dante’s body, and Maeve yelped with surprise. Mother be damned, he loved every little noise she made. He couldn’t wait to hear more of them as he worshipped her body.
He set Maeve’s feet on the black cobblestone street and held on to her waist as she wobbled a little.
“Always hard to get my land legs back after flying,” she said with a chuckle.
Dante straightened up and looked around, letting her hold on to him for a moment. He knew the way back to Cintrenia’s from here, but he also knew there was an absolutely stunning bit of architecture a little way down that Maeve would love. Avaline could hold out another few minutes.
“Can I show you something?” he asked, hopeful.
She looked at him, amusement glinting in her eyes. “It better not be what I think you want to show me.”
Dante grinned. “We could make it a double feature, but no, it’s not my enormous—” 
“What is it?” she asked, cutting him off as she shoved his shoulder.
He took her hand. “Come on.”
He led her through the streets of oldtown, where Veran influence had yet to reach the original Lorient architecture. While Dante wasn’t a Lori—hells, there were hardly any left in the realms—he still appreciated their masterful skills with melding their powers to stone. They had built the entire underground of the city that lined the fjord, and below the river, too. But there was one thing he really loved, one place he’d always been able to go to when he was feeling like shit.
They took the first tunnel down into the stone depths, darkness enveloping them. Dante sheened his eyes, but behind him, Maeve glowed bright orange. He looked to see her bouncing a bright flame between her fingers.
She smirked. “Being a phoenix has its perks.”
They continued their descent. Dante was so excited to show her one of the glimmering strongholds of his childhood. There was no one down in this ancient city, abandoned centuries ago and not yet repurposed. The walls showed signs of the previous culture, symbols and words that meant something to them. It was almost like a tomb.
Maeve giggled, her fire lighting the way for them as they ran. They rounded the different stairs and secret switchbacks Dante knew would take them to his sanctuary, his anticipation heightened by her joy. He’d never shared this with anyone, but it felt right to share it with her.
His alpha.
They rounded the last turn and Dante had to shimmy sideways in the tight passage.
And then he got stuck.
He wiggled hard, the dark stone scraping through his dress shirt.
“Suck it in,” Maeve said, pushing on his shoulder.
“There’s nothing to suck in,” Dante complained.
“Then exhale!” she demanded, pushing on him harder.
Dante blew all the air out of his lungs and with a great shove, she pushed him through. 
“I don’t remember it being such a tight fit,” he said with a grunt from the heap he’d landed in.
Maeve yelped, falling through the crack on top of him. He caught her with a laugh, her fire blazing bright in the palm of her right hand as he held her aloft. They untangled themselves and stood, Dante watching her confusion with amusement.
He leaned down to whisper in her ear. “Brighter.”
The phoenix flame grew in her hand like a glowing beacon to usher in her smile of innocent joy. Stalagmite crystals reflected her light, casting prisms of color over the massive black temple carved into the cavernous space.
“Wow,” she gasped, turning in a circle as the wonder of Lori designs dazzled her. She turned until she was face-to-face with the sweeping arches and crystal windows of the temple.
“What is this?” she asked, breathless.
He rested his hand on her back. “It was a temple to their god of the mountain who protected them from the monsters of the sea.”
“Whose god?”
“The Lori, the people who used to live here, some five hundred years ago, Earth time. They were master stone smiths, their magic intrinsically connected to the rocks they lived in, and as such had learned to master them. Their ka could shape the very elements around them. The only thing they couldn’t command was the sea, and so they never left the island.”
“Did the Verans destroyed them?” Maeve asked, stepping closer to the gargantuan temple of black stone and sweeping archways.
“Almost entirely. A few still live.”
She turned to him, her face pained. “But their culture, it’s dead?”
Dante nodded.
“That’s so fucking sad,” Maeve said, her eyes roving over the temple.
“I’m sorry. I wanted to show you because I used to come here and—”
“No,” she said, looking back at him with sympathy. “I love it. It’s just, one of the reasons I do what I do, why I wanted to be an investigative journalist in the first place, was I wanted to go places. I wanted to experience new cultures and tell their truths. It’s beautiful, but a piece of me weeps for them, and for you. For all of us who will never know their wonders but through what they’ve left behind.”
Dante watched the passion spill out of her in awe. He didn’t want to say anything. All his words were an inadequate response to the beauty of her fervor. She was a wonder, a treasure, worthy of all his devotion.
“Little birdy out of her cage.” A harsh, nasally voice jolted Dante from his trance with a snarl.
He pulled Maeve in close, whirling on the source of the sound. A tall, lean man emerged from the crack in the cave wall, flipping a pair of spell binders around his fingers. Maeve’s fire guttered out, and Dante sheened his eyes with nocturn-sight. 
The gangly man pressed forward, his sight not inhibited by the blackness. Dante’s ears strained, catching the gentle whoosh of darkness as it closed in around them.
Shadow Trackers, two more of them still hiding in the dark.
They must’ve smelled her phoenix fire and come running. Bastards.
“Fuck off or die. You have five seconds,” Dante snarled at the trackers.
“Not without our little birdy,” the gangly hunter said, twisting the blue-glowing spell binder cuffs around his fingers. Dante knew they were enchanted with ward magic so strong, they would deactivate the spirit chain once strapped in place. If this asshole got those cuffs on his wrists, Maeve was fucked.
“Five, four,” Dante warned, but it did no good.
The shadows coalesced around the room, the other pair of hunters flanking. Maeve tensed behind him, and he felt the energy of her shift tremble along their bond. She was ready to fight, his vicious little jackal.
“Three, two,” Dante growled out the numbers, wanting to give them a chance to save their lives. He didn’t want to kill, especially not in this sacred place, but he would.
The hunter laughed, then deadpanned, “Get ’em.”
Dante activated Sonic Shriek with a hum, using the walls of the cavern to capture the shadows that danced around them. Dante narrowed the beams, bouncing the sound back and forth between the trackers and his barrier magic. The Shadow Dancing mercs fell to the floor at his feet, pinned under the pressure of his contained sonic waves that punched into their spines. They groaned in pain, their backs crunching.
Dante reached out, projecting another barrier behind the gangly fucker that was trying to slip away, and hammered him with sonic magic. The man flew forward with a scream, dropping his binders as he flailed for freedom. 
Dante caught him around the throat and pushed him to his knees with a snarl. “I warned you.”
“Wait,” Maeve cried.
He held tight to all three assailants, his magic bearing down just as much as his fingers, but he waited.
“Normally, I’m all for fucking up the assholes who try to hurt me, but…”
He saw the hesitation in her eyes, the fear. She’d never really killed before. Not like this.
“What if I could use Hypnotic? They wouldn’t remember us. We could let them go.”
“Is that what you want?” he asked her.
“Yes,” the gangly tracker whimpered.
“Not you, fiend!” Dante roared, his hyena baring its fangs.
The man sobbed, clawing at Dante’s arm.
“Mae, these people are monsters,” he said.
She swallowed, her eyes glistening with tears. “I’ll take that away too.”
He didn’t know if she could, but he had to let her try. He believed she could make them forget their faces, forget what they’d been doing here, but taking away their very nature…he doubted it.
She knelt before the first downed man, placing one hand on his head, and then another on the gangly asshole who was blubbering in Dante’s grasp. Her hands shone with white, opalescent energy as her spell unfurled, but then Maeve gasped in surprise.
The energy traveled back up her arms and into her eyes, setting them aglow. The gangly man’s mouth was hanging agape, his body limp in Dante’s grasp.
“Mae, what’s wrong?” Dante asked, his magical grip tightening on all of the assailants.
Her eyes widened with horror. “No…don’t,” she whispered, her voice far away.
“Mae!”
She didn’t rouse, the colors flashing through her eyes as her hands trembled. Dante released the man’s neck and he collapsed to the ground under the strength of her magic. Dante grabbed her shoulder, trying to pry her hands away. The opalescent energy traveled on strings of magic into the men’s heads, connecting her to them still. He couldn’t end the spell.
“Break the connection!” Dante roared, shaking her.
But she couldn’t, either. She didn’t even know what she was doing.
“Make it stop.” A tear slipped from her eye, and another, her voice choking at the back of her throat.
Her new bloodline was fully awakened and raging from its captivity. The spell would drain her if she didn’t stop it, and he knew she couldn’t. She was too deep in the vision.
There was only one thing he could do.
Dante turned to the stunned trackers, and with a sharp whistle, turned his magic on their skulls. The pressure of his Sonic Shriek collapsed their bones, spraying blood across the clearing and up their bodies.
Maeve screamed and fell back. Dante captured her before she hit the stone.
“I’ve got you,” he said as she convulsed.
She rolled to the side in his grasp, vomiting with a wail. She heaved twice more, emptying her stomach.
“They, they were…” she muttered mindlessly, her face pale.
“I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “You’re okay now.”
“They hurt people, so many people. They did horrible things.” Her eyes filled with bloodlust as she looked back at the ruined corpses.
“And they got their just reward,” Dante said, trying to console her.
“Shadow Trackers,” she whispered with an edge of fury. Tears ran down her cheeks in rivulets, carving a path through the blood splattered on her.
Dante stood, holding her around the waist. “Let’s get back to Cintrenia’s.”
Maeve staggered to her feet, her fury still aimed at the dead men on the floor. “They deserved worse than that,” she snarled.
“I know,” he said.
She locked eyes with him. “Did you know they did this?”
“There are many despicable things the Veran Empire has inspired and allowed to flourish. We need to go,” Dante said, pulling on her hand. He needed to get her somewhere safe, back to Earth, where there weren’t so many sniffers.
She followed him back to the narrow passage in the wall, out to the stairs, and through the low-lit underground. They passed through Cintrenia’s door and the bloody clothes were stripped from them, but the crimson stains remained on their faces and hands.
“What happened?” Avaline yelled, running to their side.
“Trackers,” Dante said, releasing Maeve to Avaline’s grasp.
She hugged her tightly. “I’m assuming you won?” Avaline asked.
Dante gave her an incredulous glare.
She rolled her eyes. “Just checking. They won’t be getting back up?”
“He crushed their heads into the stone,” Maeve said, her voice distant as the shock set in.
Cintrenia clicked her way into the main room, her half-shifted face crinkled in disgust. “You need a change of clothes.”
“That would be great, Cin,” Dante said, shedding himself of the clothes that were suspended at the doorway with a thought. His bloodied clothes fell in a heap at the doorway and Cintrenia retrieved them in one of her many arms. 
Dante grabbed Maeve’s chin, turning her face to his. “You need to leave your clothes here. Cintrenia will destroy them.”
“They were vile,” she whispered, her big, green eyes finding his. “How could they do that?”
Dante didn’t know what she was reliving, what memories of theirs she’d delved into and subjected herself to. He wished he could take it away from her. He wished he’d crushed their heads before she could’ve touched them and seen those horrid visions.
“Chispa, you need to take off your clothes,” Avaline said, giving her a little shake.
Maeve’s face split in a strange smile and opal light gleamed in her eyes. “Stripped bare, marched through the darkness. Hands bound. Bound to each other.”
“What is she saying?” Avaline asked.
“Mae?” Dante tried to find her gaze, but her sight wasn’t here in the present, it was somewhere else.
She held Dante’s face between her hands. “The sun is on the doorstep of the void.”
Avaline recoiled. “What’s wrong with her?”
Maeve stumbled, her head drooping. Dante caught her as she moaned, weakness overcoming her. Her ka was the barest flicker in her chest, and Dante pulled her in closer, letting his strength bolster hers.
“She activated a bloodline. Horned hare,” Dante said to Avaline.
Her blue eyes went wide with shock. “What did she see?”
“She touched the Shadow Trackers when she tried to hypnotize them, and I think she delved their memories.”
Maeve hissed in pain as she came back to her senses. “What the fuck? Was I dreaming awake?”
Cintrenia returned with two gossamer sets of Veran Middling suits. They weren’t great for Earth, but they’d do to get them back to the portal hub.
“Strip out of your clothes. They’re suspended, you just have to think it,” Dante said.
Weak orange ka swirled in front of Maeve in a status screen dotted with English text asking if she wanted to change outfits. She cocked her head, and accepted. That was a strange way of going about it. Her hekara seemed to translate a lot of information for her.
Cintrenia was quick to help Maeve into her clothes while Dante dressed in his. The suits were navy and gold, obviously meant for some couple who would be attending a fancy affair. His suit was a bit too tight in the chest, forcing him to leave the strings at the top unthreaded.
“The portal to Earth isn’t for three more hours,” Avaline said.
Dante put his hand on Maeve’s back, desperate to let her know he was there. “We’ll get something to eat. Act natural. It was secluded where we were assaulted. They shouldn’t be found for a good while.”
“I hope you’re right,” Avaline whispered.
Dante hoped so, too.
He led them out into the streets, donning an air of relaxed ease. Maeve was shaken, her hand threaded into his and holding tight. Mother damn him, he wished he could go back and undo it all. But it was done now, her power unfurled.
Hands bound.
Her voice echoed through his mind, and he tightened his grip on her.
Bound to each other.
He would do anything to protect her.
He would kill everyone to keep her secret.




Chapter thirty-one







Battle Ready


Maeve kept her eyes open as she stared up into the showerhead. The blood had long since washed down the drain, but the Shadow Trackers’ memories were eating at her thoughts like larvae in a corpse. There was no way to escape these thoughts. She didn’t want to use Hypnotic to clear the tainted memories from her mind and end up in another fucking trance, or worse, erase  her memories.
Images flashed through her of people screaming in terror, being dragged by their hair, their clothes ripped off, thrown in blue-glowing cages, and hauled away. The coin the hunters had earned from the forced slavery passed hands from their patron to the whore they summoned later. They ate and drank and laughed, living a cruel life built on evil deeds.
Shadow Trackers.
Corvin had been one of them. But had he been like them?
The flashes of depravity changed, showing Corvin executing all the horrid things she’d seen the other hunters doing. She gritted her teeth and bashed her head against the wall. “Fucking shut up!”
“Mae?” Dante called from the other side of the door with concern.
“I’m fine!” she yelled back, her head not hurting nearly enough to dismiss that vision.
“You’re not fine,” he said.
Maeve chuckled darkly. “No, I’m not.”
“Come out, please,” he beckoned and there was a desperate twang in her chest that wanted to reply to that call.
The pack bond…
Maeve was not ready to deal with that. But the water was running cold, and it wasn’t helping block her thoughts anyway. She turned off the shower and dried off, putting on fresh underwear and a tank top before wrapping herself in Dante’s oversized bathrobe. It was fluffy and warm and way better than wearing pants right now.
She opened the door to see Dante right there, leaned against the jamb, his fist pressed into his forehead.
“It looks better on you than me,” he said, his fingers flicking the neck of the robe.
“How long do we have until the gala?” she asked.
“Another week Earth time,” he said.
Maeve took a deep breath and firmed up her resolve. “I want to spend every free minute I have training my skills. I want to be ready.”
I want to be lethal.
Dante nodded. “Of course. I’ll train with you myself. David, Jorren, Avaline, and Skyle too. We’ll make sure you’re ready.”
“Thank you.”
She didn’t want to hide. She didn’t want to be afraid. One week wasn’t a lot of time, but she would be stronger than she was now. Would it be enough to protect herself? She didn’t know.
Dante, Avaline, and Skyle would be there, too. They knew her secret, and they would protect her, right? Dante had proven that in the shadows, but would he in the light of the High Court, for everyone to see?
“What’s going on in there?” he asked, gripping her arm with a comforting squeeze.
She sighed, not meeting his gaze. “I’m just thinking maybe this is more work than it’s worth. Maybe I should take off my hekara, go back to Tennessee, and raise cows.”
He tipped her chin up so their eyes met. “Is that really what you want?”
Of course not, but she couldn’t say that. This wasn’t just her life on the line, but his and his friends, too. She could get them all into deep shit if she wasn’t more careful. Dante had told her that the Firestorm spell had called the Shadow Trackers to them, that they had smelled her lineage in the spell. She couldn’t cast any phoenix spells outside of Earth without risking exposure.
But Dante saw the answer in her eyes. He drew her in, wrapping his arms around her back as he hugged her. “We’ll train your other bloodlines and make them stronger. And I have obscuring remedies being made right now that we can use to dampen the scent of your phoenix. We’ll be cautious until you’re strong enough that nothing is a threat to you.”
Maeve pulled back from his embrace with a hopeless grimace. “Even an Exalted One?”
He nodded, his face serious. “If that’s what you want, I’ll help you achieve it.”
What had she done to deserve this devotion? She’d brought him a headache, been an unwelcome houseguest, and hadn’t even solved the case yet.
“Why are you helping me?” she asked, though she already knew. It was the stupid pack bond making him do this.
His hand slipped up her neck to her cheek. “I care about you.”
“You hardly know me,” she whispered.
“I don’t know you as well as I’d like, but does that mean I’m not allowed to care for you?”
Maeve chewed her lip. “No. I just think your pack bond is causing you to act in ways that you wouldn’t.”
“Is that so?” he asked, his eyebrow arching in amusement.
Maeve put her hand to her chest, right where she felt the twangs of his need. “I can sense it. If I make you feel anything like I’ve felt from you, I know how hard it is to say no. I don’t know if I’m doing that to you…”
Dante pulled her hand against his chest. “It doesn’t make me do anything. I care about you because you’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever known. Your courage, your strength, your kindness.” He paused, smirking. “Your proclivity for dirty novels. I like who you are, and you’ve endeared yourself to me so much that the bond formed. It’s not the other way around.”
Her eyes burned as she looked up at him, a knot growing in her throat.
His brow pulled together with a soft smile, and he rubbed a finger over her cheek to wipe away a tear. “How about we sit on the couch, and I’ll read you some of my book?”
Maeve chuckled. “Yeah, that sounds nice.”
She didn’t change out of the bathrobe all night, and it was awesome. Dante made her hot chocolate, Mexican style, and it was damned spicy, but not nearly as spicy as his filthy fantasy book. He teased her endlessly about needing more milk in her cocoa, and somehow, she made it through the night without another one of the Shadow Trackers’ intrusive memories barging down the door to her mind.
She didn’t need to sleep in his bed anymore since the week of close proximity was up, but Dante didn’t say a word about it as she crawled into the spot next to him and settled down in her fortress of pillows. She didn’t want to admit she was scared of the dark corners in the spare bedroom, but he probably knew.
[image: image-placeholder]The next day, Maeve worked on her Veran, and wrote up some of the clever questions she would ask Tobias Colt, the prime suspect in the abduction of the shipping crate from the Starlite. She could use her khin-bornness to her advantage in asking her questions, writing it off as lacking knowledge or etiquette and the like. Hopefully she’d get enough out of him to go off of.
She took Dante out to the salt pit she’d found by his warehouse to train in the afternoon when he’d managed all his business. They sparred in their chimera forms first, transforming back to human form after every takedown so Dante could explain his tactics and how she could mimic him. By the end of the third hour, Maeve was dripping sweat and out of ka. Dante looked like he could go for hours more.
They went back to his apartment to shower before heading to the Donkey for dinner and etonos practice. They drank soobey, and Maeve spent the evening sousing herself in everyone’s presence. She learned to discern different emotional states that presented, and how to tighten her ka back into her soulwell, effectively hiding it from view. That would be most useful in the presence of trackers, Dante explained. If she kept her ka locked away inside herself, Dante could cast himself around her, obscuring her from view.
Maeve hoped that would be enough to keep them safe, but she wasn’t betting on it. She needed her whole arsenal to be at the ready. She needed to be better than yesterMaeve.
She slept in his room again that night, fighting the guilt that bubbled inside her from taking solace in his presence. He was strong enough to protect her, and he was going to help her become strong enough to protect herself. Something about that made her want to stick by his side, to soak up his strength and turn it into her own.
The next morning progressed the same as the last. She worked on the case, weaving theories between the suspects, chatting with Dante whenever she felt she had a breakthrough on the abduction method. She was learning more about Veran technology, which all operated on ka. Planetary ka, body ka, the ka of deceased plants or animals that had been captured in specialized battery-like containers—raw denzu crystals—and even solar ka.
She was starting to develop an idea of how the Starlite Express container had been taken, too. The warded tunnel between the realms was massive, with the capacity to hold several of these magical trains at once. There were three different transport companies that operated within the tunnels; Ataxis, Litespeed, and Bellhart.
None of the other transport vehicles arrived a container too many on the days around the abduction, but it still offered the abductees the ability to enter and exit the Starlite without need of a “Starlite Atlas”—the type of magic user like Avaline and Tobias who could sense the realm openings in the Starlite. While that revelation was helpful, it also opened a new can of worms. Tobias might be a dead end, too.
Another wild-ass thought was that the abductors had used portal magic within the tunnel in the Starlite—highly improbable, but possible, Dante confirmed. If there was a portal created from the ka that supported the magic tunnel, that drain would’ve been registered. Dante requested the tunnel statuses for the days of and surrounding the abductions, and she’d just have to see if she was crazy-stupid, or crazy-brilliant.
Maeve was more than ready for their afternoon sparring session that day from all the mental hoops she’d been leaping through. They agreed to work on the horned hare spell she’d inadvertently learned when she’d touched the Shadow Tracker, despite the fact that she was terrified to try it again. She knew there was darkness in Dante; she could sense it in the way he’d killed so easily, and she was afraid of what might happen if she found it.
Dante sat on a blanket in the shade of the trees surrounding the salt pit, and Maeve sat across from him. He was the picture of calm, and she was a bundle of nerves.
“Open your spell information,” Dante said, pulling Maeve from her black thoughts.
“Veh’ha,” she whispered, pouring orange ka between them. She navigated the list until she found the new spell.
~ Horned Hare Lineage Spell: Evocation ~
You can bring hidden things to the surface, summoning the truth from the very ka of your target.
Current Target Types at Advancement 1:

	Sentient species that share a language

*If you attempt Evocation with a target not specified above, you may glean information, but you may also become overwhelmed by the data you cannot understand. Delve carefully, little wabbit.
-----

“I’m prepared for the intrusion, so you’re not going to run rampant through my thoughts,” he explained, trying to assuage her fear. “I’m going to try to surface something specific for you to see. All I want you to do is describe it to me.”
Maeve blew out a breath, nodding.
He extended his hand with a kind smile. “You’ve got this.”
Her fingers dragged across his palm as she slid her hand into his. A hum rumbled in his chest at the touch, making Maeve much more aware of the sensuality of the moment. She tried not to let it distract her.
“I’m ready,” he said, his eyes locked on hers.
Maeve summoned her ka, ordering it to reach through their joined hands and delve into his thoughts. Maeve’s vision hazed at first, and then split. She saw Dante in one view, and herself in the other. It was disorienting as fuck, and she made a weird grimace that looked wholly unattractive. She schooled her expression back into neutrality, then focused on reading him.
His gaze scoured over her flushed cheeks, then up to her green eyes that glowed with opal energy. The view dropped to her chest where she saw a large swell of orange energy moving like smoke beneath her skin.
“What do you see?” he asked.
“Me, right now,” she said. “You can see the ka in my chest.”
His gaze dropped lower, down her arm to their joined hands. The orange glow morphed into the white, opal energy around her elbow as it surged into Dante’s hand.
“Wow,” she whispered, unable to stop the excited laugh that bubbled up.
Dante’s stare cut back to her face and when he saw her smile, another image surfaced that she grabbed on to. It was of a different time she had smiled and laughed, at the Drunken Donkey. Maeve even felt the urge he had to touch her, to devour that smile in a kiss and make it his.
The image shifted again to a view of Maeve’s ass in the little white and yellow sundress as she gave him a wrinkled-nose smile and did a spin. That led to another vision when he looked down at her on the couch in his living room. Her cheeks were bright red with lusty embarrassment as he gripped her chin, thinking of how much he wanted to claim her lips and scorch her soul with his passion.
Dante cleared his throat loudly, pulling his hand back and severing the connection. “That was good.”
Maeve’s stomach flipped at the thought of just her laugh leading to such ravenous thoughts in him. His masculine greed for her affection still rang through her, and she fought to push it down. It wasn’t hers.
“Not as ready as you thought, maybe?” she asked with a confident shimmy of her shoulders.
He leaned forward, planting his hands on either side of her crossed legs. “You saw exactly what I wanted you to see.”
Maeve sucked in a breath and her cocky confidence evaporated. Just when she thought she had the upper hand, he turned it around on her.
“I have another idea, if you’d like to try again?” he asked.
“Sure,” Maeve whispered, holding her hands up for him to take.
Dante smirked, reaching around her back. “We had such good results from more points of contact before.”
He dragged her forward and into his lap. She put her hands on his shoulders, her thumb brushing the warm skin of his neck. A thrill of excitement shot through her, followed swiftly by a gut-punch of guilt. She bit back the feeling of betraying Corvin.
He left her.
Maeve wasn’t doing anything wrong by enjoying Dante’s company and the seductive look in his eyes. There was nothing wrong with letting him grow her abilities and make her stronger. He gave this willingly, and it was okay to accept it.
Dante grabbed her hands, placing them on either side of his stubbled cheeks. “I’m going to tell you a moment in my life, and I want you to find the memory.”
Maeve wasn’t sure she could focus. The magic happening inside her had nothing to do with spells. “I’ll try.”
Dante cradled Maeve’s face, his palms encompassing her almost entirely. His fingers slipped into her hair and he kneaded her scalp gently. Maeve moaned, closing her eyes as she relaxed into the touch of his massage.
“Can’t we just do this instead?” she asked.
He chuckled. “You need to get stronger.”
“I need to get more of these massages,” she said, another moan escaping her as the tension released down her back. “My spine has been so tired from supporting my big brain.”
He laughed again, holding her up as he massaged deeper. “Let’s try again.”
Maeve opened her eyes, pushing out her lower lip in a pout. Dante’s gaze went molten with hunger, and he swallowed hard.
Fuck, I want to kiss her. Dante’s voice slipped through her mind. Maeve scowled, noticing sparkles of opal energy bouncing off his cheeks.
Dante’s fingers stopped massaging and his expression shifted. “What’s wrong?”
“I think I just heard your thoughts,” she said, watching the little bits of ka as they bounced between her fingers.
Mother-be-damned…recover. His hurried thoughts whispered through her as his face took on an easy smile. “Did you like those thoughts?”
“What if I did?” Maeve moved closer, feeling his need swell beneath her.
His pupils dilated as his gaze dropped to her lips for a flicker.
I can’t push her. I can’t fuck this up.
“You’re not fucking up, Dante,” Maeve whispered, their faces just an inch apart.
Dante dropped one arm around her waist, dragging her body flush against his. The smolder in the pit of her stomach burned higher, flooding her body with heat. The thread in her chest connecting her to Dante pulled tight with a desperate question: “Do you want me? Will you accept me?”
Dante’s phone rang on the blanket beside them.
Are you fucking kidding me? His voice boomed through her mind, and she flinched, the moment shattered. She cut off the flow of her ka, not wanting to press into his thoughts anymore. 
He closed his eyes like he was in physical pain, ignoring the ringing. Maeve leaned over and checked the caller ID.
“It’s Jorren,” she reported.
“Of course it is,” Dante bit out.
He sighed, locking one arm around Maeve’s back to hold her in place as he reached for the phone with the other.
“Is there a problem?” Dante asked, his neutral voice belying the anger Maeve could see in his face.
“Galihan Shev has been attacked!” Maeve heard Jorren’s panicked voice through the receiver.
Galihan Shev…Where had she heard that before?
The anger leaked out of Dante’s face, replaced by fear. “We’ll be right there.”
Dante stood, setting Maeve down beside him.
“What’s going on?” she asked, helping to gather their things.
“The capitol of the Veran Empire has been attacked,” Dante said.
He grabbed her hand and led her to the motorcycle parked in the shade. They rode back to the warehouse, Maeve’s mind spinning. Who would attack the capitol? Would the rebellion dare? What did this mean for her, for Dante and his people?
Dante parked the bike beside the door to the office and charged to the back, taking the stairs two at a time.
He activated the denzu reader and spoke into it in Veran. “Attention, everyone. I’ve just been made aware of some troubling news regarding Galihan Shev. Please meet me in the dining hall in thirty minutes where I’ll elaborate on the situation. Thank you.”
Dante sat down at the desk, his fingers flying through the projected screens. “I need to find out what happened. Quickly. Can you help me?”
“Of course.” Maeve jumped into her chair, activating her own denzu reader. Information was pouring into the different news sources Maeve had tagged for her research. At her touch, an article titled “Explosion At Veran Congregate Temple: Terrorist Attack?” flared to life. She scanned the article double-time, her eyes snagging on six horrifying words.
Brigid Regalia injured in the attack.
“Oh, shit,” Maeve whispered.
“What?” Dante asked.
“Brigid was hurt.” She tapped on the hekara Brigid had given her and activated their direct messaging line, text only.
Maeve: I’ve just heard. Are you all right? Do you need me?
She grinded her teeth, dread pooling in the pit of her stomach as she waited for a reply. It didn’t come, and Maeve turned her attention back to the articles, mumbling as she speed-read.
“Buildings around the Congress damaged from the blast…the deliberation room bombed…several injured. Perpetrator in custody, motive unknown. Fuck. Not very helpful,” she said with a sigh.
“I’m getting the same over here,” Dante said.
Maeve’s bracelet hummed with power, notifying her of a reply.
Brigid: So kind of you, child, but I’m well cared for.
Maeve: Everyone else? Are they okay?
Brigid: Many are dead, but menders are here caring for those of us who survived.
Maeve blew out her cheeks, standing over Dante’s shoulder so he could read the messages, too.
Maeve: What happened?
Brigid: We were in session over my new proposal for the Zalnur healing facility. Someone breached the containment barrier and overloaded the Enmatis, detonating the ka within. The other Exalted and I shielded in time, saving many—and the assailant—but the temple is destroyed.
Maeve: I’m glad you’re safe. Is there anything I can do?
Brigid: Finish your investigation.
Brigid had been proposing her bill for curing Zalnur when they were attacked, and the perp had used the Enmatis to hurt them. That didn’t feel like a coincidence.
Maeve: I think this may be connected…
Brigid: I do as well, child. Mother be with you.
The power hum dimmed from the device, signaling Brigid’s signoff. Maeve closed the menu with a huff. She’d never felt further from the truth than at this moment when piles of data lay before her with no obvious lead.
Dante stood, resting his hands on her shoulders. “We can do this.”
Maeve bobbed her head, then grabbed her phone. She fired off a text to her father and Senshia, telling them what she’d learned and asking if they knew more. If this was a rebel attack, Senshia would be the best one to find out. But Maeve doubted this was the work of the rebellion making a move at an inconvenient time. This reeked of Andjet’s plotting, and Maeve was going to prove it.
One way, or another.




Chapter thirty-two







Galihan Shev


“What about this one?” Avaline asked, holding a gold necklace against Maeve’s throat. 
“Yeah, pretty,” Maeve said, her eyes hardly focused on the mirror.
The rest of the week had been spent on work, dancing lessons, and training. She was exhausted, but still the anxious energy found a home in her. She was going to Verance for the first time, to Galihan Shev, the city that was attacked. It had been four weeks Verance time, and so the city was recovering already, but would the scars of this attack still be visible?
Maeve had been able to get the interrogation information on the assailant, but it was sparce. The enforcers left him alone in a room for a few minutes too long, and he’d ended his life with a toxic capsule hidden in a fake tooth. Recovering memories postmortem was something that could be done in the Fae world, a pegrisa Maeve remembered Avaline saying, but he and his conspirators had planned for this, too.
The toxins in the capsule included basilisk venom, which was highly corrosive. It burned a hole through the back of his skull, destroying his brain. Maeve was left wondering what kind of man he’d been, and why he’d done it.
“Okay, chispa, what’s going on?” Avaline asked, resting her hands on Maeve’s shoulders.
Maeve shook her head. “Just lost in thought. Sorry.”
“You’re scared about tonight?” she asked.
Maeve nodded.
Avaline came around the chair and knelt before her. “We’re going to protect you, don’t worry. And you’ve made significant progress this week. You can protect yourself.”
“Against Andjet?” Maeve asked with an incredulous smirk.
“Well…no. But you shouldn’t have to. He probably won’t even show. It’s just a Middling gala after all. Far below his notice.”
That would be a problem. Maeve was hoping he would.
“Even if he does come, he has no reason to mess with you. You’re nothing to him.”
Maeve rolled her eyes. “Thanks.”
But she didn’t believe her. Maeve was something to him. She had helped foil Andjet’s plans for the Zalnur babies, and Corvin had been on trial to hold him accountable. If nothing else, Maeve was at least an irritation. And when an irritation pushed into a problem—say, for finding evidence that he’d interfered with Starlite shipments and bombed the temple—Andjet would take the path of least resistance to end that annoyance.
“Don’t worry, everything will be fine. You’ll interrogate your prime suspects, get the information you need, and figure it all out. I know it,” Avaline said, her smile genuine.
Maeve sighed. “All right, show me the necklace options again.”
Avaline beamed and jumped back to Nez’s jewelry box. They’d come to Lorient that morning at the crack of dawn to prepare for the portal alignment to Verance in the afternoon. Maeve didn’t understand why there wouldn’t be an alignment with Earth if Lorient was slower. Honestly, she didn’t know how any of it worked, but there was apparently a science to it.
Skyle and Dante were getting ready in Dante’s old room—the one with the skull and crossbones etched into the door, which made Maeve chuckle—while Avaline and Maeve had taken up residence in Nez and Rolim’s. Pyar was running back and forth between the rooms, peeking in on everything as it progressed. She was damned adorable, and Maeve understood why Dante wanted to be there for them more.
Avaline held up the two options. One necklace had gold discs containing silvery gems, and the other was sharp, thin, and angular, with a flaming teardrop-shaped pendant. She knew which one she preferred, but it would really be up to their bonuses.
“Which one is stronger?” Maeve asked.
It was Avaline’s turn to roll her eyes. “They both have decent benefits for you.” She held up the disc one and said, “Enhanced ka regeneration for canid bloodlines.” Then she held up the sharper one. “Ka efficiency when casting fire spells.”
Maeve knew she wasn’t supposed to be casting fire spells, and greater regeneration of her ka was pretty badass. She didn’t really want to choose between them. Maybe she could make both work?
“Let’s try something,” she said, grabbing the one with discs and gems. She draped it across her forehead and pulled it to the back of her head. “Can it clip into the braid tie?”
“Chispa, you’re a genius,” Avaline said, quickly weaving the necklace into her hair.
Maeve snapped the angular necklace at the nape of her neck and admired herself in the mirror. She looked like some pale Egyptian goddess. Her hair was in a pair of half-up braids that wove from her temples to the back of her head, while the rest was left down and wavy. The disc necklace ran right along those braids, accenting it well.
She stood from the vanity table to look at herself in the longer mirror on the wall. The black lace of her bodice cut in a low V over her chest, then skirted the edges of her shoulders tightly in a full-length sleeve. Gold weave threaded through the hem and in thin flame designs along her ribs that cupped her modest breasts. The dress changed to black silk at the waist all the way to the ground. The skirt was split on either side so that her creamy legs popped out when she walked. Cintrenia had made her custom underwear, too: a very high-on-the-hip G-string that was surprisingly comfortable—and fireproof, like the rest of her dress.
The hekara on her wrist thrummed with power, alerting her to a message from Brigid. She waved her hand through the air to open the message.
Brigid: Your transport will arrive shortly.
Transport, right. Brigid was worried about her “asset” and demanded that she be able to bring Maeve and her company to the portal hub in a safe vehicle.
Maeve: We’re ready.
She turned to Avaline. Her tight golden dress shimmered with black gems along the mermaid tail design. Her strapless top was bursting with her full, tan bust, made even more apparent by the huge accent necklace that fell right above the crease of her cleavage.
Avaline did a spin, the black gems sparkling up her dress like a wave. Apparently, the gold shifted to black when the dress was agitated enough.
“You look gorgeous,” Maeve said.
“I feel right for the first time in years,” Avaline said with a bright smile.
There was a knock at the door, and Dante’s voice followed. “Transport is here.”
Avaline rushed over, her grin unstoppable. She pulled the door open and instantly threw out a pose. Maeve couldn’t see Dante from her angle, but she heard him clap as he said, “Very bougie.”
Avaline smacked his arm. “I am High Court, not just pretending.”
She squeezed past him through the door and Maeve stood off to the side, nerves making her palms clammy. It wasn’t just the potential deathtrap she was walking into that had her hands trembling. She looked down and took a few steps toward the door when she heard Dante suck in a breath.
“You’re stunning,” he said.
Maeve worried her lip and looked up at him. She stopped breathing because taking in every inch of him was a higher priority than air.
Dante wore black greaves trimmed in red and gold, and tight leather armor pants—the same suit Cintrenia had been designing. There was a gold and black belt at his waist with an emblem of fiery wings in red that led to a vest that was more like a breastplate.
Now she had definitely fallen into one of her fantasy books because Dante looked like he was ready to go to war, not a gala. The breastplate was thick leather, with red designs that mirrored Maeve’s flames on her bodice, and he had a cape clipped to one shoulder that shimmered like Avaline’s dress in reverse.
“Holy fuck,” Maeve whispered, her mouth apparently just doing whatever it wanted.
He quirked an eyebrow as he approached her. “Is that a ‘holy fuck’ of approval, or…?”
Maeve’s hands fell to his chest, her fingers tracing the ridges of the design. “Approval, most definitely.”
His amber eyes softened, and a bit of his auburn hair fell over his forehead. Maeve pushed it back with a scrape of her nails over his scalp and Dante hummed. His hands fell to Maeve’s waist, two of his fingers sliding between the slits on the sides. Goosebumps skittered down Maeve’s legs at the touch, and his gaze heated.
“Enough pawing,” Skyle teased. “We’re going to be late!”
He wore a similar suit to Dante’s, but his golds were more prominent to signify his pairing with Avaline.
Dante slid his hand farther into the slits on her hips and leaned down to whisper against her cheek. “Can I paw at you later?”
Despite how close they’d come to intimacy earlier in the week, the news of Galihan Shev and the intensity of Maeve’s training had kept them from progressing things any farther. But Maeve was done playing the doe-eyed girl being chased. She was going to tease him right back.
She scraped her nails through his hair again, grabbing the back of his neck as she pressed her lips to the shell of his ear. “Only if you promise to bite, too.”
Dante groaned, his fingers digging into the soft skin on her sides. “I’ll have you screaming before dawn.”
He looped one finger in the string of her underwear and snapped it against her hip, making Maeve yelp. He pulled away with a smirk, running up the stairs after Skyle. Maeve jogged after him, a grin splitting her face.
Nez forced all four of them to come together at the door and Maeve was reminded of high school prom for a brief flash—not that she’d gone. The whole situation put Maeve back on the jittery nerve train. She was going to a gala with ultra-powerful chimeras and other Fae who could all squash her like a bug on accident, and she was going to be questioning them in a serious theft allegation.
Wonderful.
Dante’s family tittered and stared, telling Maeve to smile more. Dante pulled Maeve in closer, his hand tightening on her hip protectively. It was a small comfort that helped Maeve relax. Rolim used his magic to capture their likeness in a three-dimensional image like the ones he used for Pyar’s stories. He trapped the ka in a denzu that he set on the mantle above the massive fire.
“I want a copy of that,” Dante demanded as he patted Rolim on the shoulders.
They embraced briefly and Nez grabbed him next, giving him a kiss on the cheek with teary eyes. Nez pulled Maeve in, too, giving her a kiss on each cheek before whispering to her, “Try to have fun. He’ll look out for you.”
Maeve nodded. “Thanks. I’ll look out for him, too.”
Nez patted Maeve’s cheek affectionately. “I know you will.”
Skyle pulled open the door and Pyar ran out into the grassy clearing where the transport waited. Maeve wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but not a fucking magical glowing carriage.  Where was her Fae godmother when she needed a proper sendoff to the ball?
Maeve sighed with longing. She’d texted Senshia and her father before she left, only giving them a few hours’ notice. She knew if she’d given her father any more than that, he would’ve demanded to come, and that wouldn’t have flown at the gala.
The gold-trimmed black carriage hummed with power, hovering just slightly above the grass, which was nearly pressed flat under white waves of magic.
Maeve pointed at the bottom of it and looked to Dante. “Is that like your bat stuff?”
He chuckled. “No. It’s repulsing the ka in the grass and dirt, that’s how it’s hovering. I use sonic vibrations.”
“So, the carriage will repulse the ka in the air below it when it wants to ascend?” she asked.
“You got it,” he said, running his knuckles down her neck with an affectionate smile.
Skyle opened the door to the carriage and bowed at the waist as he helped Avaline up the steps. He reached out for Maeve’s hand next, and a subtle growl escaped Dante. He grabbed her by the waist before she could take Skyle’s hand and lifted her up the steps himself. He sat down next to her on the plush black seat, his lips pursed, roving eyes unwilling to meet her gaze.
Dante cleared his throat. “Sorry,” he said when Skyle took the seat across from him. 
Skyle just laughed and smacked Dante’s leg. “You dogs.”
“Hyena,” Maeve corrected with a smirk.
Skyle rolled his eyes. “Whatever.”
Avaline reached across the space and grabbed Maeve’s hands. “Are you excited, chispa? I’m so excited!”
Maeve grinned, though she felt like she might throw up. “Excited to be in a room full of powerful potential thieves who might want to murder me for asking too many questions? Of course I am! I live for this shit.”
“That’s the spirit,” Skyle said.
Dante tapped his fingers against the wall of the carriage and a bright rainbow of color pulsed out from his fingertips. The swift lurch in Maeve’s stomach alerted her to their quick ascent, and her hand latched on to Dante’s. She looked at him sheepishly and he smiled as he squeezed her fingers.
Maeve watched out the window as the magic carriage took them not back into the city, but toward the snowy mountains.
“I thought we were going to the portal hub?”
Dante nodded. “There’s a larger one in the Fenris Mountains that’s strictly for vehicles like this carriage. It’ll open to Verance in about three minutes, and stay open for fifteen.”
“Oh, cool,” Maeve whispered as she watched out the window.
The atmosphere inside the carriage was perfectly pleasant as the glass frosted over outside, partially obscuring her view. Avaline started going on about how many dances she wanted to get in that evening, and stuffing her face with as much of their fancy food as she could. Maeve wanted nothing more than to stuff her gob with new food—no matter how spicy it would be—but she knew her gob had more important work tonight.
Flying outside the window above and beside them were carriages like theirs, and some vehicles that were plain black boxes, which were really fast and stealthy. Maeve counted five in total, and several that passed by them in the opposite direction, as the mountains loomed higher and higher. They sped into the snowy valley toward a massive frozen waterfall that was lit up like a rave.
“That’s it,” Dante said, pointing to the solid sheet of colorful frozen ice.
“That’s what?” Maeve asked nervously as they drew ever nearer to a collision, not slowing down in the slightest.
“The portal.” Dante rubbed his thumb over the back of her hand to soothe her.
Maeve tried to shut down the primal animal in her brain that was screaming, “Impact imminent, bail out!”
The waterfall’s magical glow rippled gently as one of the black boxes moved into and through it. Maeve sucked in a breath and closed her eyes.
Dante’s hand slid up her back, his fingers caressing her neck as he leaned down to whisper in her ear. “Open them.”
Maeve clenched her jaw and forced her eyes open just in time to see their doom. They didn’t come to a crashing halt though. The rainbow of colors coalesced around them into a streaked tunnel.
“It’s like hyperspace!” Maeve said, nerdy joy overtaking her panic.
They exited the tunnel in a few short seconds, and she was looking back at it with longing.
That was so freaking cool!
“Eyes forward, Maeve,” Dante’s whisper was like pure, lustful sin in her ears. He was enjoying this.
Maeve’s heart stopped as she turned her attention on what towered before them. Metropolis did not do this city justice. Megalopolis didn’t even cover it. The spires of the buildings shot so far into the sky that Maeve couldn’t see where they ended from her angle through the frosted carriage window.
The architecture was what she’d imagined a hyper-advanced Egyptian civilization would look like. White stone, augmented with intricate gold designs that glowed with every kind of power, came to sharp, pyramid points at their tops. Most of the buildings were in varying widths of pyramid shapes, with intermittent cylindrical pillars.
As their carriage rose, Maeve saw that the round pillars had massive Enmatis topping them. The gossamer strings of their power reached out all across the city, linking it in a web-like network of energy.
Glassy platforms carrying people, vehicles, and cargo raised to different sections of the mega structures. The traffic here was like freaking Coruscant, or New York in the movie The Fifth Element. It was fucking bonkers. Maeve’s face was going to be permanently flat from how hard she was ramming it into the glass.
“Welcome to Galihan Shev,” Avaline said with a bright grin.
The carriage flew past the wider pyramid-shaped buildings and Maeve got a better look at the greenery dotting the two sides of the buildings that were facing away from them.
“What’s all that?” she asked, pointing down as they passed another one.
“Garden beds,” Skyle said. “Galihan Shev has to import an immense amount of food to sustain its population. This is to help offset the need.”
“This was a bill Brigid passed a decade or so ago, Verance time,” Avaline added.
“That’s cool. Very green and local,” Maeve said with a snicker.
Avaline looked at her gravely. “She did this to protect the population from starvation when rebels interrupted a key supply chain earlier that year. Lots of people died.”
Maeve stammered. “Oh, sorry.”
“It was a little more complicated than all that,” Dante said. “But let’s avoid politics tonight, shall we?”
Skyle hummed his agreement. “We’ll have more than enough with the Middling bastards fluffing themselves up for our approval.”
“Not your approval,” Avaline said with a playful smack. “We get away free on this one since we’re just the entourage. Poor Dante, though. He’ll be locked in deep political jibber-jabber for hours.”
“Can I come along for this jibber-jabber? I might spot the people I need to interrogate,” Maeve asked, looking up at him.
“I wouldn’t have you leave my side all night, if that’s what you want.” His voice went husky at the end, and Maeve found herself all doe-eyed again, her mouth hanging slightly agape as she breathed shallowly, pinned by his honeyed gaze.
“Sounds good,” she whispered.
His fingers stroked the back of her neck, sending a shiver down her spine. His eyes went heavy lidded at her reaction to his touch and heat poured off him.
“Gross,” Avaline groaned. “I want a different carriage on the way home.”
“Perfect, I’ll arrange it,” Dante said with a sly smirk, his eyes not leaving Maeve’s.
Maeve’s mind ran wild with visions of her first time with Dante being in a magical flying carriage going through a rainbow warp tunnel. 
Fuck.
Yes.
Please.
“Ugh, calm down! I can practically taste how aroused you are!” Avaline yelled, covering her mouth.
“It’s your fault for wanting her in this stunning gown,” Dante said, his hand trailing down the low back of her dress.
Avaline glowered at Dante. “I’m getting out of here. Skyle?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, opening the door to the carriage. He stepped out and turned around, holding on to the doorjamb as his ass hovered over the thousand-foot drop.
Maeve’s heart immediately bounced from lustful thudding to panicked thundering as she reached for her friends. “What are you doing!?”
“Flying the rest of the way,” Skyle said. His back sprouted feathery black wings that were white at the tips. He smiled, said, “See ya!” and dropped from the carriage.
Maeve yelped her terror, her hand clamping down on Dante like he might jump out, too. Avaline gave her a quick salute and dove out into the city in a somersault. A second later, Skyle appeared next to the open door, Avaline curled in his grasp.
“Race?” he asked.
“No! You’ve given me an incentive to take my time.” Dante laughed as he reached across Maeve for the handle, making her tighten her grip.
“Gross!” Avaline shouted from Skyle’s arms. Her pouty expression shifted in an instant, growing into a grin as she waved.
Dante slammed the door shut and Maeve released her stranglehold on his arm. He turned, still on one knee from reaching over her, and the mirth faded from his face as he took in her expression.
“Are you all right?” he asked, his hands falling to her legs as he pulled her closer to him.
“I think I peed a little,” Maeve whispered, her heart still jackhammering at a dire pace.
Dante chuckled. “Want me to check for you?”
“Playboy,” Maeve grumbled, but some of the tension eased from her chest. Her hands were still shaking, and Dante took them in his own, then turned her chin up to meet his gaze. 
“Breathe with me. In,” he said, taking a long inhale through his nose.
Maeve followed his lead, reveling in the feel of his thumb stroking over the back of her hand.
“Out.” His cedar and vanilla scent washed over her as he exhaled. They breathed in together, their eyes locked, and then out. Maeve’s heart finally dropped to a slow gallop.
“Better?” he asked.
“Much,” she said.
They were only a few inches apart, his knee pushed between her legs. The black silk of her dress had slipped from her thighs, and the scratch of Dante’s greaves on her skin set a fire racing through her blood.
“Do you like the way I look between your legs, my little firebrand?” Dante asked, his gruff voice causing her thighs to clench. She had to stop being that doe-eyed girl. She had to take back the reins.
“I like seeing you on your knees, too,” Maeve said, her confidence wavering.
Her hands came to his chest as he pulled her in closer, his sights set on her mouth. The heat of his breath skittered across her lips and Maeve closed her eyes in anticipation.
The carriage jostled and Maeve yelped as she was tossed against his shoulder.
Dante steadied her, his expression dark as he growled, “It seems we’ve arrived.”




Chapter thirty-three







The Middling Gala


Dante’s cock ached. His combat leathers weren’t designed for erections, and it strained against his armor . Maeve’s dirty book didn’t mention that about her vampire lord heartthrob. While the huntress was enjoying his “hard length,” the poor lord must’ve felt like his dick was being flattened.
Dante cursed the Mother and all her creation for the poor timing of their arrival. Maybe the good timing? Dante knew once his lips met Maeve’s, he wouldn’t be able to stop until he’d fully claimed her. But there was nothing they could do about it now. The carriage had just set down in the courtyard of the Arcane Ballroom, and Dante had to admire how Maeve’s eyes grew even wider. She whispered a curse, her gaze darting around the drive.
The carriage glided to a stop near the front door of where the gala was being held, but he wasn’t looking out there. He couldn’t. Just as the Arcane Ballroom had taken Maeve’s breath away, Dante’s was stolen by the glow that emanated from her joy, her pure radiance. She was unbearably lovely.
A chimera with a furry face and a snubbed nose opened the door to the carriage for them. Dante shot up from his kneeling position and stepped out first before extending his hand to Maeve. Her eyes dropped to her feet as she carefully navigated the carriage steps. He’d never let her fall, but she managed not to step on the long skirt of her dress as she dropped beside him.
The carriage zipped away, and Dante watched her observing the scene. Finally, he turned, taking in the view. Gold-trimmed black carpet led the way up to the massive gala building. It was on the top-level platform, already a good few hundred feet off the ground. The white stone of the building shifted to gold-framed glass at the top, revealing an enormous ballroom with floating chandeliers giving off soft yellow light.
Maeve’s fingers laced with his as they strode at a leisurely pace so she could take it all in. He watched her eyebrows lift, her lips murmuring curses, her cheeks rounding in a smile.
Goddess above, she was irresistible.
Dante looked over his shoulder to be sure they were out of earshot from the footman, then leaned down to whisper, “I’m going to absolutely ravage you after this.”
“If you even make it to after,” Maeve said with airy confidence that made him groan with need.
There was his assertive, strong-willed firebrand.
Fuck, he’d missed her.
They ascended the stairs to the opulent gold door that opened at their arrival, detecting Dante’s ka signature in an instant. Maeve’s grip tightened on his hand as they drew closer. He cast a sideways glance to take in her expression. He knew she’d been nervous about this trip—he was too—but the look on her face was pure excitement.
Good.
They’d been careful. Before they’d departed, Maeve had taken a ka-masking potion that laced her essence with distorting scents for the next few hours—or however long it took her metabolism to burn it off. They’d also practiced shielding, a lot. Dante couldn’t complain; he’d loved the way it felt to cocoon her in his etonos, and she’d seemed to like it too. When it came to Skyle and Avaline practicing with her, Dante had tried not to sulk. It needed to be done. They all had to be able to effectively cover for her.
They stepped into the Arcane Ballroom and instantly, someone shouted his name.
Dante looked toward the sound, spotting Lesivious Ardnt, a vile creature that sat on the High Court in parties adjacent to his own. Dante gave him an up-nod, signifying he’d seen him but would get to him later. He didn’t want to start out the night with Lesivious. He didn’t want to spend any time around him at all, especially not with Maeve on his arm.
“Can we?” Maeve asked, pointing to the buffet along the east wall.
Dante chuckled. “Of course.”
He led her that way, scanning the room until he found Avaline and Skyle. They were loitering with Wenwey party members on the north end. Skyle locked eyes with Dante and gave a jerk of his chin as hello. Skyle waggled his eyebrows twice as he asked the silent question. Dante’s shoulders drooped as he shook his head and Skyle shrugged apologetically.
“What’s this one?” Maeve asked, pointing to a canape.
There weren’t any placards for anything—everyone was expected to know Veran appetizers, apparently—and so Maeve had been blindly loading up her plate.
“That one is probably too hot for you,” Dante said, steering her away from the spicy puyoho meat. He found it delicious, but Maeve was still not adjusted to the palate of a Veran.
“Evesburn,” someone said behind Dante, setting his hackles straight up.
He recognized that voice.
These assholes used his “family” name at court, and so Dante did the same.
“Kelirn!” Dante turned, an easy smile on his face that almost faltered as he took in the slimy worm of a man. 
He was half a head shorter than Dante, with thin arms and legs but a potbelly that spoke of his decadent lifestyle. He had dusty brown hair and a permanent sheen on his skin that reflected the snail in his bloodline. Kelirn’s beady eyes raked over Maeve’s backside, setting Dante’s teeth on edge.
He took a step to the left, obscuring Maeve from view. “How have you been?”
“You’ve brought such a lovely thing to the gala. Have you finally decided to settle and ascend?” Kelirn asked.
Ascend the courts, he meant. And fuck no, he had not. “My place is with the people in the middle. Always. You know that.”
The slug rolled his dark eyes. “When are you going to give up that crusade and take your rightful place? Brigid needs loyal, powerful people in the High Court,” he said, trying to appease Dante’s ego.
But Dante’s ego gave zero fucks about Kelirn’s opinion. “I know where I’m doing the most good.”
“Do you?” he asked, an infuriating leer spreading across his pasty face.
“Where’s Avaline?” Maeve suddenly asked. “I have a wardrobe issue that needs her attention,” she said, flashing an apologetic look at Kelirn.
“Excuse me. I need to find my entourage,” Dante said to the slimy man. He didn’t bow, didn’t even dip his head, before reaching out for Maeve’s arm and walking away.
“Thanks for the rescue,” Dante whispered down at her as they walked toward the north end.
She beamed. “We protect each other, remember? Even if it’s just from annoying assholes.”
Dante’s alpha tether hummed in his chest at her words. She was so close to accepting him. But he refused to push. He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t even let that vibration reach her now. He wanted her to come to him without any influence outside her own senses. There would be no confusing their bond for magic she’d never grown up with, or any bullshit. He’d play by the khin-born rules.
They reached Skyle and Avaline, who immediately acted as if she hadn’t seen Maeve in twenty years.
Avaline beamed and opened her arms. “My dear, you finally came! How was your ride?”
Dante’s balls ached at the innuendo. It wouldn’t be well understood by those who weren’t accustomed to Earth colloquialisms, but by the strawberry shade of Maeve’s cheeks, he knew she understood. He yearned to devour that color from every part of her skin.
“It was uneventful,” Maeve said. “The landing jostled us a bit.”
“Aw,” Avaline pouted, patting Maeve’s shoulder. Then she turned a glare on Dante. “Maybe on the way home it’ll be more interesting.”
Dante didn’t know why Avaline was pushing this so hard. Maybe she felt the ache in Dante’s gut through their pack bond. Maybe she saw the way he looked at her, and the way he longed to have her back in his grasp the second she’d left it.
Fuck, it was probably obvious.
No wonder Kelirn had been all over them. That power-hungry creep was several spirit chain ranks below what he should’ve been for High Court but had slimed his way up the ascension anyway with his ego strokes and his slippery tongue. The image of that bastard’s tongue getting close to Maeve as she screamed played out in Dante’s mind and he pulled her back into his grasp.
Maeve glanced up at him over her shoulder, a tiny smile on her lips.
“So, Wenwey is like a thought leader, and while individual parties exist that have their own goals, they all sort of follow the Wenwey line of thinking?” Maeve asked and Dante realized he’d zoned out for a moment. They were already deep in conversation, surrounded by party members. When the hell had that happened?
Lesivious raised his glass to Maeve. “You’re quick for a khin-born.”
“Must be all that schoolin’,” she said in English with some kind of accent Dante wasn’t familiar with. “Sorry,” Maeve said in Veran, her face coloring with embarrassment.
He looked down to see that her plate of canapes had been replaced by a drink. That would explain her slip, but shit, how long had he zoned out for?
Maeve went on questioning the Wenwey hang-abouts, making friendly with them. Dante’s hyena was raging at the pit of his stomach anytime he caught an overly generous smile, or any posturing advances. He couldn’t help but feel that Maeve was already his.
But she wasn’t, and everyone here knew it.
After a few minutes, Maeve looked at him, her glass empty. “Will you come with me to get another?”
“Of course,” he said, then dipped his head to the others before turning away with her on his arm.
He had to admit, she was better at this than he was. Hell, he was hardly even paying attention to what they were saying. His thoughts kept circling around her; watching her ka smolder in her chest, keeping it safe with his etonos.
When they were away from the group, she pulled closer to him and whispered, “I found my mark. I need an introduction.”
They passed by a server, and she deposited her empty glass, then grabbed a full one.
“Where?” Dante asked, his eyes raking over the crowd in the sea of gold-crested colors.
She tugged his arm gently and they turned together as she whispered in English, “Your two o’clock. Silver hair, tall, needs a greasy burrito, pronto.”
Dante chuckled as he laid eyes on Tobias Colt, a Middling Court councilman of Manis vo Elsyada. “Let’s go chat, shall we?”
He led them around the dance floor and into “enemy” territory, entering Tobias’s circle.
“Fazard, it’s been an age,” Dante said as he dipped his head to a crocodile chimera. Edis Fazard, like Ataxis, was on the verge of ascension, and Dante knew if Ataxis usurped Andjet in the Highest Court, Fazard would be replacing him in the High Court.
“Still crossing party lines, Evesburn?” Fazard asked with a wicked smirk.
“Whatever gets the job done, right?” Dante replied with a laid-back shrug, though he felt like he’d just fallen into a pit of vipers.
“And who is this lovely creature?” Tobias asked, his skin glowing with amusement.
Fucking horse bloodline.
“I’m Maeve. Maeve Murphy. Khin-born,” she said, reaching out to Tobias for a handshake.
The others in the circle recoiled at her gesture, but Tobias reached forward, an amused smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth.
“Khin-born? How is that possible? You’re too beautiful to come from criminals.” He accepted her handshake, and then pulled her delicate knuckles to his mouth for a kiss.
Dante gritted his teeth against the growl building in his chest, recognizing the irony of the moment without a hint of amusement.
Maeve shrugged with a coy grin. “I fell in with the right crowd, I guess.”
“You certainly have now,” Tobias said, a lascivious lilt in his voice.
Dante was going to rip this fucking horse’s mane out, one hair at a time.
“Tell me, khin-born Murphy, do you know our dances?” Tobias asked her, still holding on to her hand.
Maeve nodded. “A few. I’ve been studying.”
“Would you grace me with one?” he asked, his gaze shooting over to Dante for a flicker, his leer never faltering.
Maeve looked over her shoulder at Dante. “Would you mind?”
Dante nodded to her with a forced smile. She turned toward the dance floor and Dante’s gaze locked on Tobias, whose smirk only grew.
Fucking bastard.
At least Maeve was getting what she needed. Dante had to remember that. This was what Maeve needed. Tobias was a suspect, and he was willing to exclude himself from the group, giving her the prime opportunity to question him alone.
Dante tried not to watch them go, shifting uncomfortably around his party enemies.
“Tell me, Evesburn, do they still believe that swill about realm independence over in Wenwey? Don’t they know that a powerful, united Veran Empire is how they’re all safe and protected?” Fazard asked.
Dante ran a hand through his hair, relaxing his stance. “When you call it swill out of the gate, it makes it hard to want to debate with you.”
The others laughed in good nature.
“How is your business? Are you close to ascending?” Dolphaen, a crafty mink chimera, asked. She had long brown hair and petite features.
Among these predators, she was considered unremarkable, but Dante knew she was more cunning than the men around her. She’d ascended to the Middling Court from nothing, a street urchin, like Dante had been. While he didn’t like what she stood for, he could respect how she got there.
Dante smiled at her. “Business is good. Ascension is far off. I have no intention of joining the High Court. Ever.”
Dolphaen pouted. “Ever? But you’re the only one from that side who comes to play with us anymore.”
“I’m not sure I could handle the fanatical rhetoric of anyone else from that side,” Fazard said. “At least Evesburn doesn’t douse me in his party’s opinions the second he steps into the vicinity.”
The group chuckled again.
“Yes, my rhetoric is so fanatical,” Dante said with a dry laugh. “Imagine this: realms free to create the laws that suit them, on a timeline that suits them, saving thousands of lives and millions of coins.”
The group settled, their faces puckering in distaste.
“Excuse me,” Dante said, dipping out of the circle.
He tuned his bat senses, ears perking up as he listened to the chimeras he just left. They grumbled rude things about him, and Dante swiveled his attention toward Maeve as he found her in the crowd.
Tobias, that prim fucker, was doing a strange gallop in his dance steps. Poor Maeve was keeping pace with him, adjusting her footing to match his stride.
“And is that what you like to do?” Tobias said, his eyes dropping down to her chest for a second.
“The truth is everything to me,” Maeve replied. “I love my work. It takes me places I’ve never been to before.”
“So, you love to travel?” Tobias asked.
“I do. Tell me, Tobias, what do you love?” Maeve asked, her voice dropping to a low, lusty hum.
“Oh, I love many things,” Tobias said, his gaze heating.
Dante fisted his hands so hard he thought his knuckles might split. She was too fucking good at wielding her sexuality like a weapon. Mother help anyone she got her claws into.
“Tell me about them,” she whispered in his ear, and an opalescent glow slipped from her rouge lips.
It was subtle, and Dante only noticed because he was looking for it, but spell casting against a party member was an execution-worthy offense. If anyone caught her…
Dante made it back to Avaline and Skyle as Tobias prattled on about his money, his enormous estate, and his prized herd of nearly pure-blood mares. Dante’s gaze never left Maeve for a second.
“Well, how’s it going?” Avaline whispered.
“She’s weakening his defenses,” Dante replied as he watched her hand slide up to Tobias’s neck.
“And how are you doing?” she asked.
“Great,” he bit out.
Skyle patted his shoulder. “She’s got this. Don’t worry.”
Tobias’s hand slipped into the gap of material at Maeve’s hip and Dante’s skin tingled with the need to shift, to protect what was his.
“I’m not worried about that,” Dante barked.
Avaline came to his other side, like they might be preparing to restrain him. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. She’s just working him,” she said in Spanish.
Tobias’s hand moved under her black silk, cupping her ass.
“I’m going to murder him right here,” Dante replied in Spanish through clenched teeth.
Skyle gripped his wrist. “Don’t, master. She needs this lead.”
Avaline needed it, too.
Dante’s rage dropped to a simmer as he watched them, tuning back in to their conversation.
“The Starlite sounds terrifying. How do you navigate it?” Maeve asked.
“The Mother blessed very few of us with mirror magic, the ability to replicate, mimic, and reflect any ka. The Starlite beacons from long ago have lingering shockwaves in the vast void. We can taste that magic, and when we’re close enough, we can follow those ripples back to their origination.”
“That’s incredible,” Maeve breathed, and she probably was enamored with this talk. She was so curious.
“Have you explored the Starlite a lot?” she asked.
Tobias chuckled. “It’s how I’ve earned my fortune. Would you like to see my treasures?”
“Do you have anything dangerous?” she asked.
“Oh, plenty,” he leered.
She smiled coyly, owning the innocent khin-born act. “What’s your most dangerous treasure?”
Opal sparks shimmered against Tobias’s neck where her hand rested.
“I’ve buried my most recent dangerous treasure,” Tobias said, then he pressed his lips against her ear. “Ataxis crates.”
“What’s that?” Maeve asked, playing her role too well.
Tobias pulled her against him roughly, their dance coming to an end. “The bastard thinks he’s ascending, thinks he’s overtaking Andjet? Ha!”
Something was wrong…and Dante was already on the move, cutting through the throng of dancing pairs.
Tobias looked at her wildly, one hand gripping her jaw. “I hid those crates like I was told, sullied his name, and earned my ascension in Andjet’s eyes.”
Dante’s knuckles ached to connect with Tobias’s face, but instead, he pushed the man aside. “Excuse me,” he said, loosing Maeve from the bastard’s grasp.
He snatched her up in one swift movement, pressing a hand against her lower back until her hips were flush against his as the other hand fisted her hair. She looked up at him with wide-eyed shock, her hands gripping the edges of his armor.
With a hungry growl, he dropped his head to claim what was his.




Chapter thirty-four







Alpha Claim


Dante captured Maeve in his grasp, and she went weak in his arms, instantly feeling safe. She rested her hands on his armor, looking up into his eyes. They were feral, wild with protective jealousy. She felt his etonos presence encompass them, caressing her exposed skin and pushing her closer until they were chest to chest.  
His lips crashed against hers, and she felt the raw concept of possession, of the word mine, rumble through the thing attached to her soulwell. His mouth was hot, branding her, and she responded with a needy whimper. He pushed between her lips, his tongue sliding in to taste her.
Maeve’s hands locked behind Dante’s neck, pulling them closer together. She felt his arousal straining against the leather of his armor and ground herself against him. Dante groaned, biting her lower lip.
“I believe you’ve made your point,” Tobias snapped beside them.
Dante pulled back an inch, panting as his eyes met hers. “Not yet, I haven’t,” he said, claiming her mouth again.
His hand cradled the back of her head as he led them through an even deeper kiss, moving with slow, deliberate strokes of his tongue. Her skin burned with the fire he’d stoked in her heart. The ache in her sex returned, and she pressed herself against him harder, bringing a flush to her cheeks. Her clit throbbed for his attention.
Dante’s grip shifted, his hands cupping her ass as he pulled her up against him. Maeve wrapped her legs around his waist, feeling the bite of his armor on her soft skin. He came to this gala in armor. He was ready to go to war for her. Maeve moaned, losing herself in the ecstasy of his devotion.
There was a sharp tug in her chest, and Dante broke the kiss, gripping her hair hard. His amber eyes were molten as he searched hers. “Accept me. Become my alpha,” he whispered.
Maeve gripped his hair just as tight. She wanted this so much. But she remembered what happened the last time she’d flippantly given away her heart and soul—and soulwell—to someone she didn’t know nearly as well as she should’ve. She didn’t know Dante. Not yet.
“I…” she started, unsure of what she was going to say.
Dante’s heated expression filled with fear. “Please, Mae.”
“My goodness,” a powerful purr filled the room.
Maeve’s legs released from Dante’s hips, and he dropped her to the ballroom floor. Brigid, an icon of regal glory, approached from the open doors. Everything had stopped around them. Maeve wasn’t sure if it was because of their kiss, or because of Brigid, but everyone was staring at them now.
If Maeve rejected him, it could be the downfall of Dante’s position in the court. He could be seen as weak, lesser. If she said no right now, it could ruin him.
The sharp, insistent tug of the tether enflamed the wound on her soulwell. She felt a trickle of panicked ka swarm around the spot, caressing her scars. He could kill her, just like Corvin had.
“My enforcer sure knows how to put on a show,” Brigid said with a laugh, then started clapping.
The whole room broke into applause, and Maeve’s face broke out in a cold sweat.
Dante pulled her in, shielding her from view as his lips pulled back in a snarl. 
Brigid stalked closer, her huntress gaze locked on Maeve. “Well?” she asked when she was just a foot away. “What’s your answer?”
Maeve couldn’t find her voice, stammering like an idiot. Cold fear rippled through her at the thought of rejecting Dante in front of everyone, but she couldn’t say yes. She couldn’t give herself over to someone like that again.
His alpha? What did that even mean?
“I d-don’t…” she stammered, her lips numb like her brain.
I don’t know enough to make a decision.
“I can’t,” Maeve choked out, and Dante shriveled beside her.
He pulled back and everyone in the room sucked in a breath. His eyes glossed over, and he gritted his teeth, hands fisting at his sides. Blood shimmered along his lip, and she saw the sharp canines of his hyena form tearing into his flesh.
“Dante, wait,” Maeve called, reaching out for him.
He shook his head, unable to meet her gaze, and took another two steps back. Avaline and Skyle were at his side, their attention on him. His etonos recoiled from her, leaving Maeve cold. She gasped at the loss, the emptiness.
“You promised you wouldn’t force me,” she whispered, the weight of his ultimatum drowning her. “I don’t even know what this means.”
He wiped the blood from his chin and met her gaze, bobbing his head in recognition. “I’m sorry.”
He turned his back on her and the crowd simmered with gossip. 
“Well, that was amusing. You’ll be the talk of the city for at least a day,” Brigid said, resting her hand on Maeve’s shoulder. “Come, tell me what you’ve been doing.”
Brigid steered Maeve away from the dance floor.
“Dante,” Maeve whispered, her eyes locked on him as Brigid pulled her away. He wouldn’t look at her, or couldn’t, she didn’t know. He was so hurt and all she wanted to do was run back into his arms to comfort him.
They made it to the outskirts of the social gathering and Brigid pulled them behind a pillar. “Tell me, what have you learned?”
Maeve’s attention was a hundred miles away, on Dante, Avaline, and Skyle as they headed for the door. She’d rejected him. Her throat swelled from the withheld scream of agony. How could she have done that to him? Her protector? The one who’d been able to hold her ka when her soulwell was broken.
But she couldn’t have just let another person into her life, into her being that way without understanding what it meant. Dante hadn’t explained anything to her!
Brigid snapped, and suddenly, everything felt…fine. There was no pain, no anger, no longing, no regret. Nothing. Maeve was nothing.
“Tell me. What did you learn?” Brigid asked again.
“Tobias tried to burn the Ataxis crates. He couldn’t, so he buried them at his estate instead,” Maeve said, her mouth moving of its own accord.
“Show me,” Brigid demanded, touching her arm.
Maeve opened her mind to Brigid and let her inside, reliving the memory she’d stolen from Tobias. Her vision split, showing her a massive estate with rolling green hills dotted with trees. Tobias stood in a small grove with four others as they stared at three metal crates stacked on top of one another.
“What the fuck do we do with this?” Tobias’s second-in-command, Huck, asked.
“We do what Andjet says. Dispose of it,” Tobias retorted, turning his palms up to the sky. He absorbed the heat of the sun, then directed it toward the crates. The metal whined, but powerful runes flared to life along the sides, protecting them.
“They’re warded,” Huck said.
“No fucking shit,” Tobias replied with an angry sigh. “Fine, let’s bury them. No one can find this.”
Brigid leered, her lioness lips revealing sharp, white teeth. “Perfect.”
She stepped toward the glass wall, opening her hekara menu with a wave. Brigid swiped out Veran glyphs as Maeve stood, completely frozen in place. 
Brigid likes to move her pawns.
The momentary bliss of apathy Brigid had snapped into her crumbled, and Maeve was left feeling everything in sharp, vivid contrast. Tears threatened to strangle her as Maeve barely breathed, existing on the edge of a knife. Her eyes were unfocused on the lioness as she made out the message to her elite enforcers.
Dante hadn’t explained any of this to her, what it meant to be part of the pack, what it meant to be his alpha. How could she have said yes? How could he have asked her like that, in front of everyone, daring her to ruin him if she declined? He had forced her answer, and it hadn’t been the one either of them had wanted. If he had just waited, if he had just explained…
She didn’t want to be without him. She hadn’t even said no. She’d wanted to say she couldn’t decide now, here, in front of everyone. But her mouth had gone dry, her lips too weak to make the words.
Brigid turned with a smile, her white gown swishing elegantly. When she caught sight of Maeve’s tears, she gave an over-exaggerated pout. “My child, you look positively undone.”
Maeve swallowed, trying to push the lump from her throat. “He ambushed me. He asked for me to commit to something—” 
“Stop. Love is a distraction,” Brigid crooned as she furrowed her brow. “It is irrelevant. There is only power, and my dear, you have it in spades. Stick with me, my little secret, and we’ll do wonderful things.”
There was nowhere for her to go. Back to Tennessee, the farm? Take off the hekara and forget…Disappear. Was that an option? 
No. It wasn’t.
She needed Dante, and she wanted this life. One full of magic, and mystery, and an opportunity to do real good.
“Oh, my little enforcer,” Brigid said, cupping Maeve’s cheek in mock affection. “You tried to play, but you didn’t even know the rules of the game.”
Hot tears spilled over Maeve’s cheeks as she panted, her head light. Her jaw hurt, teeth clenched so hard she might break them, and her heavy breaths hissed past her tear-stained lips.
“I’ll send you home for now. Don’t worry,” Brigid said, smiling kindly.
She led Maeve away from the crowd and down the stairs outside. Maeve was hardly aware, her thoughts circling on Dante, on the pain in his face, his white-knuckled fists, the blood on his lips. Why had he done this now? Why couldn’t he have waited until the carriage ride home, or later that evening, or fuck, tomorrow! Why had he done this in front of everyone and not even give her a second to collect her thoughts, to ask questions?
A white, gossamer portal appeared before her and Maeve shook her head in surprise.
“This will take you back to Mérida,” Brigid said.
Maeve turned to her, silent tears marring her angry face. “I don’t know what to do.”
“Well, I assume you’ll need to collect some things, but message me as soon as you can, and I’ll bring you to the space I’ve been preparing.”
“The space?” Maeve asked.
Brigid cocked her head. “Yes, of course, child. I’ve been preparing for you to join me for some time. How could your radiance be contained in a prison realm? No. No!” she roared, her lioness coming through her words. “You’ll be pampered with me, in Eskal.”
“Eskal,” Maeve whispered, scrunching her face in confusion. “Where the hippogriffs are from?”
Brigid smiled. “Yes, the hippogriffs.”
“I don’t know. I have things to finish.”
“Like what?” Brigid asked.
Maeve didn’t want to think about this right now. She wanted to be mad at Dante. She wanted to be mad at herself. He had forced her answer, and if she’d just had enough time to talk to him, to understand, she may have said yes.
She could’ve said yes.
“Well?” Brigid prompted, getting impatient.
Maeve shook her head, trying to clear away the fog of her hot fury. “Even if you find those crates, we’ll need more evidence to incriminate Andjet. I need to keep digging. There’s not enough yet. I have to figure out how he did it, and who helped him.”
“You will do that with me now. I protect you.” Brigid said.
This wasn’t what she wanted.
“I don’t know,” Maeve whispered.
Brigid’s eyes flashed with amused rage. “You’re full of rejections tonight.”
“I didn’t say no. I just don’t know. Give me some time.”
Brigid caressed her cheek, like a loving mother might touch her daughter. “Get your things and when you’re ready, send word. I’ll collect you myself.”
Did she care about her?
Brigid likes to move her pawns.
Maeve turned toward the portal without another word and walked through it. She rippled through space and time, landing in the violet room of the Mérida portal hub. There was no attendant, so Maeve placed her hand against the wall and opened the way herself.
She walked through the dark, empty lobby and out to the parking lot. Dante’s bike sat at the front entrance. Maeve reached into her little black handbag that had an endless-depth spell cast on the gold plating of the opening. She rooted around for a second before finding her phone. She tapped Jorren’s number in her contact list, and the phone rang.
It was late. 3 a.m. Maeve didn’t know what day. It didn’t matter. The others weren’t back yet, and she had a key to Dante’s apartment. She would get her shit and go find a hotel to stay in until she could figure this all out.
“Hello?” Jorren’s groggy voice asked on the other end of the phone.
“I need a ride,” Maeve said, her voice like a ghost on the wind. If she spoke any louder, she knew the scream she’d been holding back would come tumbling out, and once it did, there’d be no stopping it.
“Who…Maeve?” Jorren asked, still coming to his senses. Then he was more alert. “Where’s Dante? Where are Avaline and Skyle?”
“They took a different transport home. I…” She trailed off. Did Jorren know what was going on between them?
“You what, Maeve?” Jorren asked, his voice boiling with deserved fury.
“Fuck,” she muttered. “I think I rejected him.”
If only he hadn’t cornered her at the gala and forced her to answer right that second!
There was a long pause, then he spoke. “So, you’re leaving?”
Maeve nodded, though Jorren couldn’t see. “As soon as I wrap up the case.”
“Good,” he said. “Why the fuck are you calling me?”
The line went dead.
She had wanted a ride back to Dante’s because Maeve was so used to needing Dante. But she didn’t need him. Her soulwell was healed, her ka as strong, even stronger than it was before.
“I don’t know,” she whispered to no one, and put her phone back in the bag.
Maeve fell to her hands and knees, a curse ripping through her throat. Flames engulfed her as fiery wings sprouted from her back and sharp, metallic talons wrapped her fingers. A beak morphed her face and Maeve screeched at the sky, a terrible, painful wail, before beating her massive wings and taking flight.
~ Chimera Transformation Unlocked: Phoenix Form ~

Her flames flickered with each devastated call she made to the gods, fate, the Mother, whoever it was that had damned her. Was it her fault? All this? If she’d just never looked at Corvin, she’d be in her bus off campus right now, winding down from a night of serving drinks at Mario’s.
Thunder rolled over the clouds as Maeve banked toward the apartment building. The black above matched her mood. She was lost in the darkness of her anger. She had made this life. All her choices had led to this. She had to fucking live with it and take whatever came next with a shrewd heart and logical mind.
She swooped low over the rooftop, but she was going too fast to land. Gravel ripped into her body as she lost her shift, rolling across the loose stone. Maeve looked down to see her lacy top ripped across her right arm where she’d crashed. Blood dotted her road-rashed skin, but she didn’t bother sending a wave of healing energy through it.
The pain felt good. She needed it. She didn’t want to feel anything else.
Rain pattered down around her as she lay in the grit and tried to summon the will to stand. She’d rejected him. In front of everyone in the courts. Everyone who had power. She’d fucked Dante’s life up the way Corvin had fucked hers.
Maeve crawled to her hands and knees, then rose to her feet. Rain slammed down on her shoulders as she walked to the roof access and let herself in. She walked down to the fourth floor and pulled the apartment key out of her bag.
Dante had made her a key to his apartment.
They’d never been apart, but he’d made a key for her.
Fuck.
She let herself in, tripping on the tangled length of her silky dress. She collapsed to the wood floor and slipped as she tried to catch herself with her wet hands. Her head hit hard and there was a crunch. Stars swam behind her eyes and a voice whispered through her mind.
~ Warning - Status Effect: Broken Nose ~
~ Warning - Status Effect: Mild Concussion ~

“Just like that one time,” Maeve said with a cold laugh.
She sought out the ka in her chest to help heal her nose, finding it dangerously low. Had her chimera form taken so much?
No…
Her soulwell was ripped. Again.
The phoenix transformation.
She’d pushed too hard too fast. 
Maeve kicked the door shut behind her and rolled onto her back, trying to staunch the flow of blood from her nose. She dug in her purse again, pulling out her phone to call Senshia.
The line rang and rang, but she never picked up.
She swallowed her pride to save her life and called her father.
No answer.
Maeve closed her eyes, letting the phone fall to the floor.
“Fuck.”




Chapter thirty-five







Broken Promise


Agony. 
Dante didn’t feel it. He was it. He was the vessel that encompassed the very concept of it. The ache in his chest was as unending as the void of the Starlite. Fathomless, depthless blackness.
“Come on,” Avaline whispered, grabbing his arm. “The portal is in thirty.”
Dante finished locking up his armor and stared at his haggard reflection in the mirror.
Avaline lingered in the doorway. “She’s going to be there. Maybe you two could—”
“When the bond is rejected, it’s destroyed,” Dante said, cutting her off. There was no fixing this.
She looked at her feet, nodding. “I’m sorry.”
Dante laughed coldly. “What are you sorry for? This was my doing.”
Avaline shook her head. “It’s not your fault. She’s the one who said no.”
Anger bubbled up through his pain. “Don’t blame her. I put her on the spot. I pushed her before she was ready after fucking promising I wouldn’t do that.”
Avaline winced under the grief in his words traveling down their bond.
Dante sighed. “Sorry.”
When the weight of his influence cleared, she waved his apology away like it didn’t matter. She turned but paused, looking over her shoulder. “I liked her, too.”
The black pit of Dante’s pain swallowed him up. “I’m sorry I fucked it up.”
“Just because there’s no pack bond doesn’t mean you can’t be with her, right?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he said with a shrug.
Dante didn’t imagine Maeve would want anything to do with him after tonight. Not only had he broken her trust with his promise, but he’d embarrassed her in front of the entire court. It didn’t matter much to Dante what those assholes thought of him—they were always gossiping anyway—but to her, she was an enforcer and her reputation mattered.
Brigid hadn’t been a fucking help either. She knew what she was doing, that scheming bitch. She wanted Maeve away from Dante because she knew that the pack bond would make her loyal to him. Brigid couldn’t have any competition.
What a clusterfuck.
They packed up their gear, kissed Nez and Pyar goodbye, and headed off toward the city. Dante’s thoughts circled on the night before as they waited in line at the portal hub. He barely felt the staticky magic that made him transition through the realms. They landed on the other side, his eyes skating over the three people waiting to travel into Lorient.
The attendant closed the portal and opened the way for them to leave. Dante’s bike was still parked just outside with Maeve’s spare helmet strapped on the back. He picked a long, red strand of hair out of the material. The early morning sun made it shimmer with gold. He released it into the wind and pulled on his helmet.
The drive home was all autopilot, and he found himself climbing the steps to his apartment in a daze. He went to unlock the door, but the locks were already undone. He scowled, pushing open the door until it met resistance on something soft. Dante poked his head into the house and his heart stopped.
Maeve lay on the floor in her dress from last night, her hair covering her face. He pushed his way through and dropped to her side, his heart resuming to a wild beat.
“Mae, what’s wrong?” He picked her up and pulled her hair away, revealing streaks of dried blood carving down her cheeks.
Fuck.
Her skin was icy, but there was a pulse. He focused his etonos sight on her chest and found a tiny flicker of orange holding on to the last thing it could: a strand that burrowed into Dante’s chest.
The alpha tether…
But how?
Dante pulled her from the ground and tucked her into his grasp. The flicker of ka grew second by second, filling up the space between them. Her soulwell had ruptured, and ka was pouring into her body, but as soon as Dante was close enough, what was left of her had latched on to him.
He walked to the couch, grabbing a blanket from beside the bookshelf, and sat down, wrapping her tightly. The arm of her dress was ripped and red wounds pebbled her skin.
Had she gotten in a fight? How had this happened?
Dante’s phone vibrated in his pocket as dozens of messages came in, his cell reconnecting to the network. He slipped it out and saw he’d missed three calls from Maeve at just after three in the morning. There was one text from her, too.
Mae: Ripped my soulwell transforming into a phoenix, lol. No one’s picking up…I just wanted to say I’m sorry.
Dante buried his face in her hair, gritting his teeth to hold back tears. She’d been alone, lying on the floor dying for three hours. He’d promised she’d stay beside him all night, and he’d left her. This was his fault, too.
“Fuck!”
He pulled her hair away from her face and ran his fingers through it, gently untangling the knots. After an hour, the ka bouncing between them was steady, and he saw her soulwell start to fill again. The rupture mustn’t have been very large since she’d held out so long and it’d healed so fast. He thanked the Mother for that as he squeezed her tighter.
Maeve moaned and Dante stilled, watching her face.
“Mae,” he whispered.
Her brow furrowed and her voice croaked. “Dante?”
“I’m here.” He kissed her forehead, relief washing through him like salvation.
“Am I dead?” she asked.
Dante chuckled, nuzzling her ear. “No.”
“What happened?” she asked, still not opening her eyes.
“You ripped your soulwell. Just a small fracture, but it was enough to empty you so far you couldn’t heal.”
“How am I not dead?” she asked.
Dante stilled. She’d apologized, but he didn’t know why, or what for, or how she felt about what had happened. Everything they’d shared had led him to believe that she wanted him too, but her public rejection had caused a sliver of doubt to wedge in his mind. If he told her their bond was still there, would she be afraid? Would she hate that she couldn’t escape him?
“Dante?” Her emerald eyes peered up at him from under her tear-stained lashes, begging him to be honest.
He took a deep, fearful breath. “I don’t understand how, but the alpha tether is still in place.”
She blinked a few times. “Because I didn’t reject you.”
“You said, ‘I can’t.’ That sounds like rejection to me,” he said, resentment blooming from the pit of his agony.
Maeve narrowed her gaze, anger flaring in her eyes to match his. “If you’d let me finish my sentence, you would’ve known I was saying ‘I can’t make that decision right now,’ and ‘I don’t have enough information.’”
He froze, unable to breathe.
She hadn’t rejected him. She hadn’t answered at all.
“Fuck,” he groaned. “Mae, I—”
“Wait, stop. Please,” Maeve said, her eyes falling shut again. 
Dante waited, even though it killed him.
Maeve swallowed, her tongue flicking out to wet her lips. “I can’t do this right now. I’m exhausted, my chest hurts like fucking hell, my throat is so dry, I need a shower so bad, and my answer is still the same. I don’t have enough information. I can’t make that decision right now.”
His heart sank a measure, but he held back his disappointment. She couldn’t make a decision, and that included rejecting him. Fuck, he didn’t want an answer right now if that answer was no. He’d wait as long as he had to for it to be a yes.
He stood, bringing her to the kitchen wrapped in his arms. He helped her get a glass from the cupboard. Her hands were shaking, and he feared she’d drop it but didn’t want to put her down. She was in his arms and that’s where he wanted her to stay. She filled the cup with water and drained it several times.
“Corvin killed me,” she whispered, her eyes distant as she clutched the half-full cup with both hands. “I can’t put myself at the mercy of someone else like that ever again.”
Dante wanted to say that wasn’t what the pack bond was like, but he didn’t want to sound like he was spouting bullshit trying to convince her. He wanted her to understand the pack bond. He wanted her to know everything. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know as soon as you’re ready.”
She sighed deeply, her face rolling into his chest. “Thank you.”
“Do you want to shower, or sleep?” he asked.
“I don’t know if I have the energy for a shower.” Maeve’s hands shook as she lifted the cup to her lips.
He knew how much she hated smearing the sweat of the day all over the bed and “marinating” in it, as she’d once so colorfully said after a day of hard training. Even if she couldn’t shower, he could help her clean up.
Dante carried her toward the bathroom and set her down on the toilet beside the tub.
“I can go pee by myself, don’t worry about that,” she said, leaning her head back against the wall.
“Good.” He chuckled as he grabbed a washrag. He turned the faucet of the bath to hot, let it warm up to scalding, the way Maeve liked it, and soaked the rag. With deliberately gentle strokes, he washed the grit from her injured arm. Maeve hissed and looked down at the wound.
“Oh, yeah,” she said, letting her head fall back against the wall once more. “I crash landed. It was pretty epic.”
Dante smiled as he continued his work, cleaning the dirt, sweat, tears, and blood from her body. He slid his fingers through her hair and gripped the back of her head, cleaning the trails of blood from her nose and cheeks.
“You should have enough ka to heal it,” he said.
Maeve huffed. “It’s gonna bleed again.”
Dante set the rag aside and pulled out a few squares of toilet paper for her. She glared at him, and then grumbled, bringing one hand to her face. Soft white and yellow sparks glowed under her palm, and then there was a crack. She winced and fresh blood trickled from her nose. She held the tissue against her face and relaxed her head back against the wall. 
He moved down to her legs, finding more road burn-like marks from said “epic” crash landing. He lathered a bit of soap into the washrag to help clean the wounds, moving between her legs with his delicate swipes.
Her hand cupped his face and he stopped, looking up at her.
She gave him a weary grin. “I still like seeing you on your knees.”
His heart gave an enthusiastic beat, and he gave her a cocky smirk in return. “I still like being between your legs.”
She snorted a laugh, resting her head back on the wall. Her ka was still weak, despite her soulwell being healed. Her jackal would need food to recuperate, and her phoenix would want heat. He should’ve stripped her down and put her in the scalding shower. That thought had an uncomfortable amount of blood flowing to his groin, and he clamped down on it.
Maeve was softly snoring as he finished cleaning her feet. He stood and threw the rag in the tub, then gathered her back into his arms. He went to the closet and grabbed one of his T-shirts and a pair of boxers. He set Maeve on the bed and put the shirt over her head, working her dress off as he tugged it down. He pulled the boxers up her legs between the slits of the dress, and then discarded the garment. Cintrenia would castrate him for tossing it in the corner like that, but what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.
“Dante,” Maeve mumbled softly in her sleep, her brow pinched.
“I’m still here,” he crooned, caressing her cheek. “I’ll always be here.”
She sighed deeply, her face relaxing. Her hair circled her head like a fiery halo on the white pillow. His little firebrand.
Dante quickly showered himself off, not wanting to be away from her too long, and then joined her in bed. She pulled herself against him in her sleep, threading her leg through his and tucking into the crook of his arm. Dante held on to her like she was air, like she was life itself, and slipped into sleep.




Chapter thirty-six







New Promises


Maeve woke warm and comfortable against Dante’s chest. The light peeking through the curtains told her it was late afternoon. This was really going to mess with her sleep schedule. She thought jet lag was bad, realm lag was insane. 
“Mae,” Dante mumbled, sounding distressed.
She came up to her elbow and looked down at him. His eyes were closed, darting back and forth under his lids. She wondered what he was dreaming about, but the grimace on his lips and crease in his brow told her it probably wasn’t great. Better to just wake him.
Maeve cupped his cheek, rubbing her thumb across his rough stubble. “It’s okay.”
His eyelids cracked open, and his honeyed gaze found her. Relief washed over his features and he pulled her against his chest, heaving a calmed breath. Maeve resituated herself on top of him, letting her leg slide over his other hip as he hugged her tightly.
“You were in trouble,” he whispered into her hair.
“You saved me,” she said.
“I want to be there for you, always. And I wasn’t this time. I left you…”
She hushed him. “It’s okay. You were there when I needed you.”
He sighed again, his hand massaging the back of her neck as he nuzzled the crown of her head. Maeve wrapped her arms around him, wriggling her hands until they were pressed between his back and the bed. She squirmed a little as she settled into a comfortable position and felt the twitch of his arousal between them. Warmth bloomed at the apex of her thighs, and she rolled her hips. Dante gripped her hair and turned her head up to meet his gaze.
“What are you doing, little firebrand?” he asked, the heat in his eyes burning through to her core.
Maeve put her hands against his chest and pushed herself upright, grinding against him again. Dante grabbed her hips, his thumbs tucking into the crooks of her pelvis as he guided her. His hard length pressed into her as she rolled her center over him, threading pleasure between them.
She moaned, biting the corner of her lip, and Dante’s eyes heated with possession. He sat up, one hand sliding around to cup her ass as the other gripped the back of her neck. He pressed his lips against hers in a needy kiss full of the same fervent desire he’d had last night at the gala. He pushed into her mouth, deepening the kiss as his tongue slid along hers.
Maeve rolled her hips again, heightening her pleasure as the material of her boxers dragged against her clit. She mewled into his lips and his grip tightened for a second, but then he pulled back from her, panting.
He pressed his forehead against hers. His eyes closed and his brow furrowed like he was in pain. “I won’t do this. Not right now.”
“Why not?” Maeve asked, pressing a greedy kiss to his lips.
Her body trembled from the building tension between her thighs. Her nipples scraped against the soft material of the T-shirt as she pressed her chest against him. Every point of contact with him was like touching a live wire of yearning.
He broke from her lips and whispered in her ear. “Because I want you to trust me, deeply and unequivocally.”
“Dante,” she keened, sliding against him harder as if that might convince him. She thrust her hips, hovering near the precipice of climax.
He kissed her neck below her ear, dragging his teeth along her soft skin and making her shiver. “I want you to know exactly what it is to be possessed by me. I want you to want that, and I’ll wait for you, however long you need to accept it.”
He bit her neck, and then kissed away the hurt. “I’m never going to make you choose like that ever again. I’m never going to leave your side. I’m never going to stop wanting you. So, make me wait.”
Every confession brought Maeve closer to the edge. Her legs tightened around his hips, and she gripped the back of his head as she forced him into another kiss. Coiling heat spooled up inside her, urging her on and making her whimper in need. Dante aided her movements, pulling Maeve along his arousal as and flexing up to meet her at the same time.
He bit her lower lip and broke their kiss as he whispered, “You’re so close.”
Her nails dug into his shoulders at his declaration. He wasn’t wrong, and now she was so much closer. She pulled herself against him at a brutal pace as she moaned.
“Come for me, Mae,” he said, his voice husky with desire.
Her orgasm crashed through her, and she cried out against his mouth. He hungrily consumed the sound, rolling his hips up to hers and draw out more of her pleasure. Her body quaked with ecstasy, only making her want him more.
But he was right. She wanted to know everything about the bond, what it meant for both of them. He wanted to wait until she knew everything and trusted him without a trace of doubt.
She broke their kiss, breathing heavily. “Thank you.”
“Anything for you,” he said, kissing each cheek before planting another soft kiss on her lips.
Maeve thought of Dante having to retreat to the shower after this, and she didn’t want that. Even if he wouldn’t let them take this further, she could help him. She grinded herself against him and pulled her lips to his ear.
“Can you feel how wet I am through your boxers, Dante?” she asked, her voice low and seductive.
He groaned. “You won’t make this easy on me, will you, firebrand?”
She increased the speed of her movements. “Can you imagine how hot, and wet, and tight I would be for you?”
“Did you learn to talk like that from your dirty books?” he asked.
Maeve smirked and pressed down harder. “You would fit perfectly in me, making me scream.”
“Shut that filthy fucking smut mouth,” his voice rumbled as he bit her earlobe.
“Or what, Dante?” she said breathlessly, the chafe of the cloth against her clit hurting just right. “How are you going to punish me?”
He rocked his body against hers in time. “I’ll tie you to this fucking bed and devour every inch of you until you beg me to stop.”
“But you won’t stop, will you?” she asked, sultry with need. “You’ll keep going until my voice breaks from crying out your name. You won’t stop until you’ve wrung every ounce of pleasure from my trembling body, will you?”
She bit and sucked on his neck, just as he’d done to her.
“Mae…I—” Dante tensed beneath her. “Oh, fuck.”
He claimed her mouth with a heady groan as the wetness between them thickened. The sound of his orgasm urged Maeve on, and she found a second release with him. Her whimpering cry disappeared into his lusty growl as he realized she was coming undone again. When he was certain she’d ridden out the pleasure as far as it could take her, he slowed the pace of their grinding.
Dante broke their kiss, a laugh bubbling up his lips.
“What?” Maeve asked, grinning foolishly too.
“We’re like a couple of teenagers, getting off through our clothes,” he said, kissing her again.
“I like getting off with you,” she said.
He hummed, kissing a line up her neck to her chin. “Oh, the things I have in store for you.”
“I need to wash all this teenaged lust off me,” Maeve said, remembering how she hadn’t had a real shower and was probably quite gross.
Dante released her and sat back on the bed.
“Do I still need to stay within twenty feet of you?” she asked, hoping maybe he’d have to join her. But maybe the temptation to take things further would be too great.
His hand slid up her stomach under her T-shirt, pressing between her breasts at the base of her sternum. Desire flared in her even hotter than before and she held on to his arm, keeping it there against her warm skin.
“You look healed. Just take it easy, okay?” he asked.
“I’ll try my best,” she said with a sultry pout, twisting her hips against him again.
Dante hummed lowly. “Bad girl.”
He grabbed her hips and tossed her on the bed beside him. She giggled as he rolled on top of her, his weight a solace as they sunk into the mattress. He stroked her cheek, his eyes softening as he traced her features.
“I want you to ask me everything, all right?” he said. “No doubt, no worry. I want there to be nothing holding us back.”
Maeve nodded. “Okay.”
He kissed her deeply as he caged her against the bed. Maeve couldn’t stop the feeling of comfort that swelled in her. This felt so right.
He pulled back with a frustrated groan. “Get out of here before I’m tempted to break the promise I made not five minutes ago.”
Maeve rolled off the bed, unable to stop the grin that split her face. She turned the shower to scalding and washed herself thoroughly. Dante had cleaned her body yesterday, but her hair still had blood and dirt in it from the night before. She shaved and exfoliated and pampered the hell out of herself.
Dante knocked on the door. “Could you move things along? I’m starting to stick to myself.”
“One sec!” Maeve laughed and turned off the water.
She dried off and wrapped herself in his fluffy robe. Dante was waiting on the other side of the door, and as soon as she opened it, he pushed his way in and pinned her against the sink. He captured her mouth with a needy kiss and held her flush against him. Maeve wrapped her arms around his neck, coming up on her toes to reach him better.
“Sorry,” he whispered as he pulled back from the kiss. “I just can’t stop thinking about you.”
She nipped his chin. “I like that you’re thinking about me.”
“I don’t know how I’m going to work tomorrow,” Dante said, pressing his forehead against hers.
“Especially with me right beside you all day,” Maeve said teasingly. “It’s going to be torture, isn’t it?”
“Fuck,” he whispered, capturing her lips again.
Maeve slapped his ass and pushed him away. “You’re getting my bathrobe all sticky.”
“Your bathrobe?” he asked, his fingers sliding along the deep V at the neck.
“Mine,” she said, leering at the way his eyes became heated.
He grabbed the back of her neck, kissing up her throat to her ear. “I long for the day you call me yours.”
Maeve panted, her body melting under his caress. “This behavior is kinda hot. I might make you wait a little longer just for the attention.”
Dante grumbled. “Don’t torment me for fun.”
“Not for fun,” Maeve said, tilting her head back to give him better access to her neck. “For pleasure.”
He kissed a line all the way up to her lips and hovered there. “I’ll torment you right back.”
Maeve lunged forward to kiss him, but he pulled away, smirking.
“Is this the game you want to play?” Maeve asked.
Dante shrugged, as if it didn’t matter to him.
“Okay, have it your way.” She turned around, heading for the bedroom.
He snatched her up, one hand sliding along her inner thigh as the other held her by the throat against him. His fingers stopped just at the edge where her leg met her center and he squeezed. Maeve whimpered at the closeness of his touch.
“I made coffee and chilaquiles,” he whispered. “It’s on the stove.”
He released her, slapping her on the ass hard enough to make her stumble out of the bathroom before he closed the door on her. Maeve glared over her shoulder, hoping he could feel the burn of her scorn through the door. But she couldn’t keep up the ruse as she turned away, a smile touching her lips. She liked teasing him, and she was going to drag this out as long as she could bear—which probably wasn’t more than a week.
Maeve wandered into the kitchen and helped herself to the food he’d left out. It was spicy, but it was delicious. She knew he was slowly working up her spice tolerance so she could enjoy more Veran foods, and that made her smile, too.
Maeve took her coffee to the couch and pulled up her fantasy smut on her phone. Dante emerged from the bedroom shirtless and refilled his coffee. He joined her on the couch, wrapping his arm around her. She leaned into him and he kissed the top of her head.
“Is that your vampire lord book?”
“Mhmm,” Maeve replied.
“Read some for me?” he asked, his voice a low rumble that raised the hairs on her arms.
“It won’t be too torturous for you?” Maeve asked in mock innocence.
“I can take it.” He nudged her head aside and nibbled the tip of her ear. “Can you?”
Damn him. He was too good at this.
Maeve laid her legs across his lap and settled in as if his touch didn’t set her on fire. He hummed, running his fingers up the sides of her bare legs, all the way to her ass and back down. Maeve started to read with a tiny smirk. This was the beginning of their undoing.




Chapter thirty-seven







Deadly Mistake


Maeve started the workday like every other for the past weeks: reading the news. The article about Tobias Colt’s arrest was at the top of every paper. They’d found the Ataxis crates buried on his estate just like Maeve had said. To reduce his sentence, Tobias agreed to give up his conspirators, including Cassiem Andjet, who he reported had hatched the plot to save his place in the Highest Court, preventing Ataxis from threatening his position. 
They had a motive, fine. They had evidence, fine. They had a confession, fine, fine, fine. It all seemed to add up, case closed…So then why did Maeve feel like something wasn’t finished yet?
She scrolled through headlines in her denzu reader, her brain telling her this wasn’t over, and so she indulged. Her eyes were half glazed as she thought about last night instead of the glyphs in front of her. Maeve had read about three chapters before Dante broke, tossing her phone aside and climbing on top of her. They’d kissed on the couch for an hour, never taking it any further than that. It was honestly…nice.
She wasn’t just jumping into bed with him. He was taking his time to explore all of her thoroughly. And the teasing was a complete turn-on. She wouldn’t get another shot at driving him wild like this. Once he’d had her and the temptation to jump on her every second had faded, the teasing would end too, right?
Their teenaged make-out session had been interrupted by a call from her father. She’d explained what happened, and then her dear old dad angrily demanded she turn the phone over to Dante for a scolding. Maeve was about to hang up on him when Dante took the phone and politely accepted every bad thing her father had to say about him.
When he’d finished barking Dante’s head off, the two talked for another twenty-five minutes about a sports team. Maeve had never heard of vaskant, and since it was Veran, with no translation, she knew it had to have been a Fae sport. She’d watched in wide-eyed amusement as Dante slowly turned her father’s fury down until there was nothing but amicable chitchat between them.
What kind of magical man-talk bullshit was that?
Something caught Maeve’s eye on the denzu reader and she stopped scrolling. The article hung before her in the air: “Male dies of ruptured soulwell. New disease on the rise?”
Maeve selected the title and the full article laid out before her.
~ Male Dies of Ruptured Soulwell. New Disease on the Rise? ~

Yuvan Westcont died of ka loss four weeks ago at a Verance medical facility. News of his death was kept quiet as researchers tried to determine what exactly happened to him. Uncertainty still hangs in the air weeks later, but a source close to the facility revealed to us the nature of his injuries. It does not appear to be a disease, but a vicious mauling that ripped apart his soulwell, says the source. No one really knows what this is about, and until the High Court releases the hold on this information, we’ll all be left guessing.
Yuvan was a long-time shipping guard at Ataxis Starlite Express, nearing retirement. He leaves behind a mate and two children.
-----

Maeve read and reread the article, her mouth hanging agape.
Holy fuck, could it be?
She opened the data stored on her hekara and scrolled through until she found the file for the second missing shipment. There had been one guard, Ataxis assigned: Yuvan Westcont. She opened the interrogation file and watched it play out again.
“I entered the shipping container and next thing I know, I was being shaken awake when we arrived. I must’ve fallen asleep.”
“Sleeping isn’t possible in the Starlite.”
And he hadn’t been asleep. Yuvan was reported as alert and moving about the container, though he had no memories of the journey. It was almost like he’d totally blacked out.
Maeve sat up straighter, her heart thudding in her chest. A blackout. Just like Maeve’s blackouts when she was with Corvin. Although she had no memory of those lost hours, she’d been awake and moving around—she’d plugged in her phone, healed his wounds, and who knew what else.
And she didn’t remember a single second of it.
Because she’d been under a trance.
A Zalnur trance.
“Mae? What’s wrong?” Dante asked, touching her shoulder.
“I think I made a mistake,” Maeve whispered, her heart thundering a mile a minute.
If Yuvan had been under the influence of a Zalnur trance, that had to mean that there was someone nearby exuding their etonos to cause it. There hadn’t been anyone else in that container with him, though. That was the solo guard, and the Zalnur trance had to be induced by another person’s ka—as far as she knew.
The abductors couldn’t have gotten a package with people in it past whatever security measures Ataxis had in place, right? Maeve knew it was like Earth post, and that they scanned the boxes to see what was inside…
The cargo count.
The cargo count for the container had been off all three times. It had read two different amounts, off by only one.
“Talk to me. What’s going on?” he asked, leaning against the table beside her.
Maeve took a deep breath and turned to him. “The Ataxis guard who lost the second shipment died of a ruptured soulwell four weeks ago Veran time.”
Knowing dawned on his face. “Shiiit.”
Maeve nodded. “There’s only one person I know who’s still fucking around with Zalnur infected right now who may have figured out a way to weaponize it without leaving a trace.”
Dante didn’t dare say her name out loud, like he might summon her. Maeve didn’t want to, either.
“Are you sure about this? Why would she hire you to help if…” He trailed off, working through the pieces in his mind.
“She told me who it was, and then told me where to look for the evidence I could find to incriminate him.”
“The gala,” he whispered, his brow furrowed in concentration.
It wasn’t just Maeve being overly cautious, he could sense something was off, too.
“Each of the shipments that were abducted had a false cargo count. Two readings, one number off. They’d somehow snuck an extra cargo box onboard that had a person inside it, someone who could induce the trance and get the container out of the Starlite. The only thing they couldn’t do was fix the denzu reading, so they fudged it, made it look like an error so it might go unnoticed.”
“But why?” Dante asked.
Brigid likes to move her pawns.
“To make Andjet fall. She manipulated me—us. She led us right to what she wanted.”
“But if this was all orchestrated by her, why did Colt think it was Andjet?”
Maeve shook her head. “I don’t know. Something is still missing.”
Dante let out a long breath. “What do we do?”
“Got me there.” Maeve mumbled a curse. “I suppose we could just forget about it and move on.”
He leveled an incredulous glare at her. “Like you are going to give up on finding the truth.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know. But what will it cost me? Us? The things she could do—”
“I wouldn’t let that happen,” he said, his face growing stern as he grabbed her shoulders.
She leaned into him, wrapping her arms around his back and squeezing tight.
“She thinks she’s coming to get me soon,” Maeve whispered.
“What?” Dante’s grip tightened on her.
Maeve sighed. “At the gala she said she’d been preparing for my arrival to stay with her for some time, which sounds like she’s been trying to get me alone for a while.”
“That bitch. I fucking knew it,” Dante whispered to himself. “Do you want to go?”
Maeve looked up at him. “Of course not. I want to stay with you.”
He cradled her cheek in his warm palm. “Then with me is where you’ll stay.”
Maeve closed her eyes and melted into the touch. He would protect her.
“Come on. Let’s get some lunch to refuel that big, beautiful brain of yours,” he said, kissing her temple.
Maeve nodded. A nice spicy burrito sounded good about now. They shut down their terminals and walked out to the dining hall. They were late, but Dante’s crew—sans Skyle—was hanging around their table at the center. They loaded up their plates and sat down.
“Well, you two look positively cozy,” Avaline teased as she looked between Maeve and Dante.
Maeve couldn’t fight the blush working its way up her neck and didn’t trust herself to say anything either.
“I thought you were leaving,” Jorren said from the seat beside her. “Mystery solved, right?”
Avaline elbowed him hard. “Don’t be mean to my friend.”
Dante pinned Jorren with a hard stare. “She’ll be staying as long as she wants. Her home was destroyed, and her life turned upside down.”
Jorren looked at Maeve, a frown carved into his face. She wasn’t sure why he disliked her so much. In fact, he seemed to like her just fine before Corvin had left her.
“Whatever I’ve done to offend you, I’m sorry,” Maeve said.
“It’s not what you’ve done,” Dante said, a snarl pulling up his lip as he snagged Jorren’s attention again. “It’s what you are.”
Jorren held his stare for only a second, and then looked away, casting his gaze around the room.
“Well, that was uncomfortable,” David said. “I, for one, have no problem with what you are, Maeve. Just don’t fuck up our lives, okay? Some of us are stuck here forever.”
She chuckled. “I’ll do my best.”
Skyle dropped down across from Maeve with a tray and a huge grin on his face.
“What’s got you so pleased?” Dante asked playfully.
“The Highest Court ruled on Maserine emancipation this morning,” he said, giddy.
“Maserine?” Maeve asked.
“Maser is a realm, Maserine is Skyle’s race,” Dante said to her quickly. “I’m assuming the verdict was positive, given the fact that you’re so maniacal.”
“Almost unanimous!” he said, stamping his feet excitedly. “It’ll be a few more weeks I’m sure, but I should be exonerated.”
The Highest Court had an almost unanimous vote on something? That didn’t sound right from what she knew of the political divide. Maybe she was wrong, but something smelled fishy.
Avaline patted Skyle on the back. “That’s so great, Skyle! So, what are you going to do with your freedom?”
“I could tell you, but it might land me back here,” he said with a shit-eating grin.
They finished up lunch, a dark cloud hanging over Maeve’s thoughts. When she got back to her denzu she found the article mentioning the Maserine people—winged creatures that looked something like harpies. Maeve had no doubt that they were where the Earth mythology had originated from.
The Wenwey-leaning news outlet spun the announcement as a massive win, but the Manis vo Elsyada outlet had a much different take.
Several members reported a lapse in memory at the moment of casting their vote. All members who mentioned such a lapse were inspected for magical tampering, but none was found. A re-vote has been requested, but two-thirds of the High Court must agree for one to pass.
A lapse in memory with no evidence of tampering. That sounded a lot like a Zalnur-induced trance. But the Highest Court was nearly impossible to infiltrate. The fucker who had blown it up definitely had inside help, and since then, security on the building had been increased tenfold. There was no way Brigid had snuck any of the infected inside—unless she was infected herself?
No, she wouldn’t do that. There was no cure.
Yet.
Fuck. It was right on the tip of Maeve’s tongue. She could almost feel the answer right there.
“Another Monday is coming to a close,” Dante started his evening farewell to his team. “Maserine emancipation is law, so I expect not to see some of you tomorrow. Celebrate well, my friends, and congratulations.”
The windows shook from the howl of excitement that rang out in the warehouse. Maeve couldn’t help but smile, despite the fishiness. She had known there were dark things about the Veran Empire, like Gakgleck’s people, the Draoh, being enslaved. She just didn’t realize how many races were treated like second-class citizens, or worse. Did it really matter if it was one, or one hundred? Any slavery was barbaric.
“You ready to get rowdy?” Dante asked, waggling his eyebrows at her.
“Drunken Donkey?” Maeve asked.
He extended his hand to her and she took it, rising from the desk. Her head hurt from all the hard thinking today, and she deserved a break from it. Answers could come tomorrow. She deactivated her denzu reader and collected her things.
They took the stairs quickly, but at the bottom, Dante turned back, catching her in his arms. He pushed her against the wall behind the door and captured her in a passionate kiss. Maeve wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him against her.
“Maybe we just skip the Donkey,” Dante said between kisses.
“Not on your life. I want to see what an emancipation celebration is like.”
Dante sighed and set her down. “You’re right.”
She started to walk away and he grabbed her from behind, biting her neck and pulling her into the shadows once more.
“You’re only making this harder for yourself,” Maeve said in a smoky lilt.
He groaned into her neck as he pulled her hips against him, showing her how hard it really was. She turned her head and captured his mouth in a heated kiss. Her lips were raw, but she liked the pain.
The door to the stairwell opened and there was a sharp, “Oh!” 
Maeve broke from Dante and looked to see Avaline in the doorway, her mouth hanging in a leering gape. Dante released her and cleared his throat. Maeve’s cheeks colored with embarrassment, though she wasn’t sure why.
“I was coming to see if you wanted to ride with us, but should I leave you two to your stairwell business and tell the others you’ll be late?” Avaline asked with an impish smile.
“No, we’re coming,” Dante said.
Avaline’s grin somehow got wider. “Didn’t look like Maeve was coming.”
“Avaline!” Dante barked.
She cowered, cackling as she ran away from the stairs.
Maeve snickered at Dante’s serious expression. “It’s fine. She was just being funny.”
He turned his stern gaze on her. “Now I have to make you come,” he growled in challenge.
Maeve yelped as he cupped her sex and pushed her against the wall. His fingers stroked up her center and Maeve went dizzy with desire. She wanted to give in, to let him pleasure her in the stairwell of his office building, but she also really wanted to go cut loose with Skyle and Avaline.
“After?” she begged, biting her lip.
He kissed her hungrily. “I’ll have you screaming before dawn.”
“I’ve heard that one before,” she said with a little smirk.
“You’re not giving me much incentive to let you go.” He grabbed her harder, pinching one of her pert nipples in his other hand.
Maeve whispered against his lips. “I’m sure you had every intention of taking care of me.”
“Dante! Let’s GO!” Skyle yelled from the lobby.
He pulled back, hissing through his teeth. “You’re going to fucking get it later.”
“I’m so scared,” Maeve teased, reaching for the door handle to the stairs.
A low rumble pushed against her chest and Maeve staggered back into Dante. He didn’t touch her, but another vibration tickled across her chest, stopping on her nipple. It pulsed and flickered, making Maeve suck in a sharp breath from the pleasure. The vibration skipped over her chest to her other nipple, making her moan uncontrollably.
Maeve tried to push away from Dante, but the weight of the vibrations holding her against him were too great. The smaller, more focused tremor skittered down her stomach, making Maeve writhe. It stopped at the apex of her thighs and increased in intensity until she was squirming, her eyes pressed tightly closed as she gasped for air.
“Fuck,” Maeve cried, her orgasm overwhelming her in a blinding flash.
Dante covered her mouth, wrapping his other arm around her waist as the weight holding her against him released. Her knees went weak and she slackened in his arms as her eyes rolled back into her head.
“Did you like that, my little firebrand?”
Maeve keened lowly, unable to speak.
Dante chuckled darkly. “You’re still going to get it later.”
“How?” Maeve gasped when she could finally breathe again.
He helped her to stand, though her knees were still shaking. “Bat stuff.”
“I love your bat stuff,” she said, her whole body feeling like an electric current was snapping through it.
He opened the door to the stairs and Maeve staggered out. She tried to get her shit together, but she still moved a little awkwardly by the time they made it to the front door. Dante had a permanent smirk.
Avaline whooped when she saw them. “Now she’s comin’!”
“Avaline!” Dante snarled and she ducked her head into Jorren’s truck.
Maeve slid into the back of the truck next to Avaline, and Dante sat on the other side of her.
“I’m so glad my senses don’t work right on Earth,” Avaline remarked, and Dante grumbled.
“Careful, Ava,” David said from the front. “Dante looks like he’s ready to skin you alive.”
She laughed and the truck roared to life. Skyle hopped into the bed with a few others and beat his hands on the roof of the cab.
“Let’s go!” he roared at the sky. “We’re free, baby! Yes!”
The others in the bed were shouting too, and after a few minutes, they were singing something Maeve couldn’t make out. It didn’t sound like Veran, though.
They made it to the Donkey without incident. The party was already in full swing there, spilling out into the parking lot and around the corner, too. The owners were setting up canvas canopies, getting ready for a long and involved celebration as delivery trucks of catered food came rolling in.
The band started up with the same song Maeve had heard Skyle and the others howling in the back of the truck, and the crowd erupted in cheers. Drinks flowed, music jammed, and bodies moved. It was the best impromptu club Maeve had ever been to.
When she was too hot, her feet aching from all the stomping in the Maserine dances, Maeve found her way over to the curb. Avaline plopped down beside her with an extra soobey. They clinked bottles and drank as they watched the others going wild.
“This is great,” Avaline said, her voice full of joy.
Maeve sipped lightly, the drink opening her up to the feeling of her friend beside her. It was more than joy she was feeling, but pride too.
“It is great. I’m so glad,” she said, but worry threaded into her gut.
“Here comes the but,” Avaline said, sensing Maeve’s feelings, too.
Maeve sighed. “Isn’t it a little strange for the court to have a unanimous vote?”
“Maybe they all finally pulled their heads out of their asses,” Avaline said bitterly.
“But what if it was something else? Avaline, some of the Exalted Ones reported having a lapse in memory at the time of voting.”
She snorted. “Yeah, probably because their consciences woke up for half a second and befuddled them.”
“I’m not trying to be an ass—”
“Then just drop it, Maeve,” Avaline snapped.
What the hell…
Maeve reached out for her. “Avaline, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”
When her hand made contact with Avaline’s skin, her vision went black, and the sound of the party cut in an instant. Maeve could hear breathing around her, and suddenly there was light. It took a second for her eyes to adjust as she fell to the floor. Maeve wasn’t in control. She was watching. This was a memory.
Avaline’s memory.




Chapter thirty-eight







Toksis


She looked up and there was Yuvan Westcont, standing around in a daze, just as he was supposed to be. She turned right, spying the one responsible. The brown-skinned, curly-haired woman bounced the toddler on her hip, cooing at her for doing such a good job. 
“Come on, we don’t have much time,” someone said behind her. Avaline recognized the voice as Tion. The man came around and helped her to her feet. They found the shipment marked from Dante’s and pried the box open.
Tion warped the air around the piece of Enmatis they needed, pulling on the ka of the Starlite tunnel to create the portal to teleport the piece into a tiny stasis pocket he’d prepared for the job. They closed the box when he’d finished and turned to the guard. He did the same portal trick, but instead of pulling Yuvan into stasis, Tion dropped him in the next container over.
“Still have a hold on him?” Tion asked.
“She’s still got him,” the dark-haired woman said with affection. “Should last the rest of the trip.”
“Ready?” Tion asked as he looked at Avaline.
She nodded. “Hold on to something.”
“Stop!” Avaline screamed.
Maeve was on the ground, her cheek stinging.
“What’s going on?” Dante roared as he ran toward them from the crowd.
Maeve swallowed, the pit of her stomach feeling like it was squeezing through the eye of a needle. “It was you?”
Dante dropped to her side, helping Maeve up.
“You weren’t supposed to know,” Avaline whispered as she took a step back, her eyes wild with fear.
“What have you done?” Maeve asked, her gut roiling with betrayal. 
She had trusted Avaline. 
She had deluded herself.
You can’t trust them, Corvin’s voice roared through her mind.
“It was better for everyone, see?” she said sweeping her arm out at the partygoers. Some of them had fallen quiet, watching.
“What is going on?” Dante asked again.
“Avaline stole the Enmatis parts. I watched her do it in her own memory,” Maeve whispered. “And I know why, too.”
Dante scowled at her. “Avaline?”
Jorren, Skyle, and David wandered over, concern on their faces.
“I can’t say,” she whimpered. “She’ll kill us all.”
Maeve clenched her teeth. Just another lie to hide the truth. Fuck that.
“She helped Brigid take away your democratic system by corrupting the Enmatis. The parts she stole control ka flow. Brigid was able to manipulate the planetary ka into replicating the Zalnur trance effects, and the parts she swapped in to replace the damaged Enmatis in the Congregate Temple were from the three shipments that Avaline and her crew took.”
Avaline eyes went wide and she pointed at Maeve’s wrist. “Her hekara!” she screamed and dove for her.
Dante intercepted Avaline with a vibrational blast that put her on her ass.
Avaline looked up at him, tears in her eyes. “I’m trying to save you!”
Everything went dark around them as the electricity died out. There were gasps and shouts around them as ethereal white ka laced between the light poles in the street.
“Take it off, Maeve!” Avaline screamed.
A portal snapped open between the lamps and stabilized instantly, revealing the lioness as Maeve had never seen her before. Her flowing wings of pure sunlight reached ten feet tall and flickered like angry fire. Her white toga had been replaced by golden battle armor, and she wielded a massive sword of orange glowing steel.
“Avaline!” Brigid roared.
Maeve ripped off the hekara Corvin had given her and threw it in the dirt.
Jorren pulled Avaline up. “What do we do?”
Avaline darted forward and grabbed a ring on Dante’s hand, jerking it off him. Dante turned to get it back, grabbing on to her wrist. Skyle jumped in, trying to break them up. Maeve and David watched the lioness stalk closer in horror.
“We have to run!” Avaline screamed. “Grab on to me!”
Brigid took to the air like a heavenly wraith, hefting her sword high.
She was going to murder them.
Maeve grabbed David’s hand and reached out for Avaline. The second she touched her, the world around them distorted and disappeared.
Queasiness ripped through Maeve’s stomach, and she swallowed back bile. It was black all around, black and deep. There was no sense of up or down, no gravity, no ground. She was nowhere.
“Keep holding on to me!” Avaline said and her voice echoed between them before vanishing into the onyx abyss.
Avaline walked on nothing, through nowhere, pulling the five of them behind her as she treaded the dark.
“What is this?” Maeve cried, her head swimming.
“The Starlite!” Dante replied, his eyes closed tightly. He wrapped an arm around her and turned her face to his chest. “Don’t look!”
Maeve closed her eyes and the sickness in her stomach abated some. It was the sound of the place that drove her mad now. It was empty, but somehow full. It was the whooshing of a thousand winds, cries of a million men, and absolute stillness all at once.
“I have to shift! I can’t carry you like this,” Avaline said.
Suddenly, there was light—so much light—behind Maeve’s eyelids. She dared to open them and the radiance of the creature she saw struck her down. A being made of pure light that defied shape, defied definition, pulled them all into her grasp.
Hands bound.
Bound to each other.
Another ripple in the black caught Maeve’s attention. The lioness pushed forward, struggling through the mire of the Starlite.
“You can’t hide from me here!” Brigid roared.
Avaline rushed forward like a river, streaming through the Starlite like she was born to move through it. They left Brigid behind, her glowing gold armor just a spec in an endless, horizonless space. Maeve closed her eyes when the sickness returned.
They moved for years, or maybe seconds. Maeve lost herself in the unending noise of silence until there was sound again. Real sound. She opened her eyes and peered over Dante’s shoulder. He was slumped over her, his hand still holding tight to Avaline. David, Skyle, and Jorren were face down in red dirt that was peppered with strange plants.
The sky was purple, like neon violet, and stars dotted behind a massive blue and silver moon. Twisted trees reached up out of the ground like undead hands grasping for life, and blackened mountains loomed in the distance.
“Where are we?” Maeve asked.
Dante cracked his eyes, hissing as he took in their surroundings.
“Avaline, you didn’t,” he whispered.
She was panting on the ground, her hands shaking. “It was the only place we could hide.”
Jorren grunted and shook the red dirt from his hair. “Oh, what the fuck, Ava? From one prison realm to the next, eh?”
“She won’t be able to find us here,” she said, her voice weak but full of anger. “And she can’t control the realm’s ka. It’s too unstable for her lineage.”
“Another prison realm?” Maeve asked Dante.
“I’m so sorry, Mae,” he whispered, resting his forehead against hers. “This is one of the realms that was damaged in the war.”
Maeve swallowed to wet her arid throat. “The one you called a wasteland of madness where power reigned as the only currency?”
Dante nodded.
“Fucking fuck!” Jorren screamed at the sky.
“My feeling exactly,” Skyle said dryly as he sat back on his heels.
“Well, don’t all thank me at once for saving you,” Avaline said, having finally caught her breath.
“We wouldn’t have needed saving if not for you,” Jorren said, pointing at Maeve.
“Don’t you dare pin this on her!” Dante roared, standing between them.
Jorren didn’t back down. “We could all be enjoying a slice of freedom right now if she could’ve just kept her nose out of our fucking business.”
“Our business? Jorren, did you fucking know?” Dante grabbed him by the collar of his shirt.
“Stop!” Avaline yelled. “She didn’t know what would happen, Jorren! Just let it go!”
Maeve’s hands were shaking.
“Let it go? This isn’t fucking Frozen, Ava, this is Toksis! The deadliest in all the known realms! Exiles don’t make it here a week!”
“Calm down, Jorren, we’re not going to die here,” Skyle said like he was already bored of this. He was wasted.
The group descended into a shouting match as Maeve shrank in on herself.
She had fucked up. She’d thought Avaline was just trying to keep her secret, trying to avoid the truth, but Maeve had fucked them by saying it out loud. She should have known that Brigid was watching her through the hekara even when she didn’t feel the thrum of their connection.
“Shut up, all of you!” David said, his gruff voice booming.
They fell silent.
David climbed to his feet and brushed off his pants. “We need to find shelter and water before sunup. It’s gonna be hot on the surface, so I recommend we find a cave in that mountain range.”
“He’s right. We can argue later,” Dante said, looking at each of them. “Right now, we need to survive, and we have a better chance of doing that together.”
Dante reached out to pull Maeve from the ground. She took his hand, her gut feeling like it was lined with lead.
“This is my fault,” she said, tears pricking at the back of her eyes.
“See, she admitted it!” Jorren said.
“Enough,” Dante snapped. “Skyle, Maeve, and I will search for water. Jorren, Avaline, David, start heading toward the mountains.”
Dante reached over to Jorren and ripped part of his sleeve off, then handed it to Maeve. “To track you by in case we lose sight of you.”
With a whoomp, Dante’s wings extended. “Stay together. That’s how we make it through this.”
He pulled Maeve up into his grasp, and without another word to the others, took to the air. Skyle shot up beside them a second later, wobbling a bit on takeoff.
“I’m so sorry,” Maeve whispered.
“Stop,” Dante said, kissing her temple.
“If I wasn’t such a stupid khin-born, this wouldn’t have happened.”
He shook his head. “This is just another obstacle we’ll overcome.”
“She’ll kill us.”
Dante looked down at her, his eyes shimmering green from his hyena sight. “I don’t want to hear you say that again.”
“Why didn’t she just suck the ka out of our bodies and make us disintegrate?” Maeve asked, her head spinning.
“Because she couldn’t,” he said, his gaze hunting across the landscape.
“Why?”
“Avaline would’ve been able to reflect it.”
“Mirror magic,” Maeve mumbled.
Dante nodded.
They were quiet for a while. Maeve’s thoughts circled on Brigid, and what she would do. She’d be on the lookout for them in every populated realm, but if she couldn’t find them, what would she do next? She’d want to make sure she could wrangle them into quietly dying without making a scene. She’d lure them in.
She would capture their families.
She would go for Pyar and Nez. She would take her dad and Senshia.
And then she would advertise their capture as agitators, or lawbreakers, or some bullshit to pull them out of hiding. How the hell were they going to get off this prison rock anyway?
“Can we make portals from here?” Maeve asked.
“That’s going to be the hope. Between all of us, we have a lot of experience making portal anchors, and you have horned hare bloodline to tame the realm’s ka.”
“But Avaline said it was too unstable,” Maeve said.
“Too unstable for Brigid.”
“But she’s an Exalted One.”
Dante smirked. “And a fucking cocky bitch. She’s powerful, but not with everything.”
“I’ve watched her snap portals into existence,” Maeve said.
“Within realms where the ka is tamed and channeled through Enmatis. She won’t be able to do that here.”
Maeve chewed on that. Her bloodline was more powerful than Brigid’s? The novel concept had her in shock.
Or maybe that was from her life being upended for the third time.
No, like Dante said, this was just another obstacle. This wasn’t life ending. It couldn’t be. There were people depending on all of them, and a truth to reveal to the realms.
“So, we get out of here, and then we’re going to fight her?” Maeve asked.
“Exactly,” Dante said.
Skyle banked beside them, pointing down. Dante dropped and Maeve held on tight. They landed lightly on the outskirt of a dense cropping of trees that didn’t look like gnarled corpses. Dante set Maeve down and they walked into the forest.
Maeve jumped up, capturing broad leaves and ripping them down as they went. She hoped the plants weren’t sentient here, or full of dryads, or poisonous…
They reached the edge of the stagnant water and Maeve recoiled at the smell. There was no way it was potable. Maeve used Resourceful to transform the broad leaves and a couple of twigs into several waterskins with fat, wooden corks anyway, and handed them off to the others.
“How are we going to fight her?” Maeve asked.
“The dirty way,” Dante said with a smirk. “We’ll tear her down the way she did to Andjet. From the shadows, playing games.”
“But not just her,” Skyle said.
Dante nodded. “It’s time for real change. All of it has to go.”
So, they were to be revolutionaries then.
Maeve steeled her nerves. “All right. Let’s take down an empire.”
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The Phoenix Bloodline


A promise to keep. A bond to forge. An empire to fall. 
Maeve’s life has gone from average college student to exiled Fae revolutionary in the span of a year. Time flies when you’re crushing tyrannical governments and trying not to get murdered by assassins.
Making their home in a volatile prison realm, Maeve and Dante can now sow the seeds of a new rebellion—and those aren’t the only seeds Dante wants to sow. But Maeve still has a promise to keep: to save her former lover, Corvin, and thousands more Fae from the lethal disease that plagues them.
Maeve’s training will take her to the edge of the Starlite and back, transforming her into a formidable enemy of the Veran Empire and painting a lot of targets on her back. Can Maeve and her new family survive the onslaught of Brigid’s best killers as they unravel her reign of power, or will she be enslaved to the fate of all phoenixes past?




Dungeon Dive


Maeve was going to get her arms ripped from her body and her guts shredded. The gleaming opal eyes of the Toksis wolves peered out at her from the nooks of the den she’d just invaded. The den Dante had told her was too dangerous to enter. 
She took a deep breath, steadying the flow of Hypnotic from her palms into a mist that filled the cavern. The wolves weren’t intelligent like Verans and other species, so she didn’t have to use as much of her magic to keep them from viciously rending her body. Still, she was standing among fifteen-plus monsters, most of them the size of a grizzly bear, with teeth six inches long. It was more than a little intimidating. No wonder Dante had marked the cave as off-limits.
But that didn’t matter right now. There were raw denzu crystals deep in the cave, and when they were raw, they had copious amounts of ka stored inside that could be used for all kinds of things—like powering the obfuscation device that would allow them to travel through the Starlite undetected. Maeve needed to get back home. She needed to warn her father, and Senshia. It had been a week on Toksis since they’d been forced to flee from Brigid, which was only three days on Earth, but it was still long enough that something could’ve happened to them.
A deep growl rippled through the room, and Maeve slowed to a stop before the biggest wolf of them all. It stood at seven feet tall, its feathered black maw pulled back in a snarl, though its eyes were fully sheened with Maeve’s opal magic. She had this beast under her command, too.
“I’m not here to hurt you,” Maeve cooed as she moved toward the tall black denzu crystal to the monster’s left. “I just need to borrow a few of these for our tools.”
Maeve sidestepped the creature, and it followed her with its glazed eyes. She knelt before the denzu and pulled out her simple knife. She put the tip of the blade on the bottom of the crystal and grabbed a loose rock to smack the hilt. After the first strike, she looked up to make sure the monsters were still well under her command. They flinched at the second and third strikes, but their hypnosis did not break.
The first crystal came free, and Maeve stuffed it into the basic pack that she’d crafted from…Toksis wolf hides. Maybe that was why they were so mad at her. But she and the rest of the crew had to eat, and the wolves had come for them first. It wasn’t her fault she wore their skin now.
She picked up her pack and sent another spool of Hypnotic mist into the air.
Be calm. Be serene. I am not a threat. That was what her magic whispered into the beasts’ minds, subduing them into complacency. Sort of. 
They definitely still wanted to rip her head off, but they weren’t able to consider it because of her magic. If she had to, she’d pull out Commanding Presence, and maybe a fireball or two, but she really hoped it wouldn’t come to that. She wanted to be in and out without incident.
Mostly it was because she knew there was no way she could take fifteen Toksis wolves on her own. The crew struggled to manage five. Sure, it was an ambush, but it had still ended with David getting his arm ripped wide open. Maeve had used up all the rest of her ka to heal him and the others.
There were still important things to be done around the base camp, important things that only Resourceful could do, and because it was a hekara-encoded spell, Avaline couldn’t replicate it with Mirror Magic. Worse, since the hekara had to attune to its wearer before it revealed its encoded spells, no one else could just slip it on and do her work.
Maeve moved on to the second crystal, which was slightly smaller than the first. Two strikes in, the biggest beast gave another warning snarl. Maeve’s enhanced jackal sight helped her to pick out the shifting of the monster’s feathery fur on its back, where its numbing spikes would deploy from. She hurried along her crystal collection, stuffing number two in her pack. She slung the bag over her shoulder and moved on to a third denzu that was only about the size of her hand.
The hairs on the back of her neck prickled with anticipation and Maeve opened herself to etonos. The monsters around her were rabid for her annihilation. Their ka swarmed around her like a cloud of angry bees. She knocked her knife into the crystal she decided was her last and stuffed the denzu in her back pocket.
Maeve tucked her knife away and gave another pulse of opal compulsion magic to keep the wolves at bay. “Good puppies. I’m all finished now. See, no harm done.”
She took a few steps back, her eyes trained on the lead wolf. It was puffing up its feathery fur to look more intimidating.
“Trust me, pup, I’m already scared of you,” Maeve whispered to the creature as she continued her backward retreat toward the tunnel up to the surface.
Another slathering growl sounded to her left and Maeve’s heart thundered. She should’ve stopped at two crystals. Fuck, she should’ve stopped at one. They only needed one for their first device. She’d gotten greedy.
She slid her foot backward and it touched the tunnel opening. The monsters were shaking off her magic, paws shuffling and heads tossing one by one. The lead wolf barked, making Maeve jump out of her skin and slam back against the wall.
The opal glow dropped from its eyes, and it howled long and loud. A red cloud of command undulated from its puckered jowls and pierced through Maeve’s control. She didn’t wait to see the results, turning for the tunnel and transforming into her massive jackal. Her clothes and backpack were suspended in an ethereal “somewhere” as her beast took over. Maeve had yet to question any of the others on how exactly that worked, but she was glad it did. Otherwise, she’d be going through a lot of clothes.
She pounded up the tunnel of glassy black rocks, her heart jackhammering against her ribs as she went. The sounds of a dozen wolves hungry for blood followed after her. There was just barely enough light from glowing mushrooms on the walls for her jackal eyes to see the way out.
Left at the fork, she reminded herself as she neared the surface.
Dim violet sunlight pierced the cave and Maeve pushed herself to go even faster, though her muscles burned. One quick wolf was right behind her, nipping at her heels and screaming for her head. She skidded left around the fork and into the wide cavern opening, but the wolf behind her didn’t skid. He had run these tunnels his whole life and knew how to use the twists and turns to his advantage.
Sharp teeth stabbed into Maeve’s back as a weight collapsed on top of her. She twisted, kicking her back feet at the beast that had tackled her and sending it flying across the cave. That momentary slip had cost her everything, though, and the rest of the wolves descended.
Maeve rolled to her feet and charged toward the exit in a last-ditch effort to escape them. If she could just get out onto the open plains, she knew she was faster than them. If she could just get there.
A needle speared through her back leg, instantly making it go numb, but Maeve limped on with three legs. Those damn wolf bastards hit their targets with acupuncture-like accuracy, and the nerve-dampening magic of their quills was the perfect way to bring down prey. Maeve wanted to get a couple of those needles fresh from the source for their weapons—another “too dangerous” mission, said Dante.
Fuck.
Dante.
He was going to be so pissed when he found her blood splattered all over the cave exit, just inches from victory.
The wolf pack surrounded her before she could make it to the opening, and Maeve dropped her shift. There was no point in holding onto the jackal when it was useless, and her phoenix was itching to burn.
“I don’t want to do this, pups. Just let me go,” she said, lighting a Firestorm ember in her palm.
The wolves shied away from the orange light, something so foreign to them. The leader dashed forward, flinging another needle from its tail. Maeve burned the needle before it struck her, turning it into a puff of ash that dispersed against her chest. She dodged out of the way of the creature’s teeth and rolled to her feet, her flame burning brighter.
The monsters behind her snarled and Maeve lit another fire in her other hand that she used to hold them off.
“Just let me go, you fuckers!” she shouted, her hands trembling.
The lead wolf now blocked the cavern exit. It wanted dinner for its pups. Maeve understood that, but unfortunately, she wasn’t food. She had enough ka left for something stupidly reckless. Sounded just like her move.
She let the ka culminate at her palms but didn’t ignite it. All at once, she spun in a wide arc, targeting each of the fifteen wolves with her gaze as she twirled. The ka spilled from her palms and ignited the wolves in a tempest inferno. The flames licked at her skin, but Maeve was fireproof. The wolves were not.
The monsters whimpered and cried, falling back from her. Maeve charged through the open exit, but she didn’t have enough ka left for a jackal shift. She was stranded, and those wolves were not dead, just pissed.
She emerged onto the red dirt plain where wheat-like grasses swayed in a hot breeze. Trees shaded the opening of the cave with oversized leaves, but none of the branches were low enough for her to grab onto. Maeve turned and ran along the wall, looking for a way up, something only she could climb.
The bays of wolves sounded behind her, and their thundering paws hit the dirt. The black volcanic mountain beside her offered sharp handholds, but she had to take it. She could heal cut hands, but not lacerated guts.
Maeve jumped onto the wall and the pointed stones bit into her palms. Her blood spilled over the stone and sent the wolves into a frenzy. She climbed three feet before one of the monsters collided with her, ripping the backpack from her shoulders. Maeve clung tightly to the rock and scrambled up it, cursing as the two biggest denzus dropped to the dirt below her.
The beasts snapped at her legs and their claws raked down the glossy wall, the sound like shattering glass. Maeve’s bloody hands slipped on the holds, but as soon as she was out of chomping range, she slowed her manic, adrenaline-fueled scramble and healed her palms.
One at a time, she wiped her bloody hands on her shirt, and continued her climb to a little ledge just a few feet away. She rolled onto the platform and panted as she stared up at the sky, the wolves snarling and barking just twenty feet below her.
Fuck, that was stupid.
Why hadn’t she listened to Dante?
Something jabbed into her ass and Maeve reached down to find the smaller, fist-sized denzu still tucked in her pocket. Well, at least she had something to bring back—if she could get back. Who knew if the wolves would ever call off the attack and head inside, especially with her blood all over the wall and her shirt. She probably smelled freaking amazing to them, a nice, tasty treat.
She turned over onto her stomach and looked down at the bastards. The lead wolf flicked its tail, shooting three more numbing spines toward Maeve. She ducked behind the ledge and sighed into the hot stone as the attack sailed over her head and broke against the rock behind her.
“Cool. Trapped alone on a ledge on a desolate planet surrounded by predators. That’s how I die.”
She stared at the sky for a minute more, then got up. The barking wolves were really starting to wear on her nerves, and she needed to move. Her back leg was still a bit numb, and she rubbed it out as she limped. With nothing else to do, Maeve started going through scenarios.
She could wait until she got enough ka back and try for her phoenix wings. Never mind that the last time she summoned them, she ripped open her soulwell. Ugh, scratch that option. She should just sit here and outlast them. They were bound to get hungry and go in search of actual food, like a plated pond skipper.
Maeve’s mouth watered at the thought of Skyle’s roasted fish. Even though they had no salt and literally nothing else to season the fish with except some leaves and tiny yellow tubers to accompany it, she’d give anything for a bite right now. It’d been at least a day since she’d eaten, and her jackal was ravenous. Maybe she could pick off a wolf to bring home too?
How was she even getting back to base camp? Fuck, she needed to focus.
Over the racket the wolves were making, Maeve heard a soft whomp-swoosh that set her teeth on edge. Shit. Worse than dying alone on this ledge.
Dante was coming to save her stupid ass.
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Keep an eye on the Amazon store for my new Dark Fantasy Romance series – The Princesses of Ruin. This is a four part standalone series set in a magic-based world with Victorian era vibes, possessive men, powerful princesses, and the demons they have to fight to survive their grim world. 

The Princesses of Ruin – Book One: Brutal Rival

He wants his bloodthirsty rival for a wife.
She only wants the queen's head on a pike.

Scarlett Bloodletter narrowly escaped her own assassination at the tender age of fourteen. Why had her mother, the queen, tried to kill her? Beats Scarlett, but she assumed it was because she was a nomaj. Without a drop of magic in Scarlett’s blood, she was useless to the throne. Reduced to all kinds of deplorable things to survive the harsh streets of the kingdom’s poverty-stricken “Underbelly,” Scarlett has grown into a feared criminal with two things on her mind: kill the queen and liberate her sisters, the only people she still has a heart for…until Zane.
Zane, the Spider Lord, is a fearsome gang leader of the Underbelly known for decapitating his victims and poisoning his rivals. There’s only one thing he more fiercely protects than his territory: his Nomaj Princess of Prayers, Scarlett. He’ll do anything to keep her off her knees and will kill anyone who looks at her twice.
After one passionate night leads Zane to discover Scarlett’s dirty secret, he’s helpless to resist her cause. After all, what’s more exciting than plotting to kill a queen?
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