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CHAPTER 1


Carrick

Carrick appeared outside of Arwen’s hut. He was irritated and frustrated because he had failed on his mission to take out a few of Kymaris’ original Fallen who would be used in the ritual.

When he arrived, it had taken him no more than a second to realize something was wrong. He’d smelled a tinge of magic in the air, and knew it was Light Fae.

“Finley,” he called as he advanced on the hut, only to halt in his tracks when Zaid came out alone. He had the satchel carrying the Blood Stone across his body and the backpack holding essentials for him and Finley in one hand. He dropped the backpack to the ground.

It was ominous enough that he exited alone, but it was Zaid’s expression that had Carrick’s immortal heart about ready to burst open from fear.

“Where’s Finley?” Carrick asked in a low growl.

“Pyke has her,” Zaid replied dully. “He took her not ten minutes ago.”

“Took her?” Carrick demanded. “You mean he took her to the castle?”

Zaid shook his head, then turned back to the hut. “You need to see something.”

Carrick was frozen in place, his mind racing with implications. The word “took” was strong, and his urge was to flash away to the castle to tear it down in search of Finley. But ultimately, he followed Zaid inside the tent, trusting his friend had something important he needed to see.

At the low table in the center of the room, Zaid lifted a crystal from the table, along with the lock of hair Finley had left behind for Arwen after their first meeting. He handed it to Carrick. “This memory crystal was keyed to Finley, and we were able to watch it. Can you access it?”

There wasn’t much a demi-god couldn’t do, their magic and strength trumping all things fae. He took the cylinder, which was cool to the touch, and willed the information it held to come forth.

The crystal lit up, glowing reddish-orange, and the holographic memory shot out from the end to hover in the air. Carrick’s jaw locked and his heart stuttered as he watched the last moments of Arwen’s life play out.

The sickening realization that his friend, Pyke, had killed his own cousin because he wanted information on Finley settled in. After a moment of gut-wrenching nausea, it started to flame into fury.

Carrick dropped the crystal to the floor where it extinguished, his gaze turning to Zaid. “Where did he take her?”

Zaid winced when Carrick did not try to hide the condemnation in his voice over the fact Zaid was there while Finley wasn’t.

“Pyke showed up outside the hut right after we’d watched the memory,” Zaid said, recounting the events. “When he called for Finley, she made a split-second decision for me to take the Blood Stone and hide. Pyke didn’t know I was in here.”

“Fuck,” Carrick muttered, scrubbing a hand through his hair, his eyes darting around the hut as if Finley might be hiding in a corner. “What happened?”

“Finley went out to meet him. I stayed inside and listened. He was here for the Blood Stone. He’d put a tracking spell on both Finley and the stone, so he knew when they arrived here at the hut. She managed to convince him that the Blood Stone was no longer here. That you brought her here for safety, then left to hide it.”

“And he bought it?”

“In the end, I believe so,” Zaid affirmed.

“And was she hurt?” Carrick asked, his voice trembling with pent-up violence.

“She pulled her whip on him. Managed to draw blood from what I could hear.”

Carrick felt a pulse of pride in his woman for being so brave as she faced off with one of the most powerful Light Fae in existence. “He wanted to come into the hut to look around, so I bent distance with the Blood Stone, went to the woods, and hoped it was far enough away that he couldn’t feel it. I stayed close enough to the edge so I could watch. They weren’t in there long, probably just enough time for Pyke to realize the Blood Stone wasn’t there. They came back out—it looked like Finley tried to make a break for it, but he caught her. Then he bent distance and took her.”

“Goddamn motherfucker,” Carrick yelled, his voice booming across the open field. His gaze came back to pin Zaid. “Was she hurt in any way?”

With a shake of his head, Zaid replied, “He had her hands tied behind her back, but that was it. She was fine.”

“As fine as can be for being kidnapped,” Carrick snarled.

“I’m sorry.” Zaid’s head was bent in humble apology. “I should have protected her.”

Instantly, some of Carrick’s rage cooled. He shook his head, reaching to put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “No, you couldn’t have. You were no match against Pyke. Finley was right to tell you to take the Blood Stone and hide. Her mission is to thwart the prophecy, and that was the best call. And you must have been far enough away with it since Finley distracted him enough that he didn’t even think to check the surrounding area. He must have believed I left with it. And because of that, we’re still in possession of what I believe to be the most powerful magical object I’ve ever witnessed in my long life. You did the right thing.”

Carrick could tell his words didn’t mean much to Zaid, who still bore the expression of a man who had failed miserably at a job he took seriously. Carrick knew part of the daemon’s angst was because he had come to love Finley, just as he ultimately had in all her past lives. Given enough time, Zaid would eventually become a father figure to Finley if they followed in history’s tracks with every past incarnation. He was taking this loss extremely hard.

“Let me have the Blood Stone,” Carrick requested as he held out his hand. Zaid removed the satchel and handed it over, where it went over Carrick’s body for safekeeping.

He placed his hand against the satchel, bowed his head, and murmured a few ancient words. A light flared from the inside, coming out from the corners of the top flap. When he lifted his head, he explained, “Just removed Pyke’s tracking spell.”

Zaid nodded as he followed Carrick out of the hut.

“Do you think he’s still here in Faere?” Zaid asked, bending over to pick up the backpack from the ground.

“I don’t know.” Carrick’s voice was gruff with frustration as he scanned around. “But I suppose we need to go there to check it out.”

“You made it back here much quicker than I anticipated,” Zaid noted as he hitched the backpack onto his shoulders.

“It was a bust on the original Fallen,” Carrick muttered bitterly. “All three of the ones I had addresses for were gone. Houses were completely empty.”

“We’re getting close to the new moon,” Zaid pondered. “Kymaris pulling them in for safety reasons?”

“That would be my guess,” Carrick agreed.

Switching subjects, Zaid turned back to Arwen’s memory crystal. “At the end, before she died—in fact, what provoked her quick death—Arwen was about to tell Pyke what she had foreseen of his future. She referenced the new moon, but he cut her off. It would have been nice to have that information.”

Carrick gave a mirthless laugh. “Fae are superstitious creatures. They believe hearing their future means it’s set in stone as they don’t much believe in free will. I’m sure he didn’t want to know, but yes… it would have been helpful.”

“At least we know something happens to him on the new moon.”

Carrick flashed Zaid a menacing smile. “If the gods will ever show me any favor, I hope it’s a future where I plunge an iron sword into his black heart.”

“That is my hope as well,” Zaid murmured.

Carrick glanced around again, spied Finley’s whip, and hurried over to it. As he picked it up from the ground, he noticed a smudge of black fae blood on the iron-covered fall.

He hoped it hurt when it had sliced into Pyke.

Coiling the whip, Carrick moved back to Zaid. “Let’s go to the castle.”

Without direction, Zaid put a hand on Carrick’s shoulder. While Zaid could bend distance, he’d never been to the castle in Faere and needed Carrick’s navigation.

“Should we leave a message for Maddox?” Zaid inquired before they left.

Carrick shook his head. “He’ll find us.”

And with that, he envisioned Nimeyah’s castle and bent distance, dropping them on the top step before the huge double doors. Rebsha greeted them after the use of the large knocker.

“Carrick,” he said with mild surprise. “And…”

Rebsha’s gaze went briefly to Zaid, his shock that Carrick had brought a daemon into Faere evident.

“This is Zaid,” Carrick replied smoothly. “A very close and trusted friend.”

Rebsha nodded. “And I assume you’re here to see Nimeyah?”

“Actually, we’d like to see Pyke.”

“He’s not here,” Rebsha said as he backed away from the door to invite Carrick and Zaid in with a sweep of his hand. “He’s not been here at the castle in quite a while, actually.”

Carrick nodded in understanding, but there was some doubt as to whether Rebsha was telling the truth. One theory Carrick had been mulling over was that Pyke perhaps wanted the Blood Stone for his mother and the good of all Faere.

Carrick wasn’t going to leave this realm until he knew if that were true or not.

“Take me to Nimeyah,” he demanded.

“Of course,” Rebsha replied and led the way into the throne room.

Same as the last time Carrick was here, it was devoid of any furniture other than a raised dais that held four thrones for the royal family. Currently, only the top-tiered one was occupied by Nimeyah, and she was in discussion with three Light Fae before her.

Her gaze flicked up briefly to take in Carrick and Zaid before she returned to her conversation. Rebsha stood quietly just inside the doorway, hands clasped before him. The message was clear. They were not to approach while she was conducting business, which Carrick was almost positive had to do with some party she’d be throwing. Politics, war, and other such concerns were nonexistent in Faere.

Carrick shifted about impatiently, the minutes ticking away until he could find and rescue Finley. It was the highest thing on his priority list, but he had to verify Nimeyah wasn’t involved.

Whatever the answers he’d be given, he wasn’t going to ask subtly.

Luckily for Nimeyah, she wrapped up her meeting sooner rather than later, as Carrick’s patience was at an all-time low. The Light Fae left the room, giving a wide berth to the demi-god, who was putting off some seriously intimidating vibes.

Rebsha backed out of the room, then closed the doors behind him. Nimeyah did not rise from her chair but beckoned Carrick forward. Zaid stayed where he was.

“Carrick,” Nimeyah crooned with a welcoming smile, but he could hear it in her voice. The slight hint of unease that he was here, which meant that she might know something about Pyke and Finley. “How lovely to see you?”

As Carrick walked her way, Nimeyah’s gaze went to Zaid, her mouth tightening. She held deep prejudice against daemons, as did most of the Light Fae royals and nobles.

When she brought her eyes back to Carrick, she made a sound of disapproval. “You know I don’t like daemons in Faere. They’re not allowed here.”

Carrick had reached the bottom of the dais, and rather than bow or offer a polite courtesy, he replied, “I don’t give a fuck what you do and don’t like or allow. Where is your son?”

“How dare you—” Nimeyah started to say, but that was all she got out before Carrick shot toward her.

In a blur of speed, he had his hand around her throat and her body up from the throne as her words were choked off.

It was unheard of to attempt any contact with a royal fae, but Carrick wasn’t going to abide by rules. To all, it was a death sentence if someone tried to harm one.

He’d like to see her or any other Light Fae try.

The door to the throne room burst open and Rebsha appeared, iron sword drawn as he took the situation in. How he knew his queen was in danger, Carrick couldn’t fathom, unless his ear was pressed to the door, but no matter.

He wasn’t a concern.

With Nimeyah securely held by her throat, Carrick extended his other arm back toward Rebsha. With no effort at all, Carrick magically pulled the sword from his hand, where it burst into flames and fell away into disappearing sparks.

Rebsha wasn’t daunted. He conjured another sword, but Carrick growled, “I’d stay right where you are, Rebsha. I’m only here for a talk with your queen. As long as I get the truth, she’ll remain unharmed. However, if she lies, you might want to get her husband to let him know he’s now the ruler of Faere.”

A growl of displeasure rumbled in the large fae’s chest, and while he did not lower his sword, he didn’t move an inch either.

Carrick turned his attention back to Nimeyah. “Where is Pyke?” he asked again.

Nimeyah’s eyes flashed with fury. She wasn’t scared or intimidated, but she also knew Carrick wasn’t bluffing. “I don’t know,” she rasped against the hand squeezing her throat. “I haven’t seen him in almost a month.”

With careful consideration, Carrick determined that was most likely the truth, but that wasn’t all the information he wanted.

Dipping his head closer to the queen, he murmured, “He wants the Blood Stone. Why?”

Nimeyah jerked in surprise, and it caused Carrick to loosen his grip slightly. “The Blood Stone? But when you were here last and we talked about it, we agreed it was just a myth.”

“I never agreed to that,” Carrick muttered, releasing his hold completely. Nimeyah sank into her chair, rubbing her neck. “I was able to procure the Blood Stone. Somehow, he thought Finley had it and kidnapped her. I want to know why. Does he intend to do something with it?”

“I swear it to you, Carrick.” Nimeyah’s expression was about as earnest as he’d ever seen. “I have no clue what you’re talking about. You know my son spends a lot of time outside of Faere. He’s sometimes gone for years, and we don’t have the closest bond.”

“Do you have a way of reaching him?” Carrick pressed.

“No,” she replied without hesitation. “I mean… I could put feelers out through some of my people who travel between realms. But he could be anywhere.”

Carrick didn’t bother asking if Deandra would know where he was. He planned on having that conversation with her when he got back to Seattle.

Backing off the dais, Carrick gave Nimeyah a pointed look. “If he shows up here, you send Rebsha to me immediately to let me know.”

For the first time, Nimeyah decided to attempt some queenly bearing. She lifted her chin. “I am not your personal messenger.”

Carrick leveled her with a smile that bordered somewhere between threatening and malicious. “If I find you’ve been harboring him without letting me know, I will lay waste to Faere and everything in it. You know I have that ability, and you know I keep true to my word.”

Nimeyah gasped in outrage. “The gods would never permit it.”

“They’d never be able to stop me in time,” he promised darkly. And he couldn’t give two fucks if the gods would hand down retribution for the violence committed against an entire realm. Finley was far more important than what they could ever do to him.

Spinning on his heel, Carrick moved across the throne room.

“Does this have anything to do with your last visit to me?” Nimeyah queried. She was asking about the information he’d imparted to her after the binding of her tongue. Carrick had told her everything about the prophecy and Finley’s powers, including that she had a twin sister in the Underworld.

And that indeed was the question.

Did Pyke wanting the Blood Stone have to do with the prophecy, or did he merely want the power for himself?

Carrick didn’t reply to Nimeyah as he moved past Rebsha to the door. Zaid followed him out. As soon as they were in the hallway, Carrick opened the veil and took them back to his condo in Seattle.




CHAPTER 2


Finley

I have no clue how much time has passed since Pyke kidnapped me from Faere and brought me to… well, wherever here is.

When we’d first bent distance and ended up in a bedroom, I had guessed by the traditional decor that we were back in the Earth realm, but I’m fairly certain now we’re not in America since where they are holding me is incredibly old.

I know this because I’m currently in a dungeon, and those just don’t come standard in modern America.

When Pyke brought me down to the dungeon, I took note of the carvings in the crown moldings, the stone staircases, and other little details such as period-dated doorknobs and hinges. I wasn’t a history buff by any means, but the home we’re in just reeks of something older than the modern era, and the existing decor and architecture seems old European.

Regardless, the dungeon is the giveaway. It’s complete with a natural stone floor, crumbling hand-made bricks, and what looks like decades of mold and slime on parts of the walls. It’s here that Pyke cuffed me to the spike in the wall from which a short, thick chain hangs.

Thankfully, the spike is a few feet off the ground, which affords me the ability to sit when my legs get tired. I’m also grateful that he recuffed my hands so they are now in front of me. When I plop onto the cold, damp floor, my butt starts feeling all kinds of numb given the chill down here.

I’m confident I can easily get out of the restraints using my magic, but it’s a secret I’m not willing to give up just yet. The element of surprise—springing my powers on Kymaris or Pyke—is far more important than getting out of these cuffs right now.

I figure I’m not in imminent danger of dying. Pyke and Kymaris want the Blood Stone, and they’re going to arrange a trade with Carrick. They had discussed this very thing in my presence, then Kymaris ordered Pyke to bring me here. I could tell by her immediate dismissal of me as a threat that she had no use for me in her presence. She is still utterly clueless that I have the ability to stop her, and I intend to keep it that way.

As for this supposed trade, I’m not sure how I feel about it. If Carrick keeps the Blood Stone, he could avert the prophecy, but I would most likely die at the hands of Kymaris’ fury. While I might be willing to sacrifice myself for the good of the world, I know Carrick won’t put me in mortal danger, so I’m assuming he’s going to give it up.

Part of me is relieved by that because I’m not ready to be done with this life or him. I immediately feel guilty for that internal admission, but I can’t help it. I’ve found the greatest gift any human could ever wish for in Carrick, and damn it… I’m feeling a bit selfish.

Regardless, I know the decision is out of my hands. Carrick is going to do what he thinks is best, which I’m sure means a trade.

Until then, I just have to keep my head down, try not to piss Kymaris off if we have another run-in, and use my time down here to start forming a strategic plan.

We’re going to need one if Kymaris gets the Blood Stone since that makes her ability to carry out the ritual a certainty.

Somewhere above me, a door screeches as it’s opened, and heavy footsteps come down the stone staircase that leads to the dungeon.

Pyke comes into view, carrying a tray laden with food and a glass of water.

“I assume you’re hungry,” he says as he squats before me. I’d kicked my legs out so I could lean against the wall to the side of the spike embedded in it. For a moment, I wonder if I could magic the tip out of the wall and thrust it into his heart.

I’m pretty confident I could make my magic do that, but I have no clue if the spike is made of iron. It could be a futile effort, and then my secret would be revealed.

Instead, I give him a grateful nod. My voice is small and puny, my hope being that he’ll think me weak and dejected. “Yeah… I’m hungry.”

Leaning forward, Pyke places the tray on my lap and straightens. The cuffs on my wrist allow enough room for me to pick up the spoon on the tray and dip it into what looks like beef stew.

I ignore him in favor of the food, figuring if they were going to kill me, it wouldn’t be by poison. The first spoonful is lukewarm at best and, by taste, I can clearly tell it’s from a can. But I want to keep my strength up, so after I chew and swallow, I take another spoonful.

It’s after that one goes down that I ask Pyke, “So… are you going to tell me how you got paired up with Kymaris?”

It happens so fast, my head spins and my stomach lurches, but the chains disappear. I’m not on the floor anymore but rather sitting at a table with the bowl of stew before me. Pyke is on the opposite side, sitting in a chair.

“More comfortable?” he asks.

I nod without hesitation. Far more comfortable.

Pyke nods at the bowl. “Eat up, and I’ll tell you a story.”

“Hope it’s a good one,” I mutter, and Pyke actually laughs. The spoon is still in my hand, so I dip it back into the stew as he starts to talk.

“I’m sure Carrick has told you enough about me for you to realize I’m a bit of an adventurer. Time in Faere moves slowly, and I’m easily bored.”

I swallow the food in my mouth. “He said you fought alongside him in many battles.”

“Indeed,” Pyke agrees with a fond expression. “But more so than the boredom of Faere, I was quite lonely. Being the Light Fae prince means no one is ever quite up to par, and while dalliances with all the fae ladies in the realm were fun, I was searching for more.”

I frown. “You mean… love?”

Pyke shrugs. “I wouldn’t have put that word on it at first, but I was searching for something missing within me. That emptiness was filled when I met Kymaris.”

My spoon remains poised over the bowl, but I’m too shocked by this revelation to even think about eating. “But how? How would you have met her?”

Pyke’s gaze moves from me to the staircase that leads up as if he’s pondering whether he should tell me or if he should just leave. Luckily, a Light Fae’s vanity and ego tend to rule the day, and since he—like Kymaris—considers me no threat, I can tell the moment he decides it won’t hurt to tell me.

Leaning forward and placing his arms on the table, he says, “I was out in the Faere countryside hunting one day. I’d stopped by a stream to rest and as I was sitting there, I noticed something shimmering in the air just on the other side of the water. It was like the air itself was rippling. The longer I watched it, the more a female shape began to take form, which made me even more curious. I crossed the creek to look closer and, as I approached the rippling air, I could see more clearly what was on the other side. It was a room done in floor-to-ceiling shiny black tile with a huge blazing fireplace. The orange light cast the figure in better relief, and I got my first look at Kymaris.”

My eyebrows draw in. “She was in the Underworld?”

“She was,” he says with a chuckle. “Apparently, she was poking at the veil into Faere. She had some stone magic within her, but not enough to tear it. It was enough for her to get close and peer in at her sister’s realm, and I was the first Light Fae she’d ever seen.”

“What did you do?” I ask in almost a whisper. My food is long forgotten, so I set the spoon down.

Pyke stares at me, a fond smile playing at his mouth. “I fell in love, of course.”

My surprise is so great that my jaw drops.

Pyke laughs, shaking his head. “I can only imagine how odd that sounds, but it’s true. And when we spoke, it was only minutes into our conversation that I knew it was felt from her, as well.”

“You could speak to each other?” I ask incredulously.

“We could,” he says with a nod. “But the veil held firm. She couldn’t cross into Faere, but it was thin enough that we could converse. We could even press our palms together against it.”

“Unbelievable,” I mutter.

“I thought so, and it was a secret I maintained for decades,” Pyke continues. “We met regularly at the veil between our worlds, and we fell deeper in love.”

“Why didn’t you just open the veil for her? You have the power to do it.”

“Yes, I do,” he agrees with a sly smile. “But Kymaris didn’t want to come to Faere. She didn’t want to risk her sister finding out. But I crossed over to visit her many times, and we became lovers.”

I try not to grimace because not only is the thought of Pyke and Kymaris having sex just gross, I’ve also never liked the term “lovers”. It seems cheesy.

“Kymaris had her sights set on the Earth realm,” I say, wanting him to get moving with the story.

“Yes, she did. It was a grand plan and one I approved of.”

This was a no-brainer. “Let me guess… she was going to take over the Earth realm, and you would rule at her side.”

Leaning forward just a bit more, Pyke gives me a sly smile. “Sure beats being the prince of a kingdom I’ll never rule.”

“So, you want power?” I ask, my tone scathing with distaste.

“Why is that a bad thing?” he asks neutrally. “But more than power, I just wanted to be by Kymaris’ side.”

I shake my head, giving him a dubious look. “So this is really about love?”

“Tell me love isn’t worth the fight, Finley. Tell me you wouldn’t do anything to be with Carrick. In fact, tell me you’ll forsake Carrick’s love for a good reason, and I’ll let you go right now.”

Pyke doesn’t know our background. He doesn’t know we’ve loved each other for centuries. But he does know we have something together, and I absolutely can’t tell him I’d ever forsake that love.

In that respect, I suppose I understand him just a little bit.

“Did you help Kymaris come to the Earth realm?” I ask, making that the most innocuous question I can muster without giving away that I know anything at all.

Luckily, he’s in a chatty mood. “She came up with the idea to use a changeling as a catalyst to come through the veil and increase her powers. Do you know what a changeling is?”

I hope I look believable as I shake my head, placing a curious look on my face before lifting my spoon and dipping it for another bite.

Pyke proceeds to tell me about the changeling ritual, which provides me no more information than I already knew except that he imbued the daemon that placed the changeling baby with powers so my parents wouldn’t notice him.

“What happened to the baby the daemon took?” I ask, my voice slightly hoarse with a welling of emotion. I pick up the glass of water and take a sip.

Pyke’s smile curves high, and his eyes gleam with pride. “She became a vessel to harness and transform magic.”

Those words strike deep, and I try not to sound affected. “Harness and transform?” I ask dully.

Pyke nods. “I stole my mother’s staff, which has the remnants of the meteor stone that she used to create Faere in it. It still holds tremendous power, and I used it to channel light magic into the vessel. Then Kymaris’ dark priests who came back to the Underworld with stone magic turned it dark.”

My stomach rolls as I get a clearer picture of what Zora went through. That she was force-fed magic, and then something else was done to her to turn it dark.

What did that feel like?

Was it painful?

It was certainly a horrible abuse.

“This… um… vessel,” I ask, coughing again to clear my throat. “She was just a baby, right?”

“Yup,” he says with a careless shrug. “As she grew older, she could take higher doses of magic. I’d sneak Nimeyah’s staff out of the castle, then visit the Underworld at least once a month to pump her up.”

I want to vomit. The few bites of stew sit at the bottom of my throat, threatening to spew out. “And what did this vessel do? Was she like chained up or something?”

“I honestly don’t remember,” Pyke replies vaguely, settling back in his chair. He crosses one leg over the other. “It’s not important, but I can tell you it tormented me because the entire time we were filling the vessel, my beloved Kymaris was in stasis.”

I don’t respond, not able to get the image of Zora perhaps chained in a dungeon like this and being force-fed magic out of my head. As a baby… a young child… a teenager… a young woman. Her life was beyond awful.

“Aren’t you curious what stasis means?” Pyke asks, not in a suspicious way that I didn’t ask, but more like he can’t believe I’m not enjoying his story.

I nod, smile, and pick my spoon back up while he talks. I force the food into my mouth while he tells me all about the things I already know. I nod, ask a few questions… try to appear interested and amazed at his cunning.

“Of course, when Carrick asked me to go on an adventure with him for the Blood Stone, I couldn’t believe the fortune that had fallen in our laps.”

“Why not just take the Blood Stone when we came out of Micah’s realm?” I ask, my tone pissy. “You had it in your hand.”

“It wasn’t the right time. I’m no match for Carrick, and he would have killed me had I tried to abscond with it then. Patience prevailed.”

“You must be so proud of yourself,” I snap in sarcastic irritation.

“Why yes, I am,” he says with a feral grin, rising from his chair. Clearly, he’s not happy with my tone. He honestly expects me to be impressed with him.

With a wave of his hand, I’m back on the floor with my chains in place. The food, water, table, and chairs are gone.

“Kymaris is right, you know,” Pyke says as he walks up to me, giving a light kick to the side of my leg in an almost playful manner.

“About what?” I ask, tipping my head back to see him.

“You’re nothing special,” he murmurs in contemplation. “We’re still a bit stumped why you’re the key to this prophecy, but it doesn’t matter. Once we get the Blood Stone, you’ll be less than nothing special.”

I give Pyke a sweet smile. “You flatter me. But what makes you think you’ll get the Blood Stone?”

“A message has been sent to Carrick offering you up,” Pyke says as he turns away and heads toward the staircase. “I can’t imagine he won’t jump on that, then we’ll have the Blood Stone in hand by nightfall.”

He stops at the base of the stairs, looks over his shoulder, and smiles. “And when the new moon comes, the world is going to change for the better.”

I don’t respond, just stare at him impassively as if his words don’t mean anything to me.

The problem is, they mean far too much.




CHAPTER 3


Carrick

Carrick wasn’t the type of man to get frantic over anything, but Finley had been gone for almost five hours, and he had not one fucking lead. He’d never felt so lost.

After visiting Nimeyah, Carrick and Zaid returned to the condo. It wasn’t long before Maddox returned, having gotten Rainey and Myles settled into their secret hiding place. After apprising Maddox that Pyke was after the Blood Stone and had taken Finley, Carrick sent his brother off to find Deandra.

She might have been in on it, but, more than likely, she knew nothing about what her brother had done as they were not close. Regardless, that angle had to be checked.

After Maddox left, Carrick didn’t need to think about it much since he knew what Finley would want him to do. She would have wanted Rainey and Myles to know what happened. She had repetitively promised to keep them in the loop, and he felt they had a right to know their friend had been kidnapped.

Carrick made the call to inform them. From wherever Maddox had taken them, they assured him they would head back to Seattle immediately. Luckily, Maddox had left his Hummer with them.

Next, Carrick had put a call in to Titus and left a voicemail message. Regardless of what realm he was in, he would always go somewhere to check his messages a few times a day, so Carrick knew he’d be arriving before too long.

While Carrick waited for everyone to arrive, he and Zaid sat at the kitchen island and tried to figure out what the fuck was going on.

“And Pyke never gave any indication as to why he wanted the Blood Stone?” Carrick asked.


For the third time.

Zaid was patient, though, as he knew Carrick was furious and fearful at the same time and allowed him to work this through however he needed. “No. Only that he wanted the Blood Stone. The last thing I heard before I left was Finley telling him that you had the stone. So if he really wants it, he’s going to offer Finley in return for it.”

Carrick’s expression was grim, but he nodded in understanding. That was the most logical conclusion, and he assumed Pyke would send him a message at some point. Carrick just wished it were soon rather than later.

“What could he possibly want with the Blood Stone?” Zaid pondered, drumming his fingertips on the countertop.

“To have more power than his mother,” Carrick fathomed a guess. “He never did like playing prince to the queen. Felt he was always destined for something greater.”

“I thought that was just his ego,” Zaid muttered, his distaste for the Light Fae evident.

“It is mostly his ego,” Carrick replied with a scoffing laugh. “But he has some ambition in him. I’m wondering if the power of the Blood Stone was just too great of an opportunity to pass up.”

“What if he wants it for gain?” Zaid suggested. “Maybe he’ll sell it to Kymaris.”

A dark shadow swept over Carrick. “Or he’s in league with her.”

Zaid’s eyebrows shot high. “Surely not. Pyke isn’t evil. Just ego-driven.”

Carrick stood from his stool. “Isn’t he evil? He wants an immeasurably powerful relic and was willing to kidnap Finley—who he knows is special to me, his friend.”

“Point taken,” Zaid murmured, but then was distracted by his phone ringing.


He connected the call, listened, and then pulled it away from his ear to press to his chest. His face was noticeably pale. “It’s the concierge in the lobby. Kymaris is here to see you.”

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” Carrick snarled, whipping his own phone out. With a few taps to pull up a security app, he dialed into the camera that covered the lobby all the way to the front door.

Sure enough, Kymaris stood at the reception desk wearing a pleasant smile. She was dressed in a business suit and her glamour was that of a beautiful, sophisticated woman. She wouldn’t have caused an eyebrow to raise.

“Send her up,” Carrick instructed Zaid, who passed the information to the concierge.

Moving from the kitchen to stand before the elevator, Carrick released the protection spells on the condo so Kymaris could enter. He then instructed his friend, “Go to my office and wait there. If you hear things go to hell, get down to the library and lock yourself in.”

Zaid knew exactly what Carrick was suggesting. There was a distinct possibility this meeting would end in bloodshed, and Carrick didn’t want his friend anywhere near two powerful immortals if they clashed. “Understood,” he said before hurrying away.

Carrick looked down at his outfit. He rarely wore business suits anymore. It was either workout clothes, jeans, or fatigues, and he couldn’t say he missed the formal attire.

However, to match the Dark Fae who was currently on the way up in his private elevator, he waved a hand down his body and was immediately outfitted in a tailored suit with a silk tie. He didn’t want to appear too casual, nor did he want to look battle-ready. Carrick wanted to exude power. In the Earth realm, his money was what gave him that.

In the immortal world, Kymaris already knew that he was one of the most powerful beings in the universe under his designer clothes. As such, he figured she wasn’t here to fight, but he was ready if she was. She still had to be smarting over the fact that he blew up her house the day before yesterday.

Whatever her reason for visiting, Carrick wanted her gone as soon as possible before Rainey and Myles showed up, as they would be the most vulnerable should she decide to attack.

The elevator doors whooshed slowly open, and Kymaris blinked in surprise to see Carrick standing before her. She quickly regained her composure and stepped into his foyer, looking around at the grandeur of his condo.

“I thought you were putting this place up for sale,” she said as she moved to the left to better take in the massive living area.

“I am,” Carrick replied as he turned to study her. He was a bit surprised she had healed so quickly from the explosion. Underneath her glamour, she only had pinkened skin left on her face from the burns. It spoke to the fact that her powers were far beyond a normal Dark Fae’s, even one who had managed to get a hold of a bit of stone magic. He might have underestimated whatever she received through the changeling ritual.

“Hmm,” she murmured in a way that said she didn’t believe him one bit. Pivoting, she squared off to face him, hands clasped before her. “I’m here for the Blood Stone.”

“What makes you think I’d give it to you?” Carrick replied blandly.

The smile on Kymaris’ face didn’t bode well with Carrick. Her eyes flashed with victory. “Because I have something you want,” she purred.

It was something Carrick had considered, but truly hadn’t thought it was possible. He could not control his jaw dropping. “Pyke is working with you,” he surmised.

“Working for me,” she corrected haughtily. “Finley is currently tucked away in my new stronghold—no thanks to you for blowing up my other one—but I’m willing to make a fair trade. Her for the Blood Stone.”

“How do I know she’s alive and well?” he asked, his heart hammering with fear that Kymaris was attempting to dupe him and Finley was already dead. He was also battling a volatile bubbling of fury that Pyke—his so-called friend—had betrayed him.

Forsaking magic and embracing modern technology, Kymaris pulled out an iPhone and called someone. When the line connected, she merely said, “Put her on the phone.”

When she handed the phone to Carrick, he took it and put it up to his ear. “Finley?”

“Carrick,” she replied in a rush of relieved breath, but she spoke hurriedly. “I’m fine so please don’t worry about me.”

“Where are you?” he asked, but it was that question that caused Kymaris to snatch the phone away from him.

“There,” she said with a smirk. “She’s alive. She’ll remain that way as long as we can come to an agreement.”

“I give you the Blood Stone and you give me Finley alive and well,” Carrick said, wanting to make sure the terms were clear.

“I’m a fair woman,” Kymaris simpered. “I promise that not a hair on her head will be harmed, although I can’t keep that same promise come the new moon. But I’m willing to see what your little Finley could possibly bring to a fight that could attempt to stop me.”

Carrick wanted to defend how amazing Finley was, but he wanted Kymaris to continue to think her an unworthy opponent. So he merely said, “Done.”

“Tonight at nine,” Kymaris ordered as she moved past Carrick to the elevators.

“Shall I come to you?” Carrick queried.

Kymaris pushed the elevator button, but she turned to look at Carrick with a laugh. “And have you find my place to blow it up again? I think not. I’ll meet you in Waterfront Park. Come alone.”

When Carrick gave her a curt nod, she moved into the elevator. They stared at each other, neither one blinking, until the doors shut. Carrick heaved out a frustrated sigh. Glancing at his watch, he saw he had seven hours until they were supposed to meet.

Zaid came out of Carrick’s office, and they both went into the kitchen. Carrick didn’t need to repeat the conversation as Zaid had been able to hear it all.

As he was want to do when times were stressful and people were coming over, Zaid started putting some food together. It was simple fare—sandwiches, chips, and cookies he’d made.

While Zaid worked his magic in the kitchen, Carrick took out his phone and dialed Boral since he now knew the Dark Fae had not betrayed them to Kymaris. He answered on the second ring.

Without greetings or courtesy, Carrick said, “I need you to get to my condo asap. Finley’s been kidnapped and Kymaris has her.”

Up until the moment Kymaris stepped into his condo, Carrick and their entire group had thought Boral was the enemy when he clearly wasn’t.

The Dark Fae’s response was simple before he disconnected. “On my way.”

One by one, the crew started to arrive—Rainey, Myles, Maddox, Titus, and Boral. When they were all seated in the kitchen with Zaid’s simple feast laid out before them, Carrick took the opportunity to bring them all up to date on what had occurred.

“So Pyke is working with Kymaris?” Titus asked on a low whistle. “Can’t say I saw that one coming.”

Carrick nodded. “According to Kymaris, he’s working for her—not with her—but that’s semantics. The point is, he’s in deep and is responsible for kidnapping Finley. No matter what else happens when things go down, he’s mine to deal with.”

A somber quiet fell among the group as they noted the barely controlled violence in Carrick’s tone. They all knew Pyke was a dead Light Fae.

“I expect you all thought I was the one who tipped Kymaris off that you had the Blood Stone,” Boral said to break the silence. As gazes snapped his way, he merely grinned while chewing on a carrot stick. He shrugged. “Can’t say I blame you, though. None of you trust me.”

“Finley does,” Zaid told his father, a pointed reminder that no one else did, but at least she gave him some credit.

“You were the simplest answer,” Carrick told Boral without apology. “If it makes you feel any better, we assumed she tortured you for the information so you didn’t willingly betray us. We also assumed you were dead after giving up the information because of the binding.”

“Warms my heart,” Boral muttered sarcastically.

“What exactly have you been doing the last few days?” Carrick asked. “Because yesterday, I went to take out three of her original Fallen, but their homes were deserted.”

Boral nodded. “After you blew up Kymaris’ house, they all went into hiding. Kaesar called to tell me only that he was getting out of town until the new moon.”

“Which implies,” Titus intoned in his deep voice, “that they will be back in Seattle for the ritual.”

“That’s how I took it,” Boral acknowledged with a nod. “But I don’t know for sure.”

Rainey cleared her throat, and all eyes shifted toward her. “So Kymaris and her eleven are in hiding, and we think she’ll bring another one through the veil to make the twelfth, or she may have already done so. We suspect they may come back to Seattle for the ritual, but we really don’t know that for sure, nor do we know where in Seattle it will occur or the time. Boral’s only contact within Kymaris’ network is also gone, so we don’t have an inside man anymore. Does that about sum up our dilemma?”

“Other than the fact they have Finley and want the Blood Stone,” Carrick said dryly. “That pretty much sums it up.”

“So how are we going to take Kymaris and Pyke out tonight when we get Finley back?” Maddox asked.

“We’re not,” Carrick replied darkly. “We’re making the trade.”

Titus frowned. “Is that really a good idea?”

Carrick snapped his head toward Titus. “You’d rather we keep the Blood Stone and let Finley die?”

“That’s not what I want at all,” Titus admonished. “I’m merely suggesting we consider alternatives. For example, what would Finley want you to do?”

A low growl emanated from Carrick as he was forced to admit, “She’d tell me not to give up that Blood Stone for anything in the world, including her. But that doesn’t mean she’s right.”

“Maybe we should consider just ending this at the park,” Titus continued, nodding his head toward Maddox in credit for the idea. “Get Finley safe, then destroy Kymaris and Pyke. We have the power to do it, especially with the Blood Stone in our possession.”

“Deandra would help, I’m sure of it,” Maddox said. His meeting with Deandra had been short, but he’d quickly learned that she had no clue Pyke wanted the Blood Stone and no idea what he intended to do with it, but she was pissed about it. And she hadn’t even known about the Kymaris connection when Maddox met with her. Once she learned that, it would probably bring her firmly onto their side.

Carrick hated to admit it, but it was the fact they had the Blood Stone that made it so he had to consider this idea. It was far more powerful than Kymaris and Pyke. It alone could probably destroy them.

But the risks were great.

Finley could get caught in the crossfire, and he wasn’t prepared to lose her yet.

There was a bigger reason not to attack, though.

“Kymaris chose a public place that will have a tremendous amount of human foot traffic,” Carrick pointed out in a low voice. “If we go in to end this with proverbial guns blazing, humans will get killed.”

“And the oblivious throngs of humanity will come to know that immortal creatures exist,” Myles adds. “We can’t unleash that knowledge on the world. It would cause chaos and panic.”

Carrick and Maddox exchanged a look. The other’s concern for humanity wasn’t their priority, but they both knew it would be for Finley.

And Rainey and Myles, for that matter, and they cared about them.

“We have to do the trade,” Carrick said, his voice bearing a confidence the rest didn’t acutely feel. “We’ll have to battle Kymaris another time.”


“Most likely at the ritual,” Maddox added.

“We should still go as backup to the trade.” This came from Titus, who was as good a strategist as Carrick and Maddox were. They both nodded their agreement.

Plans were made as they ate sandwiches and Maddox availed himself of a beer. It was decided Carrick would take Maddox and Titus, leaving Boral and Zaid at the condo with Rainey and Myles. They agreed Deandra wasn’t needed at this point, but that they would bring her on board if she’d agree to it. They needed all the help they could get if the battle was going to occur at the new moon.

While Carrick would make the actual trade, Maddox and Titus would blend into the background and watch, ready to move in if it so much as looked like Kymaris would go back on her word not to harm Finley.


If that occurred, Carrick laid it out plain and simple. “If Finley goes down, we burn that motherfucking pier to ashes—Kymaris along with it.”




CHAPTER 4


Finley

The sound of footsteps coming down the stone staircase rouses me from the half-doze I’d fallen into. With my hands chained in front of me, I roll to one hip, curl my legs in, and shift the other way to propel myself up. I stifle the groan that comes from the stiffness of my muscles, ignoring the fact my pants are wet and my ass is numb from the damp dungeon floor.

Pyke comes into view, but I expected no other. Kymaris doesn’t think I’m worthy of her notice.

“You’re looking no worse for the wear,” Pyke says genially with a smile. “Feeling okay? I really hope this hasn’t been too much of an inconvenience for you.”

I glare, my spine straight so as to appear strong and unbreakable, but my back is actually killing me. “How can you do that? Act that way when you’ve sided with evil? Of course I’m not okay, you dolt.”

Pyke’s smile doesn’t falter at the rebuke. It stays in place, his eyes shining with amusement as he waves his hand to make the chains disappear. His expression sobers slightly as I rub my wrists. “I hope you don’t take any of this personally. I mean… you’ll die and Kymaris will rise, but I actually do like you as a human.”

“Gee, thanks,” I mutter. As he takes me by the elbow, I ask, “Where are we going?”

“It appears your boyfriend has agreed to Kymaris’ request for a trade. You for the Blood Stone.”

My stomach curdles as we start up the staircase, knowing how heavy a price this trade is going to cost us all. I’m grateful I’m alive and it appears I might be that way for the foreseeable future, but I hate that we’re giving up the Blood Stone. Part of me thinks that maybe my sacrifice is for us to not give up the stone, which will probably enrage Kymaris into killing me.

Actually, she’d probably chop me up piece by piece and send them to Carrick to try to get him to relent, but if Carrick keeps the Blood Stone, the prophecy would be hard pressed to play out.

Ultimately, though, I have to trust in Carrick’s wisdom. I’m no fool thinking he’s making this play because it’s what’s best for our collective end goal. No, he’s making a completely personal decision to give up the final thing Kymaris needs to bring down the veil so he doesn’t lose me just yet.

Even though he’ll lose me eventually.

And I thought it virtually impossible for me to love the man more, but it appears that ceiling has been broken. He’s not acting with a demi-god’s cool wisdom, but as a man whose heart will be broken without me.

At the top of the staircase, Pyke leads me through hallways, up another flight of stairs, and finally into a richly appointed study that is decorated much the same as the bedroom that I was first brought to. The walls are done in a deep burgundy silk, the floors a gleaming parquet, while heavy tapestry covers the windows. There’s a large desk with ornately carved legs, a tall leather chair in dark chocolate, and a fireplace with dancing flames to help light the room.

Kymaris stands before it—turned away from me—with her hands clasped behind her back.

Quickly, I note her attire, actually stunned by how casually she’s dressed in tan corduroy pants, boots with fuzzy trim, and a thick sweater. I deduce we’re somewhere far colder than Seattle at this time of year, but still… I know from my one meeting with her at the gallery and the run-in that Carrick had with her that she prefers to dress in a sexually provocative way.

Right now, she looks like she wants to curl up by the fire with a good book and relax.

The juxtaposition from what I know her to be is confusing, to say the least.

But when she turns to face me, her angled features enhanced by an over-application of makeup and that god-awful sloping beehive, I have to bite my tongue not to offer her some beauty advice.

Which says something, because that’s about the last thing in the world I’d tell anyone I’m good at, but I could definitely give her some pointers.

Kymaris eyes me shrewdly, as if trying to figure out something. “It appears you mean more to Carrick than I originally thought. I never thought he’d give up the Blood Stone for you.”

I shrug carelessly. “I’m sure it has more to do with his own end game than with me. The gods are apparently going to favor him for his actions.”

There… hopefully that was vague enough, with just a hint that Carrick might not be her complete adversary, to have her doubt his loyalty to me. The last thing I want is for her to think she has anything figured out.

“And what exactly do you think your end game is?” Kymaris purrs as she saunters up to me.

“I honestly have no clue,” I reply with my gaze pinned on hers. “I only know I’m to thwart the prophecy, not how it will happen.”

“You think that means you’ll kill me?” she asks with a taunting laugh.

“Maybe,” I hedge, because, deep down, I know that’s what I’m supposed to do.

“Let’s test that theory,” she says in a tone that chills me to the bone. Before I can comprehend anything else, she moves so fast she’s nothing but a blur.

I feel her near me, brushing me, my arm moving, my hand clasping, then another blur has her standing back in front of me.

And I’m holding a sword in my hand, hilt gripped tightly and the pointed tip resting at her breastbone. The weapon is heavy. My arm immediately starts shaking, so I bring up my other hand to support it.

Kymaris smirks. “All you have to do is drive it in, Finley. You can end this now.”

The temptation is almost unbearable. Kymaris is no more than three feet from me with her arms held out to the sides in surrender while I hold a sword poised right at her heart.

But my sense of reason and logic prevail over passion. Knowing she’d never make herself vulnerable to me, I lower the weapon.

She raises an eyebrow, disappointment in her expression. “You’re a coward.”

“I’m a pragmatist,” I reply, dropping the weapon. It clatters onto the hardwood floor. “The sword is most likely not iron, and I’d never be strong enough to push it through your sternum. And even if it is iron, by the time I repositioned it to slide in between your fourth and fifth rib so I could actually pierce your heart, you’d have snapped my neck. So no thank you to these silly games.”

I don’t want it and it makes me a little sick to get it, but her expression flashes with respect before it evens back out into supreme haughtiness. “You’re not stupid, I’ll give you that. I look forward to us facing off when the time comes. And if it makes you feel any better, I intend to kill you quickly.”

“I’m deeply touched,” I murmur, inclining my head graciously.

Kymaris tips hers back in laughter. When her gaze comes back to mine, the amusement is gone and she’s all business. “Oh, I’m not doing it for you… killing you quickly, that is. It’s just that I have so many more important things to do on the night of the ritual that I can’t be bothered with someone as inconsequential as you.”

“So the ritual will be at night, huh?” I ask curiously. “You wouldn’t mind telling me the exact time, would you? Or where it will be located?”

Kymaris laughs again before turning ice cold. “Funny girl, but it’s time for us to go.”

“Go where?” I ask, trying to glean any information that I can.

She shakes her head in an admonishing way. “Like I said, funny girl.”

Before I can think of something else to say, her hand shoots out and grabs mine. She rips a veil in the air before her and my stomach dips and rolls as Kymaris pulls us through and into the Seattle night.

It’s the smell of the Sound I first recognize because she had us appear in a small alcove in the back of a building on the water. When I see a docked ferry boat, I realize we’re at the piers.

Turning around to get my bearings, I startle when Pyke appears. He steps into Kymaris, puts his hand to the back of her neck, and plants a long kiss on her mouth.

I find it interesting that she doesn’t return it with the same ardor that he’s giving it. She even gives him a friendly pat on his shoulder before she pulls her face away from his. Her hand goes to his cheek in another friendly pat. “Do me a favor, lover, and melt into the crowd.”

The crowd.

Hundreds of people hang out at the piers each night.

“Your idea to meet here or Carrick’s?” I ask as Pyke disappears.

Kymaris ignores my question, spins on her heel, and starts to move around the west side of what I now recognize as the ferry terminal. I dutifully follow as she expects me to.

Once around the corner, she heads north along Alaskan Way to the more popular piers where restaurants and gift shops abound and plenty of people will be milling about. She takes us past Elliott’s Oyster House, the Seattle Great Wheel, and into Waterfront Park, which, ironically, is where Carrick and Maddox first brought me to meet Echo months ago when my journey was just starting.

Kymaris spots Carrick before I do. She takes my elbow, and we veer off to a set of benches that are unoccupied except for the love of my life. He rises, eyes roving over me for any sign of distress. I smile at him with confidence.

I’m okay.

“Just so you know,” Kymaris hisses out of the side of her mouth as we make our way toward him. “I have this place surrounded by Dark Fae. If you try anything funny, not only will they take you out but also any friends Carrick chose to bring along, even though I told him to come alone. I expect there will be countless unintended human casualties, too.”

“Peaceful transfer,” I mutter. “Got it.”

Like I would try anything.

This is Carrick’s show, and I’m going to take a very complacent role. Should he give me any sign I should do something, I’ll act, but, otherwise, I expect he wants this to end peacefully, too.

“I’m curious,” I say as we continue to make our way across the park to where Carrick waits. He has the satchel in his hand, and I assume the Blood Stone is in it. “Why didn’t you just kill me back in your dungeon if I’m the key to thwarting the prophecy?”

“Oh, don’t think I didn’t think long and hard about it,” Kymaris replies conversationally—in an almost friendly tone actually. “But I need the Blood Stone more than your death, and you’re currently the easiest way to procure it.”

Kymaris suddenly grabs my elbow and abruptly stops, forcing me to face her. I twist, glancing briefly back at Carrick, who looks alarmed and is now advancing on us. Kymaris ignores him, but I hold my other hand out to keep him at bay and shake my head. Surprisingly, he comes to a stop a good twenty yards away and holds his position.

Kymaris leans into me, and I give her my attention. The friendly tone I thought I heard is gone. Her voice is icy, and shivers prickle my skin. “I really, really want to kill you, Finley. I can’t stand the sight of you. Even knowing you’re breathing the same air as me cuts me to the bone.”

My chin jerks inward at the venom that is all but vibrating off her.

The Dark Fae queen’s eyes flash red as she leans in a little closer, lips peeling back in a menacing smile. “You know… I still have Fallon’s memories inside of me, and she thought you were completely lacking as a sister. She hated spending time with you. Thought you were a complete disgrace to the family. In fact, she blamed you for your father’s death. That hate was the last thing she felt before she died.”

The old Finley would have been crushed by those words. She would have fretted over their veracity and overanalyzed every memory she had of Fallon.

But this new Finley recognizes Kymaris for what she is, and she’s not going to fall prey to her manipulations and lies.

I jerk my arm out of her grasp, but I don’t back away. Instead, I lean into her and murmur, “Your petty attempts to knock me won’t work. I’m not weak-minded like Pyke, who follows you around like a simpleton. I’m well aware of how my sister felt about me, and while we didn’t always see eye to eye, we loved each other for who we were. Everything you just said was a lie. If that’s the best you have to try to weaken me, you best come up with something better.”

Her gaze is shrewd, and I can see Kymaris calculating whether to hit me with something else. Instead, she says, “You’ve got spunk. Have to admire that.”

“I don’t want your admiration,” I snap. “I want to know why you’re doing all of this.”

Kymaris blinks in true surprise. “Why I’m doing all of this?”

I watch as she tips her face up to the sky—devoid of rain and clouds so she can see the stars—and holds her hands outward while turning in a slow circle. I cut a glance at Carrick, who watches with the eyes of a hawk.

Bringing her gaze back to me, Kymaris says, “This world is amazing. You’d never understand that since you haven’t been to the Underworld. The better question is why wouldn’t I try to take it over?”

“Yes,” I say with exasperation. “I can understand that. But you could live here peacefully like many other Dark Fae do. You could have had an incredible life like your brethren.”

“All unambitious fools if you ask me,” Kymaris snorts.

“You mean they don’t have your ambition to subjugate,” I growl.

“Precisely,” she says with a blinding smile.

For some reason, that infuriates me more than anything else she’s done so far. Shaking my head as if I pity her, I say, “You’re weak, Kymaris. Your ego is over-inflated, and the only way you can ever feel good about yourself is to tread on the backs of others. It’s pathetic, and it makes you unworthy of ruling anything.”

Clearly, I had gotten a little too comfortable in our conversation and forgotten what a cold-blooded monster she is. I’m not prepared for her snarl of fury or her hand shooting out to latch onto my throat. With her preternatural strength, she squeezes as she lifts me into the air. My hands come up to try to pry her fingers loose as a few people near us scream in alarm.

“Oh my God,” a woman yells. “Someone help her.”

Kymaris waves her free hand. Although my vision starts to go hazy from lack of oxygen, I see she’s frozen every human around.

Her magic clearly can’t touch Carrick as he materializes at our side with a quick bending of distance. As I struggle to breathe, I take in Maddox and Titus appearing behind him with relief.

Behind Kymaris, Pyke appears, along with several Dark Fae. They far outnumber our side, but I’d stack two demi-gods and an annihilator against them any day.

Kymaris seems utterly unperturbed by Carrick standing there with fury in his eyes, and that’s to her detriment. She has no time to react when he conjures a mighty battle ax out of thin air and swipes it down hard and fast, cleaving off the arm that is holding me up.

Gravity takes me down as Kymaris shrieks in pain, clutching the stump pouring black blood just above her elbow. As I hit the ground, I realize her hand is still clutching my throat but without any strength. I’m completely wigged out as I pull it loose, tossing it to the side and crab-walking backward away from her. Unfortunately, Pyke appears and hauls me to my feet, placing a dagger at my neck in warning to Carrick to hold his ground.

Carrick glances at me and Pyke. While I know him well enough to realize he’s vibrating with fury because Pyke holds a dagger on me, it’s with complete nonchalance that he bends and picks up Kymaris’ arm. When he tosses it underhand to her with a smirk, she hisses as she catches it.

It’s with ease that she magically reattaches it, but her anger is palpable. She snarls at Carrick. “That was a mistake.”

“I said Finley wasn’t to be harmed,” he reminds her with a shrug.

“Give me the Blood Stone,” she demands, holding her reattached arm out and shaking it as if to get the blood flowing again.

“Finley first,” Carrick demands.

Kymaris cuts a glance to Pyke, nodding curtly.

Pyke removes the dagger, puts his hand between my shoulder blades, and gives me a rough shove in Carrick’s direction. I don’t need any further prodding as I hurry to his side.

“You good?” he asks without taking his eyes off Kymaris. I can hear the unspoken statement, though, which is if I’m hurt, he’s going to kill her here and now.

“Peachy,” I reply because I’m fine.

Without any delay, Carrick tosses the satchel to Kymaris. She deftly catches it. Pulling the flap open, she peeks inside and her eyes start glowing with victory.

Before she can even look up, perhaps to prepare for her and her crew to leave, Carrick points a finger at Pyke and yells, “You.”

Pyke, who had been gazing at Kymaris with a victorious smile, turns to Carrick.

His smile slides from his face.

“A reckoning is coming, Pyke,” Carrick says in a voice that promises severe retribution for the kidnapping. “I suggest you put your affairs in order.”

I want to laugh when Pyke goes a little green in the face, but I don’t have time.

Carrick nabs my hand and bends distance, then we’re stepping into the kitchen in his condo.




CHAPTER 5


Finley

I no sooner plant both feet on the kitchen tile before Carrick has me engulfed in his arms, face mashed to his chest and his chin on top of my head so I can’t even turn it to take a breath. He squeezes—not in the demi-god way that will crush bones, but the way a man does when he misses his woman—and I cherish it, just as I cherish everything about him.

When he releases his hold, it’s merely to take my face in his hands and kiss the breath out of me—far more effective than the hard squeeze of his hug, and he does this while everyone watches.

“Are you okay?” he asks, pulling back slightly to look me over. He even turns me around to check my backside, before turning me again and pulling me into another hug.

“I’m fine,” I assure him.

“Good,” I hear Rainey say before I’m pulled from Carrick right into her embrace. She’s a brave woman, holding back her tears but fervently whispering in my ear that she’ll kill me if I ever scare her like that again.

“Noted,” I laugh, and then Myles is hugging me.

Then Titus.

Then Maddox.

Zaid is sweet, with his usual awkwardness and tiny pats on my shoulders, but as we release from our embrace, the relief in his eyes is great.

And finally… I turn to Boral.

The only time I’ve ever touched the mass murderer Dark Fae was when he protected me from the pine tree top about to crush my body.

But fuck it… he’s a proven member of our team, and I’m the one who moves in for a hug. I get just a glimpse of his eyes widening in shock before I throw my arms around his neck for a hard squeeze, which he returns far more exuberantly than his son had.

“Are you hungry?” Zaid asks, and I nod effusively.

“The dungeon fare was awful,” I quip, and everyone around me looks horrified.

Carrick steps forward, taking my hand. “How about we get you into a hot shower while Zaid prepares you something to eat, then we get you to bed?”

I smile at Carrick—a smile that says, ‘you’re sweet but a little patronizing’. I shake my head. “How about we sit down and talk right now about what we’re facing because things have drastically changed and I know we’re all reeling.”

The dubious look I get from Carrick is expected, but because he knows I don’t want to be coddled and he respects my grit, he glances at Zaid and says, “Fix her up some food and let’s talk.”

Everyone gathers around the kitchen island at their usual seats, but this is the first time Boral has taken a meal with the entire team. It’s the first time he was not specifically excluded.

Zaid pulls out the fixings for a club sandwich, and I grab a bottle of water from the fridge before I take the stool in between Rainey and Carrick.

While I’m sure they all heard from Zaid what had happened at Arwen’s home in Faere, Rainey asks me to tell it again.

So I do.

“Why didn’t you just open the veil and leave the minute you heard Pyke’s voice?” Myles asks.

The question is legit. In hindsight, I wish I’d done that. All I can do is shrug. “I thought he was a friend.”

“You were smart enough to have Zaid leave with the Blood Stone, though,” Maddox praises me. “Friend or not, he didn’t need to know you had it.”

“But he already did know,” I mutter, feeling foolish to have been taken so easily. “He had that damn tracking spell on it and—”

A thought strikes me, and I whip toward Carrick. “Did you put a tracking spell on the Blood Stone before you gave it to Kymaris?”

“I did,” Carrick replies, but his expression is grim. “It’s gone, though. I can’t feel it.”

“It was worth a try,” I say with a pat to his knee. “I expected someone of her power and cunning would check.”

Zaid slides a plate before me, my sandwich cut into triangular quarters with a side of chips. “Thank you,” I say, picking up a section of sandwich and taking a grateful bite.

“Where did Pyke take you?” Rainey asks.

I chew, chew, and chew some more before swallowing. “I don’t know. The house felt incredibly old European, and there was a dungeon complete with cold, wet floors and heavy chains.

“Fuck,” Carrick snarls, and I know that when he gets ahold of Pyke, he’s going to suffer.

“It wasn’t that bad,” I reassure him, not for Pyke’s benefit but for Carrick’s. “As far as chains can go, I was comfortable. Able to sit with my hands before me.”

“And did you see Kymaris?” Rainey presses for the story.

I nod, picking up my sandwich again. “I was surprised how much she’d healed from the explosion. But she doesn’t think much of me. Said I was nothing special.”

“Proving she’s as much an idiot as I thought her to be,” Carrick mutters.

Setting my sandwich down, I wipe my mouth with a paper towel Zaid had provided before pushing my plate back. “I need to tell you how they came to be together. It’s a decades-long relationship.”

“What?” more than one around the island exclaims.

“I just assumed he sought her out after we got the Blood Stone,” Maddox says incredulously.

I shake my head. “No, they met a long time ago when Pyke was able to see her through the veil that separated Faere from the Underworld.”

The entire story takes a few minutes, and my food goes ignored. I tell them how he saw her, talked to her, and traveled into the Underworld to see her. How they concocted the plan to take over the Earth realm, and how he’s the one who put the entire changeling ritual into place, as well as the one who visited my sister monthly to pump her full of magic once Kymaris went into stasis.

That gets a growl from Carrick. “I expect you might want to put Pyke down rather than let me.”

I swivel toward him with a smile. “I have to say… I hate him for what he did to Zora. The magic he put in her from Nimeyah’s staff was light in nature, but other magical fae twisted it to make it dark. They abused her for years… from the time she was a child. Whatever happens to Pyke, his death has to be slow and painful.”

“Agreed,” Carrick proclaims with fire in his eyes.

“I’m wondering,” Myles says pensively. “What exactly does Kymaris know about Finley’s role in the prophecy now that we know Pyke is in collusion with her?”

“Not much,” I answer, but look to Carrick for clarification.

He nods. “We kept Pyke pretty much in the dark. The only thing he was told when we first visited Faere was that Finley was part of thwarting the prophecy, and that was it. We never told him why we needed the Blood Stone, but, in hindsight, he probably already knew about it from Kymaris.”

“Does that mean Kymaris has no clue about Finley’s powers?” Rainey asks.

“No, she doesn’t,” I reply, giving her an encouraging smile. “Nor that Zora is my identical twin or that we have a connection. Those are our aces in the hole, so to speak. And while I used my shield to stop that tree from falling on us, Pyke was too busy fighting Micah to see it.”

I pick up my sandwich to take another bite. Everyone refrains from questions so I can get some food in my belly. I finish the first wedge before picking up the next. “I did learn one thing while in captivity… the ritual will be done at night on the new moon.”

“Of course it will,” Maddox chuckled. “All evil rituals are held in the dark of night.”

“And we know it will be in Seattle,” Boral adds, explaining, “All the Dark Fae have left town. Kaesar told me they’re laying low until the new moon when they’ll come back.”

Once again, I swivel to Carrick. “You weren’t able to take any of them out?”

He shakes his head grimly. “Like Boral said, everyone has left. I suppose blowing up her house put a little fear into them.”

“It was still the right thing to do,” Rainey says primly. “You saved human lives, Carrick.”


He nods in agreement. “It’s all about the choices we make with what’s presented to us at the time.”

“Like trading me for the Blood Stone,” I murmur, leaning over and briefly resting my head on his shoulder. A thank you, of sorts. “Although, you know keeping the Blood Stone would have been a sound choice.”

“No, it wouldn’t have,” Carrick rebukes, and I lift my head. “Putting aside the fact that I wanted you alive and well for my own selfish reasons, Onyx has said you’re going to have to be the one to battle Kymaris. I don’t think it was meant to be down in a dank dungeon. It’s going to be a final showdown at the ritual, I believe.”

It’s all conjecture at this point, but I have to agree with Carrick about the way things have been transpiring. Kymaris and her minions have gone into hiding. We can use the time trying to find them or trying to figure out where the ritual will be and making our stand there.

“Game isn’t over until the final buzzer sounds,” Maddox points out.

“That’s right,” Zaid says confidently. “We have nineteen days until the new moon. Anything can happen.”

“One thing must happen,” I say, setting my sandwich down as I slowly scan around the island so I can meet every eye. “We have to go rescue Zora. Now.”

No one says a word.

They all have varying opinions, and they stay silent because we’ve hashed them all out already.

Carrick, the one who has been the most skeptical of my sister, breaks the silence. “Agreed. That has to be our priority.”

Rainey looks appalled, but everyone else is immediately accepting as evidenced by their nods and determined expressions. She sees it, too, so she says nothing.

“Everyone should be relatively safe here,” Carrick continues. “Without the Blood Stone in residence, there’s no reason for Kymaris to assault us here. She’s made enough references to settling the score with Finley on the ritual battlefield, so to speak, that I think it’s safe here.”

“Plus, she’s in hiding,” Myles points out. “Along with all her minions.”


“I’ll reach out to Kaesar,” Boral says from the end of the counter where he’d parked his stool beside Maddox. “The worst that will happen is he won’t answer my calls.”

Being able to get inside information now is a long shot. Boral was invaluable through his connection to Kaesar, but I suspect everyone in Kymaris’ camp is keeping their heads down and circling the wagons tight.

But that doesn’t mean Boral’s useless.

I lean in his direction, having to look past Rainey and Myles to do so. “You’re our expert on the Underworld. You’ll have to be the one who guides us.”

Boral nods. “As I told you when we were in Micah’s realm, I’ll be glad to help.”

For the first time since I can remember, Zaid doesn’t scoff at something his father says. He’s normally extremely dubious of Boral’s intentions, and he never minds being vocal about it. Instead, he just studies his father with an almost detached curiosity, as if he might believe that some good can come from the Dark Fae.

“Should we go in through Micah’s realm?” Carrick’s lower hand comes to my back, perhaps as a quiet means of support that he doesn’t mind me taking the lead on the planning, or, more likely, because he just wants to touch me. Regardless, I like it.

Boral considers my question. “What you have to know about the Underworld is it is so vast that you could travel through it for a hundred years and not see it all. The Underworld is even more vast than the Earth realm.”

I blink in surprise, thinking of the time I projected into Zora through a dream. It seemed like a massively big city inside an even larger underground cave, but I hadn’t considered there was more.

“The Crimson River leads to The Pit, which is close to Kymaris’ castle. It would be easy to get there, but then how would you even find your sister?”

My heart sinks as I realize our first obstacle is a doozy. “When I projected into her during the dream, the city she was in was near The Pit. I could see the glow of it from there.”

Boral’s smile is grim. “That’s the city of Otaxis. One of the largest. Making it there isn’t the problem. Searching through the thousands of Dark Fae to find your sister will be, though.”

Growling in frustration, I lean away from the counter and cross my arms over my chest. I stare blankly at the rest of my sandwich before turning to Carrick. “I can contact her again. Tell her we’re coming.”

“And put her on notice, so she has monsters waiting for you when you arrive?” Rainey says mildly. She’s clearly still against this plan.

“I’m going to be a human walking in the Underworld,” I say as I glance her way. “It’s going to be dangerous no matter what.”

“You’ll have two demi-gods at your side,” Maddox points out. “Our combined magic alone should give us somewhat of a safe passage.”

It’s something I haven’t been all that worried about.

My safety in the Underworld, that is.

I’ve been so focused on getting Zora out that I had not stopped to consider how I’d do it without getting killed. I am quite literally stepping into Hell, and I will be walking among the most evil of creatures.

“I still think our best bet is to go in through Micah’s realm to follow the Crimson River in,” Boral says, taking over the conversation again. “It will take us the back way into Otaxis.”

The next hour is spent making our plans. We bring up hypotheticals and plan for contingencies. We argue about who will go, but it’s ultimately decided that Boral, Maddox, Carrick, and I will make the journey.

Titus and Zaid will stay behind with Rainey and Myles for their protection, on the off-chance Kymaris would dare to try something.

Ultimately, we decide I shouldn’t try to contact Zora until we make it through the veil and enter the Underworld. On the off chance she’s adamantly opposed to us coming and has the means and ability to stop us, it’s better if our arrival is a surprise.

Hopefully, it’s a good one.

“When do we go in?” Boral asks as we start to wrap things up. I had managed to eat the rest of my sandwich and chips as we talked.

“Tomorrow,” I say.

At the same time, Carrick says, “In a few days.”

We stare at each other, and Carrick gives me that over-protective look. “You were just kidnapped, held in a dungeon, and could have died. Maybe you need a few days.”

“I’m fine,” I assure him with a smile. I even lean in and punctuate it with a kiss. “I promise.”

Carrick’s eyes hold mine, and I can tell when he accepts my determination. He smiles and murmurs, “Tomorrow then.”

“Perfect,” I exclaim.

The meeting starts to break up. Maddox, Titus, and Myles head off to the mancave to play video games while Rainey hangs in the kitchen with Zaid, who cracked open a bottle of red wine. They pour glasses for Carrick and me, but I hop off my stool to walk Boral to the elevators. He’s the only one not staying here, nor was he invited to.

“Thank you for taking me to the Underworld,” I say as we walk that way.

Boral shrugs. “You know my motives aren’t all that noble, right?”

I laugh, playfully bumping my shoulder against his. “You’ve always been clear that you are doing this to get back in Zaid’s good graces. I still thank you anyway.”

“Well,” he says, shooing me a side-eyed smirk. “I have come to like you of late.”

“It’s mutual,” I assure him. “Just as long as you don’t do any evil stuff around me.”

Boral chuckles, and the elevator doors whoosh open.

“See you tomorrow,” I say as he steps in.

I start to turn away, but he calls my name. “Finley.”

Boral has his hand on the door, holding it open. “Do you want to know why I like you?”

I blink at Boral in surprise, but my curiosity only allows me to agree that I would like that very much indeed. I take a few steps back toward him.

“Throughout all of this,” he says in a low tone. “You’ve never shown a fear of dying. Just a dedicated purpose to your mission. It’s impressive not just for a human, but also for one as young as you.”

I can’t help but chuckle as I lean in a little closer. “I’m going to let you in on a secret that’s not a secret. But everyone knows except you.”

“What’s that?”

“Even if I die tomorrow, at the ritual, or the day after, I’ll come back.”

“Come again?” Boral asks with a frown.

I explain Rune’s curse and my history with Carrick.

“Ah,” Boral says with an understanding nod. “Now I get the deep connection you two seem to have.”

“And why I can’t fear death,” I tell him solemnly. “I will always come back to Carrick.”

Boral absorbs that before stepping back and removing his hand from the door. As they start to close, he says, “That makes you a very lucky woman.”

I smile to myself because I’m lucky indeed. Over time, as I’ve come to understand and accept the curse Carrick and I are under, it has helped me to know I’ve died countless times, and I’ve always been resilient in coming back. That my happiness isn’t over when the body belonging to Finley Porter takes its last breath.

It’s why I can afford to march into the Underworld for my sister tomorrow and not have a single fear holding me back.




CHAPTER 6


Finley

It’s the moment I’ve been waiting for since I found out my sister was trapped in the Underworld over a month and a half ago. While many important things had to be dealt with and other more prioritized leads followed, it is now finally time to get Zora out of there.

It’s the first time since my journey started into this strange new world I’ve fallen into that I feel a level of deep confidence in my choices and actions. I can’t explain it other than it’s an identical twin thing, but I know she’s supposed to be with me. We have not only blood and DNA connecting us, but we also have something magical and mystical reinforcing those bonds.

No clue how it will play out, but I feel in my heart that Zora is going to be important in the final battle, if nothing more than to be a source of sisterly strength to me when my time for sacrifice comes.

We’re assembled down in the library, going over the logistics one more time. Boral had managed to draw a fairly decent map of Micah’s realm, showing how the Crimson River, following its weird reverse flow, leads to the Underworld. He has points of interest marked that we are to stay away from—like The Pit and Kymaris’ castle—including a crude rendering of how Otaxis is laid out, although, admittedly, it might have changed over the few thousand years since Boral has been gone.

Heading into Micah’s realm means we’re dressed for cold weather, but it’s done in layers. I remember the Underworld being distinctly warm, and we’re prepared to shed clothing once we get there.

Past that, we’re packing light—essentially weapons, the relic we found in Hungary, which is queued to get us back to Micah’s realm since we don’t have Lucien, and our determination. If things go to hell in a handbasket, we’re prepared to rip the veil wherever we are and jump back into the Earth realm. Carrick spent a lot of time lecturing me on this last night as we laid naked in each other’s arms, sweat from a vigorous second round of sex still cooling on our skin.

“Finley,” he had said in a serious, no-nonsense voice. “If we get into a dangerous situation that puts you at risk, and I tell you to get back to the Earth realm, you go without question, okay?”

I love Carrick with my whole heart and soul. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him.

Except… abide by this command.

I had made up my mind. I was not leaving without Zora. If it meant my demise happened there, then so be it.

The most I would promise is that I would consider his advice, to which he heaved a sigh of frustration while pulling me into his arms to hold me.

“Everybody ready?” I ask the group, but my gaze moves to Rainey and Myles. Their arms are linked, and Rainey chews on her fingernail with worry.

I walk to her, put my hands on her shoulders, and lean in to lock my eyes with hers. “I promise you that I will be fine. I’ll stay safe. And I promise you that when we come back from the Underworld, we’re going to work on the finishing touches of your wedding.”

Rainey scoffs at my suggestion, the worry in her expression not alleviated. “We don’t have time for weddings. It’s the end of days.”

“It’s not the end of days until the new moon,” I correct as I pull her in for a hug. She struggles against me, her lingering anger that I’m doing this evident, before capitulating. Putting my mouth near her ear, I whisper, “You are going to marry Myles the weekend after this, and nothing is going to stop that. It’s the one thing I have pushing me forward and making sure I’m extra careful so we can have just one day of love, peace, and happiness. Okay?”

When she nods against my shoulder, I pull back and give her a brilliant smile. “Good.”

Turning to Myles, I hug him as well. Far more stoic in his worries, he merely says, “Love you, Finley. Come back safe.”

“Always,” I reply.

I don’t bother with hugs for Zaid and Titus, but they give me reassuring smiles. While they care for me—I’d even dare say love me—they are hardened to the ways of evil and know what must be done.

Carrick steps away from the table to make room for Maddox, Boral, and me to join him. He holds the brass relic we picked up in Hungary, sets it to Micah’s realm with some beautifully ancient words, and then rips the seam open right in front of the shelves that hold Carrick’s diaries, which start in the 18th century.

My first glimpse of the realm we were just in a mere nine days ago immediately causes my blood to chill, and it has nothing to do with the cold wind I can feel whipping through the seam.

It’s where we lost Lucien, and it’s that emptiness that makes it feel so frigid.

We step through, one by one—Carrick, Maddox, Boral, and then me. When we’re through, I glance back to see Rainey crying as the seam closes up.

I pull my hood up over my head, which is already covered with a ski cap. The cold-weather gear is sufficient in keeping me warm. We move left around a large boulder to come out onto the shores of the dead ocean. The Crimson River seems almost blinding against the darkness of the mountains, skies, and the black sand on the beach. Its flow of lava meanders lazily away from the Underworld, traveling against gravity up one of the mountains.

Perhaps the strangest thing I’ve ever seen.

The roughly half-mile walk to the river is done in silence, but there’s not much to say. We hashed and re-hashed our plans. For example, we weren’t entirely sure there aren’t other creatures in Micah’s realm. While he had destroyed every living creature except for Charmeine, who he’d imprisoned in the gemstone, it doesn’t mean he didn’t create more to keep him company over the thousands of years he was here.

As such, we’re on alert as we walk along, and the lack of conversation helps us not catch the attention of any such beings that might be here, hungering for a tasty meal.

When we reach the river, the heat from the tortured, soul-infested lava keeps us from the very edge. We turn left and follow its bank toward the horizon. We walk for what seems like hours, but I know it’s not. It’s only my zeal to see my sister that has me impatient to make it to the Underworld.

When Carrick comes to a halt, we all do the same, moving from our single-file line to stand by his side. Up ahead, the river stops. Like it’s just sliced clean off this world against the backdrop of the eternal night sky. Normally, there’s no distinctive point of delineation between two realms separated by a veil, but in this instance, it’s very obvious there’s a separation. I wonder if it’s because Micah created this realm and then called forth the river into it.

“That’s the veil,” Boral says. “We’re here.”

“Fascinating,” I murmur as I start to walk closer, wondering if I can touch it. I can’t see it, as it looks like nothing but three-dimensional space that extends outward to a never-ending horizon where the ocean once was. I know if I continue forward, I’ll merely walk past the end of the river and could probably continue for eternity.

I’m stopped, though, when Carrick grabs the back of my jacket and turns me to face him. He shakes his head with an admonishing look. “Let’s not be wandering off, okay?”

Grinning sheepishly, I nod.

“This is where we’ll need a bridge to cross,” Boral announces, pointing toward the end of the river.

Boral had reiterated to us yesterday that the river drops down into The Pit, where tortured souls are thrown.

He also said that to the left of the river and the large hole that it flows into is where Kymaris experiments on her demon creations, and we most certainly do not want to come out there.

We need to cross the river and enter through the veil on the opposite side, which is a far less dangerous path into Otaxis.

“I’ve got this,” Maddox says, slapping his palms together and rubbing them.

“Let Finley,” Carrick replies in a low voice, his eyes locking on mine. “She needs to practice.”

I smile at his confidence in me. Moving as close to the edge of the river as I can get without getting singed, I stare into the molten liquid that is almost hypnotizingly beautiful. Swirls of red, gold, and orange move in thick currents past us ever so slowly. I turn to look back from where we came, seeing the mountain in the distance that the river ultimately climbs and disappears into. I wonder where it goes from there.

Looking back into the thick current, I wonder if Lucien is still in there. Is he in pain? Is he being tortured? Or is he nothing at all?

Shaking my head, I push those thoughts aside. My job is to get us across the river safely, and while I’m no engineer, I merely have to picture an arching bridge made of steel beams. I envision the bridge is solidly planted into the ground on this side of the river and the far side, imagining strong, lava-resistant posts supporting it all the way across.

“Wait a minute,” Maddox exclaims. “Why don’t we just magic ourselves to the other side? Bend distance or just fly ourselves over? Carrick and I can carry you two over safely.”

I glance at Boral, giving him a wink. I was far more prepared for this than Maddox.

While I continue to envision my bridge, Boral explains. “The tortured souls in the river are ravenous—starved of any type of connection to the living. They will consume anything that crosses the banks. If you tried to bend distance or even fly over it, they would drag you down.”

“We could fly really high,” Maddox suggested.

“So can they,” Boral replied. “Of course, this is just what I’ve seen with my own eyes before I left the Underworld, but, to stay on the safe side, we should build some type of protective crossover to ensure none of us get snatched and taken down.”

Boral had clarified this over breakfast. Apparently, Maddox wasn’t paying attention, but I also distinctly remember him flirting with Rainey, too.

With my steel support beams imagined, I envision an enclosed tunnel that will arch across the river. Thick sheets of steel are riveted together so tightly, nothing can get through. I finish my mental creation with stairs to lead us to the apex and down to the ground on the other side, and I even add lights in the ceiling every five feet to give us sure footing.

Closing my eyes, I access my magic, which no longer flares warmth within me, but is palpable as if I could touch it. I straighten my arms alongside my body, palms upward, and then slowly lift them. As I do, I watch my bridge creation start to take form. Not in the conventional way something might be built in the correct order, but rather it starts to materialize out of the air until it solidifies and becomes real.

“Amazing,” Carrick murmurs as he walks to the edge of the stairs that will lead into the tunnel, sitting about twenty feet from the edge of the river. As he reaches it, something rises from the river—a form of sorts but not distinguishable as male or female. It’s made of the same reddish-gold lava without obvious appendages. Almost like an old-fashioned ghost costume that we’d wear as kids with just a sheet over us and the eyes cut out. The creature hovers, bobs on the air current above the river, and watches Carrick even though it doesn’t have eyes.

Just waiting for one of us to cross.

“Let’s go,” he says brusquely, and we all move onto the staircase. Maddox goes first, then Boral, me, and finally Carrick bringing up the rear. Before we enter the tube-like portion, I see that several more of those beings have risen and are leaning back slightly as they watch us.

When we enter the steel tunnel, which means we are now crossing the river itself, something bangs into the side so violently that the bridge and tunnel groan from the strain. The thick steel I’d conjured buckles inward from whatever just slammed into the structure.

No… not whatever.

It was an evil soul looking for a snack.

More banging as those creatures fling themselves against the tunnel, denting the thick metal so hard that some of the rivets start to loosen.

“Run,” Carrick orders Maddox, who doesn’t hesitate.


The end of the stairs at the apex provides us about twenty feet of flat steel to run across, and we pick up speed. A huge boom shakes the tunnel, something having crashed right under Boral with such force that he gets catapulted up to the ceiling before flopping back down onto his stomach. Whatever had hit there did so with such violence that the seam in the steel pops and riveted bolts slip out of their holes. Through the opening, a snakelike portion of lava creeps in and latches onto Boral’s leg. His pants catch fire, and I can hear his skin sizzle like bacon in a pan. He screams in pain. Before I can consider what to do, I’m shooting light magic at the tortured soul looking to feast.

My light hits the slithering appendage of lava, and the thing emits an unholy shriek before letting go.

Carrick rushes forward, hauling Boral up by the back of his coat, and we all take off running again. Maddox waits for us at the staircase that will lead down, more of the creatures hitting the tunnel, but as we start our descent, we are no longer over the actual river, and the sounds of them throwing themselves against the tunnel recede.

We’re all out of breath when we jump down the last few steps and hit the black sand on the far bank of the river.

When I look back over my shoulder, several of the creatures have risen, still connected to the flow of lava. They are turned toward us. Despite them not having actual faces, I can feel their hate and hostility over us crossing safely. One by one, they drop back down into the depths and, as far as I know, are swept upstream with the current.

“You okay?” Maddox asks Boral, whose exposed skin is red and blistered.

“It’s fine,” he mutters, giving his leg a shake. “It’ll be healed in no time.”

“That didn’t happen to Lucien,” Carrick murmurs thoughtfully as he stares at the river. “No creatures pulled him down, and he didn’t burn at all.”

“Because he was a demi-god?” I hazard a guess.

“They definitely wanted a piece of me,” he points out, the first creature rising when Carrick had come near the bridge.

“Regardless,” Boral says, turning my way. “Your bridge endured and got us over safely. Well done.”

“Yes, well done,” Carrick agrees, eyes shining with pride. “And I’m wondering if you’d like the honor of trying to open the veil into the Underworld?”

I knew I could open veils, but they had been to Faere where I’d already been before. This was something new, yet I was eager to try, as evidenced by how exuberantly I nod my head.

“Then give it a go,” he says, sweeping his hand toward the area roughly where we’d cross into the Underworld.

I close my eyes for a second, imagine my power and having unlimited abilities to do whatever I wanted at my disposal.

When I open them, I envision ripping into the veil and commanding the Underworld to expose itself to me.

And it does.




CHAPTER 7


Finley

The fables, stories, and myths of Hell were nothing like I envisioned when I visited the Underworld in my dream. The same holds true now as we step through the veil into what seems to be a monstrously large cavern that rises so high into the air that I can’t see the top—just generalized darkness that could resemble a night sky.

I always envisioned Hell would be an inferno of flames and smoke, echoes of screaming souls reverberating, and the stench of death all around.

There’s none of that.

Yes, The Pit off to the left glows orange and throws off heat, but it’s bearable. The circumference is not much wider than the Crimson River, so maybe at least two hundred feet or more in diameter. It’s still difficult to comprehend the river’s directional flow, especially on this side of the veil. From the depths of The Pit, the river defies gravity and flows up and out of it before turning parallel to the ground and heading in the direction of Micah’s realm, where it seems to cut off right where the veil exists.

I see why Boral brought us in on this side of the river because had we come in on the other side, we would have been trapped by sloping hills of rock and shale that encircle that portion of The Pit. It provides a horseshoe-shaped wall. When I examine it more closely, I see that cages are built into it. Square holes cut into the side, covered with thick bars, but it’s so dark inside that I can’t tell what’s being held captive.

“Demon experiments,” Boral says, and I turn to him. He nods his chin up at the individual prisons—hundreds and hundreds. “Kymaris feeds them the most vile souls that get sent to the Underworld. She then trains them for her personal use.”

I can’t stifle the tremor that moves up my spine.

Boral seeks to reassure me, obviously either seeing or sensing my reaction. “Don’t worry. They don’t roam free in the cities. They mostly reside in Kymaris’ castle or the wastelands between cities. But make no mistake, she’ll free them all when the veil comes down.”

He then points in the opposite direction, a wide stone road meandering over some low-slung hills of stone and dirt. Dead trees and bushes dot the landscape, and it’s clear they were never actually green and fertile. Just dead from the start.

Kymaris’ black castle rises—black obsidian with the orange glow of the Pit shimmering in the reflection. It’s nothing but tall, pointed spires of varying heights, probably only about half as large as Nimeyah’s castle, but, oddly… I like the architecture of it better. It’s not gaudy or flamboyant… just ominous as one would expect the Queen of the Underworld’s castle to be.

“This is the way to Otaxis,” Boral says, turning toward another path that cuts the space between The Pit and the castle. It curves around a craggy hill where I can’t see what’s on the other side, but given my last visit here, I’m sure the city is right there. I remember being on the opposite side of Otaxis and seeing the glow of The Pit from my vantage point up on a cliff, so I know they are nearby.

We all take a moment to discard the cold-weather gear, dumping it behind some rocks. We won’t be leaving this way, rather opening up the veil to lead us straight back to the condo as long as we are safe to do so. With our weapons in hand—me with my whip, Carrick and Maddox with swords, and Boral with long daggers holstered to each thigh, we make our way along the road to Otaxis.

As suspected, the massive city comes into view when we round the bend just the way I remember it from my dream.

Clusters of buildings built of mud and stone are separated by crude streets heavily lined with street vendors. The coloring of the city looks different, though, and I’m not sure if it’s because The Pit is at our back, casting light from behind us, or if my dream wasn’t in technicolor, but there’s a yellowish haze tinted slightly red hanging in the air. When I tip my head back, the cavern sky above us is still pitch black, but ahead of us and immediately surrounding the buildings, there’s an almost sulfurous glow that hangs heavy everywhere.

No gates seal off the city. Just hills and mounds of rocks to the left and right of the road that enters the bustle of Otaxis beyond.

Boral stops us before we enter, leading us off to the side of the road and behind an outcropping of rocks for privacy. I’m still wearing a zip-up hoodie, and Boral pointedly pulls it over my head and tugs it low over my forehead. “This isn’t going to disguise the fact you’re human if a Dark Fae takes a good look at you, but it will help to hide the bright beacon of your hair.”

He then looks to Maddox and Carrick. “Keep her in between you two. If anyone approaches us, let me do the talking.”

This is just a repeat of what Boral told us yesterday. He said that while Kymaris was the supreme ruler of the entire Underworld, the cities were run by the most criminal and corrupt Dark Fae. He likened them to the mob bosses who extort businesses for their personal gain and kill those that oppose their governance.

When I asked him about the royal Dark Fae, he merely said they rarely left the castle grounds, abandoning the cities to a sort of organized chaos under these mobster-like rulers.

“Ready to try to contact Zora?” Boral asks.

As decided, we’re going to try to make things easier by seeing if Zora will agree to a meeting before we go searching for her.

I nod and take a deep breath. Boral, Carrick, and Maddox face me, expressions guarded. I let the air out and prepare to close my eyes, but movement behind my companions startles me.

My eyes flare wide as a huge Dark Fae stands there, dressed head to toe in forest green leather and sporting massive wings folded behind his back but which I can see the rounded crests over his shoulders. The feathers are inky black and so glossy, they shimmer with a bluish color. I quickly duck my head so the hood shadows most of my face.

Boral, Carrick, and Maddox, reading my facial expression, immediately wheel around with their weapons drawn to face what surprised me.

The Dark Fae doesn’t even twitch but merely crosses his arms over his chest and plants his legs wide. He’s between us and the entrance to the city, and his message is clear.

We’re not going in.

“Who are you?” Carrick demands of the fae, but honestly… I only have half an ear on him. I’m fascinated with the fae’s wings. I thought they had all been stripped when they were tossed from Heaven.

I’m also fascinated by how uncannily gorgeous this winged man is. He’s got dark blond hair that’s cut extremely short to his scalp all the way around and has the perfect amount of facial scruff to make him look roguish. His blue eyes are dark as denim, yet seem cold as ice. While his entire body is covered in leather, I can tell by the bulges here and there that he’s incredibly muscular and from the way he stands facing off with two demi-gods and another Dark Fae, that he’s confident in his abilities.

“My name is Amell,” the Dark Fae answers in a deep, mellow voice that has just a hint of gravel to it, making him sound sexy and dangerous at the same time.

Enough, Finley, I scream internally. Quit drooling over the evil Underworlder.

“I am the ruler here,” he continues, arms still crossed over his chest. “You didn’t possibly think you could come through the veil and not be noticed?”

Amell leans slightly over to look past Carrick and lock eyes with me. “Especially bringing a human with you.”

“We had hoped we wouldn’t be noticed,” Maddox quips, giving Amell a wink.

His message is clear. He’s not intimidated in the slightest by a Dark Fae, even if he is the ruler here.

“I assume you are ruler in your queen’s absence,” Carrick says to Amell, and that catches the fae by surprise. Carrick seizes on it. “Yes, we know Kymaris is in the Earth realm.”

“And what do you hope to gain by coming here?” Amell asks defensively, his arms now uncrossing and hanging loosely to his side, where he has a huge sword attached to his hip. He refuses to answer Carrick’s assumption he’s covering for Kymaris while she’s off conquering our realm.

Carrick and Maddox exchange a glance. It’s a hesitation that tells me they can’t quite decide if they want to be upfront or take the Dark Fae out.

They could easily do it between them, but would that bring more?

Do others know we were here already?

Boral instinctively inches closer to me, and the tension emanating from Carrick and Maddox is palpable.

Without much thought to what the consequences might be, I step forward, twisting slightly to move past Boral and push my way in between Carrick and Maddox. The men don’t try to pull me back, but both put their hands near their weapons.

Tipping my head back to look at the Dark Fae, I lift my hands and pull my hoodie back to reveal myself. “I’m here to find my sister, Zora. Perhaps you know where she is?”

Amell’s face goes almost paper white as he takes me in. His eyes move over me, focusing on my eyes for a moment before he reaches out to touch a lock of my hair.

Carrick emits a low growl that stops Amell’s hand from moving any closer, and it falls back down to his side.


“Red,” Amell murmurs in amazement. “Yours is red, and hers is white.”

“You know Zora?” I exclaim with excitement. “Can you take me to her?”

His gaze snaps up to mine, his expression hardening. “I didn’t know she had a sister.”

Shit.

That’s downright accusatory anger I hear from him. He knows Zora, and he would not have expected her to keep this from him.

I remember when I had asked Zora before if she had someone who cared for her or she trusted, and she said she had.

Was this him? Out of all the Dark Fae in the Underworld, could the one who cared for Zora be next in command under Kymaris?

If so, I’m not sure that bodes well for any of us.

Still, we’re here and I’m not leaving without her, so I just go on my hunch. “I’m able to talk to Zora through our bond as identical twins.”

Amell’s jaw locks so hard that I can see a tic in the corner.

“When we last talked, she said she had someone here who cared for her,” I say hesitantly. “That’s you, isn’t it?”

It’s a stretch because that’s not exactly what Zora said. I had asked if someone cared for her, and she said she had someone she trusted.

Amell doesn’t answer but moves his gaze to Carrick and Maddox, flits it over to Boral, and then brings it back to me. “How is it that a human can employ two demi-gods and a Dark Fae to bring her into the Underworld in search of her sister?”

Somehow, I think lying to this creature is not the way to go. But telling him the truth would reveal secrets we’ve held close to the vest so Kymaris would be in the dark.

Ultimately, I go with my gut instinct and pray I’m saying the right thing.

“It’s been prophesied that Kymaris would come to Earth and open the veil. It’s also been prophesied that I’m the key to thwarting it.”

Amell blinks, then barks out an amused, disbelieving laugh. When I hold his stare, the smile slides from his face.

I throw in some tiny lies with partial truths. “I found out about the changeling ceremony and that I had a twin sister here. Somehow, through our bond, we can communicate. We’ve only done it a few times, and Zora has been less than open with me. In fact, she doesn’t seem to want to have anything to do with me.”

“Then why are you here?” he growls impatiently.

“Because she deserves a better life than what she has here,” I say bluntly. “She deserves the beauty of the Earth realm and to be with her family. After all the horrors and abuses she’s endured here over the last twenty-eight years, you’ll agree with me on that if you care for her at all.”

It was the right move. Immediately, Amell’s eyes soften a bit, although his jaw stays locked tight. “I’ll bring you to Zora. It’s her choice whether she wants to see you or not.”

“Would you let her return to the Earth realm with me?” I ask tentatively.

“I’ll respect her wishes,” Amell clips out. But it’s what he doesn’t say that comes across in his tone—he feels he owes her something.

Or perhaps he needs redemption?

I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I’m fascinated that this Dark Fae—clearly royal and second in command to Kymaris—takes our appearance in stride.

Of course, he could be leading us into a trap, but that’s where it comes in handy to have two demi-gods who can decimate someone by blinking their eyes.

We follow Amell into Otaxis. Boral said royals don’t bother to come here, and Dark Fae seem to melt away from the winged fae as he walks the streets. He has a tremendous bearing and commands a respectful sort of fear from those we pass. It makes me wonder exactly what he can do.

I want to know how he has those damn wings.

Sadly, I don’t have the guts to ask those questions.

As we move through the city, some of the Dark Fae look at me with curiosity. Most, though, stare with open hostility while others regard me as if I’m a tasty snack. I don’t bother to put my hood back on since Amell is our escort, but it doesn’t necessarily mean I’m safe. Carrick and Maddox stay close to me on either side, but I’ll occasionally catch a Dark Fae gaping at me in shock. I can only assume they know Zora, and they’re startled by our nearly identical features. Besides the color of our hair, of course.

Up ahead, I recognize the bar where Zora had stopped for an awful drink in my dreams. That’s when I was able to look in the mirror and realize we were twins, but she had snowy white hair in a riot of curls.

I lean into Carrick, nodding toward the bar. “That’s where I first saw Zora. They serve alcohol in there that tastes like antifreeze.”

He mutters back, “Might I suggest you not drink or eat anything offered to you on this trip?”

“Agreed.”

Two blocks down, Amell turns right. It’s then that something hits me.

“No transportation,” I say aloud to no one in particular.

Amell looks over his shoulder at me, eyebrows raised.

“Everyone walks,” I explain. “Obviously, I wouldn’t expect modern modes of transport, but there aren’t even animals being ridden or pulling carts.”

“Many Dark Fae in the Underworld can bend distance, so that’s how they can travel efficiently. Those who can’t tend to stay in a localized area.”

“And just how many Dark Fae can do that down here?” I ask curiously. Because we don’t know much other than some stone magic was brought into the Underworld, bestowed upon some, while evolution helped develop the rest.

Amell stops and turns to face us. “Unlike Faere, where Nimeyah limits her subjects’ powers so she remains the strongest, we don’t do that here. Kymaris has been generous with the stone magic that came below, and evolution strengthened those abilities. Bending distance and conjuring can almost be considered commonplace.”

“And your wings?” I ask since he’s talking openly.

His voice is somber. “Through magic, I was able to receive back that which was stripped from me when I fell from grace. Not all Dark Fae want them, but they were important to me.”

I narrow my eyes. “Why are you sharing stuff so freely with us? We’re intruding in your realm. We are opposing your queen from above.”

“Me sharing this information changes nothing,” Amell points out. “Kymaris has risen, and she will tear down the veil. Earth will be hers, and my loyalties are to her. Nothing I’ve told you has any bearing on that.”

Hmmm. I have to chew on that one. This guy is slick, and I can’t figure him out.

With the thought that we still might be headed into a trap, we continue our journey, following Amell deeper into the city until he finally comes to a street lined with small square huts made like all the other structures with mud and stone. He heads to the third house down, which has thatching on the sloped roof, a window framed with wood but no glass, and a wooden door that’s not well made as the wood is worn and cracked.

Amell taps on it slightly and takes a step back. I stand directly behind him with Carrick and Maddox still flanking me and Boral to my rear. Amell is so wide, even with the expanse of his wings folded back, I can’t see the door when it opens.

Regardless, I can envision my sister, which makes my heart start to gallop.

It’s her voice I hear first. “Amell,” she says in surprise. “What are you doing here? You hardly ever come slumming.”

Turning his body sideways, he steps back to reveal me standing there. “I’ve brought your sister to you, Zora.”

His voice is hard. If I didn’t know any better, promises of retribution ring within. I spare him a glance, and his expression is stormy with anger as he looks at my sister.

Her eyes are on me, though, wide with surprise. She doesn’t seem to fear Amell’s fury over my existence or presence here.

I take a hesitant step forward, holding my hand up. “Hi, Zora. I’m Finley.”




CHAPTER 8


Finley

Zora looks like she’s seen a ghost and, in a way, I suppose she has. I’ve been nothing but a voice in her head—an intangible that she couldn’t see or touch.

Amell crosses his arms over his chest again, his overall posture and expression one of disapproval. I’m sure he takes issue with not only the fact I am here in this realm he is ruling, but I’m here for Zora. I have to imagine he’s irked because Zora never told him about me, and I’m dying to know just what type of relationship they have.

But first things first.

I want to hug my sister.

Potential outcomes of this could include Zora running away from me, blasting me with magic, or potentially vomiting from the enormity of what’s facing her. I expect she’s not had much loving touch in her life, and this could freak her out.

Doesn’t matter.

I need it, and, for once, I’m taking something for myself.

I move past Amell, then step over the threshold into her house without an invitation. Zora takes a step backward, but I keep coming her way. It’s only because she backs into a table that she stops, and it’s only then that I’m able to wrap my arms around her. One over her shoulder and the other around her waist, and I pull her to me tight.

Her body is as stiff as plywood and she doesn’t return the embrace, but I don’t care. This is a gift—a miraculous, joyous gift I’ve been given. If I only have these few moments to hug her, I’m going to latch on as long as I can.

“I’ve missed you,” I murmur as I squeeze tighter.

“You don’t even know me to miss me,” she points out, but I note her tone is without the usual rancor when we’ve talked before.

“Hoping to change that,” I say. To give her some space and not scare her off, I reluctantly release her and step back.

Zora smooths down the tunic she’s wearing, which looks like brown burlap, cut fairly close to her actual body shape with crisscross leather straps that meet right at her sternum and give her figure even more definition. The tunic falls to her hips, and she has on pants that look almost like they could be denim but are also brown. There are holes at the knees, and they are faded at the thighs. I imagine it’s from repeated washings. Maybe it’s her only pair. The thought she has so little hurts my heart.

She’s wearing a pair of brown leather boots that look well cared for, and as I glance around her bare home, they might be her most expensive possession. I wonder how she earns these things.

Her house is small and consists of only one room. There’s a stove, a small counter, a kitchen table with chairs, a bed in the corner with a trunk at the end, and a door at the back, which I assume leads outside. I don’t see a bathroom, but it would be rude to ask how she bathes. I know she smelled good when I hugged her, and her hair is clean and shiny. Her complexion is a bit pale, but it’s perfectly clear. It’s very weird here, and I can’t wait to learn more about it.

“Zora,” Amell says in a deep, commanding voice. Forgetting there are other people here, I jump, startled. I turn to see that the four men have crowded into her house, Amell somehow tucking his wings in even closer. “You’ve been keeping secrets from me.”


My gaze snaps back to Zora, wondering if she’ll cower from his anger because he is definitely pissed off at the knowledge she has a twin sister.

Instead, Zora lifts her chin, expression cool and detached. “Let’s not start playing the blame game when it comes to keeping secrets.”

Amell’s jaw tightens again, and I’m slightly fearful that she’s standing up to such a powerful Dark Fae. But he does no more than incline his head and take a step backward as if to say he’s removing himself from the conversation.

It’s with fascination that I see a flicker of remorse shadow Zora’s face, and she adds gently, “It wasn’t much of a secret, Amell. She contacted me a couple of times through some weird twin bond we have, but I pushed her away both times. I never thought she’d just show up here.”

That seems to appease Amell, who manages a curt nod of acceptance, but during the exchange, the important thing is that she kept our magical powers a secret. I mean, he may already know she has magic, but she didn’t rat me out—except about our ability to communicate telepathically—and that means something.

Zora turns to me, crossing her arms defensively. “Which begs the question… what are you doing here? I told you I didn’t want anything to do with you.”

“Technically,” I drawl with a sheepish look. “I asked if I could come to see you, but you never answered me.”

“That would have been a no,” she snaps.

“I took it as a maybe,” I reply.

“Who are they?” she asks, her gaze moving over to my crew near the door. All big, imposing men, but she’s not cowed in the slightest.

“My friends.” I decide on the simple explanation because I sense time is of the essence. I can explain my posse in more depth if she comes with me. “They journeyed here with me for protection.”

“Not much protection in a world filled with hundreds of thousands of Dark Fae and demons,” she sneers.

My instinct is to defend Carrick, Maddox, and Boral and their prowess, but I hold my tongue. “I was hoping this would be but a short visit, and we’d leave before we drew trouble upon ourselves.”

“Why exactly are you here?” Zora asks, cutting her gaze to Amell. He’s shifted his body to stare out her window.

“I want you to come to the Earth realm with me.” It’s a simple request, but it feels like my happiness is riding on it.

“There’s nothing for me there,” Zora replies, her eyes still focused on Amell as if she wants him to be part of this conversation.

“I’m there for you.” She jolts slightly before her attention shifts back to me. “I’m your twin. I love you.”

“You don’t know me,” she retorts.

I want to insist I do know her because she’s my identical twin and we’re bonded. But the truth is that she grew up in horrendous conditions. My life was charmed compared to hers. I don’t know her at all other than what I’ve learned—that she’s stubborn, mistrustful, and grumpy.

“I want to learn about you, Zora. I want to be your sister and your friend. I want to take you out of the Underworld and show you a much more beautiful way to live. I guess my question would be, why wouldn’t you want to give it a try?”

That seems to touch something as her expression saddens a bit, but then she nods toward Amell. “He’s going to bring me to the Earth realm when Kymaris lowers the veil.”

“I’m going to stop Kymaris from doing that,” I assert with confidence. But then I ask Amell my own question, taking a few steps his way so he has to acknowledge me. “But let’s say I fail—do you know what Kymaris is going to do to the humans in the Earth realm? Awful, horrible, evil things. You’d let Zora be subjected to that?”

“I’d protect her,” he insists.

“Will Kymaris let you protect her?” I counter, and I learn all I need to know when Amell’s gaze falls away and he doesn’t answer me.

He can’t.

Because he knows he has no sway with Kymaris if she gains control and subjugates humankind.

I turn back to Zora, walking resolutely to her until she backs into the table again to get away from me. My hands shoot out, taking hers, and I squeeze. “Look… we have eighteen days before the new moon when Kymaris will attempt to shred the veil. Give me that time. Come to my world and get to know me. Let me show you sunshine, autumn flowers, and the way the rain smells on spruce trees. Let me buy you the best cup of coffee you’ll ever have, and we’ll dine on fresh seafood. Come with me, Zora, and let me show you the life you could have.”

And then I stop talking—aloud anyway. I continue conversing with Zora in my head. Focusing on that dark space she had me in, I try to project my words to her mentally, which is how we communicated the last two times.

Zora… you might be able to help me stop Kymaris. If she succeeds, humans will be tortured and killed while the world turns extremely ugly. Our combined powers might be enough.

She stares at me blankly, and I’m not sure if she heard me, but then her voice rings inside my head. Amell says it’s impossible to stop her. She has everything she needs.

She has what she needs, I reply. But she doesn’t know I have powers. She doesn’t know my twin has powers. Does Amell know?

Her expression never deviates from bland disinterest in me. He knows I have powers, but not you.

I smile. Thank you for not telling him my secret.

That tells me that while Zora may have an attachment to Amell and she trusts him somewhat, she doesn’t trust him completely.

“If you’re done having a private conversation,” Amell says dryly, and Zora and I jerk apart. “I suggest Zora make her decision. Your group should not be in the Underworld.”

“Do you care if she comes with us?” I ask Amell.

He doesn’t answer me, but instead moves across the small room to Zora. I take a few steps back to give them space. I’m stunned by the show of affection when he puts his hands to her cheeks and bends to peer into her eyes. “I think you should go with them.”

Zora’s eyes flare wide. I’m so shocked by this that my heart nearly leaps out of my chest. “You do?” she asks incredulously.

“You should experience something beautiful while you can. The one thing your sister is right about is that when Kymaris takes over the Earth realm, it’s not going to be much different than your life here. Maybe even worse.”

Twisting slightly to study me, Zora considers her possibilities. Her gaze goes back to Amell, whose hands fall away from her face as if he doesn’t want to cause undue influence on her. She looks around her tiny drab house of mud.

When her attention goes back to Amell, she asks, “Will I see you again?”

“I’ll find you,” he promises. “Until then, you stay out of Kymaris’ way.”

Amell pivots and moves toward her door. Without looking back, he says, “Get packed.”

He’s silent as he leaves her home, and Carrick, Maddox, and Boral follow him out. She stares at the closed door for a moment before turning to me, looking equally scared and determined.

“Do you need help packing?” I ask.

She shakes her head.

“I’ll wait outside with the others.” I get the feeling she might want some alone time in her house to say goodbye to this life. There’s no way she’s coming back.

Outside, I find Amell with his back turned to Carrick, Maddox, and Boral, who quietly watch the foot traffic at the intersecting street.

I move to Amell, clearing my throat to get his attention. He turns to face me, his expression guarded.

“Will you tell Kymaris we were here?” I ask bluntly. “I know you warned Zora to stay away from her, but that doesn’t mean you won’t tell her about me being here. About us being sisters.”

Amell’s features harden, his voice goes low. “If you were returning without Zora, I’d tell Kymaris in a heartbeat. Actually, I probably would just kill you to save my queen the trouble.”

I swallow hard because there’s no levity in his tone.

He glances at Zora’s house, and then back to me. “As it stands, Zora is going with you and I won’t risk her life.”

I frown because he’s a conundrum that I bet I couldn’t figure out in a million years. “How can you serve Kymaris with such devotion and still care for Zora?”

Amell seems surprised by the question. “They are two very different things, and, so far, they have not conflicted.”

“And if they do conflict at some point,” I ask pointedly. “Where would your loyalty lie?”

He doesn’t even bother to consider the merits or ethics of my question. He merely inclines his head and rumbles, “Let’s hope it never comes to that.”

The door to Zora’s house opens and she steps onto the short stoop, a brown burlap bag that can’t hold more than one change of clothes slung over her shoulder. She pulls the door shut before walking toward Amell. I move toward Carrick to give them some space.

I can’t hear their conversation, and I refuse to use my super-hearing to eavesdrop. Amell bends his head near Zora’s, and they carry on in hushed murmurs. I have no clue what they’re saying, but Amell’s expression is concerned and there’s a hint of tenderness there. Zora nods and seems to offer him reassurances. They don’t touch each other in any way, and I’m almost disappointed when she turns away from him without a hug. For some reason, I have romantic notions about them in my head, and I have no clue why.

My sister walks my way, eyes pinned on me, and she doesn’t look back at her home or Amell for one final farewell.

“I’m ready,” she says.

I smile. “Me too.”




CHAPTER 9


Finley

It’s way too awkward… Zora’s homecoming to Carrick’s condo. We’re met by Zaid, Titus, Rainey, and Myles, and I can tell Zora is immediately and completely overwhelmed. She doesn’t handle introductions well, and I’m not sure if there’s just a shyness about her, an inherent distrust in everything so she’s naturally standoffish, or she just doesn’t care to get to know people.

Zaid, Titus, and Myles merely smile when I introduce them.

Rainey tries to rush forward with a hug. I give a hard shake of my head, causing her to screech to a halt, which is good because Zora is already treading backward to avoid the contact.

Of course, she runs right into Maddox, who steadies her with a hand to her back. Whipping around, she hisses, “Get your hands off me.”

Maddox, ever the happy-go-lucky demi-god and not about to be put off by a prickly human, grins and winks. “You know, women clamor to have my hands on them. You should count yourself lucky.”

I think Zora might be offended, or maybe confused because I don’t even know if she understands the ways of men and women, but she must know something because she rolls her eyes.

This relieves me because it means she can hold her own, but then I catch something on Maddox’s face. It’s not mere teasing or a hint of flirting. I see something deeper in his eyes when he looks at Zora, and I register a genuine interest in her.

As a person.

More accurately, as a woman.

And that is not good. The last thing Zora needs is the complication of an interested Maddox in her already-shaky start to life in the Earth realm.

I swoop in to diffuse things. “How about I give you a tour of the condo? Just me and you,” I add, so she knows the whole gang won’t be following.

She nods gratefully.

Turning to glance at my friends gathered in the kitchen, I suggest quietly, “Give us some time.”

The tour of the condo doesn’t take long, despite the enormous size. I start down in the secret library, explaining mostly about Carrick being a demi-god and what that means. Her knowledge of things outside the Underworld is somewhat limited, although I can tell Amell has told her some things over the years.

For example, in the library, she pulls a book from a shelf—written in English—and starts reading a few paragraphs. “Amell taught me,” she explains, and then shocks me further. “I’m fluent in four other languages.”

Which maybe shouldn’t be shocking. I imagine there’s not a lot to do to occupy the time in the Underworld.

We avoid the kitchen on the rest of the tour since everyone is waiting there. As one might expect from someone who lived underground their entire life, Zora is captivated not by the luxuries inside Carrick’s condo, but by the views outside. It’s a fortuitously sunny day, and the Puget Sound sparkles like diamonds. The sky is clear and blue without a cloud in sight. From the southern part of the condo, I point out Mt. Rainer in the distance.

“We can go out soon to explore the city,” I say, her wondrous sighs at what she sees outside the windows exciting me. I’m sure Carrick will call it unwarranted and dangerous, but I’m not missing out on showing my sister everything.

“Let me show you the rest of the condo,” I say, then lead her around the perimeter. I take her to see the bedroom I share with Carrick, Maddox’s room, the man cave, and the other guest bedrooms with adjoining bathrooms before ending up in the suite I had occupied before moving into Carrick’s room.

“You and I wear the same size clothing,” I explain after we enter, pulling open the closet doors. Before we left, I had put half of my clothes in here for her. “These are all yours to wear, and we can shop for more.”

Zora barely spares them a glance, poking her head into the bathroom. I don’t have it in me to satisfy my curiosity just now as to what her bath facilities were like, but I take great joy in showing her how the shower, bath, and toilet work.

When she follows me back into the bedroom, I turn to her with an eager smile. “What would you like to do first? Want something to eat? Want to go out and explore? The Space Needle is a must for any visitor. Oh, I know… a spa day. We should do a spa day together.”

Zora frowns in confusion, and I’m sure I’m speaking what must be akin to a foreign language. “Actually,” she says in a detached voice. “I think I’d just like to be alone for a while. This is a lot to take in.”

Guilt flushes through me as I realize I’m throwing way too much at her too fast. My zeal and excitement to have my twin here is overshadowing the fact that my sister might be slightly traumatized by her sudden change in circumstances. I need to back off, but I’m sure as hell not leaving her alone.

Smiling apologetically, I step forward slowly and take her hands in mine. I can feel her instinct to jerk back, but I hold tight. “I’m sorry. This has got to be incredibly overwhelming to you, and I’m not doing a good job at easing you into things. So let’s slow down a bit.”

“Maybe after I rest a bit—”

“I’m not leaving you, Zora,” I admonish, then lead her over to the bed. “We can talk. Get to know each other. Or we can sit here in silence while you absorb things. But you’ve been alone far too long, and that’s one thing I’m not budging on.”

“You’re going to stay by my side indefinitely?” she asks, one beautifully shaped and pale white eyebrow cocked.

“Not indefinitely,” I reassure her with a chuckle. “But for the next few hours. Let’s just talk, okay? And we can talk about whatever you want. No pressure at all.”

I point to the bed. “Pop a squat.”

Zora’s eyebrows knit in confusion.

“Here,” I exclaim as I move around the bed. “Like this.”

I hop on the bed, fluff a pillow up against the headboard, and lean back against it. Stretching my legs out, I cross them at the ankles and pat the space beside me. “Come sit.”

She’s not as exuberant in popping her squat, but she manages to settle herself up against the headboard, clasping her hands together on her lap as she looks around the room. “Are these typical living conditions?” Zora asks.

I snort, shaking my head. “No. This is one percent of the one percent.”

“I don’t understand.”

I really have to stop using cliches with her. “Carrick’s home is not typical at all. He’s incredibly wealthy, and everything here is very extravagant. I’ll take you to my house sometime. It’s probably more representative of the average person.”

“Which I’m sure is still far superior to the living conditions in the Underworld,” she murmurs.

“Actually, we do have many places in the world where it’s pretty awful. The Earth realm is not without its problems, but it’s so much better than where you were since we have sunlight here.”

Silence falls between us, and I realize sitting side by side is not conducive to meaningful conversation. I rise and reposition myself further down the bed where I sit cross-legged, facing Zora.

“Can I ask you a question about Amell?”

When Zora nods, I’m surprised. For some reason, I thought he might be an off-limit topic until we got to know each other better.

“I was really surprised he suggested you come, which told me that he cares for you.” I pause because I’m just setting the background for my real curiosity. “What did he say to you right before we left?”

Zora’s expression is bittersweet. “He told me to give you a chance.”

Yup. That definitely proves that he cares for her. And now I’m just being nosy. “Do you have feelings for him?”

I don’t get an answer. Instead, Zora looks down at her interlaced fingers. While I wait for her to decide what she wants to share, I remind myself to keep an open mind. Everything I know about Dark Fae tells me that Amell should be cruel, evil, and incapable of caring for Zora. But I’ve learned that nothing is as it seems when it comes to the fae and other immortals.

“It’s hard for me to describe what I feel for Amell,” Zora admits, and it’s quite the admission. It means she’s conflicted and vulnerable, and Zora has strived so hard to maintain a tough exterior. “He’s done a lot for me over the years.”

“Are you two… um… intimate?” I ask cautiously. Because Zora is a beautiful woman, and Amell is about as gorgeous as a fae can be.

“If you are asking if we have sex, then yes… we’re intimate.” She’s very matter-of-fact, yet there’s not a hint of fondness regarding the relationship they have.

The Underworld’s equivalent of friends with benefits? I don’t ask for clarification, letting Zora tell me only what she’s comfortable with. As it stands, I have no clue how she was treated as a baby, a toddler, a child, a teenager, or a woman. I don’t know if she had protection or if she was allowed to be used the way she was when they pumped her full of magic.

Hell, I’m not sure if I want to know the details because I’m afraid they’ll be too horrible for me to process.

Regardless, Zora will tell me when and if she’s ever ready.

“I have an idea,” I say with an encouraging smile. “How about I tell you about myself?”

“Okay,” she says, although I’m dismayed over the lack of enthusiasm in her voice. She does sit up straighter against the headboard, though, and crosses her legs Indian-style to match mine.

I don’t start my story from the beginning, which would mean talking about how she was stolen and replaced with a changeling for twenty-eight years. I also don’t want to hit her with the fact our parents are dead.

So I start at my early adulthood—considered the now-mundane part of my life—and prattle on about my failed attempt at college, my job jumping and inability to measure up to my perfect sister, and finally how I ended up at One Bean as a barista and then became the owner. I go on far too long about coffee and its importance to Seattle. This leads into a bit of a geography lesson for her, but when I see her eyes starting to glaze over, I shut my yap to give her time to digest.

She narrows in on the lynchpin that bridges my old life with my current one. “And what of Carrick? What is he to you?”

A low laugh bubbles out as I look down at my lap before giving her my eyes again. “He’s everything to me. My entire life. My reason for living.”

Confusion flits across Zora’s face, almost as if she can’t understand those types of feelings.

“Perhaps I should tell you our story from the beginning,” I suggest softly. “And that will sort of lead into how I came to find out about you and why we’re trying to stop Kymaris from taking over the Earth realm.”

Zora nods. “Okay.”

“But first,” I say slyly, rolling off the bed. “We need major snacks for this. I’ll be right back.”

Before leaving the room, I give a backward glance at her before nodding at the closet. “You can change into some more comfortable clothes if you want.”

Her gaze moves slowly to her left, and I leave her alone as she considers.

In the kitchen, everyone is still there, waiting on some news about how she’s settling in. All eyes turn to me expectantly.

“I’m just here for food,” I say as I rummage through the pantry for chips.

“I’ll make you a charcuterie board,” Zaid announces, grabbing my elbow and pulling me out of the storage closet. “And deliver it to Zora’s room for you both to share.”

And… I’m not going to argue with that. Gratefully, I smile and move to the fridge, grabbing some water and two Cokes. I don’t drink soda—those are actually Maddox’s obsession—but I want Zora to try one.

“Well,” Rainey drawls, grabbing my attention. “How’s it going?”

“Slowly,” I admit with a tiny sigh. “She’s overwhelmed. This is a lot, so I’m just slowing things down and talking at her pace. I’m letting her tell me what she wants. Right now, I’m blathering on all about Carrick and me.”

Carrick smirks knowingly, and I roll my eyes.

“I would suggest you all disperse and go about your day,” I tell the crowd. “I’ll be with Zora the entire time.”

“And tonight?” Carrick asks suggestively.

“I might have a slumber party with her,” I quip and shoot him a wink, which makes him laugh.

I wouldn’t really do that. Zora would think it was so weird her first night here, and I’d miss Carrick too much.

But maybe we’ll get there.

I leave the kitchen and my friends behind.

The love of my life behind.

I head back into Zora’s bedroom so we can continue to get to know each other at whatever pace she’ll allow.

*     *     *

It’s almost midnight when I creep into the bedroom I share with Carrick, but the creeping is unnecessary. He waits for me in the bed, sitting up against the backboard and reading a book. He’s shirtless and the sheets are pulled up over his hips, but I can tell he’s naked underneath.

It’s how he always sleeps, although I still prefer one of his t-shirts. I like the comfort his smell brings me.

Eyes lifting, Carrick puts the book on the nightstand. “All talked out?”

I yawn as I move to my side of the bed and flop onto it, rolling to my back and coming to rest beside him. I stare up at the ceiling. “I’m totally all talked out. Meaning, we really only talked about me.”

“Understandable,” he says, flipping to his side and leaning on an elbow to slightly hover over me, forcing me to look at him and not the ceiling. “You’re going to be far more open. She’s going to be closed tight as a clam. You have to give it time.”

“I know.” The whine in my voice isn’t flattering. “It’s just… we don’t have a lot of time. The new moon is around the corner, and I’ve lost twenty-eight years with her. Not only am I trying to make up for that, but I’ve also got to learn how to break through the wall she’s put up around herself.”

“I have faith in you.” Carrick dips his head, then brushes his lips over my forehead. “So what exactly did you two talk about?”

I scoot up onto the pillow, rolling to my side to face him. He drops down to his pillow, too, our arms both curled under ourselves for support. “I fed her light information first. Me as an adult, dropping out of college, all the jobs I’ve had, and then finally my rise through One Bean to owner. Kept it simple and let her ask questions if she was curious to know more.”

“And was she? Curious?”

“She was,” I reply, taking note of the relief I feel now like I felt earlier when she showed genuine interest. “Eventually, she got around to asking about our parents. That led to talking about the changeling ceremony. I could tell she was relieved the daemon that stole her had frozen them, so they had no clue what had happened.”

Carrick nods. “Making it clear she was not forsaken or abandoned.”

“Exactly,” I concur. “She knew there was no one to save her.”

“Save her from what is the question,” Carrick murmurs thoughtfully.

“We most certainly didn’t get into that,” I say with heavy regret. “But it’s what I really need to know. I need to know what was done to her, so I can help her overcome it.”

Eyes locked on mine, Carrick brushes hair behind my ear. “You’ll get there, I promise. I think over the next few days, you two need to spend some focused time with each other. Keep it laid back with no pressure for her to talk about anything if she doesn’t want to. She’ll eventually open up.”

“And you know this how?” I ask skeptically.

Carrick smirks. “Five thousand years of living. You learn a few things about people.”

“Your wisdom is indeed unparalleled,” I commend with a grin.

His smile back isn’t playful. Instead, it borders on lecherous as he moves back up to his elbow to loom over me. “Want to see what else I’ve learned in five thousand years?” His voice is a deep rumble that I feel throughout my entire body, but most concentrated between my legs.

“I thought I’ve already seen all you had to teach me,” I tease, scooting in closer.

Carrick’s eyes start to glow as he runs his gaze down my body, sucking his lower lip in between his teeth. “One thing I’ve learned is foreplay really shouldn’t be marred by the painstaking and often awkward task of clothing removal.”

I don’t immediately comprehend what he’s saying until, with a wave of his hand, I’m suddenly as naked as he is. I can’t help but laugh in delight. “What else did you learn?”

Carrick rolls partially over me, pressing his palm down into the mattress at my ribs and caging me in. His head hangs low, lips just out of reach of mine. “I’ve learned that magic can be used in foreplay.”

And without him touching me in any way, it feels as if a thousand tongues and fingers are between my legs.

I groan, my back arching and my legs spreading as I’m probed, prodded, licked, and sucked while Carrick remains perfectly still and watches me closely for a reaction.

I manage to pry my eyes open, staring at him helplessly as pleasure takes my body hostage. Magical touches are felt on my breasts, my clit, between my ass cheeks, and inside of me. Within just moments, I’m wracked with an orgasm that shreds me to pieces.

“Fuck, that’s beautiful,” Carrick growls.

I’m delirious, only half aware Carrick is pushing my legs apart and driving himself into me. My legs automatically wrap around his hips, my arms around his neck, and I hang on as he fucks me as if his life depends on it.

I feel like my life depends on it, too.

Our lovemaking is turbulent as I dangle from the slim ledge of a precipice, afraid to fall without him. But then Carrick drives deep, gathers me tightly in his arms, and buries his face in my neck as he unleashes inside me.

So… I let go.

I fall into bliss with him, cherishing this moment in my heart because I don’t know what tomorrow will bring.




CHAPTER 10


Finley

I watch Zora reach for another croissant, which has become her favorite breakfast food, meaning Zaid has made sure there are plenty every morning. He set us up to eat out on the patio even though it’s a little chilly, but once he fires up the outdoor heaters, it ends up being simply perfect.

My elbows on the table, both hands around my coffee cup as it hovers in front of my face, I watch Zora slather butter and jelly on the flaky pastry and then take a large bite. I have no clue if someone taught her table etiquette in the Underworld, but I think the way she attacks food has less to do with manners and more to do with taste and abundance.

I look down at my bowl of fruit and oatmeal, and then longingly at the croissants in the center of the table.

Fuck it.

You only live once, right?

Well, actually, I’ve lived many more than that, but I am currently in this life. Putting my coffee down, I glance at my watch before reaching for a croissant. Before long, we’ll be heading over to One Bean. The interior re-build is done, so there’s nothing left to do but move in equipment, furniture, and decor. Rainey wants to show off her progress today.

It will be Zora’s first foray out of the condo and into the city.

The last three days, everyone has given us space to hang out as we continue to learn about each other. As evidenced by Carrick taking his breakfast in the kitchen with Maddox, Titus, and Zaid while we sit out here looking over the Sound on another uncharacteristically sunny day.

While Maddox is living at the condo permanently now, Titus is not. He explained he has a hotel where he stays in the evenings, but he spends his days at the condo since we continually discuss options, plans, and contingencies. He and I have started working out together in the gym each day… just like old times.

I’ve learned a lot about my sister the last few days, but it’s mainly surface stuff. Most of it revolves around the differences between the Earth realm and the Underworld as she makes continual and delightful discoveries.

For example, the first time she tasted a strawberry, I thought she might faint from pure pleasure. I learned there was no such thing as fruit in the Underworld. There was merely protein derived from animals that were cultivated there—and I shudder at the memory of some I had seen during my dream trip—grain from low-yielding crops grown with artificial sunlight through magic and a handful of vegetable varieties grown the same way.

There were not a lot of choices to those that lived outside of the castle, although Zora told me that sometimes Amell would bring her delicacies he was able to get from his trips through the veil. He was one such Dark Fae that had the power to do so.

I was also shocked to learn that Kymaris had the same ability to travel through the veil and she would sometimes travel to the Earth realm. But she never stayed long, returning to her duties as supreme ruler of the Underworld where she quietly bided her time to enact the changeling ritual that would give her tremendous powers for her permanent escape from Hell.

So no, Zora didn’t have the luxuries of ripe fruit, farm fresh eggs, or flaky croissants. She even found processed foods to be almost magical to her existence. When I showed her a can of soup, she was so fascinated by the can opener, she opened several cans in the pantry to taste what was inside. It was the canned beets that ultimately stopped her raid. She proclaimed them vile as she washed her mouth out in the kitchen sink.

Of course, any time she turned on a faucet, she would get sidetracked by the mere convenience of running water that was temperature controlled.

They had water in Otaxis since the Underworld had been divinely created for creatures to exist there, which meant the basics to sustain life were provided. But water came in rivers, streams, and small ponds. Rudimentary plumbing went to bathhouses, but the water was not warmed. Toilet facilities were shared among a grouping of homes or apartment buildings. Any water needed for cooking was from an outdoor pump and brought inside.

It was crude living at best, yet it was all Zora ever knew. She hadn’t realized there was a better way, so she had no complaints.

But now that she was experiencing these things—for example, bubble baths, television, and central heating and air—I could tell she was starting to comprehend just how bad she’d had it.

And because of that realization, she stopped exclaiming in delight over the wonders of this world and started having moody reflections about what she had lost by being kidnapped from it as a baby. While she never quite opened up and poured these feelings out to me, she would make short remarks that fed my growing anger toward Kymaris and what she had done to Zora. I decided to leave it alone, knowing if her own anger continued to build, I would hopefully be the one she would fully open up to.

When the patio door slides open, Maddox saunters out, giving me the barest flicker of a smile in greeting before his gaze moves to Zora. He’s made no attempt to hide his interest in my sister, either through focused looks or overt flirting.

Half of it goes over her head, and the half that she gets makes her irritable. Either way, she blows him off every time.

I had considered stepping in and telling Maddox to leave her alone, but when I realized Zora’s greatest emotions seem to come from fending off his attentions, I backed off. No matter what anyone says, that woman needs to learn how to feel emotion.

“Good morning,” Maddox drawls as he approaches the table, eyes pinned on Zora. She’s me in every way except the white hair, yet Maddox has never looked at me that way.

And I know damn well it’s not her white hair that has him so intrigued.

Zora ignores him, pulling another croissant from the platter and putting butter on it. Maddox reaches into the fruit bowl and nabs a few blackberries, tossing them into his mouth one at a time as he patiently waits for Zora to give him some attention.

I watch silently.

When she doesn’t, even after she’s finished putting jelly on her croissant, Maddox places a hand on the table and bends slightly toward her. “I suppose you wouldn’t be willing to share your croissant with me, would you, sweet?”

Zora lazily swings her gaze his way. She smiles, reaches her hand out as if she’s handing him the bread. Maddox blinks in surprise, straightens, and moves to take the offering.

Except before his hand makes it there, she drops it from her own, watching as it tumbles to the ground. She nods down at it, her smile going flat. “Hope you enjoy it.”

Maddox isn’t in the slightest bit offended, which is actually why I don’t ask him to stop these silly flirtations. He takes every bit of disdain Zora throws at him in stride, and I know it’s because, deep down inside, he recognizes—like the rest of us do—that she comes from horrendous circumstances and needs more time to adjust.

Slapping his hand to his heart dramatically, he says, “Oh… that hurts, love.”

“Not your love,” she mutters, snatching another croissant to doctor back up for her consumption.

Maddox shoots me a glance, winks, and turns on his booted heel to leave us alone again.

“He’s very annoying,” Zora says primly when the patio door shuts behind the demi-god.

“That’s his way of trying to get you to smile and open up,” I explain.

Zora snorts, and it’s the first time I’ve actually seen her show genuine amusement. “Finley,” she drawls, giving me a chastising look. “He merely wants to have sex with me, is all.”

“No,” I immediately deny, picking up my coffee to take a sip. Although I know Maddox is indeed attracted to her, he’d never press that right now.

“Yes,” she asserts, and then picks off a piece of croissant. Holding it before her mouth, she looks me straight in the eye. “He’s going about it wrong, though. If he wants to have sex, he just has to ask. All this other stuff he does to get my attention is wearing on me.”

I suck coffee into my airway, then start choking and coughing, I’m so stunned by her actual insight into the male psyche and that she’s so matter-of-fact about it.

Taking note of my reaction, she asks, “What?”

Shaking my head, I give her an apologetic look. “Nothing. Sorry. It’s just… you’re very cavalier about sex.”

Zora shrugs. “I’ve only ever had it with Amell, and it feels amazing. Don’t you view it the same way?”

“Yes,” I say without hesitation, but then lower my voice as I lean forward. “It’s just… sex is often tied up with emotions. In our society, you usually get to know someone a little bit before you have sex with them. That’s why Maddox is trying to get you to open up to him with his flirting.”

Zora turns to look thoughtfully at the sliding glass door before shrugging. Bringing her attention back to me, she says, “Wasted energy. Like I said… if he wants sex, he just needs to get to the point.”

I’m stunned silent a moment before I ask, “And would you have sex with him?”

Another shrug. “He’s pleasing to look at. He seems like he’d be good at it.”

“What about Amell?” I ask hesitantly.

“What about him?” she replies, brow furrowed.


And never has it been more apparent than it is in this moment that Zora was raised in a society that is radically different than ours. Love isn’t something to strive for. Apparently, sex is only about how the body feels. And loyalties to a person don’t extend into physical relationships. It’s all so fascinating and, yet, in these modern times, it’s actually what many women strive for. I know lots of people who are all about the friends-with-benefits lifestyle.

I decide it’s time to change the subject. I really don’t want to know more about Zora’s sexual proclivities, nor do I feel like I need to dissuade her from Maddox. If they have sex, so be it. I know he won’t hurt her heart, because hers is encased in a thick wall.

And Maddox isn’t looking for anything serious, so he wouldn’t be hurt either.

To each his own.

But since Zora is in a talking mood, I take advantage. “Can I ask where you were raised while you were in the Underworld?”

Zora’s eyes move from her croissant to me, then back to the croissant where she pulls off another piece. She puts it in her mouth, chews slowly, and swallows now that she’s been somewhat satiated by the first one she ate. “A Dark Fae couple took me in. Gave me a bed, some clothes, and provided me with food. In return, Amell gave them tokens, but he visited me regularly. He took it upon himself to educate me with books he brought back from the Earth realm.”

I had previously learned that their system of currency was by wooden coins called tokens that could be used to buy goods. I had shown her our currency as well as explained banks, interest, credit cards, and PayPal. This was after I had shown her a computer, which had completely boggled her.

“Why didn’t Amell just have you live with him?” I ask.

Zora’s expression says she thinks that’s a dumb question. “He’s royalty. He lives in the castle. I was a lowly human.”

“That doesn’t make you lowly,” I retort in offense for my sister.

“Did you know that was all I was called for years?” she asks, a slight bitterness to her voice. “Human. In fact, I didn’t even know the word human was my species classification. I actually thought it was a name.”

My throat goes desert dry. “You’re kidding?” I manage to rasp.

Zora shakes her head. “It wasn’t until I was in my teens… I don’t know what age, but I know my body was starting to change. My breasts were getting fuller, and I had my period. I didn’t understand those things and neither did the Dark Fae I lived with. So I asked Amell on one of his visits. He was the one who finally sat me down and told me what a human was. He also explained my periods and pregnancy—although pregnancy would be irrelevant to me since humans can’t procreate with fae—and made sure I had appropriate undergarments and tampons from the Earth realm to use.”

“Fuck,” I murmur in disgust.

“Amell named me, too,” Zora says, a tiny smile of fondness gracing her beautiful face. “He actually named me Zorasha, which means little bird, but he only calls me Zora.”

“Your name is very beautiful,” I say, which is the truth. But it’s also the only thing I can think to say right now. Otherwise, I might start a cursing rant about how unfair life was to her.

Another shrug because she doesn’t care for compliments. “Amell found me a home of my very own to live in and ended up giving me tokens so I could care for myself.”

“How old were you?” I ask, wondering if she even knows such things as she had told me before that birthdays were irrelevant.

“Sixteen,” she replies without hesitation.

I frown in confusion. “So you did recognize your birthday each year?”

“I told you celebrations were irrelevant,” she chides. “But Amell always reminded me each year of the day I was brought to the Underworld. So I had been there sixteen years when he moved me to my own place.”

“That seems a little young,” I muse out.

“He didn’t like the way the couple I lived with treated me,” she replied flatly. “Moreover, he didn’t like how the male started looking at me as I got older.”

I can’t stop the full-body shudder as I realize how vulnerable Zora was there. Not just to abuse and being an outcast, but to violations to her body.

“Did he… were you…”

I can’t even bring myself to ask.

“Nothing was ever taken from me that I wasn’t willing to give,” Zora says, understanding my concern.

“And you willingly gave to Amell.” My tone is soft, nonjudgmental. Clearly, Amell was a saving grace to her, even though he’s evil and loyal to Kymaris.

“I sort of forced myself on him,” Zora says with a grin, and I can see pride gleaming in her eyes. “I knew what sex was, because Amell had told me about it in the years past when he explained my periods and pregnancy. I figured out how to pleasure myself on my own. I wanted to put two and two together, and Amell was the one I wanted to do it with.”

I’m simply amazed at my sister. Despite the circumstances in which she was raised, her confidence in herself is astounding.

Lifting my coffee cup, I take a quick sip. “And um… how old were you when you and Amell…”

Zora tips her head in curiosity, wondering why that’s even a relevant question. One day, I’ll explain our societal rules with age and sex. I’m relieved when she answers, though. “It was just a few years ago. I had noticed he looked at me differently, especially when he’d take me flying—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I interrupt, holding my hand up. “Change of subject. He’d take you flying?”

“It brought me joy,” she explains. “Amell liked to see me happy, so yes… he took me flying starting when I was fairly young. I’ve been all over the Underworld with him.”

“And when you got older?” I press, because, gosh, it seems so romantic that the handsome Dark Fae would take young Zora on trips through the great caverns of the Underworld simply because flight brought her joy.

For the first time since my sister joined me here in the Earth realm, I see a true look of genuine happiness on her face. “Just a few years ago, I learned to fly myself.”

“What?” I exclaim, scooting my chair back slightly.

And then I almost pass out from shock when, with a huge rustling sound, wings erupt behind Zora and flare outward. White as her hair, delicate and not overly large. They tremor slightly, the feathers puffing out, and then she folds them back to where I can’t see them.

There’s no holding me back. I jump out of my chair and walk around the table, behind her chair to look at her back. Reaching out, I move her long hair out of the way. The long-sleeved flannel she’s wearing is undisturbed, but I don’t think I expected to see ripped material. The wings are obviously magical, and she could make them appear how she wanted to.

Slowly, I walk back around her chair, staring at Zora in amazement.

She tips her head back to make eye contact, lowering her voice secretively. “This is how I have power.”

“What do you mean?” I whisper.

“Amell wanted me to be able to fly, so every time they pushed magic into me and twisted it dark, he taught me how to harness some of it and hold it tight in a place all to myself. From there, it grew and grew over time. He had wanted me to have something when it was all over that I could use to bring me joy, and probably to help protect myself to some extent.”

“He gave you the ability to fly?” I say in amazement, and then I’m completely thunderstruck. “It’s why you and I have matching feathers on our legs. Why they appeared when Kymaris left stasis and entered the changeling. I thought there was some sort of angel connection but that doesn’t really make sense. It has to do with your wings and love of flying. I bet when she left to come to Earth, and you held tight to the power you’d been hiding, somehow our twin bond breached the veil too and we became tethered. The feather must just be a symbol born of your love of flying.”

Zora shrugs, clearly not caring too much about the significance.

My mind starts racing as I move back to my chair. I wonder if I can give myself wings to fly? I also wonder how deep Zora’s powers go and if they are completely dark, or if she held onto anything light when Pyke first juiced her up?

I would find those things out, but I ask her something that’s actually more pressing. “There’s going to be a battle with Kymaris. Will you fight with us?”

Zora’s eyes come to mine, and the sparkle that had been there talking about wings and flight dies. “It’s not my battle.”

“No, but it’s mine,” I say, hoping she’s accepted a bit of the sisterly bond on some level. “And I’m asking you to help. You have powers, and we need every bit we can muster.”

Zora drops her half-eaten croissant on her plate, then wipes her hands with a napkin. “Finley… I don’t know what my powers are. I don’t know much of what I can do other than fly and apparently communicate with you telepathically.”

“How is that possible you don’t know how to use your powers?” I ask.

“There wasn’t a lot of time to practice anything. Amell didn’t teach me much other than flying and some protection stuff. But I can feel I have something strong inside of me. I just don’t know if it would ever help.”

“But would you help if you could?” I ask. “Because Kymaris is your enemy, too, no matter how much you might not think you have a dog in this fight.”

“Dog in this fight?” she asks in confusion.

“A stake in the outcome,” I clarify, and she nods in understanding.

“I’ll consider your request,” she says, and I can tell that’s all she’s willing to commit to at this point. But that’s okay. We still have a little over two weeks for me to work on her, and I’m going to make it a priority that we figure out her powers.

“Zora,” I say softly, needing to know something else that could be a bit delicate. “Where does Amell really stand? Is he evil? Will he truly fight beside Kymaris? And if he had to make a choice between you and Kymaris, what would that choice be?”

“I don’t know,” Her tone says Amell is a puzzle that she’s never really tried to figure out. “It’s never been important to know where he stands with Kymaris as she’s been in stasis and then gone.”

“It’s important now,” I point out.

“It’s also moot, as I’m here and he’s in the Underworld. But make no mistake… he’s as dark as they come. He’s an original Fallen. He’s second in command under Kymaris, so I have to believe his loyalty is strictly with her. He’s known her thousands upon thousands of years. He’s known me for only twenty-eight.”

“But he clearly cares for you.” I need her to focus on the good in him.

“Care and loyalty are two very different things,” Zora says, and yes… that succinctly describes the dilemma with Amell. I make a mental note that when this all goes down, we probably need to keep Zora away from him. I’m not sure I could bear to witness her pain if he turned on her, because while she keeps emotions cool where he’s concerned, I have to believe that there’s more to how she feels about him than what I’m seeing simply because she’s a human.

And as I’ve been taught by Zaid and even Boral, evil can become good.

I glance down at my watch again and curse. “Crap… it’s about time for us to go.”

Zora nods. She pushes her chair back, but, before rising, she says, “You don’t really want to go, do you?”

I blink in surprise. “You mean to One Bean?”

“Yeah, to One Bean,” she confirms. “I mean… it’s your coffee shop. You’ve told me about all your hard work to make it to ownership, and how much you loved it. It’s on the verge of being ready to re-open, and yet I sense that you just don’t want to be bothered with it.”

Now, that is uncanny, because I have done nothing but speak in glowing terms of my business and how well Rainey has done putting it all back together for me so I could concentrate on the prophecy.

It must be an identical twin thing—her being able to read emotions I’m keeping down deep—and I need to make sure I never forget that I might not be able to hide things from Zora if it ever came down to needing to.

But she asked me a question, and I’m going to give her an honest answer as I stand from my chair, too. “I love One Bean, don’t get me wrong. But… it’s just with the prophecy now being my priority, I don’t have a lot of room for it. My life is so different now, I’m going to die soon most likely, and—”

“Die,” Zora exclaims, her face paling.

We have not discussed this in detail, but now I need to fill her in. “A seer in Faere said I’ll have to bear a sacrifice to thwart the prophecy. The prevailing theory is that it means my life.”

Zora stares at me a long while, before shaking her head. “How can you be so cavalier about it?”

“I’m not,” I say, taking a step toward her. I grab her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “I’ve just accepted it.”

“You make it sound so easy to die,” she says, her gaze moving off to look out over the city. “I don’t think I could be that brave.”

I glance at my watch one more time, and we might be a little late. “It’s a little easier to be brave about it when I know I’ll come back.”

“Because you’ll be reincarnated and Carrick will find you,” she surmises. When I first told her all about Carrick, I told her everything, including about Rune’s curse.

“That’s how I’m brave, Zora,” I assure her. “Not from anything inherently strong inside. I know that death isn’t permanent for me, and maybe that’s why I was the one chosen to stop the prophecy.”

“But Rune could decide not to bring you back on a whim,” she points out.

I nod grimly, my chest constricting at the thought. It’s something I think about a lot. Rune thinks he’s torturing Carrick with my death each time he takes me, but, at some point, he might figure out the greatest torture is in not letting me come back.

Zora makes an observation I’ve repeated over and over again like a mantra. “That makes it more important than ever for you to stop this prophecy.”

“Yeah,” I agree as we head inside the condo. “I don’t want to come back into the world with Kymaris ruling it.”

I don’t like to think about it. What would my life be like if I was unsuccessful? Would Carrick and I be able to survive? Would we even be able to find each other in a world where Hell was now on Earth?

I push those thoughts out of my head as we gather our things and head down to Carrick’s limo. It’s a short ride to the shop, but he insisted on it so we could all ride together.

We exit the back when the driver opens the door… me, Zora, Maddox, Carrick, Titus, and Zaid. It’s a showing of friendship that we all came, because truly… this was a big deal for Rainey. While Zora knows my level of excitement isn’t where it should be, I resolve to put on a big, enthusiastic show for my friend.

Boral isn’t with us. Instead, he decided to stay clear in case Kymaris’ minions are watching. He’s going to try to gently work his way closer to them, and has reached out to Kaesar in an attempt to “casually catch up” and glean any other information. So far, Kaesar hasn’t responded.

Rainey meets us at the front door, Myles standing just behind her. I look up at the beautiful facade of One Bean with its worn, red brick walls, the upper balcony surrounded in black wrought iron, and the marquis letters spelling out the name of the coffee shop. Admittedly, there’s a tiny pull occurring right now and perhaps I actually did miss this more than I had thought.

“I’m so glad all of you came,” Rainey gushes as she steps out to hold the door open for us. We walk in single file past her, where Myles greets us with fist bumps and smiles.

I haven’t seen Rainey and Myles in the last few days, as, like the others, they’re giving me space to spend time with Zora. While I know Rainey still has reservations about Zora’s trustworthiness and there has to be a little bit of jealousy that I have made room in my life for my sister which pushes Rainey back just a bit, she warmly welcomes her as she follows in behind us.

Stepping up to Zora, she links her arm through my sister’s. “Let me give you the grand tour since this is your first time here.”

Zora glances over her shoulder at me, only a slight bit of panic on her face, but I make a shooing motion with my hand that she should go. She has to get used to these things.

While Rainey shows her around, Myles points out some of the finishing touches. By the tone of his voice, there’s no hiding how proud he is of Rainey’s work.

Carrick, Titus, Zaid, and Maddox walk around, talking about manly things like construction lines and craftsmanship.

I merely look around at how pretty everything is with gleaming new flooring, a new layout, and expanded upper floor space. Rainey’s vision was everything I had wanted and more.

When she returns with Zora, who thanks Rainey for the tour, Rainey beams a smile back at her as if they’re now fast friends before turning to me. “Got a few minutes we can talk in private?”

“Sure,” I reply and then turn to Zora. My first instinct is to ask if she’ll be okay on her own, but I shut my mouth. She survived the Underworld. Of course she’ll be okay here, surrounded by my closest friends.

Rainey grabs my hand, then leads me back to the office. This was the one place that is actually already finished, and I’m stunned as I take it in. When Rich occupied this place, it was bare and utilitarian. I hadn’t bothered to change it. But Rainey has gone all out with a soft cream paint on the walls, framed artwork of peaceful landscape scenery, a feminine-style desk in whitewashed wood with a matching credenza, and the most beautiful executive style chair, that was framed for a woman’s size, done in cream leather and black lacquered wood. The floor is new hardwood, but a plush rug in creams and mint green adds just enough color to the space.

“It’s stunning,” I praise Rainey as she pushes me inside and shuts the door. “Just, wow.”

Waving her hand impatiently, she says, “Yes… glad you like it and all, but that’s not why I pulled you back here.”

I frown, crossing my arms. “What’s up?”

“I need to get married now,” she gushes, her expression pained.

“Are you pregnant?” I ask in shock.

Rainey slaps me on the arm.

Hard.

“Ow,” I exclaim, jerking sideways lest she decides to smack me again.

“No, I’m not pregnant,” she snaps. “But the world could be ending soon, so time is of the essence.”

“But your wedding is next weekend,” I point out calmly. “Eight days. Surely you can wait that—”

“No,” she hisses, leaning into me. “No, I can’t wait. Just this month alone, you’ve battled a wraith, stole the Blood Stone from Micah’s realm where you almost got crushed by a tree, got kidnapped by Pyke and Kymaris, and traveled to the Underworld to save your sister. God knows what you’re going to do next week.”

I smile at Rainey, pulling her into a hug and rubbing her back, understanding exactly what she’s saying. And it’s all born from worry about me and that I might meet my demise at any time.

“I need you to be there for the wedding,” she murmurs as she gets that I understand her but it needs to be said. “I just don’t want to wait.”

Pulling back and tucking my chin in so I can look her in the eye, “When do you want to do this?”

“Tomorrow,” she says. “Myles agrees.”

“You know we can’t get the flowers and cake in that timeframe,” I point out.

“I have the dress, which is enough. Plus, Zaid can do a cake.”

“You won’t be able to find a minister—”

“Zaid’s a minister, and he said he’d officiate,” she replies, her eyes now sparkling with excitement that there are no barriers.

But I’m shocked about Zaid being a minister.

Wait… no, I’m not.

Zaid is a master of so many things that this should not be shocking at all.

“You’ve clearly talked this through with him,” I say, giving her a chastising look. “I’m the maid-of-honor, you know.”

“Yeah, I know,” she sighs, stepping out of my embrace. “But you were busy getting kidnapped and then traveling to the Underworld.”

I cross an arm over my stomach, rest my elbow there, and tap my chin with my finger as I study my friend very critically. After a moment of reflection, I say, “Let’s do this. We can totally pull off a wedding in one day.”

“Really?” Rainey squeals with excitement.

“Really,” I tell her assuredly.

Besides, it will be nice to have just one day where we can let all our worries go and have some true happiness.

And also, Rainey isn’t wrong to worry. There’s no telling what the rest of this month is going to look like or if I’ll survive long enough to make it to the prophecy.




CHAPTER 11


Carrick

Carrick would never admit it to anyone, but he rather thought it was a good idea to have Rainey and Myles’ wedding tonight. Despite loving his Eireann—now Finley, and one day to be named something else—he wasn’t what anyone would call an overly romantic man.

Sure, he had built her a rose garden long ago, but he was more the type to sit and listen in rapt attention as she yammered about something of no importance than someone who whispered poetry. He’d hold her while she cried over something that broke her heart and he’d break the bones of anyone who hurt her. Those weren’t necessarily romantic things, but they were the ways he showed his love.

And the one thing that Carrick respected was the notion of true love.

Of having a soul mate.

Of being devoted to one and only.

While Rainey and Myles admittedly didn’t have the history that Carrick and Finley had, what they had was real and special and a wedding should not wait.

Also, Carrick acknowledged they were all living minute to minute, so the sooner-rather-than-later scenario applied here.

The affair was informal, held in his condo. Zaid baked a beautiful cake, and Maddox created a magical floral arch under which the two could exchange their vows. He also conjured blooming, fragrant sprays of flowers in vases all over the living area and cleared most of the furniture for the nuptials.

The group of wedding guests was small but tight-knit.

Carrick, Finley, Maddox, Zaid, Titus, Boral, and Zora.

Myles was in a dapper suit, and Rainey in a simple strapless white gown made of silk and chiffon she had bought off the rack because it had fit so perfectly. The rest of the group dressed casually, per Rainey’s insistence. She wanted this to be fun, casual, and with no formal rules.

The one rule they did abide by was getting their marriage license. All Zaid had to do after officiating the ceremony—which was really just Rainey and Myles exchanging personal vows they had written—was add his signature to the bottom and they were officially Mr. and Mrs. Lareva.

And now… it was time to celebrate and party. For the moment, Carrick was very much enjoying Finley and Rainey attempting to teach Zora how to do the Macarena. Maddox and Myles were engaged in a lively debate over whether it was better to get married or stay resolutely single.

Carrick could tell them the answer, but they needed to figure it out themselves.

Zaid was busy refreshing platters of food he’d prepared and Boral sat by himself in a corner, a glass of Scotch in one hand and his phone in the other as he scrolled. Carrick didn’t even bother being put out by Boral’s attendance. Rainey wanted him there and the Dark Fae had proven on more than one occasion he was loyal to the team. He’d just probably never be considered a friend.

“You know… your girlfriend has no rhythm whatsoever,” Titus drawled from the side of his mouth as he came to stand beside Carrick. He had a beer in hand and he watched the ladies dancing with amusement.

“Better not say that to Finley’s face,” Carrick warned Titus with a chuckle. “She’s liable to kick your balls up to your throat.”

“Duly noted,” Titus replied with a laugh. “I’m all for us continuing the wedding celebration, but while your woman and her sister are currently occupied on the dance floor, I wanted to talk to you about an idea I had.”

Carrick’s gaze left Finley—who admittedly didn’t have much dance rhythm but was still the hottest thing he’d ever laid eyes on—and shifted to look at his friend. “What’s that?”

“Zora needs to learn to tap her powers and might even have some basic fighting skills, right?”

Carrick nodded. After Finley verified with Zora that she didn’t mind if the group knew about her powers, he had filled the men in on the fact she could fly but that the rest of her powers were still green and unused.

“I could take them both to Semper Terra,” Titus suggested before taking a sip of his beer. “I could put Zora through a quick self-defense course, and we’d have plenty of safe space to unleash her magical skills. I’d have Finley do some advanced training. Have her run the gauntlet for sure.”

Carrick blinked in surprise, for the gauntlet was a series of dangerous and life-threatening obstacles one had to complete using both their fighting and magical skills before becoming an annihilator. “The gauntlet? Are you sure?”

“She can do it,” Titus says without hesitation. “And it will give her a boost of confidence before the ritual.”

“It’s not a bad idea,” Carrick mused. Zora definitely needed work if she was going to join the cause and fight against Kymaris, which wasn’t set in stone yet. But she needed to get ready, and frankly, her dark magic could be incredibly useful to them. “I’ll talk to Finley about it tonight. When would you want to go?”

“Why wait?” Titus replied, his gaze moving back out to the dance floor as the song wound down. “Let’s go tomorrow.”

Carrick nodded but his attention was drawn to Myles, who stepped over to his iPhone—hooked up to the Bluetooth speakers throughout the condo—to put on a new tune. “Time to dance with my bride,” he announced.

The first notes of At Last by Etta James floated over the condo and Myles moved to Rainey, who smiled at him as if he were the sunrise.

Finley moved to Carrick, Zora following her. Now was as good a time as any to tell them about Titus’ suggestion but from the corner of his eye, he saw Maddox zeroing in on Zora.

And while he loved his brother and couldn’t blame him for his interest, he also knew Zora could only take so much of his flirting, so he decided to be noble.

“Tell Finley your idea,” Carrick muttered to Titus, then stepped forward to intercept Zora. “I’m going to take this lady for a spin around the floor.”

Carrick caught the warm smile Finley had on her face, the blink of surprise from Zora, and then he had her in his arms.

She was stiff as a board and wouldn’t follow his lead, so they mainly stood on the fringe swaying slightly while Myles and Rainey danced.

“You and I haven’t had a chance to talk much since you came here,” Carrick said lightly. “Are you settling in okay?”

Zora nodded. “Finley’s done a great job of making me feel comfortable. And I thank you for letting me stay here.”

“You’re family,” Carrick replied nonchalantly.

“Finley told me about your history together and Rune’s curse,” Zora said, her head tipping to the side. “While you two aren’t married now, I suppose your past marriage makes it so we are indeed family.”

“Past marriages,” Carrick corrected, and Zora blinked in surprise. “Sometimes, we married before she died. Other times, we didn’t make it that far.”

“I’m sorry,” Zora replied, but her tone was flat. Carrick assumed not that she was bitter or uninterested, but that she perhaps just couldn’t understand that level of devotion and commitment. She’d been raised in the Underworld and had no examples by which to form opinions of such.

She’d learn though.

If they all survived the upcoming ritual.

“I hope you don’t mind me asking,” Carrick began as they started to move a little more loosely. “I’m curious what happened during the actual part of the changeling ritual when Kymaris left the Underworld.”

Zora shrugged. “It wasn’t all that spectacular to be honest. They brought me into the room at the castle where she was held in stasis.”

“What did her stasis look like?”

“Like she was a statue,” Zora described without any inflection. “Like her body had just locked tight. She went into stasis standing up, hands down by her side. And I remember finding it odd how serene her facial expression was.”

“I can almost imagine it,” Carrick murmured.

“At any rate,” Zora continued. “They shackled me in place behind Kymaris—”

“Shackled?” Carrick growled in surprise.

“The process of receiving magic was not pleasant,” Zora explained with some bitterness. “I had to be restrained.”

Carrick wanted to ask her more about that process, but it was personal and, he suspected, highly unpleasant. If Zora was going to talk to anyone about it, it would be Finley. So he refocused her just on Kymaris. “When they took the magic you were holding and put it into Kymaris, what happened?”

“At first nothing,” Zora replied with a slight shake of her head. “And I thought… they must have gotten something wrong, but the entire room started to hum, then it started to vibrate, and there was such pressure my ears started to hurt. As if something was compressing in on us. And then… boom… she just exploded.”

“Exploded?” Carrick murmured, fascinated by the description.

“Not like blood and guts exploded, but more like her body blew apart in a spray of black dust that was sort of shimmery. I remember it hanging in the air. I held my breath so I wouldn’t breathe any in, and then it just sort of disappeared. I assumed that meant she had gone through the veil into the changeling’s body.”

Carrick dipped his head, making sure he had Zora’s eyes. “I’m sorry that happened to you. We’ll help you avenge what was done to you.”

“You don’t have to—”

Carrick cut her off. “I do. Because what was done to you has torn Finley up, and when someone hurts Finley, I make sure to hand out retribution.”

Zora looked off to the side to where her sister was talking to Titus before giving her attention back to Carrick. “Finley is lucky to have you.”

“I’m lucky to have her,” he countered.

Zora actually smiled, but it was a bit on the apologetic side. “I don’t pretend to understand what you two have. I never saw love and commitment in the Underworld. Relationships weren’t like that. More like business partnerships. But… it’s nice, I’ll have to say.”

Carrick had a pang of pity for all she had not only lost, but also what she’d have to re-learn in this world. It would be difficult for her at best, perhaps an impossibility at worst.

“What about Amell?” Carrick asked. Finley had filled him in on the ways that Amell had looked out for her, and while she didn’t give him details, he assumed there might be something romantic between them.

“He’s a friend who took great care of me throughout the years,” Zora replied, a very benign statement that didn’t say anything about their true relationship.”

Once again, Zora looked over at her sister before bringing her eyes back to Carrick. “But he was also the one who worked in conjunction with the Light Fae to fill me with magic throughout the years. It was painful, and he was part of it.”

This was news to Carrick. Finley had told him that Zora only ever talked about Amell with fondness and respect. In this instance, she sounded bitter.

And Carrick remembered something that happened in the Underworld. “When Amell brought us to you, he wasn’t happy that you’d kept the secret from him that you had a sister communicating with you.”

“No, he wasn’t happy at all,” Zora agreed.

“And you replied back to him, something to the effect of ‘let’s not start playing games when it comes to secrets’.”

Zora nodded, her eyes flashing with anger. “As much as Amell has done for me throughout the years, even treating me magically to heal my pain from the sessions with Pyke, he had told me a very deep lie that I’m not sure I can forgive.”

“And what’s that?” Carrick asked softly. He noted that the song had ended and they both came to a stop on the floor, despite another song starting up that was also slow enough to continue to dance.

“When I got older, I asked him where I came from, and he told me I was an orphan taken off the streets back in the Earth realm. I had no idea I had a family, much less an identical twin sister. I know he thinks telling me that was for my own good, so I wouldn’t wonder what I was missing, but the first time Finley contacted me and I realized she was telling the truth, my trust in Amell was damaged.”

“Is it still?” Carrick asked. Really, at that point, he needed to know if this was something that could be used down the road. Would Amell be willing to earn Zora’s forgiveness by helping them? Finley was certain he cared for Zora.

“I don’t trust anyone fully,” Zora replied, stepping away from Carrick. “Twenty-eight years of abuse and fending for myself made me only have faith in myself.”

Carrick’s voice was soft with empathy. “Understandable.”

Zora nodded, tipping her head. “Thank you for the dance. I know you were saving me from your brother, but truly… I can handle him.”

Carrick grinned at Zora. He appreciated moments like this, and he knew she might have a chance in acclimating to this world after all.

Zora moved away from Carrick. Before he could even turn around, there was Finley. With a smile, he pulled her into his arms and they moved like magic. She may not have it in her to do a good Macarena, but she was all grace and elegance within his embrace.

“Titus tell you about his idea to go to Semper Terra tomorrow?” Carrick inquired.

Finley tipped her head back. “It’s a great idea. I’ll talk to Zora about it after the wedding festivities.”

For several beats of the song—Come Away with Me by Norah Jones—they danced closely and in silence. Finley put her cheek to his chest, and he could feel the pulse of his heartbeat against her.

“I think we should get married after the ritual,” Carrick said out of the blue. To give Finley credit, she didn’t so much as twitch at the proclamation.

While he couldn’t see her face with his chin currently resting on the top of her head, he could hear the lazy smile in her voice. “That would be lovely. Maybe an elopement to somewhere tropical,” she suggested.

“I can totally arrange that,” Carrick replied. “And we can get married on a beach—you in a very miniscule bikini, of course—and we’ll spend days upon days making love afterward.”

Finley sighed dreamily against him. “That sounds amazing.”

Neither one mentioned what a long shot this was because she would most likely die in the prophecy. But there would be another time for them to get married, and it would definitely be on a tropical beach because it would make her deliriously happy.

Except Carrick didn’t feel that way just now. His heart was heavy knowing that his current time with Finley was ticking away, and he was not ready to lose her yet.




CHAPTER 12


Finley

There’s so much bad in my world these days that I feel almost guilty for being practically giddy with excitement that I’m going to Semper Terra.

That magical place Titus first told me about months ago.

Semper Terra.

Forever Land.

The Peter-Pan-esque realm where mermaids swim in the crystal blue bays, people are imbued with magic so they can fly, and no one ever ages as long as they live there.

Oh, and of course, it’s where they train annihilators who will then go out into the Earth realm and destroy evil beings to help keep the human population safe.

Titus had told me once I’d be a good annihilator. Before I knew my destiny was so entwined with Carrick’s, I thought that might be a good life for me after this whole prophecy business played out.

But if I have a life with Carrick, it will never be on Semper Terra and so that career path is not an option.

After the wedding celebration, Rainey and Myles were sent off on one of Carrick’s private jets to Fiji for a well-deserved honeymoon, all at his expense, which makes me love him even more. Carrick, Titus, and I talked to Zora about going to Semper Terra to see if we could tap her powers.

I thought she might be reticent as she’s still so very closed off about many things, but to my surprise, she thought it was a good idea. I think she is understanding the meaning of freedom now that she’s not in the Underworld and she can truly do whatever she wants.

That she can be taught to celebrate her powers and tap their full potential.

Only Carrick will be accompanying us. Maddox is going to stay behind with Boral and Zaid, their main job to try to ferret out any information on Kymaris and where the Blood Stone is being kept, as well as more clues about where the ritual will take place. Right now, we’re flying blind and all the training and practice in Semper Terra won’t mean anything if we can’t intercept Kymaris and stop her from completing the ritual.

“Everyone ready?” Titus asks as he faces Carrick, Zora, and me. We’re in the living area where the wedding festivities had gone on until almost midnight last night. All the furniture had been restored to its proper places, the flowers magicked away, and the leftovers appropriately refrigerated where I was sure Maddox would finish them off by the end of tonight.

“Ready,” I reply for the group. We each have a small bag packed with a few days of essentials. We’ve been graciously invited to stay at Titus’ house, and I’m dying to see how annihilators live on this magical, tropical island.

Traveling through veils has become almost commonplace for me, so it’s not overly exciting as Titus opens a seam between this realm and Semper Terra.

But that first glimpse of Semper Terra through the opening starts my blood racing. Green mountains filled with lush tropical plants and trees sloping down to a large bay with white sand beaches. Below, I can see buildings of various shapes and colors, mostly pastels of blue, green, yellow, and peach, staggered downward.

The sky is a blue I’ve never quite imagined before, and there are fluffy white clouds that look way too perfect to even be real. Before we step through, I feel a waft of warm air brush over my skin—perfumed with tropical flowers—and I see why Titus told us to dress for summertime.

Zora and I both opted for sundresses for our travel into Semper Terra, but our backpacks are filled with workout gear. Carrick went with khaki cargo shorts, a short-sleeved V-necked tee of denim blue, and a shock to me… flip flops.

I’d never thought I’d see my demi-god in flip-flops.

It feels strange, the casual nature of our dress, and that we’re stepping into a tropical paradise where one could envision us lying on the beach below drinking fruity cocktails.

But we’re here for work and none of us forget that as, one by one, we follow Titus through the veil and leave Seattle behind.

We step out onto a lush green lawn that is mostly flat but slopes slightly downward just as the mountain we’re on does. It’s dotted with palm trees and the vegetation at the edge of the lawn is cut back and well maintained so nothing can block the view of the bay below.

I turn around and gasp as I take in the house behind me.

It’s not quite palatial, but it is freaking big.

All one level and massively sprawled out, it’s made of white painted wood and glass.

Mostly glass that retracts, as the entire front of the house is open and I can see inside to a living area that’s dotted with low-slung furniture with plush cushions, colorful braided rugs, and lazy ceiling fans with giant paddles to move the air.

Further back past the living area, I can make out the kitchen done in teak and stainless steel. To my surprise, a woman moves from behind the counter and starts walking our way.

She’s absolutely stunning and exotic. Dark hair that’s wavy, long, and worn over one shoulder with olive skin and chocolate eyes. She’s dressed in a floral print skirt that hangs low on her hips, hitting at her knees, and a bathing suit top that shows off how very well endowed she is. She’s barefoot, fresh-faced, and her eyes are pinned on Titus as if she is a starving woman.

“You’re late,” she chastises with a teasing smile as she hurries down the few steps that lead into the yard.

My jaw drops as Titus strides her way and plants a deep, sensuous kiss on her that makes it clear she was missed.

Cutting my eyes to Carrick, I note he’s not shocked the way I am to see Titus kissing a woman, but I can tell he doesn’t know who this woman is.

We’re not kept in the dark long as Titus lets her up for air. With an arm around her waist, he turns her to face our group.

“This is Priya,” Titus says, giving her a squeeze and pulling her in close. “Priya… this is Carrick, Finley, and Zora.”

She steps forward gracefully with a welcoming smile. She shakes each of our hands, repeats our names, and then jerks her head toward the house. “Come on in. I’ve got refreshments for everyone.”


“We can’t stay long,” Titus says, taking her hand as they lead us up to the house. “We’re expected over at the Academy.”

“Of course,” she replies, giving him a bump with her hip. “But you can be polite and let me entertain guests for a little bit since we don’t get them often.”

I glance to my left at Carrick, smirking. He gives me the same look back.

Once inside the house, I can see the left and right sides are actually recessed wings with hallways down each. On the other side of the kitchen, the glass walls are also opened, leading out onto a concrete patio covered by lattice laced with what I think is jasmine. From the patio, there is a courtyard where I can see a bubbling koi pond and blooming gardens with stone paths winding among them.

“Your house is incredibly beautiful,” I say to Titus as we’re led past the kitchen to the patio where a teak table is loaded with platters of fresh fruit, pastries, pitchers of colorful juices, and a tea service.

“I just built the damn thing,” Titus says as he plucks a handful of grapes from one of the platters. He pulls a chair out, slumps down into it, and nods at Priya. “She’s the one who made it a home.”

“Whoa,” I exclaim incredulously. “You built this house? Yourself?”

Titus smirks. “I’ve lived a long damn life, Finley, and I’m not working all the time. I’ve learned a few things in my spare time.”

We all follow Titus’ lead by taking chairs around the table.

All except for Priya, who gracefully plants herself crosswise on Titus’ lap, one hand on his chest, the other absently toying with one of his dreadlocks. Titus’ hand comes to grip her hip to hold her in place.

It’s not sexual, but it’s such an intimate pose, and I try to envision doing that with Carrick. I’ve never been overtly affectionate like that with him when we were around others, and I wonder if that’s something he would like or not.

I know if I had my choice of seats, it would always be in Carrick’s lap.

I catch his eyes on me, and my cheeks heat because, somehow, I get the feeling he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

“Help yourself,” Priya says as she sweeps her hand out to the spread on the table. “We’re informal here.”

We take a moment, load up some plates with food, and fill goblets with fresh juice. Zora is noticeably silent, but I expect she’s a bit shy. Priya’s the first person she has met outside of our little group in the last five days.


Because Priya said we were informal and we’ve not yet gotten down to the serious business, I grin slyly at Titus. “I asked you during our very last training session if you were married or had a girlfriend, and you said you didn’t.”

Titus grins back, teeth flashing brilliantly white. “I never said I didn’t. You indeed asked me if I was married or had a girlfriend, but before I could even answer, you were whining about Carrick and the kiss you two shared.”

The heat in my face is so extreme, I actually feel dizzy from the embarrassment of Titus turning that back on me. My mind races, and I think he’s right. He never answered my question because I had indeed started bemoaning the things that Carrick and I couldn’t have because he was immortal and I was mortal.

My eyes shoot over to Carrick, who is wisely focused on some pineapple on his plate, but his lips are tipped upward. Zora watches raptly as she slathers butter on her go-to croissant.

Turning my gaze back to Titus, I shoot him death daggers with my eyes and he only continues to smirk. I decide to ignore him and turn my attention to Priya. “How long have you two been together?”

Priya chuckles, twisting her neck to look at Titus with a frown. “Forty years?”

Titus shrugs. “Give or take, but that sounds about right.”

It’s surreal. I know this place is magical and people don’t age. But it’s odd for someone as young as they look to casually say, “Oh, we’ve been together for four decades.”

“And were you an annihilator?” I ask Priya.

“I still am,” she replies with a nod, leaning forward on Titus’ lap to snag some more grapes. She doesn’t feed them to him but merely holds them out in her palm where they both pull from the bunch. “I just don’t go out as much as I used to.”

Fascinating. Priya is all lush and sensuous and so feminine, it’s hard to imagine her killing Dark Fae. But hey… I was just a plain barista almost four months ago and look at me now.

Savior of the world.

“Will you be helping to train Finley and Zora?” Carrick asks Priya from the end of the table.

She nods and Titus explains. “I’m going to have a man by the name of Caiden Gallagher, who’s both an annihilator and instructor at the Academy, run Finley through the Gauntlet while Priya and I work with Zora on some fighting skills. We’ll start on that today. Tomorrow, we’ll move into magical skills.”

“What’s a gauntlet?” Zora asks, her first words since arriving.

Priya is the one who answers. “After you graduate from the Academy, you become an Initiate and are assigned a mentor. From there, you have a period of one-on-one training with your mentor and go out on actual assignments. Once your mentor feels you are sufficiently prepared, you run the gauntlet. If you make it through, you become an annihilator.”

Titus sweeps his eyes to me. “I think Finley already has what it takes to defeat the gauntlet, and it will be a great way for her to practice utilization of all her skills, including her magic.”

“But I’m still not sure what a gauntlet is,” Zora says.

“It’s a series of trials whereby Finley will be pitted against dark creatures and obstacles in an environment that’s pretty hostile.”

“It sounds terrifying,” Zora says aghast, cutting her eyes to me.

“No more terrifying than facing Kymaris in a battle for the Earth realm,” Titus points out.

“But I’m not going to be doing that, am I?” Zora asks with a frown.

Titus shakes his head. “Finley actually had years of mixed martial arts before any of this ever started. She’s got a huge head start on you in the physical arena. I merely hope to show you some defensive techniques and how to use a weapon for protection. We want to spend the majority of time with you tapping into your magic. That will be your biggest advantage.”

Zora nods in understanding then brings her attention to me. “Our magic is connected somehow. I assume we’ll work together?”

It’s a good question and I look to Titus to answer, but Carrick speaks. “Once Zora is comfortable accessing her magic, I think it would be good for you two to practice some unification of your powers, but there’s no guarantee that we’ll have the opportunity to do that during the ritual. So it’s more important that you be able to individually tap your magic.”

Zora nods again, her gaze dropping down to her food where she quietly starts eating again.

Talk turns more casual as Priya and Titus educate us on the island and its inhabitants. There’s an actual town down at the bay with restaurants and shops. There are a fair number of daemons here who work on the island, including some who are instructors at the Academy.

Eventually, Titus announces it’s time to head out and Priya hops off his lap. “Give me just two minutes to get changed,” she announces before she trots off into the kitchen and then presumably down one of the wings to their bedroom.

I lean over to give Titus a quick punch on the arm. “All our talks… all the time we spent together, and you never mentioned Priya once,” I chastise.

“Priya’s not the type of woman you just mention,” Titus replies in that deep rumbly tone that indicates he’s imparting a lesson. “She’s someone you have to experience.”

I can’t help the sigh that escapes because that was romantic.

And then Carrick says, “I know exactly what you mean, buddy.”

And I sigh again because Carrick doesn’t often proclaim his feelings out loud to others.

A quick glance at Zora and she looks confused as hell. Again, relationships built on love are foreign to her and I imagine the romantic sentiments went over her head.

Titus pushes up from his chair, then looks pointedly at Zora and me. “Grab your packs and I’ll show you all to your rooms. You ladies need to get changed into something you don’t mind getting dirty or bloody.”

I laugh but when I note Zora’s look of alarm, I insist, “He’s just kidding.”

“I’m not,” Titus retorts as he heads into the kitchen but I can see the mischief in his eyes.

As we follow, I lean in toward my twin and whisper, “He’s kidding. I promise.”

Titus takes us down one of the wings and shows us two bedrooms opposite each other. He points at the doors. “Take your picks.”

Zora leans her head inside one and disappears, leaving the other to Carrick and me. The room is beautiful, also with sliding glass walls that open up to the warm, salty breeze, and it has its own small private courtyard. Carrick gazes outside as I quickly get dressed in a pair of workout leggings, a fitted tank, and tennis shoes.

As I’m putting my hair up in a ponytail, using the mirror above a dresser, Carrick turns my way. I can see his reflection in the mirror. “Are you worried about the gauntlet?”

His tone… it’s off. One of my eyebrows lifts as I turn to face him. “Are you?”

“I’m always worried about you,” he says with a wave of his hand. “I’m asking how you’re feeling.”

“I’m fine,” I assure him, but admittedly… “Okay, I’m a little nervous.”

“You should be,” he says, coming to put his hands on my shoulders. “It’s going to be mentally and physically taxing. You’re going to get hurt, but we can heal you. It’s going to be like nothing you’ve ever faced before.”

“Okay,” I drawl, feeling my palms go sweaty. “I’m really nervous now.”

Carrick dips his head. “But you can do it. You’re as qualified as any Initiate running this course. Just keep a level head and remember your brain is your best weapon once you’re inside.”

“Got it,” I say with a nod. “Any other advice?”

Carrick smiles. The kind that’s devilish and makes my belly flutter low. “Don’t get too hurt. That bed looks pretty unbreakable.”

I laugh and he kisses me hard, then he’s turning me toward the door. “Let’s get this done.”

We meet up with Priya, Titus, and Zora, who are all waiting on the front lawn where we first arrived from Seattle. Both Priya and Titus have changed into workout gear.

“Are we going to bend distance to the Academy?” I ask because that obviously seems the quickest way to travel on the island. I have no clue where the Academy actually is, but even the closest buildings I see down by the bay are quite the hike.

“Since you and Carrick have never been, yes, we’ll bend distance and I’ll take you,” Titus says, but then shifts his attention to Zora. “I understand you can fly, though.”

Zora seems shocked he knows this, but not in a betrayed way. She knows I shared her abilities, but she looks nervous anyway as she nods.

Priya steps up beside her. “That’s how we travel in Semper Terra… flight. The residents here are all imbued with the island’s magic that lets us fly. So I thought perhaps you’d like to join me in flight there?”

I never thought in a million years I’d ever be jealous of Zora, but I am in this moment.

But in a happy way since she gets to take the aerial view of Semper Terra.

A smile breaks out on her face, such that I have never seen before. I didn’t know Zora was able to feel that level of joy. That obliterates any jealousy, and I’m insanely happy on her behalf.

“I’d love to fly there with you,” she exclaims.

Carrick and I share mutual smiles over her enthusiasm.

“Let’s do it then,” Priya exclaims. The next thing I know, she’s leaping into the air where she floats about thirty feet above us.

There’s a rustle as Zora’s wings unfurl from behind her back. She’s dressed the same as me in workout pants and a tank, but her white curls cover her back and in between her wings so I can’t see how they are attached.

Magically, of course, but I also assume they are attached to muscle and bone.

Regardless, she doesn’t hesitate before giving them a huge flap to lift her off the ground.

Another flap and she shoots up five feet, and the third flap has enough power to put her equal to Priya where she slowly moves her wings to keep her hovering.

Zora looks down at me and I’m grinning like a loon. I flash her the double thumbs-up sign, and then I laugh when she does the same back to me.

Titus, Carrick, and I are silent as we watch the women fly off over the top of the house and up and over the other side of the mountain.

When they’re out of view, Titus grabs my hand and I grab Carrick’s.

After he bends distance, we step out onto the Academy grounds.




CHAPTER 13


Finley

After we step out onto a grassy field, I glance around. It looks like we might be on the other side of the mountain where Titus lives as the bay down below is smaller and there aren’t as many buildings going down the forward slope.

Where we are, there isn’t a building in sight but there is a man walking toward us.

And um… what a man. He’s as tall as Carrick, packed with muscle, and has the dreamiest face surrounded by midnight-black hair. As he gets closer, I see his eyes are a light green surrounded by long, thick lashes. His face is covered in dark stubble and he’s dressed casually like Carrick is—shorts, tee, and flip-flops.

“Caiden,” Titus rumbles, stepping forward and holding his fist out. “Thanks for coming to help.”

The men bump fists and then Titus introduces Carrick and me, and it’s clear that Caiden has been fully apprised as to who we are and that we have a big role to play in an upcoming prophecy in the Earth realm.

“Caiden is one of the instructors here at the Academy,” Titus explains. “And one of our most successful annihilators. If you’re going by kill count, that is.”

Caiden flashes a grin and shakes both our hands. “Glad to help. Most of the people here in Semper Terra are from the Earth realm, so we all have a vested interest in helping you defeat Kymaris.”

“You know Kymaris?” I ask him.

Caiden laughs. “Not personally, but I’ve taken down quite a few of her Dark Fae that she’s sent through the veil to cause havoc. Let’s just say I’ve got some good interrogation techniques and have managed to learn a lot about her over the centuries.”


“Centuries?” I exclaim. “How old are you?”

“Right around four hundred,” he replies, his eyes cutting to Carrick. “But not as old as you, demi-god.”

“And yet, I’m young by many Dark and Light Fae standards,” Carrick quips.

“Guess I’m the baby of the group,” I add, and then immediately blush as that was totally lame.

“You have the gauntlet set up?” Titus asks his friend.

“Sure do,” Caiden replies easily, throwing a thumb over his shoulder to where the jungle forest begins.

“Then I’m out of here,” Titus says, turning to me with a smile. He moves closer, then puts his hands on my shoulders. “Caiden will start you on the gauntlet. I’m going to go help Priya with your sister.”

I swallow hard, not really wanting Titus to go. He’s been the one who has taught me the most when it comes to my physical abilities and he just always inspires confidence in me.

“You’ve got this,” Titus assures me.

I don’t even get a chance to reply that I do indeed have this, because Titus flashes away, apparently bending distance to wherever Priya and Zora are.

“So what do you know about the gauntlet?” Caiden asks, slapping his hands together and rubbing them with anticipation in his expression.

“Just that it’s an obstacle course,” I reply, but the hesitation in my voice shows that I really don’t know much at all.

Caiden turns on his foot and starts heading toward the edge of the jungle line, talking over his shoulder as we follow. “The gauntlet is sort of like an obstacle course. It can be held in many different places, sometimes here on the island or sometimes in another realm. It’s got physical obstacles you have to overcome as well as foes that you’ll have to face off with. You may use any weapon or magical ability that you like. Past that, the only rule is to make it through alive.”

“Alive?” I exclaim, feeling a bit sick.

Caiden comes to a stop at what I can now see is a footpath into the thick bushes and trees. “The foes you are going to be pitted against are going to try to kill you. Titus said you’re ready for this.”

I glance over at Carrick. While I know, deep down, he’s got a bit of worry because my safety is going to be jeopardized and he won’t be able to help me, I mainly see confidence.

Sliding my gaze back to Caiden, I nod. “I’m ready.”

With a whoosh, a flaming sword appears out of thin air right into Caiden’s hand and he leaps at me to attack. Without thought, I dive to the ground, roll to the right several times to put distance between us, and come back up with my whip I’d conjured in my hand. I had left it back at Titus’ house as I was told to bring nothing with me.

I add some magical pizazz in the form of fire along the length of my whip and I throw an underhanded snap at Caiden, which causes him to jump back to avoid getting struck.

He grins and drops the sword, which disappears before hitting the ground, then thrusts his hand at me, a blue jet of light shooting out of his palm and straight at my face.

I go to my tried-and-true bubble shield, which I get up in plenty of time before his magic hits me, but this time I take control of the ricochet and drive the magic back on him.

He merely waves his hand in front of his face before the blue light strikes, and it disappears.

“You’ve got great instincts, and your mind works fast,” Caiden praises. “I think you’ll do just fine.”

Turning, I face Carrick. He steps into me, puts a hand behind my neck, and pulls me in for a quick one-handed hug and a swift kiss on top of my head. “You got this, Finley.”

I tip my head back. “You sure?”

“The surest,” he says with a nod. “Trust your instincts. Remember your abilities are only limited by your imagination. And—”

“—and if I die, you’ll wait for me to come back,” I finish for him.

Carrick laughs. “That was not what I was going to say. I was going to say if you get into real trouble, scream your ass off and I’ll come running.”

“Oh.” I give him a sheepish grin. “Okay. That’s nice to know, but I won’t call. You know I’m too stubborn for that.”

“Then I suggest you don’t die,” Carrick replies. This time, he pulls me in for a long kiss, still just holding me by the back of my neck.

When he releases me, I’m a little weak and dizzy but that’s merely the power of Carrick and has nothing to do with the tinge of fear sweeping through me.

I wave to Carrick before following Caiden into the jungle along the footpath. He’s quiet for a few minutes before asking, “You really can’t die? I mean… you told Carrick you’d come back.”

“Oh, I can die,” I assure him. “But I’m under a curse to reincarnate and Carrick is under a curse to find me, fall in love all over again, and one day watch me die again.”

“Okay, that’s a story I need to hear in more detail over a beer after you finish the gauntlet,” he cracks with a laugh.

“Deal,” I say, but then my mouth snaps shut as we round a bend and come to a cave shrouded in jungle vines. The opening is barely big enough for Caiden to squeeze through.

“That’s the start of your gauntlet,” Caiden says, sweeping his hand toward the cave. “Just keep pushing forward, and Carrick and I will be waiting for you on the other end.”

“And you can’t tell me what exactly to expect in there?” I press, already knowing the answer.

Caiden just winks at me before giving me a tiny push toward the cave. “Good luck.”

“You mean good skill,” I murmur. “Luck won’t have anything to do with it.”

I glance over my shoulder, but blink in surprise. Caiden is gone, and I’m on my own.

“You can do this, Finley,” I murmur as I step into the opening of the cave.

At first, it’s so dark I can’t see anything, so I put my hands in front of me until they press against a cold, slimy stone wall. I follow it along for a few feet before it opens into a chamber that’s lit with torches attached to the wall at various intervals. The lighting isn’t great—just enough to get an idea as to the dimension of the chamber I’m in as well as the hard-packed dirt beneath my tennis shoes, but there are far too many shadows in between the torches. I’m already on high alert.

The chamber is roundish and maybe thirty feet across. I move to the middle and slowly turn, eyeballing every inch of the wall and any details the light provides.

And there… I see an opening.

I glance around again, make sure I’m not missing anything that perhaps I should be taking with me a weapon or something, but the chamber appears barren except for the torches.

I might need a torch, so I step to the one near the opening in the cave wall and pull it out of its holder. The flame is vigorous and hot, so I hold it as far away from me as I can to light the way and not singe my eyebrows. I thrust it into the dark opening, but I see it’s nothing but a short passage that leads into another room, and that one is aglow so I assume there are more torches on the wall.

I don’t drop the one I have just yet as there’s no telling what the lighting situation will be the further I move.

The inside of the cave is cool, but I don’t feel any drafts of air. The walls shimmer with slime, so I try not to touch them as I walk the narrow passageway to the next room.

When I reach the threshold out of the passage, I note it’s considerably darker in here as there’s only one torch on the wall opposite me and I can see by a darkened shadow there’s another opening there to walk through.

Unfortunately, that one torch casts little light between it and the one in my hand, and I can’t see what lies between me and the next opening.

Taking a deep breath, I hold the torch out in front of me about waist high, enough that light touches the ground and the immediate space before me. I take one hesitant step on the illuminated hard-packed dirt before I stop.

Tipping my head to the side, I listen.

At first, it’s almost as if the darkness itself is making noise but then the hair stands up straight on my arms as I take in the rustling, hissing sounds.

Another step forward, moving my torch lower to the ground.

One more step, and that’s when my heart nearly explodes from my chest as I scramble backward.

Did I just see what I think I saw?

Leaning forward, I hold the torch out as far as I can and force myself not to recoil.

For before me, the floor is covered with snakes.

And I mean covered. As in I can’t see a speck of the dirt upon which they are all entwined. They’re all different colors. Some seem calm, just lying there, while others are actually attacking each other.

I take a deep breath.

I’m not ordinarily scared of snakes, at least not in a one-on-one situation. Now, show me one tiny spider and I’ll go running, but a single snake I can handle.

I don’t know how to handle thousands, though, and there has to be at least that many if they are covering the entire floor between me and the next opening to walk through.

I have to see if there’s room around the perimeter, so I carefully walk to my right, keeping the cave wall at my back and the torch to my front which keeps the snakes at bay. I walk all the way to the edge of the room before I come up against the next wall, but the clear perimeter stops. The snakes cover every bit of the floor.

“Shit,” I mutter, bringing the torch up briefly to examine the wall. If it’s craggy enough, maybe I can climb across, but it’s fairly smooth and also covered in slick slime. That’s not an option.

I remember the old Indiana Jones movie I watched with my dad where Indy got thrown into a pit of snakes. Fire seemed to hold them at bay a little bit, but no way was I going to take them all on with one little torch that could snuff out at any minute.

I could potentially bend distance across to the next opening, but it’s incredibly dark and I don’t know if I’d be stepping out onto a pile of snakes.

And then the proverbial light bulb goes off in my head, and I realize I have the solution readily available as I’ve had to cross dangerous territories before.

The Crimson River—I built a bridge and tunnel that kept us safe from attacking, tormented souls.

While I don’t need the same level of architectural engineering to cross the room, I do take a moment to think about what dangers might happen.

Can snakes jump up?

Can they fly?

I decide to take no chances as I gaze up at the ceiling above me. It’s pitch black and I have no clue how far up it extends, so I don’t know how high I can make my bridge.

I’m going to have to take it a step at a time.

Holding my torch in one hand, much like Elsa built her staircase of ice, I conjure in my mind one built of solid wood with a thick railing for stability. It rises a few steps at a time and I walk up them as they appear, at first testing that they are solid and will hold me, and then moving with a little more assurance.

When I’m a good ten feet above the floor, I hang over the railing and dangle my torch down. No snakes appear to be jumping or ready to take flight.

I glance at the opposite edge of the room, and I decide to trust my magic and make haste.

I conjure a wooden walkway with railings to keep me from falling and thick pylons for support. The slats in the wood appear quickly, and I’m actually able to run across it. As I near the opposite edge, I magically build a staircase sloping downward and ending right at the opening where the lone torch exists.

That was actually pretty easy.

I can see that there are no snakes blocking my way as I walk through the opening. It’s another short passage leading to what looks like another room that has an ambient glow coming from it. Something is moving in there, but I can’t tell what—only that there are leaping shadows and a slight whooshing sound that echoes through the chamber I’m in.

Using my torch to assure the floor is clear, I make my way quickly through the short passage and come to the opening of the next room, my next obstacle readily apparent as there are plenty of torches providing enough light to see what I’m facing.

Between me and the next opening across the wall is a dark pit of nothingness. I move to the edge, leaning over, but I can’t see anything. Looking around, I find a chunk of packed dirt and pick it up, tossing it over the edge. I listen for it to hit against anything, but it’s silent, so it’s clearly a long drop to wherever that pit leads.

Maybe more snakes.

Certain death if I fell.

There is a way across to the other side of the room, though.

A single log, felled from some type of thick tree. It’s about three feet in diameter, and it looks pretty solid. It’s wide enough that I could easily make the walk without worrying about balance issues.

But for the swinging pendulum axes that are hanging from a horizontal steel pole above the log. The ax blades affixed to the end of metal bars are at least two feet in width and curved wickedly on the edges with sharp points.

They gleam in the torchlight, and there’s no doubt that they’d cleave parts of my body off with no problem at all.

There are five total, and they are swinging back and forth at odd intervals with only about five feet of distance in between.

I watch the swinging axes for a few moments and figure I can carefully maneuver through if I take my time.

But I don’t feel like taking my time.


I want out of here, and I decide to tap my magic again.

Holding both hands out, I imagine taking control of the momentum of the poles and pulling them all out to the side so I can freely walk across the log.

My magic works, shooting from me to coalesce around the arcing poles, but rather than taking control, something happens. With a loud clang, two more axes appear in between the existing ones. Now I have seven to contend with and some of the spaces in between just got noticeably tighter.

“Shit,” I mutter, trying to figure out what happened. My magic felt right, but something went wrong.

With my mind, I probe outward toward the pendulums and I can feel something coating the structure.

Not just something.

A spell of some sort.

Hesitantly, I hold my hands out and try to wrest control over just one ax this time—the first one.

There’s another loud clang and one more swinging ax appears.

Now there are eight, and the message is clear.

I’m not allowed to use magic to cross here like I could with the snakes. This is a test of my dexterity and nimbleness, as well as a big old heaping of courage.

I can do this.

I’m going to have to or else I’m going to end in pieces at the bottom of the pit.

I’m in the best shape of my life. My confidence is at an all-time high, and I’m no dummy. Part of this is strategy.

I take my time and merely watch the axes as they swing, counting seconds in between each one, estimating the distance between each set. I don’t know how much time passes, but I easily could have been watching for half an hour before I think I have the pattern of the pendulums memorized and my plan of attack.

I’m going to move through as quickly as I can, knowing I’ll have to pause twice between two of the sets, but otherwise, I think I can make it safely to the other side.

With my mind made up to be swift of foot rather than overly cautious, I step up onto the log and, with relief, note it feels very solid. I still need my arms for balance and to propel me forward as I run or to halt me when I pause, so I toss the torch behind me on the ground.

I watch the pendulous swinging of the axes for a few seconds to get my focus and my bearings once again. I take a deep breath, let it out.

Take in another, and then I bolt forward.




CHAPTER 14


Finley

The first three swinging axes are easy to time, and I’m able to run through them with plenty of clearance. I do feel, however, the waft of air across my ponytail from the third pole as it swings behind me, causing me to actually tuck my butt in a bit lest some of it get lopped off.

The last five are in a steady synchrony. Rather than run through them, I think I can take a steady walk but will need to turn my body sideways to slip through the last two.

Another deep breath and I make my move.

All goes fine through axes four, five, and six, and I’m feeling confident enough that I’m already preparing mentally for my next task. It’s by far easier to slip between two axes than the multiples I’ve done so far, so I don’t even bother with a deep breath before I start to step in between them.

And that’s when the cave starts rumbling and shaking, hard enough that stone above me loosens and rains down.

At first, I merely hold my arms out and my balance is maintained, but the shaking gets worse and the log starts vibrating.

Then shaking.

Then bouncing.

That’s when my foot slips off.

I’m off-balance, twisting as I start to fall, but I manage to catch myself by squatting, hands to the log for balance. Before easing my foot back up, the ax behind me swings my way and I can’t move fast enough to get out of the way. The corner catches me on the outside of my thigh since I’m at an angle, but luckily it doesn’t slice too deep.

It hurts like a bitch, though, and I can’t help but cry out in pain.

I’m panting now, trying to hold myself on the log and figure out how to right myself in between swinging axes.

That’s when I notice that the end of the log, just a mere ten feet from me, is jostling so much from this earthquake that it’s bouncing closer to the edge of the pit. It won’t be long before it falls off into the dark abyss, which means I don’t have time to study the timing of the swinging axes anymore.

I don’t trust my magic since trying to manipulate the swinging poles caused more to appear, so I dismiss trying to build another staircase across the short distance to the edge or even trying to bend distance. The risk is too great.

I close my eyes, feel the whoosh of the axes behind me and to the front. I feel the blood soaking into my pant leg, knowing I can’t afford another confrontation with one of those blades. With the log now starting to bounce, I decide it’s do or die.

I pop up straight, watch the last two axes part on their swings outward, and fling myself forward across the unstable log. I hold my arms out for balance as I tippy-toe my dash forward. My body lurches from side to side but, somehow, I manage not to get cut. When I make it past the last ax, I’m horrified to see the end of the log start to fall off the edge of the pit.

Only one thing to do—I make a flying leap for the edge just as the log slips free of the ledge and tumbles into the darkness. My momentum is strong enough that only my feet fall short of the edge. I land hard on my chest, both arms reaching outward to scrape at the dirt as everything from my waist down hangs over the ledge. Feet scrabbling for purchase, I manage to push, kick, and claw my way up onto the ledge where I roll to my back and gasp for air.

My entire body feels depleted, and I have no clue what awaits me next. I’m not stupid enough to think that I’m near the end or that the next task will be easier.

In fact, I’m sure it will be harder.

I take a few moments to at least get my breathing under control. When I feel like my legs won’t give way, I manage to lurch to a standing position. Leaning over, I pull at the ripped fabric of my workout pants and look at the cut to the outside of my thigh. I was at enough of an angle that the ax nipped me but the cut is about three inches long and freely bleeding. I can’t see how deep it is, nor do I want to as I might pass out. With nothing to bandage the wound or even pack down inside my pants, I ignore it and hope it’s superficial enough that I won’t die from blood loss.

There’s another opening in the cave wall with a torch on the wall beside it. But this one doesn’t have a short passage to another room but rather seems to stretch on into the darkness. I grab the torch, pray there are no more snakes, and step through.

The passageway I follow is wider than the others and actually meanders in gentle curves and bends. To my surprise, torches appear on the walls along the way, but I keep the one in my hand just in case.

After several minutes of careful walking, I come out into another cavern, but this one is different from the others. It’s larger in width and depth with stalagmites rising in thick columns from the floor all the way up to the low-hanging ceiling. The effect is to parcel the large cave into sections and provide plenty of places for someone or something to be lurking behind.

I immediately go into defensive mode, walking several feet away from any stalagmites lest something come leaping out from behind one. Even though there are plenty of torches, the columns of rising rock block the light depending on where I walk, so the cavern is mostly shadowed. At this point, I can’t even see the next opening I need to go through, but I try to keep walking in the same direction.

When the attack comes, it’s not in the form of a beast leaping out from behind a stalagmite.

Instead, it’s a dark daemon who casually walks around one so as to put himself in my path. It’s not overly tall, maybe five-ten or so, but he’s built like a linebacker. His aura is thick and black, but I don’t need it to see the evil intent in his eyes.

Wearing nothing but leather pants, his bare chest is shiny as if covered in oil and he’s got two brass cuffs around his thick biceps and another two around his wrists. His countenance is humanoid, much more than any other daemon I’ve seen before. He’s actually kind of handsome with a square jaw that projects strength and determination. His Light and Dark Fae parents must have been nobles or royals, I’m guessing.

“Hello,” I say genially, not really feeling genial at all. But I’m always one to try conversation first, even though I take a step back and squat slightly for leverage in case he attacks.

“Aren’t you a sweet little piece of meat?” he growls back, flashing a perfectly straight smile.

“Not your piece of meat,” I retort with a shake of my head. He’s got no weapons I can see so if this is just a case of fighting him with bare knuckles, I’m feeling okay about that. I’ve had years of MMA training, and I have taken down bigger men than him.

“Think I’ll roast you first,” he taunts and I frown, thinking that’s the lamest thing I’ve ever heard. Then he lifts his arms, strikes one wrist over the other so the brass cuffs clang and flames erupt from his fingertips. When he curls them into fists, I’m staring at an overly muscled dark daemon with flaming hands who is ready to pummel me.

“Crap,” I exclaim as I scramble back a few feet.

He charges, swinging a left roundhouse that I easily duck, and then a right that I also manage to evade. I scurry back several more feet as he growls in frustration.

If he lands a strike, I’m going to catch fire—especially my hair. Which means I need to stay out of his way, yet somehow land some type of knockout strike.

Or… maybe I can use magic.

It didn’t work in the last chamber, but it did in the one before it.

Dropping the torch to the ground, I thrust my hands out, calling upon nature to help me out this time. As I envision it, jets of water shoot toward the daemon, extinguishing his fire-engulfed fists with a hiss.

For a moment, he’s stunned, but then he snarls with fury. He raises his hands to strike the brass cuffs again—presumably to ignite them.

Without hesitation, I hold out my hands. But this time, I don’t call forth water.

I call forth a cyclone of wind that kicks up dust, dirt, and small rocks as it spins toward him. He glances up as it barrels his way, eyes growing wide with shock. The daemon actually starts to turn as if he’s going to try to run, but it’s too late for him.

The funnel encircles his body, locking his arms tight to his side. For a moment, it just spins there while serving as a prison. This is my task that calls for some ethical thought. I fully understand that death can and should be expected to occur once the gauntlet starts.

But I’d prefer not to kill if I don’t have to.

I can’t keep the cyclone on him permanently as I need to move on, so with the thought in mind to spare life if I can, I sling my arms to the side—right toward a stalagmite—and the cyclone obeys my command. It goes hurtling in that direction, then slams hard into the column of stone.

Rather, the daemon slams hard into it while the wind dissipates into nothing. He slumps to the floor, a large knot on his head and a trickle of blood from his nose. I watch him carefully. While he’s out cold, he’s thankfully still breathing.

I don’t wait around to see if he wakes up. Instead, I take off at a run toward where I hope the next passageway is.

I find it easily, seeing it’s short and leads into another cavernous room. I nab the torch affixed to the wall to light the way. The cut to my leg is throbbing, but I’ve regained some of my strength since the swinging axes. Expending the magic I just did back there didn’t even wind me.

I run through the passageway, sensing I might be getting to the end, and come to a skidding halt that kicks up a puff of dust in the next room.

It’s more circular than the others, and the walls are smooth but still slimy looking. I immediately spot the opening on the other side, but I can’t discern any obvious obstacle for me in here. I’m considering a mad dash when I hear a low growl from behind me.

In horror movies, people slowly turn around to be shocked that a monster is standing right there. I immediately jolt forward several paces to get away from the growl. As I’m spinning, I conjure my whip as a weapon, immediately going into a slight crouch with my arm poised and ready to let the thong fly.

To my surprise, there is indeed a beast, but he’s chained to the wall to the left of the entrance I’d just come through. I literally ran right past him without a thought. Had he been unchained, I’d probably be dead by now.

This creature is fae and not daemon, and I open my senses up slightly to see what vibe I get. It’s dark and malicious, but I never let the feelings decide anymore for certain if they are Light or Dark Fae, because that’s just species designation. So, for now, I reserve judgment from whence he descends and merely accept the vibe says he clearly wants to kill me.

His face is greenish and warty, as are the exposed parts of its legs and arms under raggedly frayed pants, a short-sleeved shirt, and well-worn boots. He has no hair, muddied orange-brown eyes, and a lipless mouth, which I’m going to have to assume are filled with fangs. His body is otherwise humanoid, tall of stature with thick arms and legs denoting great strength. The chains are at the creature’s ankles and wrists and attached to spikes in the cave wall.

I relax slightly, seeing the creature chained up, and I wonder if I’m supposed to free it. Perhaps it’s morally good and I have to make that determination to show I can look at more than just the species.

“Why are you here?” I ask it.

He growls low again, and I think he might not understand me, but when he speaks, I’m surprised at how deep, mellow, and articulate his voice is. Like he could seriously be a narrator for audiobooks.

“I eat children,” he says. Based on that admission, I’ve determined he’s a Dark Fae and quite evil, deserving of the chains. “Annihilators caught me a few days ago and I’ve been locked up here since.”

I frown, keeping my whip hanging loosely at my side. Am I supposed to just kill him while he’s chained up? I know annihilators destroy evil creatures, and eating children puts you right up at the top of the list alongside Kymaris as far as I’m concerned.

But… there are no rules here.

Nothing says I can’t just walk right out of here and see what awaits me next.

I actually start to pivot on my foot, intending to do just that, when an ominous sound rings through the cave.

The sound of heavy, thick chains falling to the ground.

My head whips back around, and I see that the creature is no longer secured. He rubs at his wrists, gives me a smile that does indeed reveal fangs. “I was told a champion would be coming through.” He takes a step toward me, tosses his head left and right as if working out some kinks. “I was told… if I defeat the champion, I can have my freedom.”

“Guess I’m that champion,” I mutter, moving several feet backward so I’m in the middle of the room and have more space to maneuver.

The creature stalks slowly toward me. “Normally, I like killing slow, but I want to do this fast. There’s an orphanage down in Venezuela that I hear has the tastiest, fattest babies you can imagine.”

I whirl my whip in a circle over my head before slicing downward, not coming anywhere near him but also knowing I wouldn’t. It’s a warning shot to stay back, and he stops in his tracks.


This appears to be a battle to the death and since he readily admits to eating babies, I find my conscience squeaky clean on that front.

A rumbling sound echoes around the cavern, and the ground starts shaking like it did when I was crossing the log. The creature and I glance around, but I manage to keep an eye on him as I try to figure out what’s happening.

It becomes abundantly clear what’s happening when the ground along the perimeter of the cave starts crumbling and then dropping away. It keeps falling away until the creature and I are left standing on a piece of cave floor that’s perfectly circular and about twenty-five feet in diameter. There’s a good ten feet of nothing between the edge of the circular ground we stand on and the edge of the cave wall. There is no ledge bordering the cave wall, so there is nothing to leap onto, assuming I could make the ten-foot leap, which I doubt I could.

As it stands, I’m trapped within this circle with a Dark Fae who wants to kill me, which means I’m going to have to defeat him here and now.

My gaze connects with the creature, who seems as stunned by this development as I am. I take a few steps back from him, trying to put a little distance between us. My movement gets his attention, and his head swivels my way.

“Let’s do this,” he rumbles.

“Let’s,” I reply confidently, but truly feeling like I might vomit. He’s not the first Dark Fae I’ve battled. That would have been the incubus in my backyard.

I’ve faced off against hell beasts in Deandra’s coliseum set up to help me tap my magic.

I even pulled my whip on the prince of the Light Fae and faced off.

But being in this dismal cave, on a slice of real estate barely twenty-five feet across; not knowing what awaits me if I defeat this Dark Fae and knowing even if I make it out of this gauntlet I still have to save the world, I’m suddenly feeling a bit tired.

The fae takes one step my way but before he can even lift his other leg, the ground rumbles again and then the circular cave floor slowly starts rotating. Not enough to throw us off balance, but enough both of us freeze to see what will happen.

We’re clearly on some type of platform with hydraulics under us, and without warning, the floor tilts to the side. It’s slow, and I’m able to bend one leg, extending the other to keep a strong stance while holding my whip out, ready to strike if the fae makes a move. His actions mimic mine, but he looks a little clumsy, trying to situate himself to accommodate for the tilt.

When the movement stops, I take the initiative and attack first. I whirl my arm, slice the whip, and manage to land a strike across his chest. It slices his shirt and skin, and I hear the sizzle from the iron scales burning him.

He bellows in rage and pain, but I don’t wait for him to react. I bring my whip down on him again, slicing his chest in roughly the same spot.

It drives him back a few steps, and he screams again as I advance on him. My goal is to drive him off the edge of the platform and down into the dark abyss below.

But just as I lift my foot to take a step, a metal spike thrusts upward from the dirt floor no more than six inches from my body. It’s thin and approximately four feet tall. I jerk clumsily backward, my heart slamming against my chest when I realize I almost got skewered.

The fae frowns at this new development, and because I’ve halted my progress, he decides to go on the attack. He rushes at me, and I scramble backward. He takes three, four, five strides. Just as I’m nearing the edge of the platform, a spike thrusts up in front of him. He skitters to a halt, snorting in frustration.

I prepare to launch my whip to drive him back, but the damn platform, which is still rotating slowly, now starts to tilt the other way. Except it keeps tilting and tilting until both the fae and I start to slide. I stay upright as long as I can, but I’m eventually driven down to my stomach by the angle of the floor and gravity.

Same with the fae, except he’s smart enough to grab onto the spike that had thrust up in front of him and he hangs on tight. I, on the other hand, go sliding across the dirt floor. Looking back, I see the edge rushing to meet me and almost accept my demise with nothing to grab on to.

But then my brain kicks into overdrive, and I realize I have in my hand the means to save me from going over the edge.

My whip isn’t long enough to latch onto the first spike that came up, but I merely conjure length to it and let it fly just as my feet slide free from the floor. Thankful for the hours upon hours of target training with this weapon, I manage to get my thong wrapped securely around the spike. Just as my hips go over, I come to a jarring halt.

For several seconds, both the fae and I hang there as the floor slowly rotates. Because we’re at an angle, halfway around, we end up higher and I am able to actually pop up to my feet. Just as the fae does the same, the floor starts to level out.

I don’t wait for it to be perfectly flat, but immediately attack. I charge him, cracking my whip at the fae repetitively while, at the same time, conjuring a throwing knife made of iron. While my left hand isn’t as strong as my right, my accuracy is almost as good. I crack my whip, not to make contact but to distract, and then fling my knife. I don’t bother to try to penetrate his sternum as it won’t work. Instead, it sinks in deep just inside his left shoulder socket below the collarbone, and I watch that left arm go completely limp.

Another bellow of rage as the fae wrenches the knife out and throws it back. I don’t even have to dodge it as it doesn’t come close and now, I’ve learned something important.

This fae doesn’t know how to wield weapons, but I expect if eating children is his sole talent, why would he?

That gives me the boost of confidence I need to attack again.

For the next few minutes, I slice and dice with my whip and throw two more knives—one to his existing shoulder wound and the other to his thigh. Again, mere wounds, but they are making the beast angrier. All the while, the platform continues its lazy rotation, but with unpredictable tilts and spikes thrusting up through the floor, one catching me on my left forearm when I’m not able to get out of the way in time. It slices a groove through skin and muscle, and gods does it hurt like a son of a bitch.

But I don’t yell in pain, and I don’t retreat. I continue attacking with my whip and using my superior balance and agility to stay out of the fae’s charging attacks.

It’s when the floor starts tilting again that I decide enough is enough. I’m not going to be able to get close enough to pierce his brain or heart with iron, but I’ve got a mean flying front kick.

As the floor tilts downward and the fae starts to go sliding, I use the momentum and charge him, praying to anyone that’s listening to please not thrust a spike up in my way. Three feet from my quarry, I push off hard with my right foot, lift my left knee high to help build height and momentum, and then cycle my right leg up and out for a well-placed kick to the fae’s chest. It’s hard enough that he’s literally lifted off his feet and he goes flying back. There’s a spike from the floor near the edge, and he manages to grab onto it before going over the edge.

I’m starting to slide off, too, and I can easily latch onto another spike with my whip.

But I want this over.

I need him to fall.

By some stroke of amazing luck—or I’m the baddest bad-ass chick around—I snap my whip his way in an underhanded throw, slicing across his knuckles gripping the spike.

It’s hard and deep enough that, without thought, he screams as he lets go of the metal pole. He makes a scrabbling effort to throw his other hand out to grab it, but he misses.

I fall to my ass from the force of gravity, sliding toward the edge to tumble over after the fae.

Except at the last minute, I once again use my whip to grab onto a spike and I’m caught well before I fall.

With my chest heaving, I merely lay my head on the dirt floor and wait for the flooring to eventually right itself. When it flattens, I notice the rotation stops. Hoisting myself up, I look at my bleeding arm, which is caked with dirt. I’m fairly sure I’ll die of infection rather than fae.

There’s a slight rumbling, and I turn in the direction of the noise. I watch as the pieces of the cave floor that had previously fallen away rise and seemingly snap back into place as if I were watching a movie in reverse motion. With the ground solid once again, I wearily make my way to the next passageway and brace myself for my next trial.

At the threshold to the passage, I’m surprised to see another cave room, but one that is flooded with light. Just beyond that, an opening reveals the jungle.

I’m done.

I rush through the passage, across the small room, but five feet from the exit, a tiny fairy flies in front of me and hovers there.

She’s no more than six inches tall, wearing a pretty gossamer dress. Her tiny translucent wings are beating so fast, they’re a blur.

Putting her hands on her hips, she glares and I know she’s not here to congratulate me.

Rather… she’s another test.

“You can leave if you make it past me,” she says in a tiny squeaky voice.

“Really?” I ask in frustration.

“Afraid?” she taunts. “I’ll have you know, my magic is thousands of years old and some of the most powerful among all the Light Fae.

“Look.” Letting out a heavy sigh, I put my whip away so I don’t look threatening. I have no doubt as to her claims. “I’m tired. I’m bleeding. And I really, really don’t want to fight you.”

“So you’re giving up?” she asks incredulously, her wings beating harder, which makes her bob before me in a slow up-and-down motion. “Just like that… you’re going to admit failure on the gauntlet and lose your chance to be an annihilator?”

“Well, I’m not doing this to be an annihilator,” I explain. “This is just to test my skills, and since your magic is so great, I’m clearly not going to be able to defeat you with it, and, honestly, I don’t have it in me to kill you.”

“Weak words,” she sneers.

“Can we negotiate?” I ask.

Cocking an eyebrow at me, she crosses her arms over her chest. “What do you mean?”

“Well,” I drawl in as tactful a way as I can muster because I’m just really tired and now irritable that I have to deal with this pipsqueak. “Is there something you want that perhaps I can give you in exchange for letting me pass without a fight?”

“You really are scared of me, aren’t you?” she titters, clapping her hands in delight. I grit my teeth and she taps a finger to her chin, lifting her eyes upward while she thinks about it.

I wait patiently.

Eventually, she brings her gaze to me, hands back to her hips while she bobs on the air current caused by her wings. “That whip you used in the gauntlet. I’ll take that as free passage.”

“But… but… it’s too big for you,” I stammer.

She glares. “It isn’t. I can change my size at my whim. But it’s very pretty.”

“I’m sorry,” I say with a shake of my head. “But that was made especially for me. I can’t give it up.”

I expect her to argue, but she immediately snaps her fingers on one hand and points to me. “Servitude,” she exclaims. “You shall be my servant for a period of no less than six months, starting on the first Monday of next month and—”

That’s it.

I’m done.

Without thought, I magically conjure a butterfly net, the strings laced with iron. With a swiftness greater than I’d possessed in all the other gauntlet tasks, I arc it over my shoulder and bring it down on top of her. She squeaks in surprise. Without hesitation, I put a shield over the entire thing before scooping her up.

Enraged, she tries to shoot bolts of magic at me, but they ricochet back at her from my shield. She throws herself against the net, but her skin burns against the iron and she shrieks her rage, shaking a fist.

I’m too tired to even gloat. I walk out of the cave carrying the net, blinking at the bright light. The first thing I see is Carrick standing there with a grin on his face. Caiden is also there, looking incredibly pleased. I assume they were somehow able to watch my journey, probably with some hidden camera system.

Or probably with magic.

I toss the net to Caiden, who easily catches it. “Put a leash on that little hell pixie,” I say with a grimace.

The fairy screams obscenities.

“It if helps,” I tell her magnanimously. “You were actually my most trying foe today.”

That must help somewhat, as she grumbles with arms crossed over her chest and only glares.

“Be gone, Truwila,” Caiden says with a laugh. Waving his hand over the net, he releases her. She buzzes off with a trail of gold sparkles trailing her until she’s lost in the jungle leaves. Turning to me, he says, “Outstanding work, Finley. You ever want a job as an annihilator, it’s yours.”

“I’ll pass,” I say with a grin. “I’ve got more important things to do.”

His expression sobers. “Yes, I expect you do.”

I turn my attention to Carrick, who shows me how proud he is by drawing me into my arms and hugging me hard. I wince as I try to return it, but the cut on my forearm throbs from the contact and I hiss in pain.

Carrick jerks back, eyes going immediately dark and worried. “What’s wrong?”

“Got a few cuts,” I say, looking down at my thigh where the workout pants are soaked with blood. When I pull the material away, it sticks slightly, meaning the cut must be coagulating.

“Let me see,” Carrick demands, batting my hand away.

He squats, looks at the slice in the material of my pants, then notes the blood but doesn’t seem to need any further information. When he waves his hand, a warmth washes over my thigh and it tingles at the cut. I can’t see what’s going on, but I can tell it just knit up.

I shove my arm under his nose. “This one, too.”

His eyes lift, golden once more and filled with amusement. He takes my wrist, pulls it to his mouth, and places a kiss there. Again, there’s warmth flowing through me and a tingle at the cut as it heals. I don’t bother looking at it, though, because I’m mesmerized watching Carrick kiss my wrist while his eyes stay pinned on me.

When he releases me, he straightens and takes my jaw in his hand. “You were magnificent in the gauntlet. If I were Kymaris, I’d be scared to death of you.”

I step into him for a hug. It’s sweet of him to say that, but the gauntlet I just ran was a piece of cake compared to going up against the Queen of the Underworld.




CHAPTER 15


Finley

Caiden bends distance, supposedly to take us to Priya and Titus, but when we step out onto what looks like an Ivy League college campus, they’re nowhere to be seen. Large stately buildings in marble and limestone with Grecian era columns and formal landscaping with stone pathways among pocket gardens with benches upon which to sit.

A stray person or two seem to be hurrying off to one of the buildings that make a U-shape around the courtyard we’re standing in.

“This is the Alliance Academy,” Caiden explains as he sweeps his hand toward the buildings. “Most just call it the Academy, but I thought you’d like a quick peek at it.”

“Alliance?” I ask curiously. “That implies a formalized organization runs this?”

“Of course,” Caiden says lightly, but doesn’t offer an explanation.

He leads us up wide steps, through double doors, and into one of the buildings. It’s a large hall of sorts, with gray marble flooring, and to the left and right are groupings of furniture, a few of which are occupied with what I assume are Academy students.

The most obvious thing I notice is that the majority are in their teens.

“What’s the age range of those attending the Academy?” I ask Caiden as we walk straight through the large hall, which narrows to a corridor leading out of the back of the building. There are doors on both sides of the hallway, a few of which are open, and I’m not surprised to see they are classrooms. I would have expected part of the training here is learning, not just fighting.

“We take children as young as twelve,” he says. “The kids can’t run the gauntlet, though, unless they’re eighteen or they get special permission.”

“Twelve,” I exclaim, cutting an alarmed look to Carrick. “Isn’t that a bit young?

Caiden laughs as he stops, turning to face me. “We’re not sending them off to war at that age, Finley. Most of the younger kids are primarily doing book learning, not only of alternate realms, fae, daemons, and such, but the subjects they’d ordinarily take back home if they were in school.”

“Why would anyone let their child come here to study and eventually learn to fight evil creatures?” I ask curiously.

“It’s generational, mostly. Many families have long, distinguished lines of annihilators.”

Now that’s interesting. “But what about kids who don’t come from those types of families? And do you take adults into the program?”


“We do accept kids who aren’t from annihilator families. Often, orphans and such back in the Earth realm who might have a better life here. And yes, we do take older people.” He says that last part with a knowing grin.

I shake my head with a laugh. “I’m not joining your Alliance.”

“Damn right you’re not,” Carrick mutters his agreement.

Caiden leads us to another set of double doors that take us back outside. We step out onto a large veranda with a stone balustrade at the perimeter that has another set of steps down to a green field.

It’s rectangular like a football field but with no painted lines and no goalposts. There are bleachers on the long ends, though, so it seems to indicate it’s for some type of sport. I immediately see Priya, Titus, and Zora in the middle of the field. Priya seems to be giving Zora some instruction on how to hold a rapier sword.

Caiden, Carrick, and I trot down the steps toward the field, and I can’t help but ask, “When is the next quidditch game played?”

Caiden frowns over his shoulder. “Quidditch. What’s that?”

When I snicker, Carrick slaps me on the butt in warning to stop teasing someone who probably doesn’t understand Earth realm pop culture.

“Never mind,” I reply apologetically. “It’s a set of movies about a magical school with a game called quidditch.”

“It’s actually a set of books,” Carrick intones, having been relatively quiet since we left the gauntlet. “The books were then made into movies, but they weren’t nearly as good as the books.”

My jaw drops as I stare at him in shock. “You read the books?”

He shrugs casually with a smile, a look that is really quite good on an all-powerful demi-god who could crush bones with a snap of his fingers. “I’m multi-dimensional.”

“We actually use this field to do weapons and magical training. We have indoor facilities as well.”

Caiden halts us at the edge of the field as Priya has her own rapier in her hand and she’s showing Zora some striking maneuvers. He advises us, “We always start with rapiers since they’re lighter and more maneuverable, especially if someone doesn’t have the strength for heavier weapons.”

I watch as Zora takes the instruction and exhibits particularly good technique, but she gets winded pretty quickly. My circumstances were so different when I started training, as at least I was proficient in mixed martial arts and was in really good shape.

Priya takes it easy on Zora, and that’s got nothing to do with Priya being a woman. I know if it was Titus training her, as he did me, he’d recognize as I do… Zora’s capacity is going to be limited because she’s starting with no experience at all.

At least I think that’s the case.

She never told me she was in any secret fight club in the Underworld, but I can just tell by her red face, sweat-soaked clothes, and the slight droop to her shoulders that she’s exhausted already.

Zora manages to defend three successive strokes from Priya as she had been taught, and Priya stops, praising her. “Very good, Zora. You are a very quick learner.”

Looking our way, Priya gives a jerk of her head that says it’s okay for us to approach.

I smile teasingly at my sister, nodding down to the sword in her hand. “Not bad for a newbie.”

Zora frowns. “Newbie?”

Ducking my head apologetically, I explain, “Just a nickname for someone who is new to something.”

Zora glances down at the sword and grimaces. “I felt clumsy the entire time.”

“You weren’t,” Priya assures her, and then looks to Titus.

He steps up to Zora, takes the rapier. Bending slightly to catch her eyes, he says, “You did very well for your first time ever handling weapons or defending yourself from attack.”

Zora offers a small smile to Titus, but then glances around at the group. “What Titus and Priya aren’t saying is that I’m a hopeless cause if you want to turn me into some sort of warrior in the next two weeks.”

“We don’t expect that,” Carrick assures her. “You just need some basics to protect yourself if it comes to that. Your powers are going to be your best weapon.”

Zora nods, but I can sense she’s disappointed in herself. I want to get her alone, so maybe we can talk it through. I don’t ever want her thinking we are setting expectations on her.

“You want to do any training?” Titus asks me.

“I’d like nothing better than for you to kick my butt all over this field, but I’m exhausted after running the gauntlet.”

“How did you do?” Zora asks, and I take joy in the excitement in her tone. Because that’s genuine interest in me. Something one sister would want to know about the other.

“I made it through with a few bumps and bruises,” I inform her proudly.

Caiden laughs, smiling at Titus. “She defeated Truwila in less than two minutes.”

There’s pride in Titus’ expression as he looks to me for confirmation, and I nod with a grin.

“She tried to negotiate with her,” Caiden informs him, and Titus raises an eyebrow for the rest of the story.

“Negotiations failed quickly,” I mutter. “Went ahead and trapped her in an iron-laced butterfly net and put a shield around it so she couldn’t attack me with magic.”

“Brilliant,” Titus exclaims with a hearty laugh.

With a sigh, I roll my neck and envision an extremely hot shower. Perhaps I can talk Carrick into joining me. “What are the plans for the rest of the day? Are we going to move into working on Zora’s magic?”

Priya shakes her head. “Actually… we’re going to do that tomorrow when everyone is fresh.”

Carrick reaches out, taking my hand to capture my attention. “I have an idea.”

Hot shower with me? “What’s that?”

“I think you and Zora should take the rest of the day off and just relax down on the beach,” he says, glancing over to Titus and Priya for their affirmation.

“Absolutely,” Priya exclaims. “There’s a wonderful restaurant called Cafe Syreni that makes the best burgers in the entire universe. No joke. You two should have lunch and spend the afternoon lounging like lizards on the hot sand.”

I glance at Zora. “What do you think?”

She looks almost apologetic. “Amell used to tell me tales of beaches and salty water where you’d float. I’d love to see it if it’s not too much trouble.”

“No trouble at all,” Priya says. “I’ve got bathing suits you can borrow.”

“You good with that?” I ask, turning to Carrick. Because as much as a shower with my beautiful man is like one of the best things I could ask for, time with my sister is honestly just as good.

“I think it’s a great idea,” he assures me. “And Titus, Priya, Caiden, and I are going to go over some planning for the ritual.”

“Planning?” I ask with a frown. “Shouldn’t I be there?”

“Probably.” Carrick takes my hand, gives it a squeeze. “But I think it’s more important you and Zora go hang out. You’re not going to miss much anyway. We’re going to talk about drafting some annihilators to join the battle.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” I exclaim, looking from Caiden, to Titus, to Priya. “Thank you.”

“It’s part of our job,” Titus says in that low rumbling voice. “To keep evil at bay. But I’m doing this for you first and foremost.”

“And there will be plenty who will want to help,” Caiden affirms.

“Then it’s settled,” Priya says and then moves to Zora. “Come on. You and I will fly back to our house. I’ll grab some bathing suits for you and Finley. We’ll see you all there.”

I watch with just a tinge of jealousy and a whole lot of pride in Zora as her wings fan out and she takes to the air with Priya.

They’re barely fifty feet in the air before Carrick is taking my hand and bending distance back to Titus and Priya’s house.


*     *     *

“Okay,” Zora says from the lounge chair beside me. “I’m going to amend my list of greatest things about being out of the Underworld and put burgers at the top.”

“Priya wasn’t lying,” I agree, rubbing my hand over my stomach, which is clad in a tasteful one-piece black bathing suit. “That was, without a doubt, the best burger I’ve ever had.”

“Mmmm,” Zora agrees, and I let my head roll on the chaise lounge to see her eyes closed and a serene smile on her face. Priya lent her an ocean blue one-piece. I have to admit, with her white hair, that is most definitely her color. It heightens the blue in her tri-colored eyes.

“What else is on your list?” I ask my sister.

She opens her eyes, rolling her head to give me a lazy sort of smile. The sun is warm on our skin, our bellies are full, and the sound of the waves lapping at the bay shore is relaxing. “Greatest things about being out of the Underworld?”

I nod, rolling on my side to see her.

Zora lets out a tiny sigh, eyes roving over the cloudless sky for a moment before she brings her gaze back to me. “The openness. Just endless sky and earth. The caverns in the Underworld are huge and I never felt constrained until I got here. I can fly up thousands of feet, and the only thing I’d hit my head on is a cloud.”

“I can’t even imagine living in a place without sunlight,” I murmur.

“Amell sometimes simulated it for me with magic,” Zora says with a fond smile. “But he didn’t do it justice now that I’ve seen it.”

“What else?” I ask.

For the next half hour, Zora tells me all the things she’s come to love since we helped her escape. It includes, among other things, cotton sheets, orange juice, croissants—of course—hot running water, the sounds of city traffic, the television show Schitt’s Creek, although she readily admits she doesn’t get some of it, Chris Hemsworth, bubble gum, body lotion, good hair products, and Chapstick.

When she throws her legs over the side of the chaise and pulls out a tube of Chapstick from the little bag she’d brought to the beach, I laugh. She rubs it on her lips before tossing it back in the bag.

Zora crosses her arms across her thighs, leaning slightly toward me. “Want to know the biggest conclusion I’ve come to?”

I push up to one elbow, nodding.

“I’ve seen enough to know I don’t ever want to go back to the Underworld.”

It’s not her words but her tone that has me sitting up, planting my feet into the sand. Our knees almost touch. “Why would you even think about going back?”

Zora looks out over the bay. “I don’t want to assume that you want me to stay. I’m grateful for all you’ve done, but… I’m really not sure what you want with me.”

My hands snag hers roughly, causing her head to whip back to me. “You’re my sister. My twin. When I brought you out of the Underworld, it was forever, Zora. Your home is with me now. Well, me and Carrick.”

“Until you die,” Zora points out.

“And then Carrick will take care of you,” I assure her. Carrick had promised me long ago that he’d get her out of the Underworld if I died before we were able to. I know he’d make her life good after I was gone.

Zora’s expression turns troubled, and she shakes her head. “I don’t know how to be a sister. I don’t know if I say the right things. I don’t know if I’m likable.” Zora pulls her hands from me. “In fact, I’m fairly sure I’m very unlikable. I don’t even really like to be touched, Finley, and I hate small talk. I only know to trust myself. I don’t understand the relationship you and Carrick have, and it’s not that I don’t understand it… it seems odd, weak, and overbearingly complicated. Affection makes me uncomfortable, and I don’t like talking about things much deeper than burgers, because I’ve never talked about deep things before. I have nothing to offer you at all.”

I take in a breath and let it out, not attempting to take her hands again. “You have the world to offer me, Zora. You’re my sister, and I love you. I need nothing more than for you to be here, safe and happy.”

“I don’t know how much I’ll be able to help against Kymaris,” she says, worrying at her lower lip with her teeth while ignoring my statements of sentiment. “I didn’t do well at all today.”

“Your magic is what we’ll focus on,” I assure her. “If you can create wings to fly, your magic is powerful, Zora. We’ll get it figured out, but it might take time so don’t get frustrated. God knows it took a while for me to figure mine out.”

“But your magic is from an angel,” Zora points out with a hard look. “Mine is from a deranged Light Fae prince who is twisted dark and evil. I’m not sure that’s something we want to mess with.”

“Maybe not.” She makes a damn good point. “But we’ll be careful and test it slowly. Regardless, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. I didn’t bring you here to help fight. You don’t even have to be anywhere around when this goes down. We can have you stay in Faere with Nimeyah or I bet you could even stay here in Semper Terra.”

“No, I want to be there,” Zora says adamantly. “I want to see Kymaris taken down.”

I grin. “Now that is totally my twin talking. I’ve always had a bit of vengeance inside of me. Wanting to see someone get their due when they’ve wronged me.”

“That bitch is the reason I was taken,” Zora snarls, and her eyes flash with fury. She’s breathing hard as if her emotions have winded her. “She’s the reason I was raised in Hell when I could have had this. She has to be defeated.”

“She will be,” I promise gently.

Zora gazes out over the bay, taking in breaths to get herself calm. Her hands are shaking, and she grips them together hard.

“Zora,” I say softly to get her attention. She doesn’t look my way, but her body jerks slightly from my tone. “How bad was it there? The truth.”

Because for all that I’ve learned about the worse-than-third-world conditions and funky animals to eat, it hasn’t really told me anything about why Zora is the way she is.

Slowly, Zora swings my way, and I can see the doubt warring in her eyes. Should she give me the absolute truth? Zora hates being thought of as a victim because any time I make faces of sympathy when she tells me things, it makes her bristle, and she’ll immediately denounce her life as being a hardship.

But I know I’m missing so much of the story.

I have a feeling, if she tells it all to me, that I’ll probably end up wishing I’d never known.

Zora brings her feet back up on the chaise and lays back, closing her eyes. I study the odd but beautiful bright white of her eyelashes as they lay against her skin. It’s a clear sign she doesn’t want to talk, but then… she starts talking.

“My earliest memory is after I’d learned to walk. The Dark Fae couple I stayed with hated me trying to get into everything. If I tried to climb on a chest, they’d knock me off it. If I tried to leave my pallet on the floor and climb on their bed, they’d push me off. After a while, I learned to just stay on the floor. For meals, they would toss scraps down to me.”

Okay, it’s going to be way worse than I expected. But if she’s brave enough to tell it, I’m brave enough to listen. I mimic her actions and lay back on the chaise, face to the sun, and I close my eyes as I listen.

“I learned to talk by listening to them because they never engaged me in conversation. I didn’t really understand who Amell was when he came to visit, but when he did, they treated me differently. The female would pull me on her lap, and I’d struggle to get away because touch was so off-putting to me by that time. Amell eventually started talking to me, correcting my speech if it was bad. He’d ask me questions about my life with them, and I told him the truth. It was at that point when things changed for the better. I didn’t have a pallet on the floor anymore, but rather an actual bed, and I sat at the table for meals. I assume Amell threatened them, but that was about as good as it got. I was a lowly human to them, and, as I told you before, that’s all they ever called me until Amell gave me a name. It was the first time I had some identity.”

It’s no wonder she’s so averse to affection and why the concept of love is confusing. Her formative years had been totally fucked up.

“As I got older, Amell came more often. He’d bring me books, teach me languages, math, and history. He brought me around Otaxis so the other Dark Fae would get used to having a human in their midst, and he put the word out that I was never to be harmed. He gave me small jobs to complete and paid me tokens so I could buy things just for myself, because the couple I lived with gave me nothing but the clothes on my back. Amell eventually took me flying, and it was the first time in my life I had ever laughed. I remember how odd the sound was, but it felt good to me.”

Tears spring to my eyes, but I blink them back, forcing a steady voice. “You were lucky to have him.”

“Was I?” she asks, but I don’t dare roll my head to see her. I’m afraid she might clam up. “Amell is the one who put me in the care of those awful fae, knowing I was mistreated. Amell took me once a month to the palace where they’d perform the ceremony to pump magic into me. He shackled me behind Kymaris’ static body and stared at me with a locked jaw while Pyke pressed a staff to my spine and forced fae magic into me without my consent. Amell stood by and watched as I cried from the pain of it, and then when the dark priests came in to take the magic I’d just received and turn it dark, he stood by while I screamed in agony because that hurt far worse.”

“Fucking hell,” I growl, not able to hold it in as I sit up once again and toss my legs over the edge. “I’m going to fucking kill him, Zora. I swear it.”

Zora merely turns her head my way, staring at me through sun-dappled eyes. “Amell’s also the one who took away my pain as soon as the ceremony was over. He taught me and moved me into my own place. He also gave me protection so I could walk the streets of Otaxis with immunity.”

None of that lessens my anger.

“Amell is the one who took me flying,” Zora says softly, and there’s no mistaking the fondness there. “The joy he gave me made up for a lot of the bad.”

“I’m still going to kill him,” I vow, but I know I can’t. That would sadden Zora despite the horrible things he’d done.

“It’s complicated,” Zora replies sadly. “You had asked me once what I feel for Amell, and there are a million different memories of him that provoke contradictory feelings. If I ever tried to really boil it down, I’d probably make myself crazy.”

I try to see it from Amell’s point of view. He was carrying out his queen’s orders. He never expected to start caring for the human. He had to have been greatly conflicted.

I ponder that for a moment.

Nope. Doesn’t change how I feel. I hate the Dark Fae for causing her pain and agony, no matter if he healed her from it.

“He told me I was an orphan,” Zora says, and that jolts me right out of the plans I had started to formulate on how I might cause his demise.

“What?” I whisper.

“I told Carrick when we danced at the wedding,” Zora says quietly. “It’s funny… because I’ve forgiven Amell for so many things that were done to me in the Underworld, but that’s the one lie that I don’t think I can. Up until you contacted me and told me you were my sister, I believed I was plucked off the streets in the Earth realm. That was I nothing more than abandoned trash who would have died, and that I should be grateful to be in the Underworld and have the honor of serving as Kymaris’ vessel. I understand he told me this to save me the pain of wondering about a better life, but still…”

Her words trail off, a clear indication she’s not sure how this makes her feel. I imagine the barrage of emotions that come when she thinks about it must be suffocating.

I decide it’s time to stop this talk. Zora probably has hundreds of horror stories she could tell me, and I want to hear them all. I need to help her bear her pain.

But it’s enough for right now.

On my hit list, right beside Kymaris, I add Amell’s name. I want to make sure Carrick and the crew understand that when the final battle comes, he’s mine to deal with. I don’t know if I can kill him because I’m not sure if Zora would let me, but I do want to cause him pain in some way.

With a clap of my hands, I brighten my voice. “Enough serious talk. Let’s discuss all the things you still have to see and experience. We need to make a bucket list of items to do. We can probably knock a few things off before the ritual, what with Kymaris lying super low until the new moon.”

Smiling, Zora settles back into her chaise. Eyes closing once again, she says, “Do you think we can fly in an actual plane soon?”




CHAPTER 16


Finley

We don’t go back to the Academy this morning to work on Zora’s magical powers, but rather set up in Titus and Priya’s front yard where we first stepped foot from Seattle. The weather is glorious, there’s plenty of room, and the scenery is unparalleled.

Caiden isn’t joining us, so we’ve decided Carrick will be the one to help Zora tap into her powers. Titus, Priya, and I are taking a backseat.

Rather, we are sitting on the steps of their front porch while Carrick takes a moment to explain a few things to Zora out in the middle of the yard.

“We don’t know what you have inside of you,” Carrick says, pointing out our biggest hurdle. “We know it’s born of light magic, and then turned dark. We know Amell taught you how to hold some back, but we don’t know exactly what you have and how much. It’s entirely possible you’ve been able to segregate out some of the light before it got twisted, but it’s just as likely you only have dark magic.”

“Which is a liability,” Zora says with disappointment.

“Not necessarily,” Carrick replies with a shake of his head. “You have a choice in how to wield that magic. For example, you’ve chosen wings and the ability to fly. That doesn’t seem all that dark to me.”

“So you’re saying intention has something to do with it?” Zora asks with a frown.

“Intention is part of it,” he says carefully. “But so is your inherent nature. You were raised in an environment stripped of humanity. You’re human, but you didn’t live in a human society.”

“So I’m evil?” Zora asks with a frown.

I wince, because that’s not what he’s saying, but I hate that’s where her head went.

Carrick smiles gently. “On the contrary, I think you’re as human as Finley with an identical conscience to hers. All I’m saying is that dark magic can inflame passions or anger. When Finley somehow drew on it in Faere, had she not been stopped, I’m fairly sure she would have tried to kill Deandra. So that is an example of how good you can be, but how dark magic can overtake your sensibilities. That is where you need to be strong.”

Zora takes in a deep breath before letting it out with a firm nod of her head. “I understand.”

Carrick looks my way, and I give him a quick thumbs-up. He’s handling her beautifully.

When his attention is back on my sister, he says, “You learned how to use your magic to give yourself wings. How did you do that the first time?”

“First, I envisioned it. It was really the only thing I longed for in the Underworld. To be able to fly, which was the only way to be free.”

“That longing for it,” Carrick says, urging her to focus. “Did you use it to pull forth your power?”

Zora’s eyebrows knit in thought and she even closes her eyes, as if she’s thinking back to that moment. When they pop open, she exclaims, “Yes. I was just imagining what it would be like, then very desperately wanting it, and boom… the wings popped out.”

Carrick nods, snapping his fingers, then pointing the index one. “Exactly. You can’t just envision it. The end product of your magic has to be something you want. Something you need. It has to be born of confidence that you’ll get it. At least that’s what you need to focus on to be able to freely tap the powers. It gets much easier over time.”

“Okay,” Zora says, blowing up a breath of air that lifts some of her hair away from her forehead. “So how do we test this?”

Carrick takes a step back from her. “Simply, at first. Conjure a chair for me to sit in. My back is hurting.”

I snicker because demi-gods don’t get backaches.

Taking in a deep breath, Zora closes her eyes. Her arms are hanging loosely by her side, but her hands open and close several times. She lets her breath out in a controlled, long exhale and when she opens her eyes, she lasers them onto an area of grass to the side of Carrick. I can see it in her eyes—the entire posture of her body—as she wishes desperately for a chair for him.

Nothing happens.

Zora curses—something she definitely learned from me and not in the Underworld—and spins away from Carrick. Her hands fist, and she lets out a tiny scream of frustration.

Whipping back to Carrick, she says, “I can’t do it.”

“Nonsense,” he says with a wave of his hand. “If you can sprout wings, you can conjure a chair.”

“I really, really wanted those wings. I had to fly to have some happiness. I don’t really care if you need a chair or not.”


Carrick shakes his head, stepping up to her until he has her full attention. “You’re taking what I said too literally. It’s not about you wanting or needing what I want or need. It’s about you wanting or needing to be able to accomplish the task. And in accomplishing it, your confidence will grow. So try again.”

He takes a few steps back.

Zora tries to conjure the chair.

Nothing happens.

She tries three more times, and then takes several seconds to stomp around the yard cursing up a storm. Carrick patiently waits her out. My heart clenches with sadness over her struggles, and I remember mine all too well.

“Zora,” Carrick snaps, and she turns toward him. Her face is red with anger and frustration. “Let me see your wings.”

Without hesitation, they unfurl. I gasp at their beauty despite having seen them a few times before. They look so soft and I long to run my fingers through them, but I’m fairly sure that would freak Zora out and send her scampering back to the Underworld.

“Go take a flight,” Carrick orders her. “Once around the island to clear your head.”

Zora doesn’t wait for further instruction, but lifts off the ground with a monstrous flap of her wings. She dives down the slope of the mountain toward the bay, where she evens out and glides above the water. When she banks left, we lose sight of her behind the mountain’s west side.

Carrick walks toward us on the porch, but he doesn’t say a word.

He doesn’t need to. I know exactly what’s going on. “She’s just like I was when trying to conjure my powers. Absolutely no confidence.”

Carrick nods. “And as much as I’d love to turn her over to Deandra and let her scare the magic out of her the way she did with you, I can’t trust what might come out of Zora. Her powers are dark, which means they could come out with deadly force that I doubt she could control. We have to coax it out.”

I have to agree with that. While Deandra’s methods were crude, they worked on me because I have the harness of a caring conscience. But with Zora’s upbringing—her lack of knowledge of humanity and empathy—there’s no telling what could come out in a moment of fear or great emotion.

“So what do we do?” I ask, but no one has an exact answer.

“Just keep trying,” Carrick finally says. “I’ll probably push her a little harder.”

This last statement was said only to me, his eyes boring into mine. A warning that I might not like his methods.

I don’t dare ask him to be gentle with her. We can’t afford those things right now, and as much as it pains me for Zora to struggle, I know some tough love might help her break through without pushing her over the edge.

*     *     *

It’s exhausting work, mostly on Carrick and Zora.

Hours are spent trying to elicit just the tiniest spark of magic out of my sister, and there is some success.

After three breaks where Zora took flights around the island, Carrick finally managed to get her to conjure a croissant—her favorite food since coming to the Earth realm. His praise was immediate and overly effusive, but he spent time talking to her about trusting her abilities. That seemed to give her some confidence.

For an hour, he’d name benign objects and ask her to conjure them. She made the chair that he’d originally requested appear. Butter for her croissant and a knife to spread it with. A bottle of water. And when she had a smile on her face and her shoulders were thrown back in confidence, he asked a little bit more of her.

He carried the chair she’d brought forth into the middle of the yard and said, “Set fire to it.”

There was hesitation. “I’m not sure how.”

“How did you conjure the other things?” Carrick asks.

“Envisioned and desired an end result,” she replies succinctly, like a student reciting text from a book.

“Then do the same,” he suggests.

“Yes,” she says with frustration. “I get the process. But do I just stare at the chair and hope it ignites?”

Carrick doesn’t answer her, but turns to me instead. “Finley… show her what you do.”

This catches me by surprise, because he’s left me out of this completely, which has been fine by me.

Carrick glances back at Zora and explains. “Finley has a flourish with her magic that is meant to be offensive.”

He’s right about that. I step out onto the grass, then move to my sister’s side. “You haven’t seen the movie Frozen yet. I’ll show it to you sometime because it’s amazing, but Elsa has magical powers where she can project ice and snow. She throws her hand out toward her target, and well… I sort of took that on.”

Carrick tips his head with an amused expression. “I never knew you were copying Elsa.”

“And I’m stunned you know who Elsa is,” I quip back before giving my attention to my sister. “Watch me.”

I turn toward the chair with no intention of setting it on fire. That’s Zora’s job, but I do need to demonstrate how to focus and funnel my magic toward something.

Bringing forth the image of Elsa in my mind, I thrust my hand out, palm facing the chair, and I blast it with a stream of ice. Zora actually steps to my side and studies my hand as I’m casting the magic. When the chair is completely frozen, I cut it off.

“It didn’t actually come out of your hand,” she observes, taking it in her own to examine my palm. “It’s like it started out of thin air just a few inches from your hand.”

“Right,” I say. “That ice wasn’t inside of me, only my imagination. I only use my hand to thrust as it helps me focus where I want my magic to go. I’m sure I could just do it with my mind, but it’s sort of become a habit with me now.”

“Okay, let me try that,” Zora says with determination.

I move back to the steps and sit beside Priya. Zora screws up her face in concentration, stares at the chair with laser-like focus, and then thrusts her hand out toward it. The expected jet of fire that would melt the ice around it doesn’t come out.

Not even a sizzle or a wisp of smoke.

Zora frowns, thrusting her hand out again.

Nothing.

She takes off across the yard, ranting and cursing. When she looks at Carrick, he merely points to the sky—a silent command to take a flight around the island. When she lifts off, we’re left alone.

Carrick glances over. “Can I go hard on her?”

I hate to do it, but I nod. I just hope we don’t traumatize her.

“I’m going to need you to assist me,” he drawls with a knowing look.

“Are you going to put me in danger?” I ask, but I already know the answer.

He doesn’t respond because Zora’s form comes into view as she lands with a light touch before folding her wings back as they disappear.

She doesn’t appear relaxed.

She looks incredibly frustrated. I’m almost ready to ask Carrick to just call it a day, but we’re short on time. If we don’t break through to her powers today, she’s not going to have the time to develop them. Once they are set free, it still takes a lot of practice to control the magic.

“Want me to try the chair again?” Zora asks grumpily.

“No,” Carrick says softly as he waves a hand at the chair and it disappears. “I want to try something a bit more radical.”

“Radical?” Zora asks, but before I know what’s happening, I’m being pulled off the stairs by an invisible force that has me cocooned in a gentle grip—Carrick’s grip, I realize—and I’m lifted high into the air above them.

Zora gasps as I rise ten, twenty, thirty feet up before Carrick stops my ascent.

I hover as Carrick turns to Zora. “I’m going to drop your sister. It’s up to you to ensure she doesn’t get hurt.”

I have to admit… it was smart of Carrick to couch it in those terms. He’s only offering Zora the consequence of me getting hurt—most likely in a grave manner. She’d never buy that the consequence could be death because she’d never buy that Carrick would let me die.

She might just think he’s crazy enough to let me get hurt, though, because she also knows he can heal me.

“And to make it interesting,” Carrick says slyly, giving a wave of his hand toward the ground.

Deadened rose vines push up from the ground, slithering and writhing over one another. The thorns are long, and the vines wind around each other until they make a thick copse of bushes that cover the entire ground above which I hover. I grimace, knowing that dropping onto those is going to hurt like a bitch.

Hell, I might poke an eye out.

“Those will help break her fall,” Carrick says nonchalantly.

“I can’t,” Zora says with a shake of her head, taking a step back.

“You can,” Carrick replies easily. “Imagine the vines disappearing and a huge air mattress appearing, or merely grab her out of the air before she hits. You have options.”

“But what if it doesn’t work?” Zora whispers, her expression somewhat terrified.

“Only one way to find out,” Carrick says. With that, he releases his magical hold on me.

I go plummeting down, my eyes wide and pinned on the thorny bushes that are rushing up to meet me. I don’t have time to see what Zora is doing, I merely hope for the best as just a few feet from the vines, I close my eyes and grit my teeth, hoping an eye doesn’t get punctured.

My body slams to a halt, knocking the breath out of me. When I open my eyes, I see I’m no more than five inches from an exceptionally long thorn protruding upward from a vine. I look over to see the disappointment on Carrick’s face and the fury on Zora’s. She turns and stomps off, lobbing vicious curses at herself.

Carrick vanquishes the thorns before lowering me gently to the ground. He’s the one who stopped me from falling into the vines, as I knew he would. If Zora didn’t pull on her magic, I knew there was no way he was going to let me get hurt.

His golden eyes pin on me, and I can read his silent message.

She can’t do it.

“Let me talk to her,” I murmur as I move past him across the lawn where my sister stands with fists clenched, eyes on the bay.

I stand beside her. “Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

She twists to glare. “Weren’t you hard on yourself when you couldn’t use your magic?”

“Point taken,” I admit glumly.

Zora turns to me. “You told me that the way you tapped your powers was that Deandra put you into a position of having to save Rainey, and that fear of failing her outweighed your other fears.”

I nod with a grimace. Exactly what Carrick just did to Zora, and it didn’t work.

She turns away from me. “I’m a terrible sister, Finley. Me not saving you must mean I don’t care about you. That I don’t love you. That I don’t care if you die.”

“Fuck that,” I snap at her, grabbing her roughly by the arm and jerking her around to face me. Her white curly hair goes swinging in a beautiful arc in the opposite direction. “I know you care for me. Otherwise, you would have never come. You would have never stayed. You might not know how to vocalize it, but we’ve connected and bonded since you’ve been here. So that’s not the reason, and you know it. How about you tell me what the real reason is?”

Zora’s eyes are wide with surprise, and I can tell by the guilt in her eyes that I’m right. She was trying to use a hypothetical lack of care on her part as her excuse, but I called her on her bullshit. There’s something else, and she’s embarrassed to acknowledge it.

She glances out at the sea, then back to me before admitting, “I’m afraid to use my power.”

That, I was not expecting. I tip my head to the side. “But why?”

“Because all day today, every time I start to pull on it, it feels… almost ominous.”

“Dark?” I guess.

She nods and adds, “Dangerous. I’m afraid I can’t control it, and someone will get hurt.”

I ponder that because I know exactly what she’s feeling. I felt it when I pulled on her powers that day in Faere against Deandra when I almost felt like I could have killed her in cold blood without a single worry.

“I wanted to save you when you dropped,” Zora says earnestly. “But I was too afraid I’d hurt you instead. Besides… I knew Carrick was never going to let you hit those thorns.”

I smile. “It’s fine. I know you don’t want me to get hurt.”

“But even if you were in real danger, I don’t know if I would have overcome my fear,” she says in a small voice, and I hear shame within it.

“Your fear is legitimate, Zora.” I step in a bit closer to her, making sure her eyes hold mine. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

“I feel like I do,” she laments, throwing her arms out. “I mean… I can conjure croissants and wings with no fear.”

“And what does that feel like?” I ask curiously.

“The wings I’ve called forth so many times, it doesn’t feel like anything. It feels like a natural part of me. The other stuff I did today, I can tell the power comes from a place of darkness, but it’s like the darkness doesn’t care about small things like that. Like it can’t be bothered to care about it. Or maybe there’s some light magic still within me. Who knows? But when you were falling and I started to call on my power to stop you, I think I felt evil inside of me. Like it was outraged I would use it to save you. What does that mean?”

Shaking my head, I give her a grim smile. “I don’t know, Zora. I felt that darkness when I inadvertently pulled on your magic, so I know exactly why you’re feeling the way you are. We can’t ask Deandra because her magic is light. Boral doesn’t have magic, and we don’t have any other magical Dark Fae around to ask.”

Emitting a tiny growl, she mutters, “I wish I could reach Amell. Maybe he could teach me.”

“Would he?” I ask skeptically. “Would he really teach you something that could be used against his queen?”

Zora shrugs. “I honestly don’t know. But as it stands, I’m really afraid to use it. I’m afraid it might change me. Turn me dark. If it does, I won’t be able to come back from it.”

I look over my shoulder at Carrick, who leans against the porch railing as he, Titus, and Priya watch us.

Giving my attention back to my sister, I put a hand on her shoulder. I feel the tiny jerk of unease from the physical contact, but she doesn’t shrug me off. “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to. If you have even the slightest worry your own powers could hurt you, cause you to hurt someone else, or turn you dark, then I want you to leave them alone.”

“Really?” she asks, the hope and relief in her voice almost too much to bear, because that means what we’ve put her through has been beyond stressful.

“Well, you conjure a nice croissant,” I tease with a wink. “Maybe you could make breakfast for us each day.”

Zora stares at me blank-faced, not understanding I’m joking. That makes me laugh. I put my arm around her shoulder, turning her toward the porch. “I need to give you some lessons in humor.”




CHAPTER 17


Finley

“This almost feels normal,” I muse as Carrick and I walk hand in hand down the block. The Prestige is up ahead and our pace is leisurely, neither of us in a rush to get back to the condo.

We just had a date, of sorts.

Lunch to be exact, and it was wonderful because it was just the two of us. Outside of the time we spend in our bedroom—where conversation isn’t necessarily at a premium—we get to spend little alone time together. This has been especially true since Zora has come, because I’ve been devoting a lot of time to hanging out with her.

In the past two days since returning from Semper Terra, I’ve taken her out of the condo and shown her what Seattle has to offer. Of course, that had to include visits to the Space Needle and Pike’s Place Market. That precipitated a stop to the very first Starbucks across the Market so I could explain Seattle coffee to Zora. While she’s not a coffee connoisseur, nor has she actually had a cup of coffee from One Bean yet, she did proclaim my place much better. I loved that so much because while Zora doesn’t think she’s likable, doesn’t know how to be a sister, or even how to show kindness, that statement said everything about the kind of person she’s becoming since leaving the Underworld.

Carrick and I also took Zora to the Chihuly Garden and Glass Museum, as well as on a ferry boat ride. She is still getting used to mechanized and electrical wonders—cars, boats, planes, elevators, televisions, smartphones, and such. And hilariously, the thing that seems to impress her the most are the robotic vacuums Zaid has set up around the condo to sweep the floors on the off days from when the cleaning service comes in. She’s also enamored with hairdryers and microwave ovens.

Many of these things, she had heard of before. Amell taught her about the magic of a jet plane in the Earth realm as he’d take her flying across the Underworld caverns. She wanted to take a plane trip, but she still couldn’t quite understand how enormous an actual passenger plane was. To give her some perspective, we took her to the intersection of 188th Street and 16th Avenue so she could watch some planes land at Sea-Tac. I was afraid she was going to have a heart attack as the first one came roaring over us.

In all, the last two days have been idyllic for me because I’ve been able to spend time with Zora without the weight of the prophecy in my face. Carrick, Maddox, Zaid, and Boral were still working hard to find information about where Kymaris might be and where the ritual will be held. Titus stayed back in Semper Terra where he and Caiden will continue to recruit annihilators to join us for the probable battle, and Rainey and Myles are still in Fiji, but they’ll be home in two days.

Carrick has never begrudged me time with Zora since she returned with us. He knows she’s been lost to me for twenty-eight years, and I have but days to get to know her. He also knows he has me for eternity, so he’s contentedly taken a backseat for my attentions.

This morning when he suggested a lunch date, I jumped on it with excitement. He offered for us to take Zora, but I found myself craving some normal alone time with him as he had been having for me.

We left Zora settled on her bed, reading a book, and she assured me she didn’t need me hovering. The subject of Zora’s magical powers has been put on the back burner. We all assured her there was no pressure for her to figure them out, and that we were not going to expect anything from her in the way of helping us battle. We even teased her that she would earn a permanent seat on the Scooby Gang, which means she would stay far from the danger when it came down to it.

We had to explain what the Scooby Gang was, of course. That necessitated us watching some Buffy the Vampire Slayer episodes so she could get the reference, and we ended up binging one afternoon until deep into the night. Zora found the show to be nothing but mindless entertainment. She was understanding humor more because she laughed a lot. I actually found it to be inspiring watching Buffy kick some demon ass. It would be a man’s equivalent of watching Rocky before stepping into the boxing ring.

At any rate, Zora was here in the sole capacity of being my twin sister and for us to hopefully build a long life together. She’d stay well away from the battle when it went down, as would Rainey and Myles.

And everyone was okay with that.

“We should do this more often,” Carrick says, pulling my hand up and actually tucking it into the crook of his elbow, which had us moving closer together as we walked. It was an old-fashioned move, and I wonder how many times we had walked together like this over the centuries.

It’s overcast today and the sidewalk is wet from a previous rain, but our umbrellas remain folded. It’s crisp outside and I feel energized, despite the slow pace at which we traverse.

“We should do this more often even with impending doom over our head?” I tease, giving him a bump with my shoulder.

“Even with impending doom,” he agrees in a deep rumble before stopping in the middle of the sidewalk and turning to face me, causing our arms to break apart. “You know… we never had to do this in our past times together.”

“Face the end of the world?” I tease.

He laughs and nods. “We led normal, fairly boring lives. No worlds to save. No monsters to fight. I really, really miss that.”

“I don’t remember anything other than the memories you showed me, but I can tell you that I miss it, too. I can’t wait for this to be behind us.”

Carrick’s expression turns somber, and I know what he’s thinking. There might not be an “us” when this is over.

I put my hands to his cheeks. “I’ll come back to you. And in the next life, we’ll make sure it’s the most boring life ever.”

His responding laugh is deep and rich, and it causes my soul to actually sigh that I can cause that in the face of certain death that will come my way. Eyes still twinkling, he says, “If you can spare an hour away from your sister, how about we do this every day until the ritual takes place? Just get away for an hour, all to ourselves.”

“Deal,” I reply with a firm nod.

Carrick leans in and kisses me softly. It lingers enough to tell me he’s feeling the clock ticking on our time left together. It feels good enough that it dulls the pain I’m already feeling that we’ll be lost to each other again.

When Carrick’s mouth leaves mine, we once again start for the Prestige, hand in hand. As we enter the lobby, I’m the first to see Boral sitting there waiting for us. By the look on his face, I’m not sure I want to know why he’s visiting.

“What are you doing down here?” I ask as he rises from one of the lobby chairs. He normally just calls up and is given access to the elevator.


Boral rubs his hand over his bald head, his expression troubled. “I had called ahead of time as I need to talk to everyone. They told me you were out so I just decided to wait here until you got back.”

He doesn’t need to say it, but the message is clear. Boral is not welcomed by his son, Carrick and Maddox barely tolerate him, and I’m the only one who shows him any level of kindness.

No wonder he waited down here for us.

Carrick nods and leads us to the private elevator. We ride up in silence and as the elevator doors open, Boral suggests, “Probably best we meet down in the library. We’ll have planning to do.”

This means this is serious business. Otherwise, we’d just congregate in the kitchen. The fact we have planning to do means he has information that will require action.

I glance at Carrick. “I’ll go get Zora from her room and meet you down there.”

“I’ll find Zaid and Maddox,” Carrick replies, and we head off in opposite directions. Boral sets off for Carrick’s office, which will take him down into the library.

Zora’s in my old room, which is on the opposite end of the condo from Carrick’s office. I head down the hallway, my head pre-occupied with Boral’s news. There’s no doubt about it, Boral has something on Kymaris—possibly the stone. He had been our best lead by planting himself back in the circle of his friend Kaesar, who is one of the twelve original Fallen. But Kymaris, Kaesar, and the others have disappeared, gone into safe hiding until the day of the ritual, and despite Boral reaching out to Kaesar, he’s getting no response.

In my opinion, Kaesar probably suspects Boral is a spy and he’s shut that down, which means it will be interesting to see where Boral got his information today.

I turn into the small alcove that leads into the bedroom suite, my brain swirling with pre-occupation.

It’s why I jump backward in shock as Zora’s bedroom door opens and Maddox walks out. His head is bowed, watching his hands as they tuck his t-shirt back into his jeans. His blond hair, which is normally pulled back in a ponytail at the top of his head, has several locks that have become loose.

His head lifts and, to my further shock, the demi-god’s cheeks turn a bit red with embarrassment before he levels me with a sly smirk. Pulling the door shut behind him, he says, “No recriminations. Your sister is a grown woman.”

My mouth hangs open, and I couldn’t retort to say anything if I wanted to. My brain has completely shut down.

Maddox’s hand catches me under the chin, and he gently pushes my mouth closed before walking away.

As an afterthought, I call out, “Everyone’s going down to the library. Boral has some information.”

He throws a hand over his head in acknowledgment and when he disappears, I turn toward Zora’s bedroom door. Taking a deep breath, I prepare to knock but the door is swung open.

I take Zora in. Her clothes are all perfectly in place, platinum hair no more of a wild mane than it normally is and her expression bland.

Did I mistake what was going on when Maddox walked out, tucking his shirt in? Perhaps he was changing a light bulb up high and his shirt came out?

I shake my head.

Ridiculous.

Wagging my finger in her face, I accuse with a half-smile, “You just had sex with Maddox.”

Zora doesn’t even blink. “Yeah. So what?”

Putting a hand to her chest, I push her back into her bedroom and close the door behind us. “You. Had. Sex. With. Maddox,” I repeat, enunciating each word to underscore how monumental this is in all ways.

Zora purses her lips, shaking her head as if admonishing me. “It’s just sex, Finley. He finally made his move, and I accepted.”

“But—”

“No buts,” she cuts me off. “It’s not love. Hell, I don’t even like the guy to be honest. But the sex was great, and that’s all it is.”

I snap my mouth shut, giving it a moment. I need to make sure she’s okay, but damn if she doesn’t seem to be. Zora isn’t prone to soft feelings that can surface, even with no-strings sex.

Deciding to play this low key with her, since that’s what she seems to want to do, I give her a smile. “As long as it was good, I’m cool. I’d have to have words with him if it wasn’t.”

I don’t see it often, but Zora actually grins. “Oh yeah… it was good.”

The emphasis on good says it was great.

Actually, her tone says it was really great. Which means this probably wasn’t a one-time-only thing.

Ugh.

Not my business.

“Boral’s here and he has some information. We’re meeting down in the library.”

I start to turn for her door, but she stops me with a hand at my elbow. I lift my eyebrows in question.

“You’re okay with this, right?”

“You and Maddox?” I ask for clarity.

She nods, her expression earnestly hopeful I won’t make this weird.

Zora’s not a hugger, but I am, so I go ahead and take the opportunity to give her one. She’s stiff and unyielding as I whisper in her ear. “I’m okay with anything that brings you joy or happiness or… good orgasms. I want you to experience everything there is in this world, even if that includes a demi-god.”

To my surprise, Zora’s arms come up and lightly squeeze me before releasing.

*     *     *

We’re the last to arrive in the library, and everyone is situated around the conference table with Carrick taking his usual spot at the head. As I take the last step off the stairs, my eyes go to Maddox.

His gaze is pinned on Zora intensely, but she merely ignores him as she moves around the table and sits next to Boral. I decide to sit next to her, so I can keep an eye on Maddox to see if I can glean anything from his actions. What I can pick up now, as he continues to stare at her, is that encounter they just had meant something to him. If it hadn’t, he’d do what any male would do in this situation and pretend she didn’t exist. But it’s almost as if he’s willing her to look at him, which she doesn’t.

I glance down at Carrick, who is also watching Maddox watch Zora, a frown on his face as he contemplates what’s going on. His eyes come to me and I give the smallest shake of my head, indicating that he shouldn’t bring it up just now.

So to break the awkward staring thing going on, I clear my throat and lean past Zora to look at Boral. “You have something for us?”

“I know where Kymaris is,” he says without preamble, and the shock all of us feel is palpable. I think we’d all given up hope that she’d be found before the ritual, especially since Kaesar had gone into hiding and was not answering Boral’s attempts to contact him.

“How?” Zaid asks his father, the suspicion in his voice not quite as heavy as the early days of him joining us. Boral has proven his loyalty, but Zaid is still having boundary issues with his dad.

“I ran into a daemon who is the offspring of one of the ritual Dark Fae. Had met her at a few of Kymaris’ parties in the past.”

That told me right there without even asking that she was a daemon with a dark aura, taking after her parent. Any daemon with a light aura would never have been a party to the murdering of humans that was occurring there.

“And this daemon just spilled the beans on where Kymaris is?” Carrick asks.

But before Boral can answer, Maddox asks, “Why would a lowly daemon know where Kymaris is?”

Meaning… can we even trust this information.

Boral first looks to Carrick to answer his question. “No, this daemon did not just spill the beans. It took some work to get the information out of her.”

My stomach rolls, because I can only imagine the type of work Boral had to do and I’m sure it involved plenty of torture. But even though the thought sickens me physically just a bit, it doesn’t offend my morals. This is war, and any evil creature that sides with Kymaris has a death sentence over their head as far as I’m concerned. We’re too close to the ritual to have a lax code of conduct.

Boral turns to Maddox. “And to answer your question, this daemon is incredibly close to her Dark Fae parent so she knows insider information. In fact, Kymaris has called all the Dark Fae who will participate in the ritual to her side. They are all banding together until it’s time for the ritual to start.”

“I’m assuming this daemon is dead,” Carrick asks. “Because at this point, Kymaris still doesn’t know you’re working on our side.”

Without an ounce of shame or regret in his expression, Boral shakes his head. “I couldn’t let her live since I’d be outed as working with you.”

My eyes cut to Zaid, who is watching his dad with an inscrutable expression. However, it’s not the usual disdain, disbelief, and hatred he bears for the man. It’s almost as if he’s seeing him in a different light but isn’t quite sure what to make of it.

Yes, it’s horrible Boral killed to get information, but it was a necessity. And I know Zaid knows that.

Perhaps he’s wondering just how much his father liked doing it, since that’s his nature as a Ravager Dark Fae. I don’t even want to think about that.

“Where is she?” Carrick asks, turning the attention back to what’s important.

“Hungary,” he replies. “Holed up in a villa in a small village on Lake Balaton, which is in the western part of the country.”

“Is it where I was taken?” I ask.

Boral shakes his head. “I don’t think so. Sounds like it’s a pretty modern piece of property so a dungeon in the basement is unlikely.”

“You have an exact location?” Maddox asks.

“I do,” he replies and it goes silent around the table as all mull the fact that we know where Kymaris is.

Carrick breaks the quiet. “We need to make a move on her. Take her down now.”

“I agree,” I reply. “I’d prefer to get this over with sooner rather than later.”

“You’re not going,” Carrick replies, and I feel like I’ve been slapped in the face that he would dare think to order me to stay out of this.

“Excuse me?” I say with high offense. “I’m the one who is supposed to take her out.”

“Maybe,” Carrick muses, then amends. “Probably. But I’d like to test the theory that maybe I can do it on your behalf. I’m the one the gods picked to help you. Maybe fate will allow me to destroy her and save you the burden.”

That actually makes sense. We’ve never quite looked past the prophecy that said I’d thwart it. Maybe I can pick champions to do my dirty work?

Just as I’m about to admit that his idea has some merit, I go cold all over. I also remember Arwen’s prediction that I would bear great sacrifice.

What if me letting Carrick do this on my behalf is my sacrifice?

What if I lost him to Kymaris?

“No,” I exclaim, shaking my head hard. “You could die. That would be my sacrifice. Not going to let you do that.”

“I can’t die,” Carrick says gently, his expression soft with the knowledge that my fears are born out of love.

“Oh yeah?” I snarl. “Tell that to Lucien.”

Carrick doesn’t let that affect him, his gaze remaining locked onto mine with resolution. “I won’t be going alone. I’ll take Maddox, and that will be sufficient might to take her down.”

“She has an army of Dark Fae at her disposal.” I throw my arms out wide in frustration, almost popping Zora, who has been quietly taking all of this in, in the face. “And they all have powers.”

Carrick inclines his head in acknowledgment, even though the army part is a bit exaggerated since she only has eleven ritual fae that we know about with the twelfth coming from the Underworld at some point. “If it makes you feel better, I can ask Titus to join us?”

“Three against an army,” I mutter sarcastically. “That will work.”

“What exactly do you think it’s going to be like if we battle her at the ritual?” Maddox asks, and I can tell by the tone of his voice he thinks I’m being ridiculous. My head swings his way, my glare in full force. “Do you think it’s going to be easier? Let me answer that… no, it will not, because she’ll have daemons flocking to her side here on Earth and if the veil rips, Dark Fae and demons will pour out. This is our best chance to take her out with the least amount of damage and the absolute best way to help keep you safe.”


I growl low in my throat, wanting to argue.

But I also hear what he’s saying.

“Finley.” Carrick’s voice… gentle but also with the continued resolution that this isn’t up for debate. “We have to try this. We have to let me try to take her on as your champion. If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work, but I’ll come back to you. I swear it.”

I exhale in resignation. I know he’s right, but the thought of losing him is too much to bear.

And I’m now aware that this must be how he feels every day because it’s a certainty he’ll lose me at some point.

I nod, my silent assent that this is the play we need to make.

“Is the Blood Stone with her?” Zaid asks his father, refocusing back on Kymaris.

“That I don’t know,” Boral replies flatly. “And trust me… I worked hard to get that information, but I’m confident the daemon just didn’t know.”

“What else did you get?” Carrick asks, his voice incredibly chilled and businesslike. It’s time to make plans.

For the next hour, plans are laid. They decide not to call in Titus since he’s recruiting annihilators, and they don’t want that impeded in case the much larger battle Maddox described plays out.

Plans are re-hashed.

Smoothed out.

Contingencies discussed.

In the end, Carrick and Maddox will be heading off to Hungary tomorrow, bending distance to get there. They won’t bring fancy weapons or explosives, just their demi-god strength and magic.

They’re going to march right into the villa where Kymaris is staying and they’re going to try to kill her.

They’re the demi-gods of old, riding into a vicious war with nothing but death on their minds.

Part of that is comforting.

Part of it is terrifying.

And I still can’t stop worrying that something bad will happen to Carrick.




CHAPTER 18


Finley

There’s a figurative cloud hanging over the condo ever since Carrick and Maddox left for Hungary.

As is typical of Carrick, he gave me continued reassurances before gracing my lips with a soft kiss. When he pulled back and still saw the fear, he gave me a deeper kiss that scrambled my brains and I forgot my worries for a moment.

But my lips no longer tingle with the memory of his on mine, and now we just sit around and worry.

Boral and Zaid are here, as is Zora. We’ve all been puttering around, moving between the kitchen and the living area. Zora tries to read a book, but keeps putting it down to stare out the windows. Zaid keeps offering food and drink, making himself busy being the hostess with the mostest, but keeping him mostly in the kitchen. Part of that is so he doesn’t have to actually talk to his father, although they’re making real progress. Zaid can actually be in the same room with Boral without leveling hateful glares his way or make scoffing noises every time Boral talks.

Hell, just a few minutes ago, Boral asked Zaid if he wanted to play cards, and Zaid, who was admittedly distracted, was actually polite in saying, “No, thank you.”

I took Boral up on the offer, and we’re engaged in a close game of rummy at the dining room table. Zora’s still in the living area with her book, and Zaid is organizing the refrigerator.

It’s his phone ringing that has me freezing. Is that Maddox with an update? Because Carrick would have called me directly. Maddox would call Zaid if it was bad news about Carrick.

I lay my cards down, my palms turning sweaty. Zaid answers from the kitchen, and there’s a moment of silence before I hear him say, “It’s fine. Send her up.”

Boral and I exchange a glance before Zaid comes into the dining room. “Echo is here asking to see Maddox.”

Clearly, Maddox isn’t here, but Zaid didn’t let her know that. She’s been a source of information for us before, and she’d probably bolt if she knew Maddox was gone.

Turning to his father, he says, “After she enters the condo, I want you by the elevator in case she decides to bolt once she learns Maddox isn’t here.”

Boral doesn’t question his son’s request, merely nods as he pushes up from his chair, throwing his cards down.

We all move into the living area, and I speak to Zora with urgency. “I need you to go into your room and stay there until I tell you it’s safe to come out. Someone’s on their way up who can’t know I have a twin.”

She doesn’t hesitate or argue, merely grabs her book and scurries off.

I hear the elevator whir as it approaches, and I brace. Echo is unpredictable. A homeless daemon junkie with a tarlike black aura around her. She’s incredibly strong with sharp teeth, and she has an acute dislike of me in particular.

It’s Maddox she likes and trusts, although, rest assured, if she’s here with information, she’ll want to get paid.

The elevator doors slide open. Echo stands there in her threadbare clothes and dirt on her gray-colored face. I see her true daemon self, of course, but if Zora was in here, she’d only see a young girl in her early twenties. We’ve tried to get Zora to see past auras—using Zaid for practice—but she just can’t tap her magic in that way either. It’s the feeling of darkness welling up when she tries that scares her away. As such, she’s stuck with pulling forth wings and speaking to me telepathically, not that those aren’t impressive in and of themselves.

“Where’s Maddox?” Echo asks as she glances around. She’s comfortable enough in assuming he’s here that she steps off the elevator. When the doors close, Boral moves in front of them.

As a Dark Fae, he’s far stronger than Echo and can keep her contained if necessary. He can also stop her if she tries to attack.

“Maddox isn’t here.” My tone is gentle, but firm. “Do you have information for him? Because you can tell me, and I’ll pay you.”

The minute I say Maddox isn’t here, Echo starts backing up. She turns toward the elevator as I offer to pay her, but freezes when she sees Boral there. She may not have noticed him before, but the way she stiffens, I can tell she understands that he’s not letting her out of here.

“Echo,” I call, and she turns slowly to face me. “We are not going to hurt you. But I have to assume you know something we might be interested in. I’m sorry Maddox isn’t here, but if you have something, tell me what it is and I’ll hand the cash over to you.”

She considers this a moment, her eyes darting over to Zaid before coming back to me. She lifts her chin, not in defiance, but to show she’s not afraid. “I have good information. Two thousand dollars.”

Carrick has ten times that amount just sitting in a desk drawer for these impromptu visits from Echo. I don’t feel like dickering with her on the price today. Besides, her last piece of information was to tell us it was Kymaris who overtook Fallon’s body.

“Deal,” I tell her. “Now give up the info.”

Echo tucks her hands into the pockets of her coat. I notice there’s a hole in the corner when her finger pokes though.

“You know that art gallery your sister had?” she asks.

Of course, I fucking do, I want to snarl, but I merely nod with a smile.

“She’s holding a human hostage there. Word on the street is that it’s some sort of sacrifice.”

My gaze moves from Zaid to Boral and back to Echo. The prophecy stated that she’d need twelve like creatures, which we determined were the original Fallen, and one unlike. I had thought that might mean me, but, in all honesty, it could mean any human.

We’d have to launch a mission to save this person, of course, but they are probably safe until the ritual.

Probably.

We need more information than that.

“How long has this human been held there?” I ask.

Her lips curl up, and her eyes sparkle with what might be malicious mischief. “Months. Soon after Kymaris came here.”

“And you’re just now telling us?” I grit out.

“I didn’t find out until about two weeks ago.”


“And why didn’t you come then?” I ask, wishing I had the physical strength to smack her around a little.

Echo shrugs. “Didn’t need the money then.”

I can’t help the sigh of frustration that comes out. “Tell me everything you know. Where in the gallery is this person being held and how many are guarding them? Are they just daemons or Dark Fae or both?”

“I’ll give you all of it,” she says smugly. “Even draw you a map. But aren’t you curious who they’re hiding?”

It’s at this moment I understand why Echo is emanating a gleeful vibe. She doesn’t like me at all, and something about her information is going to cause me some distress. She knows it, and now I know it.

“Who?” I whisper because my throat finally went dry. My mind races to all the human friends I have that Kymaris may have taken. It could be my manager at One Bean, Lisa, or maybe even Duane, my MMA instructor.

My blood chills as I consider Rich.

Could they have gotten to him?

“It’s that rich dude who was engaged to Fallon,” Echo says with a fangy smile. “The one who disappeared in Switzerland.”

“Blain,” I gasp in astonishment.

“Yeah,” she says with a nod. “Totally douchey name.”

There was a time I agreed with that sentiment, especially since his personality was douchey, too. I’m stunned to hear this news, but there’s a thrill of adrenaline that pumps through me that Blain is still alive. I had assumed Kymaris killed him when she took over Fallon’s body. It sucked that my sister’s memory was now fouled by the suspicion that she committed murder, but that was a cross I’d have to bear.

Hell, everyone knew Fallon, aka Kymaris, had something to do with it. The local police, the Swiss police, Blain’s parents.

Oh my God.

They were going to be thrilled.

I spin toward Zaid. “We have to go get him now.”

“You mean we have to call the police,” he counters. “You cannot go against Kymaris’ goons.”

I whip back to Echo. “How many are there?”

“Only one or two at any given time,” she says. “They have the dude tied up so he’s not hard to watch.”

Jesus. Blain’s been a hostage for—my mind whirls backward in time—for probably two months now.

“What kind of shape is he in?” I ask.

She shrugs. “I haven’t seen the dude, but I’ve heard some other daemons talking. Let’s put it this way… he’s alive.”

Damn it. He’s got to be in bad physical shape, not to mention mentally.

I look back to Zaid. “We have to go get him now.”

*     *     *

I paid Echo the two thousand and sent her on her way with a stern warning she better keep this information to herself or Carrick would be paying her a visit. As much as she dislikes me, she’s terrified of Carrick and she nodded effusively that she’d say nothing.

Next followed a very brief meeting where it was debated between Zora, Zaid, Boral, and me whether to call the police to rescue him or mount an offensive.

Zaid, ever the prudent one in our group, wanted to first wait for Carrick to return, but if I wouldn’t agree to that, then he felt should get the police involved. But that’s because he’s just trying to protect me. He’s my guardian in Carrick’s stead, and he takes it seriously.

Zora actually made a valid point. If the police went in there, there was a chance they’d be killed because they had no clue they were dealing with supernatural creatures. Those protecting a sacrifice would be willing to protect said sacrifice at any cost.

She also argued, and it was actually the point that swayed Zaid, that Blain couldn’t afford to be rescued and put back into the human world after he’d probably seen some horrible things. If Kymaris or any of the daemons and fae dropped their veils around him, and he started talking about it to police and medical personnel, he’d be thought a raving lunatic and probably locked up in a mental hospital.

No, we needed Blain under our protection so we could explain what was going on and come up with some sort of reasonable story before he was reintroduced back into society.

Next was a brief argument between Zaid and me, and that was whether we should call Carrick and Maddox back from their mission.

I adamantly shot that down. For all we knew, they could be in the middle of a battle. They could be on the verge of ending this once and for all. We had to let them maintain that focus.

Besides… Echo said there was only one or two daemons there. Surely between Zaid, Boral, and me, we could easily take them.

It was decided—mainly by me—that we were going for it. Zora insisted on coming, and I was okay with that only because she promised to stay in the car and I figured in the worst-case scenario, she could sprout wings and fly to safety if necessary. Mostly though, I needed someone who could take care of Blain once we pulled him out in case the rest of us were still battling.

But I was confident we had far more force and power than those protecting Blain, and this should be an easy mission.

While I had my whip as my main weapon coiled at my hip, I had throwing knives holstered around each thigh. Boral has superhuman strength as a Dark Fae, but no magical abilities. He’s evolved from his ancient days of maiming with weapons known for brutality such as axes and swords. He’s going in with a gun. When he handed one to Zaid, he accepted without comment.

Echo had provided us with some good information on the best way to take Blain’s jailers down. While the front of the gallery is boarded up, the back alley loading dock is where the action takes place. Echo spends some time there, and while I did not want the details, I figured enough to know she might be trading sex with the daemons for drugs. She said they often take their breaks outside on the covered dock, smoking cigarettes. She hangs, talks, smokes a little weed, and does who knows what else, but she was confident in her information. We pressed her time and again on how many are usually there, and she held true to her story—usually only one or two. Apparently, Blain is not a flight risk that they’re worried about.


Just before we leave, Zaid prevails upon me one more time to wait for Carrick to return. He goes low and actually makes me stop to re-evaluate when he says, “You do realize, Finley, that if you get hurt, Carrick will kill me for letting you go.”

And that’s not being dramatic.

Carrick would probably kill him because he left him as my primary protector. No matter the circumstance and regardless of how close their friendship is, he’d hold Zaid accountable.

Yeah… that makes me pause.

I glance over at Boral, who is waiting at the elevator with Zora. She has no clue the bitter history between the father and son, and I haven’t told her as it’s too personal a story to tell without Zaid’s permission.

My gaze slides back to Zaid, and there’s just no way I can put him in a bad situation with Carrick. Their friendship is so important, especially since Carrick saved Zaid from a tortured existence. I’m not about to cause any type of rift between them.

“Then you leave me no choice but to do this,” I reply to Zaid. With my palm thrust outward, I call forth a binding magic, and streams of light fly toward him. They act as ropes, wrapping around him from shoulder to mid-waist and locking his arms at his side.

Zaid’s eyes flare wide at my audacity. A red film covers his pupils, which tells me he’s pissed.

“You get these off me right now, Finley Porter,” he snarls.

“Try to break out yourself,” I reply, not to taunt him but because I need to know that he’ll remain secure and unable to stop me. This will save him from Carrick’s wrath.

Zaid struggles and curses for several seconds before shooting a glare at his father. “Make her take them off me.”

It’s the first time I’ve ever seen Boral have a moral struggle. He wants nothing more than his son to forgive him and to have a relationship again. If he helps Zaid, that will definitely be something that paves the way. If he says no, he’ll lose any ground he’s gained.

I give a warning to Boral to take the decision away from him. “If you make a move, I’ll wrap you up with magic, too, and go by myself.”

Boral doesn’t move an inch, and I move several feet until I’m face to face with Zaid. He growls low in his chest with reproach. “I’m sorry,” I say softly. “I have to do this, and I also know Carrick will be pissed at you. I’m taking your choice away.”

“Let me go with you, Finley. For extra protection.”

My smile is sad as I shake my head. “I’d rather keep you safe, my friend. Carrick will only have me to blame.”

This results not in a kumbaya moment with Zaid, but with more curses leveled right at me. I take a few steps back as I nod toward the living area. “I left you the use of your legs. I suggest sitting down and getting comfortable. We shouldn’t be more than an hour.”

Zaid is yelling curses at me as I get into the elevator with Boral and Zora. When the doors close, Boral says, “He won’t forgive you.”

“Of course he will,” I reply confidently. “Especially once we have Blain firmly in hand and the daemons dispatched.”

We’re silent as we move through the lobby and get into the G550 the valet had brought around, with Boral driving, me in the front passenger seat, and Zora in the back. We brought along a first aid kit in my backpack since there’s no telling what type of shape Blain is in.

No one says a word as we drive the handful of blocks down to First Avenue where Fallon’s gallery is located. I’ve definitely got some feels going on as I have not been back here since the last time I saw Fallon right inside the gallery when she was already inhabited by Kymaris. I went to see her, hoping there was something of my sister left inside that could be reached. I’ve since learned she was dead the minute Kymaris entered her during the changeling ritual.

Because Kymaris took Fallon’s identity, subsequently went to Switzerland where her fiancé, Blain, went missing and hasn’t been seen since, things have been in a bit of legal limbo. She’s not been missing long enough to be declared dead. But the police don’t think “Fallon” is dead. They think she killed Blain and is in hiding.

Carrick’s team of high-priced lawyers moved in and were able to petition the court to put her gallery into a conservatorship under my name to manage until she was located or declared dead. All the art on consignment was returned to the creators. The rest that Fallon had purchased for resale was moved out to a secure storage location and the space is empty of everything. Carrick has insisted on keeping up with the rent payments, although I haven’t discussed with him why he would do such a thing.

Probably because I know.

He doesn’t want to get rid of the last connection I had with Fallon, because although she started out a fae changeling, she became human and was in every way my sister for twenty-eight years. It still hurts deeply that she’s gone.

For the last two months, we’ve not done anything else with the space and neither of us has been there to visit. We had assumed it was locked up tight and everything was gathering dust. It never occurred to us that daemons were getting in through the loading dock and holding a prisoner there. It would be fairly easy to break into because, although we did change the locks, we didn’t bother with the security system since the space was completely empty.

So why would daemons use this place?

Was it at Kymaris’ direction, which makes absolutely no sense? She had abandoned Fallon’s identity, and she wouldn’t want to come near the gallery since the police were looking for her.

Or was it that Kymaris gave them latitude on where to keep him and they chose this place because this is where she first gathered her minions?

Or the thought always niggling in the back of my head… is this a setup? Is Echo luring me here for some reason?

That was Zaid’s biggest argument why I shouldn’t go, but I was betting Echo was far too fearful of Carrick’s retribution to do something like that. My instinct is her information is legit, and she knows we’re a good source of money to help fuel her addictions.

I grimace internally as we turn down the back alley behind First Avenue. I remember the day I first met Echo and was horrified Maddox paid her money for information, knowing damn well she’d buy drugs with it.

It’s a stark contrast to my feelings on it now.

Whatever it takes to defeat Kymaris.

It’s the only motto that counts, and there’s going to be some collateral damage along the way.

Boral stops the Mercedes in the back alley, three stores down from the gallery. It’s broad daylight so we’re not exactly hiding, but we are staying back a bit to watch. We had told Echo to stay away, for her safety and to not complicate things. She was more than happy to have nothing to do with this.

“What do we do now?” Zora asks from the backseat.


“I say let’s just walk on in,” Boral replies, not to Zora but to me. “I’m impossible to kill unless we’re met at the door with an iron spike to my heart or brain, and you can stay behind me while we assess.”

Locks weren’t going to be a problem. I could unlock anything with magic. If for some reason I couldn’t, Boral was strong enough to bust through, but that would be less subtle.

“I agree,” I reply as I watch the empty dock, wondering how many were inside with Blain.

One daemon?

Two daemons?

A hundred? If Echo was lying to us…

If she was, I’m going to kill her if I survive.

“What if there are a hundred daemons in there?” I ask, a contingency we really hadn’t discussed. “Or even ten?”

“Hopefully, you’re close enough to touch me and you bend distance to get us back here to the G550. If they’re daemons, they can’t follow.”

“If they’re Dark Fae…”

I trail off because that’s actually the worst-case scenario.

“You trying to talk yourself out of this?” Boral asks.

“Nope,” I reply with surety. “Just covering all bases.”

“Because,” Boral drawls, looking away from me back to the dock. “There is nothing wrong with backing out and waiting for Carrick to return.”

My eyes drift to the dock as well. No, there’s nothing wrong with waiting.

But I can’t.

I might not have ever liked Blain, but I know Fallon loved him. And she would not want him to suffer one minute longer. I have the ability to stop that suffering, so I’m really doing this for Fallon and her memory.

I reach for the door handle, determination in my voice. “Let’s do this.”




CHAPTER 19


Carrick

Carrick had been to Hungary hundreds of times before, and he had always appreciated its beauty.

He saw none of it now.

Lake Balaton was the largest lake in central Europe, located in the western part of Hungary. The north side of the lake was filled with mountains and grape fields while the opposite shores were dotted with resort towns.

Kymaris was in the village of Paloznak on the north side of the lake at the southern base of Bakony mountain. The population was just over four hundred residents, but Carrick knew that one—the owner of the villa—had become recently deceased and Kymaris had assumed his identity in public.

He doubted she went into public, though. The villa was large, part of a wine estate. It was done in yellow stucco and white trim. The surrounding gardens were immaculately kept with hills of grapevines all around. It was a fairy-tale setting, and it was hard to believe the queen of the Underworld, who planned to take over the Earth, was holed up inside.

Carrick and Maddox had been on a hill about two hundred yards away, watching the villa for the last hour. It was quiet with no apparent activity on the outside. With their powers, they could tell there were indeed Dark Fae inside, but not how many or if Kymaris was among them.

“Should we just walk up and ring the doorbell?” Maddox asked.

Carrick didn’t need to look at his brother to know he’d have a lopsided grin on his face. Normally, he didn’t mind his brother’s brand of humor, but he wasn’t in the mood and for more than one reason.

Keeping his eyes pinned on the villa, he asked dryly, “I don’t know… did you just walk up to Zora’s room and ring her doorbell to get in?”

Maddox snorted, which was not the contrition Carrick was seeking for his brother sleeping with Finley’s sister. Yes, Finley had told him all about it last night before they’d gone to bed. She didn’t seem perturbed about it, but Carrick was irked on her behalf.

“As I told Finley,” Maddox drawled, “it was mutual.”

“It was casual,” Carrick corrected.

“It was both,” Maddox replied as he turned his head to look at his brother. “We both got exactly what we wanted.”

For a moment, Carrick moved his attention from the villa to his brother. “She’s vulnerable.”

“Maybe,” Maddox concurred. “But she’s also hardened, and she doesn’t view sex the way other humans do. Nothing about our experience is going to hurt her.”

Finley had said almost the same thing. He knew Zora had a physical relationship with Amell. He also knew she didn’t understand feelings of love, care, and commitment. Not her fault at all, but if she stayed in this realm long enough, she’d come to learn about it.

And when that time came, Maddox would probably be long in the wind, so it was all moot.

Carrick grunted his understanding and swung his head back to his target, indicating the conversation was over.

They watched for another half an hour, then agreed they wanted to make their move while there was still good daylight that would filter into the windows that all seemed bare of coverings. If they waited until dark, they were at the mercy of whatever type of lighting—or lack thereof—that the inhabitants chose.

They had three goals.

Kill the Dark Fae that would be used in the ritual.

Kill Kymaris.

Take the Blood Stone.

They really didn’t need to accomplish all three. Ideally, they’d consider it a full victory if they could ensure Kymaris’ demise. It would be a bonus if they could kill her Dark Fae and get their hands on the Blood Stone.

The brothers didn’t approach the villa on foot. They didn’t want to be seen coming, so they merely bent distance from their spot on the hill to the front covered portico and rang the doorbell.

It was answered by a hulking daemon with a wide black aura around his frame. The last time Carrick had visited Kymaris at her home in Seattle, the daemon who answered the door had not recognized him.

This one did, and he opened his mouth to sound the alarm. Maddox flashed forward with a speed that couldn’t be observed by the human eye and jammed an iron dagger through the daemon’s ear and into its brain. It slumped immediately in death before turning to ash and disappearing.

Carrick took in the large foyer with glossy wood floors and a sweeping staircase before them. The architecture looked to be mid-to-late nineteenth century and was filled with period pieces of furniture and art. He doubted it was to Kymaris’ taste at all, but he knew this was nothing more than a temporary abode until the ritual.

Listening carefully, Carrick didn’t hear anything. No conversations, no creaking of floorboards. No one coming out with curiosity to see who rang the doorbell.

It didn’t appear to the normal senses that anyone was here at all, until… Kymaris was there.

Standing at the top of the staircase balcony, hands resting lightly on the railing and staring down haughtily at the demi-god brothers. She was dressed in a pair of yoga pants and a long-sleeved tunic. Her feet were bare, and Carrick found her casual state to indicate not so much that she was caught by surprise but rather a confidence that she could confront demi-gods without good shoes on her feet.

“You go look for the Dark Fae,” Carrick told his brother softly. “I’ll handle her.”

Kymaris tipped her head back and laughed. “Don’t bother looking for my brethren. They’re not here.”

Neither brother was about to believe her, nor would they leave without checking every nook and cranny of this villa for her original Fallen and the Blood Stone.

Maddox didn’t wait, taking off to the left of the staircase and disappearing into the back of the house. Carrick didn’t spare him a glance as he left, keeping his head tipped back and eyes pinned on Kymaris.

Her grin was more of a leer when she said, “I’m not about to let you take my ritual ingredients, so the minute you stepped over my threshold, I sent them away to a safe house.”

“So it’s just you and me?” Carrick taunted. “Big words to a demi-god from a mere fae.”

Her smile turned acid. “I’m the queen of the Underworld. You should be quaking before me.”

Her ego was astounding and also amusing. Even the queen of the Underworld, who had garnered powerful magic through a changeling ceremony, couldn’t think she’d prevail against an inherently immortal creature such as himself, forget about the fact Maddox was here as well.

But that was when Carrick saw the Blood Stone hanging from a necklace around her neck with the gem sitting about mid-chest level.

“You removed it from the chalice,” Carrick observed in a casual tone, which belied the amazement he was feeling that she accomplished that feat when he had not been able to.

“Piece of cake,” she replied with a snap of her fingers.

“And where’s the chalice?” Carrick inquired, not expecting an honest answer.

She shrugged. “Laying around here somewhere. It’s useless, though.”

Which implied to Carrick, if she were being honest, that she managed to move the power from the chalice into the stone. It was probably no different than holding the chalice with the gem attached but having the infinite abilities all within the stone made it more convenient to wear it around her neck.

The question was… did she know how to wield all that power?

Carrick wasn’t afraid to find out.

In the blink of an eye, he bent distance up to the balcony, stepping out behind her. Before she could turn around, he launched a front snap kick to her lower back. The force was that of a high-speed train, and he heard her spine snap. Kymaris’ body actually shredded the iron railing before she went free-falling to the tile foyer below.

Carrick didn’t even wait for her to hit before jumping after her.

But if he thought that kick had put her out of commission, he’d be wrong. She had already healed and rolled to her back. Holding both hands out, she threw a shield around her body that Carrick bounced off when he came crashing down toward her, causing him to roll toward the base of the staircase.

Kymaris scrambled to her feet, and Carrick did the same. There was a pool of blood on the tile. Carrick realized that some of the iron railing must have punctured her abdomen, but that was most likely healed the same as her broken spine. It didn’t slow her down in the slightest as she conjured an iron sword and came at him swiftly.

Raising it above her shoulder, she lunged at Carrick and brought the weapon down in a hacking motion. He easily sidestepped and it clanged off the iron banister of the staircase, causing sparks to fly.

Rotating his wrist, an iron broadsword appeared in Carrick’s hand. It was six inches longer than the one Kymaris held and twice as wide. With a two-handed grip, he swung it in an arc over his shoulder and made the same slicing motion she had tried on him a moment ago. It would have cleaved her in half had she not jumped backward, and the blade missed her by mere inches.

It was just the beginning.

Carrick and Kymaris, in almost mirror images of the other, once again swung their respective swords high over their shoulders, both intending to end the battle with one well-aimed strike. The iron weapons clashed above their heads, throwing more sparks.

Over and over again, they swung, parried, clashed, jumped, spun, and lunged at each other. They traded vicious blows and, admittedly, Carrick was surprised that her physical strength seemed to be on par with his own.

She didn’t, however, have his stamina, which was what set apart fae and demi-gods in battle.

Eventually, Kymaris started retreating more than she advanced, and a fine sweat broke out on her forehead. Carrick puzzled why she wasn’t pulling on the Blood Stone, but he didn’t dwell on it too long. He was tiring of this duel, not in strength or stamina but in interest.

He wanted to end this evil creature and get back to Finley so they could move on with their lives.

After causing Kymaris to jump back to avoid a lunge that would have gone through her breastbone like it was butter, Carrick conjured rope and magically lassoed it around her ankles. He pulled hard, causing her legs to snap together and her body to topple to the tile floor.

She didn’t stay down long. With her own magic, she made the ropes disappear and she went to her elbow to push herself up.

It was too late for her, though.

Carrick was over her, once again gripping the hilt of his sword with both hands. He wound up a swing over her shoulder, he brought it down toward Kymaris’ head. He could actually envision the blade crushing her skull and scrambling her brains, but a mere foot from making contact, another sword appeared out of thin air and blocked Carrick’s strike.

It was startling to see Kymaris’ savior standing there, his own broad sword held with bulging muscles to protect his queen.

Amell.

Wings tucked behind his back, dressed head to toe in leather, and looking rageful.

Carrick held his tongue as well as his expression of recognition. Despite the fact Amell was here and declaring his loyalty to Kymaris in this fight, Carrick would never betray that Amell had been the one helping Zora in the Underworld.

And, for some annoying reason, Carrick second-guessed whether he should kill Amell along with Kymaris.

The hesitation cost him and Amell pulled his sword up viciously, causing Carrick’s to lift away from Kymaris, who rolled away to safety. He then gave a mighty shove that caused Carrick to stumble back a few feet.

And then the demi-god faced off against the Dark Fae.

Before either could throw the first strike, Maddox came sliding into the foyer, apparently running toward the sound of clashing weapons. Carrick had no clue whether Maddox had found other fae in the house or not, but he thought not because he was weaponless.

That didn’t last long as Maddox conjured his own sword and positioned himself beside Carrick to face Amell.

Kymaris slowly rose to her feet, leaving her own sword on the tile floor. She moved to Amell’s side, and it was now two demi-gods facing two Dark Fae.

Admittedly, Carrick didn’t actually want to kill Amell because he knew it would sadden Zora, but he loved Finley and his loyalty was to her. It was Maddox, however, who took a slight step forward and to the side until he lined up directly across from the winged fae.

Given how he’d slept with Zora, Carrick figured Maddox had no such weakness of conscience. He therefore squared up to Kymaris, wondering why she left her sword on the floor.

He almost thought to ask her—in a taunting way, of course, for he meant to kill her swiftly—but before he could even open his mouth, Kymaris smiled at him victoriously.

The gemstone on her chest went from the blackened reddish color to a bright glowing crimson, and Carrick could feel the immense power surrounding them. It hummed with menace. Before he could even think to defend himself or his brother, a wave of dark magic hit him dead in the center of his chest.

Maddox, too, and both demi-gods were lifted off their feet and propelled backward toward the front door they had come in ten minutes earlier.

The force was so immense, the brothers crashed through the door, shredding wood, nails, and support beams in the process. Chunks of drywall and stucco were ground to fine dust from the blast of power.

Carrick and Maddox were launched as if fired from a cannon, and their bodies crashed down onto the limestone pebbled driveway some fifty feet from the front of the house.

It was a shocking show of force by Kymaris, but it wasn’t enough to even scratch the brothers. They both jumped to their feet, new swords conjured since the other ones were knocked free of their hands, and they went rushing back into the villa.

Up the portico steps, through the massive hole in the front of the house, and into an empty foyer littered with dust and debris.

Amell and Kymaris were gone.

“Fuck,” Maddox growled, then took off running down the hall he’d gone down before. They couldn’t assume that just because Amell and Kymaris were no longer in the foyer that they’d left the villa.

Carrick moved up the staircase to the top landing where just minutes ago he’d launched Kymaris through the metal railing. He ran his fingers over the still-intact railing and felt the iron within it. He remembered her going through, knew the metal had cut her, but he didn’t recall her skin sizzling. He could have missed it, of course, but his gut instinct told him that Kymaris had some immunity against iron now. That had to be from the Blood Stone, and it had clearly given her forceful magic that, while it didn’t kill Carrick and Maddox, it put them at a disadvantage with the way she used it.

He was efficient in checking each of the rooms, but there was no sign of Kymaris, Amell, or any other fae or daemons. As she had declared, she must have transported everyone out the minute the demi-gods had arrived.

Carrick moved back down the stairs, seeing Maddox standing there. With slight surprise, he noted Circe, the god of Fate was there, too. Ironic that she was here because Carrick had just failed in exercising free will to circumvent Finley’s fate to save the world. Perhaps she felt the need to lecture.


Maddox and Circe’s heads swiveled up to watch him descend the stairs. He’d banished his sword after he’d checked the last room.

Circe was styled typically—fifty’s pinup model—with a dress showcasing her ample bust, a well fit waistline, and billowy skirt. Her platinum hair was done in a sleek pageboy style and red lipstick was the only makeup on her perfect face.

As Carrick came off the last step of the staircase, Circe gave him an admonishing look. “You knew this wouldn’t play out the way you wanted.”

Carrick hadn’t known that. He came in with full hope that he could end this today, but he didn’t feel like arguing with the god. He merely shrugged and said, “Had to try.”

“Well, you can rest assured that Kymaris and her crew will go into very deep hiding until the ritual starts,” Circe observed, clasping her hands before her. “And Finley will meet her fate on that evening.”

“That’s helpful to know,” Maddox said dryly. “As we have no idea where the ritual will be held or what time, so I’m going to assume fate will let us know at some point.”

Circe shot him a fierce glare. “Don’t wait on fate to do your work. Free will still needs to be exercised.”

“Why can’t you just pick one or the other?” he grumbled, but he said no more.

The gods couldn’t interfere, but it didn’t mean they couldn’t give advice or guidance if requested. It didn’t mean they would grant it, but Carrick asked anyway. “Clearly, Finley must meet her destiny and stop the prophecy herself. We’ve been assuming that means she has to take on Kymaris and have also been assuming that she can have others help as Kymaris will bring her own legions to the battle.”

Carrick let the words hang in the air, silently requesting that Circe confirm their assumptions. She merely smiled, tipped her head, and said, “That sounds fairly reasonable.”

Not direct advice that would help them make sound decisions, but enough to know they were on the right path. They needed to assemble as much of an army to their side to battle whatever might be coming out of the veil if Kymaris was successful. It would be the Earth realm’s only shot at being saved, which meant they had a lot of work over the next nine days.

Carrick bowed slightly in Circe’s direction. “Thank you for your guidance.”

“But I really haven’t given any,” she proclaimed with a wink.

Carrick grinned in return. “The god of Fate’s gloating presence here in the face of our failure makes things clear. Thus, it is guidance.”

“Smart demi-god,” Circe cooed.

She blew Maddox a kiss, then Carrick, before blinking out of sight.

“Let’s go home,” Carrick said wearily. “We need to start heavily recruiting to help battle against the ritual.”

The demi-god brothers bent distance. In the blink of an eye, they were stepping into the living area of the condo.

Where they found Zaid tied up and sitting on the couch, looking highly annoyed.




CHAPTER 20


Finley

I pull my whip free from the holster but leave it coiled as I hold it. Boral has a gun in hand as we stand at the back door of the gallery. We left Zora in the G550 to wait for us, and I glance back. She’s leaning forward between the front seats, arms perched on the center console watching us through the windshield.

My gaze moves to Boral. “Ready?

He gives me a curt nod, and I take a moment to enjoy just how far Boral has come with our group. I’m going into a dangerous situation, and he’s the only one to have my back. I trust him implicitly.

Reaching out, I put my hand on the lever handle and let my magic flow through it, imagining the interior tumblers spinning to align for my magical key. The lock releases with a soft snick, and I push down on it slowly.

When I pull, the heavy metal door opens with a slight woosh and Boral precedes me in, gun locked and loaded, held out before him as he sweeps the area.

The loading room is empty with well-worn floors where boxes and crates were received and opened before moving into the main gallery down the hall. The hallway leading into the showroom is closed off from the loading room with dual swinging metal doors, each one with glass panes at the top so employees could see if someone was on the other side before they went barreling through with a dolly holding a large sculpture.

Swiftly, Boral moves left and I go right, so if anyone is in the hall or the part of the gallery that can see down to the loading room doors, we’re not spotted. We position ourselves across from each other, and Boral takes a quick peek through the glass before pulling back out of sight.

He looks across at me and shakes his head, meaning he didn’t see anyone.

As I explained to Boral, the hall leads into the main gallery. Along the way, there will be a bathroom on the left, an office on the right, and a small break room past that, also on the right.

We figured Blain would be in one of those rooms, but I had imagined the daemon or two guarding him would possibly be roaming the hall or gallery. However, they could be way too settled in their guard duties, having successfully held him prisoner for weeks without any issues. It’s just as likely they’re in the small break room watching TV and eating Hot Pockets.

Boral jerks his head toward the hall on the other side of the doors, indicating he’s ready to move. I nod, confident in our plan to just storm in. One or two unsuspecting daemons would be easy to dispatch. The most perilous thing we’d be facing was to make sure Blain stayed safe if there was a big battle.

Shifting forward, Boral looks through the glass again. The hallway is apparently empty as he puts his shoulder to the door and slowly pushes it open. He slips through, and I follow behind him. As we had discussed in our impromptu plans, given that he’s immortal and I’m not, he’d go first and act as a shield for me if things go badly.

Boral creeps down the tiled hallway, and I do the same. We reach the bathroom door on the left first and see that it’s partially open but the light is out. Boral pushes it all the way open, letting the light shine in from the hall.

Empty.

He then moves to the office, where we suspect Blain might be. The door is closed and Boral walks past it just a few feet, his eyes moving between the next closed door to the break room and the large gallery just beyond in case someone should come from there. It’s up to me to check out the office.

I reach out to the doorknob, twisting it slowly, and when it’s unlatched, I throw it open in case daemons are inside, hoping they’ll be startled. At the same time, I immediately throw up my shield in front of me in case they get off a hastily tossed weapon.

But inside, I find only Blain and my heart sinks when I see him.

“Christ,” I mutter, latching my whip back to my holster. I instruct Boral, “Keep watch while I untie him.”

I move swiftly inside and across the room where Blain is tied with rope around his hands and ankles. He’s lying on his side on the cold, bare floor, and he hadn’t even twitched when I threw the door open. My heart pounding, I squat and press my fingertips to his carotid artery.

There’s immediate relief that his skin is warm, and it takes only a second or two to feel the rhythmic beat of his pulse.

I don’t know if he’s drugged or just exhausted, but he doesn’t move when I touch him. His face is covered in bruises, old and new, so he’s clearly been taking some regular beatings. My guess is it’s just for fun because he’s clearly subdued. He’s also lost a lot of weight. I see it within his gaunt, pale face the most.

With no time to work on knots, I use my magic to undo them and free his wrists and ankles. Putting my hand on his shoulder, I give him a shake. “Blain… I need you to wake up.”

He doesn’t move.

I glance back at the doorway, noting Boral has moved to it so I can see him, but his attention is still focused on the gallery.

I shake Blain a little harder, but still keep my voice at a whisper. “Blain. Come on. Wake up.”

He groans, sucks in a deep breath, and lets it out in a slight snore. He’s either been drugged or he’s under some type of spell, but clearly this is why they feel comfortable leaving him here on the floor and unguarded.

I rise and move back to the doorway, murmuring to Boral. “He’s out cold. I can’t lift him so you’re going to have to carry him out of here.”

Boral leans back a bit to look past me to Blain. He grimaces in distaste, but nods his head in agreement. Tucking his gun in the back waistband of his belted pants, he enters the office and I exit to keep watch. At this point, it’s so quiet I’m fairly sure we’re all alone in here, but I know better than to let my guard down. The door to the breakroom is closed, and there could be daemons in there.

With a quick glance, I see Boral reach down. With his super fae strength, he lifts Blain easily as if he were no more than a feather pillow he was tossing over his shoulder. He has him in a fireman’s carry and grips onto his legs with one hand while reaching back and getting his gun to hold in the other.

“Let’s go,” Boral murmurs as he moves into the hallway. Turning left, he heads toward the double doors leading to the loading room.

I give him my back, keeping my eyes toward the gallery. I start walking backward, past the bathroom. I’m almost to the double doors that I heard Boral move through, because I’m sure I heard Blain’s head thunk against the metal, when movement catches my eye.

At first, it’s just a shadow moving at the edge of the hallway that borders the gallery, and I realize it’s someone moving our way.

“Someone’s coming,” I hiss at Boral, but the doors have already swung shut again and I’m betting he didn’t hear me.

I decide to pivot fast and bolt, but, before I can, four daemons appear in the hallway entrance from the showroom.

Not one or two as Echo claimed, but four.

No wait… two more join them.

There are now six, and they are all staring at me in shock. Each one bears thick dark auras, and their countenances are especially grotesque. One looks to the office, sees the open door, and hisses in fury.

“Shit,” I mutter as I pull my whip free as they charge.

I swing the thong back along the floor, preparing to level a strike at the lead daemon when he gets in range, but, to my surprise, they all pull guns out of holsters I hadn’t noticed until now.

Daemons don’t have magic, but they are not without protection and the ability to guard. Bullets explode, the sound reverberating in the hallway, but I manage to throw my shield up in time.

The bullets hit the magical force field and clatter uselessly to the floor. I don’t even wait around to take in their reaction. I drop the field, send a blast of air at them that has all six blowing backward like tumbleweeds. They all sort of get clogged up in a tangle of arms and legs.

It’s the perfect time to bolt and I do, bursting through the double doors. The dock door is open, and I see Boral running with Blain toward the G550.

Zora is out of the vehicle with the back door open so when Boral reaches her, he can throw the rescued package in the back.

I hurtle through the opened door, hit the dock with one foot, and go flying through the air toward the pavement about four feet below.

I hit hard, twisting my ankle, and roll three times before coming to my feet. Pain shoots up my leg as I take my first step and realize it’s not going to be a flat-out run for the Mercedes. Instead, I hobble as fast as I can, but I know it’s not fast enough as two bullets ping off the pavement within inches of me.

“No,” Zora screams, and I watch in horror as she rushes toward me to help.

“Go,” I yell, waving with my arm toward the SUV, but she ignores me.

More bullets, one whizzing by my ear, and I throw a hasty blast of magic backward toward the dock hoping to hit something. I have no clue if all six daemons are there or only one is shooting, but I dare not even take the time to look.

For a blessed few seconds, there’s no gunfire, so I assume my magic hit the mark. Zora reaches me just as I see Boral shove Blain into the backseat of the vehicle. He leaves the door open for Zora before running for the driver’s side.

Zora’s hand goes around my waist as she grabs my arm and forces it around her shoulder. She then helps support my weight to keep it off my injured ankle as we try to make our escape.

More bullets fly and I take the time to look over my shoulder to see all six daemons leaping off the docks in pursuit.

While they don’t have magic, they are incredibly strong and fast and there’s no way we’re going to outrun them. I know that I have to turn and make a stand if I’m going to keep Zora safe.

I toss her arm off me and give her a shove, turning to face my adversaries.

It’s just in time to see the closest one aim his gun at me, and the one behind him aim his at Zora.

There’s no rhyme or reason for what I do, but when the guns discharge almost simultaneously, I’m already diving sideways in a flying leap to put myself between Zora and the bullet headed her way.

It catches the outer edge of my upper arm, slicing through my flesh. It feels like fire, but I can tell it’s nothing more than a graze.

I am, however, now hurtling toward the pavement again, which is putting me at a distinct disadvantage to fight and protect my sister.

I roll to face the onslaught of daemons, thrusting my hands out and trying to conjure a shield big enough to cover Zora, the G550, and me.

But before I can let my magic loose, there’s a flash of light and Carrick appears between the daemons and me. His back is to me and he doesn’t even give me a glance, but I watch, astounded, as he does nothing more than lift his arms just a bit from his sides, palms upward as if he’s making some type of offering, and then, somehow… unbelievably… all six daemons combust into flames. Their screams are shrill as they stumble around for a few moments before dropping first to their knees and then toppling forward to the pavement.

The flames extinguish, and the blackened, grotesque bodies start to writhe in pain. Carrick turns his hands until his palms face the burnt daemons, and a wave of iron spikes appear in the air. Hundreds of them. Without him even moving a muscle, they heed his will and shoot toward their targets.

More shrieks as the iron pierces their skin, muscles, and bones. So many spikes that their hearts and brains can’t escape the onslaught until, one by one, they go still and start to dissipate into black smoke and ash.

When the last one floats away on the breeze, I roll over to my back and stare at the sky, sighing a huge breath of relief. Carrick could have just killed them with the spikes, but he burnt them first as punishment for daring to try to hurt me. God help me, but I love that savage side of him, too.

The sky darkens, and my vision is filled with Carrick hulking over me, fury on his face. His teeth are gritted when he snarls, “You have a lot of explaining to do, Miss Porter.”

I close my eyes, sighing again. His use of my formal name is ridiculous at this point. He knows my body, heart, and soul intimately, and I’m merely Finley or “my love” to him.

Still, that’s his way of letting me know his displeasure, as if his irritated expression doesn’t speak loudly enough.


I think about coming back with some smart-ass comment, but he doesn’t give me a chance. I’m lifted in his arms, groaning at the aches and pains, and I choose to remain quiet as Carrick carries me to the Mercedes.

*     *     *

It’s a quiet and somber ride back to the condo. Carrick drives and Boral takes the front passenger seat with Zora in the backseat in between me and Blain, who is still blessedly unconscious. He didn’t witness one moment of what just went down to save him, and I’m especially thankful he didn’t see Carrick incinerate and then mutilate the daemons.

Zora leans across me to press gauze to the groove from the bullet in my upper arm. My ankle is throbbing, but that’s the least of my worries.

I half expect Carrick to light into Boral for allowing me to rescue Blain while he was gone, but the only thing he does is dial someone on his cell phone. When whoever it is answers, he merely says, “At my condo… ASAP.”

He then disconnects. I assume whoever he just ordered will, in fact, be at his condo as soon as possible. Such was the command in his voice that I knew whoever was on the other line would not disobey.

Carrick chooses not to use the valet service at The Prestige, instead parking himself in the underground lot on the north side of the building. It would be too weird to explain me limping and bloodied from being shot and Blain bruised and unconscious. I refuse to let Carrick carry me, but I do allow him to support my weight as I limp to the private elevator that is for Carrick’s penthouse. Boral once again hefts Blain over his shoulder to carry him up.

The ride up is silent and tense. Zora chews at her nail, casting glances between Carrick and me. She can sense the rift, but since she doesn’t really understand relationships, I think she’s uneasy as to what this means for me. I don’t have time to reassure her, though, as the elevator doors slide open when we reach the top.

We’re met by Zaid and Maddox.

Maddox’s gaze moves over me quickly, assessing for damage. When he sees I’m upright and intact, he gives me a wink as if to say, I’m impressed you did that on your own.

Zaid, however, is not amused.

He, too, gives me a once over, but it’s done with his arms crossed over his chest and a glare so vicious that I actually shrink back a little.

Carrick isn’t about to let me punk out, though, and he forces me out of the elevator with his arm still around my waist for support.

Without looking at his brother, Carrick instructs, “Help Boral get Blain situated in a guest room. Remove whatever spell or drug has him comatose as I don’t know what was done to him, but then put him under something safe until Finley can be there. He needs to see her when he wakes up.”

“On it,” Maddox says. He leads Boral off to the south side of the condo where there’s an extra room near Maddox’s.

“She needs to be patched up,” Carrick says to Zaid as he moves me over to one of the couches. Zora follows quietly behind. “If you can handle cleaning the cut on her arm, Deandra will be here soon to heal the rest of her injuries.”

“Deandra,” I exclaim as he deposits me down onto a cushion. I try to pop back up again in protest that I have to deal with her, but Carrick’s hand on my shoulder pushes me back down.

Zaid turns and heads off to grab some medical supplies, and Zora sits on the couch beside me. She doesn’t touch me. Doesn’t say a thing. But I know she heard the distress in my voice, and she’s sitting next to me in a show of solidarity.

Carrick’s expression remains flat and resolute.

So I ask again, “Deandra? Really?”

“Really,” he replies. “Her powers of healing far surpass that of Stan, and I don’t have time to go track him down.”

“Surely you can heal me,” I sputter.

“Yeah, I can,” Carrick snaps, anger suffusing his face. “But not as well as Deandra. Besides that, I need to talk with her about joining our cause so her trip here serves two purposes.”

“We don’t need her—”

“We do fucking need her,” Carrick snarls, and I shrink back against the fury in his voice. I’ve never seen him this mad before. “While you were off almost getting yourself killed like an idiot, I was getting my ass handed to me by Kymaris and the Blood Stone. We need every fucking soul that’s willing to help us at the ritual or else Earth is going to get decimated.”

I can actually feel my skin pale. It tingles with chills, and something uneasy skitters down my spine. I put aside the fact he called me an idiot, as we can argue about that later, and I know we will as that’s the main source of his anger.

“What happened in Hungary?” I ask him softly, just as Zaid returns to the living room.

He shakes his head, eyes heavy with disappointment. “I’m too angry at you right now to even look at you.”

“Carrick,” I exclaim softly, shocked he’d shut me out over something like this.

Ignoring my plaintive cry for understanding, he turns his attention to Zaid. “Once Deandra gets here, have her heal the remainder of Finley’s injuries and then send her down to the library so we can talk.”

And with that, he turns on his heel and moves toward his office, not even bothering to give me another glance. My gaze follows him the entire way, even as I have to crane my neck around to watch his departure. I take in the lines of his body, the clenched fists, and I know I have some apologizing to do about running off for Blain.

Except the problem is… I’m not sorry about it.

“You deserve that and more,” Zaid mutters as he motions Zora away from me so he can sit on the couch to get a better look at my arm. She moves down toward the end to make room.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur as Zaid cuts away the sleeve of my shirt.

Keeping his eyes on his work, he says, “You need to be saying that to Carrick, not me.”

“Actually, I’m saying it to you because I need to say it to you. I should have never tied you up like that.”

Zaid’s gaze lifts, admonishment heavy in his expression. “I would have let you go, Finley. I would have gone with you and helped to rescue him. You should have trusted me.”

Alarm causes me to flush hot that he would ever think such a thing. I reach out to grab his hand that holds the scissors, putting mine over the top to squeeze him. “I do trust you,” I exclaim. “I trust you implicitly. I tied you up to save you from Carrick’s wrath. I was protecting you.”

His eyes flash with surprise, and a tiny smile comes to his mouth. “I can hold my own with Carrick.”

“You said he’d kill you if you let me go,” I remind him.

“Dramatics,” he says with a wave of his other hand, then he pulls the one with the scissors away so he can continue working.

It’s silent as Zaid cleans the wound on my arm. As I expected, it’s nothing more than a deep groove in my skin, more burned from the speeding bullet as it grazed me than anything else.

He doesn’t bother putting a permanent bandage on it, presumably because Deandra will make the wound disappear soon enough. He merely tapes some gauze over it to keep the oozing to a minimum.

Boral and Maddox return, and I look to Maddox in question. “Blain will stay asleep until we’re ready to wake him up. He looks like hell, though.”

“I know,” I lament woefully. All my dislike for the man has evaporated, and I have nothing but empathy for what he’s been through and guilt churning in my gut that he got caught up in all of this.

“Where’s Carrick?” Maddox asks.

I toss my head toward his office, which leads to the library. “Avoiding me because he’s pissed. He called Deandra to come heal me and then talk battle strategy.”

Maddox glances toward the office and then back to me, and he must decide to avoid Carrick’s generalized ire. Instead, he plops down on a chair, throwing his booted feet up on the coffee table. “So tell us how it went down rescuing your ex-future-brother-in-law.”

I repeat the gist of what happened, starting with Echo’s visit and glossing over the fact I tied Zaid up and left him behind. I pick up on the details once we gained entrance to the gallery. As I focus on Boral’s strict adherence to keeping me safe above and beyond all other goals of this mission, I can’t help but notice Zaid has a funny look on his face as he studies his father.

I try to downplay the end when bullets were flying and Carrick barbecued daemons, but Zora won’t let me.

“That bullet wound to her arm was meant for me. Finley threw herself in the path and saved me.”

I lean forward to look past Zaid to my sister. I had actually forgotten that. It was an action I’d taken that I didn’t dwell on. My sister’s life was more important to me than my own. To me, the success of the day was getting Blain out and us all being alive, but, looking at Zora now, I can see how much it means to her.

I reach across Zaid to grab her hand. I squeeze it. “I love you, Zora. I’ll always protect you.”

My dear, isolated, and withdrawn sister looks incredibly uncomfortable as her face turns red, but then something warm and soft fills her eyes.

I recognize it as acceptance of my love and loyalty to her, and for the first time since she arrived, I can tell the concept no longer confuses and scares her.

That prompts me to try to hug her, but Zaid is in the way and it gets really awkward as I try to pull her past him and he shrinks back into the couch with a look of horror to avoid getting involved in this sisterly sandwich.

We all sort of freeze, though, when the doors to the elevator whoosh open and Deandra strolls out, looking like she just finished a shopping trip on Rodeo Drive she’s so fashionably decked out.

She takes the group in, looks around the immediate area for Carrick, and then her eyes come to me. “Any idea why I was summoned here?”

I hold my arm up, the bandage clearly showing. “I need healed.”

She glares at me as if I’ve offended every sensibility she possesses.

So I amend, “Carrick would like for you to heal me, then he has something very important to discuss with you.”

Deandra considers this. At one point, I feel like she’s just going to pivot on her Louboutins to head back into the elevator.

Instead, though, she sighs as if this is just too painful for her, but she comes my way and motions with a jerk of her head for Zaid and Zora to move out of the way.




CHAPTER 21


Finley

I know I shouldn’t be jealous of Deandra. Carrick loves me and has done so through eternity. He’s made that very clear to Deandra, and I know I have nothing to worry about at all.

But there she stands, all stunningly gorgeous in a form-fitting bicolor dress with cap sleeves. The top is cream and has a deep cut in front that’s sexy but not slutty. The skirt hugs her hips in black pinstripe, and her legs look freaking fantastic in those heels. She’s a Light Fae princess, which makes her like one of the most beautiful people in the universe, and here I am sweaty, dirty, bloody, and wearing workout gear.

I don’t know the name brand of her purse, but I can tell whatever it is, it’s pretty expensive. She lowers it onto a chair as she passes it, moving to the couch where Zaid and Zora have scrambled to get out of her way.

“You look a mess.” Her eyes rove over me critically. “What in the hell did you tangle with?”

“Six daemons,” I mutter as she sits down next to me.

She makes a tsking noise. “Where do you hurt?”

“All over but my left ankle is sprained and I have a bullet wound in my left upper arm.”

“Bullets,” she sneers in disdain, taking my arm and poking at the bandage there. I grit my teeth but hold my moan of pain. “Daemons are so low class.”

When Deandra presses her palm against the bandage, a lovely warmth flows through to the wound. It tingles a little, but the pain recedes completely.

“Foot,” she demands, and I lift it up to the coffee table where I settle it gently. Deandra wraps her hand around my ankle and, again, her magical touch takes away my injury.

“Where else?” she clips.

“I’m sore all over,” I admit. Nothing that can’t be cured with a few days rest and some ibuprofen. But who has time to rest these days?

Deandra presses her hand to my chest. My entire body goes warm, and I feel so cozy I could drift off to sleep. I probably would, too, but her hand pulls back and the cozy feeling disappears along with all my aches and pains.

Yeah… she’s way better than Stan. I hate to admit it, but she’s more pleasant, too.

“Thank you,” I say appreciatively. She just stares at me as if not understanding the meaning of gratitude.

Waiting for additional direction.

“Um… so how are you settling into Seattle?” I ask with an encouraging smile.

Deandra just blinks.

“I like your outfit.” I sweep my eyes down it. “The shoes are killer.”

More blinking.

“Oh, to hell with it.” I heave a sigh as I push up from the couch. “Come on. Carrick wants to talk to you.”

Deandra stands, moves back to the chair where she deposited her purse, and grabs it. When she turns, her eyes land on Zora.

She’d have to have seen her when she walked in and motioned for her and Zaid to give her room on the couch, but I think Deandra is just one of those Light Fae—no wait, one of those types of females because there are humans like this, too—who are just so stuck on themselves, they don’t notice much else.

Deandra freezes as she takes in my identical twin. She knew about her since she was told everything with her heart binding to Carrick, but she had yet to see her.

With a frown, she asks, “Why is your hair white?”

Zora’s gaze slides to me, and I shrug. We’ve often pondered the same thing to each other. Zora told me it’s been white for as long as she can remember so we assumed it might have turned that way with the first infusion of magic they gave her.

Before Zora can even respond, Deandra waves her hand. “Don’t bother answering. I just realized I don’t care.”

I roll my eyes, and Maddox snorts.

Deandra looks at me expectantly. “Shall we?”

Meaning… Lead me on to Carrick, minion.

“I’ll be back in a bit,” I say to Zora, then give my attention to Maddox. “You’ll watch over Blain.”

“He’s fine but, yes, we’ll keep an eye on him.”

I smile at Maddox—who has been my brother-in-law at times in the past—and dare a look to Zaid to see how pissed he still is. I get his normal grumpy face and I’m not sure how to take it, so I just give him an apologetic smile before leading Deandra away from the group and to Carrick’s office.

While Deandra has been told everything related to me and the prophecy, in the short time she stayed here at Carrick’s condo until she moved into her own, she never saw the library. It’s not that we intentionally kept it secret from her, it’s that she had no interest in joining our cause so it was sort of moot to have her come down there to help research or discuss strategies.

I revel slightly in the little gasp of surprise she makes when I hit the secret button and the wall slides open to reveal the spiral staircase. I take a step into the small alcove, but her voice stops me.

“Did you use your magic?” she asks.

Frowning, I glance back. “When?”

“When you took on the daemons.”

“Oh, yeah,” I reply turning fully to face her. “I used it to pick a lock to get in, then a shield against the bullets. But mostly, I ran like hell.”

“That’s cowardly,” she rebukes.

“Hardly,” I reply with a laugh. “However, you’d have been proud of me that I ran the gauntlet in Semper Terra and did amazing.”

I wasn’t sure if she even knew what Semper Terra was, but when her eyebrows rise and an expression of what I think might be pride flickers over her features, I know she does.

“You survived the gauntlet?” she drawls, her mouth curved slightly.

“Piece of cake.” I snap my fingers and can’t resist teasing. “And I used lots of good magic, too. Are you proud of me?”

Deandra scoffs. “That’s ridiculous. I’d have to like you to be proud of you.”

I can’t help but laugh. It’s exactly what I’d expect her to say, and damn if I don’t find it a little endearing. It’s true I used to hate this snotty princess with all my being, but she helped me in the way that I needed it the most to be able to battle Kymaris and I will never, ever forget it.

And deep down… I know Carrick is right. We do need Deandra on our side to help stop the ritual.

“Come on,” I say, still chuckling as I descend the spiral staircase.

Deandra follows, I imagine quite gracefully, but I don’t bother looking back. Carrick is at the head of the long table with a book open before him, but his head turns our way as he hears our descent.

He doesn’t spare me but a curt look before turning his attention to Deandra with a smile. “Thanks for coming.”

Waving at the table, he says, “Please sit. Would you like anything to drink?”

“I’d love some tea,” she replies as she deposits her purse on the table, pulls a chair out to Carrick’s right, and settles into it. She gracefully crosses one leg over the other.

Carrick’s gaze comes to me. “Finley… would you mind getting—”

“Yes, I mind,” I reply curtly, cutting him off. I’m grateful to Deandra for what she’s done for me, but I’m not fetching her tea. Walking around to sit at Carrick’s left, directly across from Deandra, I plop down in a chair and kick my feet up on the table, crossing them at the ankle. Smiling sweetly at Carrick, I say, “I’ll be glad to ask Zaid to send down a service.”

I’m feeling rather good about myself when a muscle starts ticking in Carrick’s jaw, but his attention is caught when Deandra leans forward in her chair a bit. “Forget about tea. Just tell me what you need. I do have a life, you know.”

Carrick—whose eyes are still on me—slowly twists to look at the princess. “Your life isn’t going to be worth much in about a week.”

Deandra’s chin jerks in slightly. “Why not?”

“Because Kymaris has everything she needs to complete the ritual, including the Blood Stone, and unless we mount some type of massive opposition, the Earth is going to be overrun when she tears the veil down.”

Before Deandra can ask a question, or think to decline at this point, I ask Carrick, “What happened when you went to Hungary?”

He may still be pissed at me for rescuing Blain, but he’s not about to withhold information. Attention now back on me, he tells me exactly what happened.

“The power from the Blood Stone was immense. She catapulted Maddox and me through a wall, and I could tell she used a fraction of the power that stone was giving off.”

“She held back,” I murmur, pondering why she wouldn’t just go for the kill. Maybe because she knew they couldn’t be killed.

“She held back so she wouldn’t show you all her cards,” Deandra says, and yeah… that sounds right.

“Agreed,” Carrick says with a nod Deandra’s way. “She wanted to show us enough to perhaps discourage any opposition.”

“And you say Amell appeared and helped her?” I ask for clarification.

Carrick nods. “His loyalty is to her and not Zora. At least that’s my take on things.”

“Who is this Amell?” Deandra asks curiously, and I’m surprised she’s actually drawn into the conversation. I pretty much figured she’d tell us Kymaris was our problem, that she could live fine in a world overrun with Dark Fae, and why wouldn’t she? Her own power is immense.

I take the time to explain Amell and his relationship with Zora.

But that leads us to the real reason I’m sure Carrick brought Deandra here. It’s not just to recruit her, but to do so after she understands exactly who the enemy is.

“Your brother is involved with Kymaris,” Carrick says to Deandra, and we both watch her carefully.

Her shock is genuine, but it’s not effusive. “Kymaris? You’re kidding me?”

“For decades,” I explain. “They fell in love, and he used your mother’s staff to rip a small tear in the veil between Faere and the Underworld to visit her.”

Deandra grimaces. “Now that’s just gross.”

“He helped her with the changeling ritual,” Carrick continues. “Using your mother’s stone power to funnel light magic into Finley’s sister, Zora. Then Dark Fae priests twisted it dark.”

“So he knew all this time what Kymaris was planning on doing,” Deandra murmurs, more to herself than anything as her eyes go a little hazy. She’s clearly absorbing and considering the repercussions.

Her vision clears as she gives a hard look at Carrick. “If she’s successful, they could breach Faere with the Blood Stone.”

Carrick nods. She now understands this is more than just saving Earth and humans.

“That asshole,” she snarls, referencing her brother. “That’s treason against the throne.”

“I think he’s fully aware of that,” I say gently before telling her what I’d learned from the moment he’d kidnapped me until now.

The news is heavy, and the normally poised, overconfident Deandra slumps back in her chair. She stares blankly at the table for a few seconds before bringing her gaze first to Carrick, and then surprisingly to me where it stays.

“We can’t let Kymaris succeed. I will stand with you to help thwart the prophecy.”

“Thank you, Deandra,” I reply with a solemn nod. “Your help is most welcome.”

“There’s only one thing I request in return,” she grits out, pushing herself up so her spine is ramrod straight in the chair.

“What’s that?” I ask.

Her eyes gleam with wickedness, but not the type that would frighten me to any extent. She glances at Carrick, then back to me. “Pyke is mine.”

I almost ask her what she means, then it hits me.

She intends to kill her brother for his betrayal and perfidy.

“He’s yours,” I reply. I want to ask her how she’ll do it as their powers are matched, but I figure that’s just rude.

“We need more than just you,” Carrick says and though his voice is low and quiet, it packs a forceful punch. We both look his way, but it’s Deandra he’s addressing. “We need your mother, father, and all Light Fae who will join.”

“Impossible,” Deandra says with a wave of her hand. “My mother would never lower herself—”

“She needs to understand Kymaris will eventually come for her and Faere. She’ll lay it to waste with the Blood Stone.”

Deandra sighs, rubbing the bridge of her nose. It’s such a human move that I actually warm to her just a bit more. “I know Kymaris will do all that you say. But Nimeyah isn’t going to believe me.”

“She’ll believe me,” Carrick says staunchly as he stands from the table. “We’ll go to Faere together to tell her.”

“Now?” Deandra asks as she rises from her chair. I stand, too, wondering if I’m invited.

“Tomorrow,” Carrick clarifies, then slowly turns his gaze toward me. “I have some things I need to handle today.”

I swallow hard. He’s still just as mad as he was when he rescued me from those daemons.

“Tomorrow then,” Deandra says as she grabs her purse, glances my way, and gives a curt nod, bending distance so fluidly that she just blinks out of sight.

Carrick sighs and sinks back down into his chair, swiveling it toward me. Elbow propped on the armrest, he sets his chin in his palm to stare.

I decide to go on the offensive. “I know you’re mad at me for going to rescue Blain without you, but I don’t see why we need to hash it out. We accomplished our goal—”

“—only with my help,” he points out.

“—and I’m safe and sound.” I give him a determined look as I repeat slowly and with clear enunciation. “I am safe and sound. So let’s not fight about it.”

“Not going to fight with you, Finley,” Carrick replies, but his tone causes me concern. It sounds fatigued. “I’d prefer you not rush off to do those things on your own, but I don’t own you.”

I study this man… my heart. My partner. Everything that is good in my life. I regard him critically because yes, he seems tired, and I know he can’t be. He’s a demi-god. He doesn’t get tired.

Scooting forward in my seat, I reach out and hold my hand palm up. A silent request that he place his hand in mine, and he does. “What’s wrong?”

Carrick shakes his head, causing a lock of hair to fall forward. He doesn’t want to share.

“What’s wrong?” I repeat, squeezing his hand.

His eyes hold mine for the longest time as he wars internally, deciding whether to share a burden with me. I don’t take offense that he might not think I can handle it. He knows my shoulders are strong, so I’m fine letting him be the partner who wants to care for and protect me.

“The Blood Stone,” he finally says softly. “It’s more powerful than I imagined.”

“You said she threw you through the wall.”

Carrick shakes his head again. “That was a mere flick of the wrist for her, so to speak. And Maddox and I both tried to block it.”

My eyes widen. “You mean your magic was ineffectual against it?”

“No,” he assures me, squeezing my hand. “It was a fast move she made, and we underestimated the gemstone’s power. Now that we know, we can counter her. But…”

His words trail off, and pain shadows over his features.

“But what?” I press.

“She’s at least as strong as I am,” he admits to me. “Which isn’t really a problem for me, but that means you will be going up against someone with the strength of a demi-god.”

A hard knot forms in the bottom of my stomach, and there’s a rolling sense of nausea. I knew Kymaris would be powerful. I knew I hardly stood a chance, but at least I thought there was a chance.

But how do I fight someone who has the indestructible power of a demi-god?

“Can she be killed?” I ask hesitantly.

“I don’t know,” Carrick replies gravely. “Micah grew immensely powerful using the Blood Stone and he became hard to kill. I think Kymaris is far more deft in her command of the stone. It’s possible she might have made herself immune from iron.”

“Then how can I stop her?” And I hate myself for the fact my tone is slightly fearful. Carrick picks up on it and tugs me out of my chair, pulling me right onto his lap to hold me tight.

“Thwarting the prophecy doesn’t mean killing her,” Carrick reminds me. “It only means stopping her from opening the veil. If she can’t be killed, she needs to be distracted. We need to kill the ritual in some way. That has to be our plan.”

“You know this means I’m going to die,” I say, laying my head on his shoulder.

That is said without any whine to my tone. No self-pity there. I’ve always known the possibility was high, but given that Kymaris wields immense magic, I imagine she could strike me down with, as Carrick said, “a mere flick of her wrist”.


“I don’t know that at all,” Carrick replies, shifting so he can press a kiss to my mouth. “You are full of surprises. You have grit like no other being I’ve ever known. You’re smart, intuitive, confident, and strong in heart and body. I’m actually a little afraid for Kymaris.”

I laugh because that’s what his speech was meant to elicit. But I also know he meant all those things. Carrick never paid false compliments. “I am pretty awesome, aren’t I?”

Carrick snorts and wraps his arms around me for a squeeze. “You’re also headstrong, stubborn, and you rush into things without having a healthy dose of fear for the consequences. But these are the perils of loving you. It means accepting a certain level of worry.”

Tipping my head, I ask, “So I’ve always been like this?”

The corners of Carrick’s lips tip up ever so slightly. “Every damn incarnation.”

“Like, give me an example,” I press, because I seriously doubt I’ve put myself into the type of danger I faced today. None of my prior lives involved thwarting prophecies and battling dark creatures.

I sit up and twist on his lap so I can see him face to face, my head tipped expectantly.

“Well, there was that time in the sixties that you rushed off to an anti-war demonstration that turned very violent. You got into a fistfight with a cop and got arrested. I had to bail you out of jail.”

My jaw drops as I accuse, “You’re making that up.”

“I’m not,” he says assuredly, and I believe him.

“What else?” I press, because maybe that was an isolated incident.

“When you were a cattlewoman in New Zealand, a horrid rain and windstorm swept over your ranch. One of your calves got lost in it, and you went out on your own to find it. You didn’t even tell me… just hopped on your horse and rode out, branches snapping and falling, debris flying through the air. One of the hands told me you’d left and by the time I’d found you about an hour later, you had the calf draped over your lap on the horse and a huge cut to your head from a flying branch.”

“I was a hero,” I state proudly, puffing out my chest.

“You were a menace to my sanity,” he counters with a laugh. “So I wasn’t surprised you rushed off to save Blain. I have realized that’s who you are at your core. You will always do those things, and I’ll always be pissed at you. I expect it will be that way in the future when we find each other again.”

A smile comes unbidden, as it often does when I’m reminded we have eternity together.

It’s wiped off when Carrick brings me back to reality. “We have a lot of work to do. We need to garner more support to our side.”

“Do you think Nimeyah will join us?” I ask. Deandra certainly doesn’t think she will, and I find it odd that Deandra—who I hated the most out of that family—has turned out to be the one with honor and character.

Carrick shrugs. “I don’t know.”

“What about her husband, Callidan?”

“He’s a doormat.” It’s clear Carrick has never respected this particular fae. “He’ll do whatever Nimeyah tells him to do. But at least we’ll give it a try.”

“I assume you don’t want me to go with you and Deandra tomorrow?” I ask, proud that I have no desire to go due to any jealousy of Deandra. In fact, I’m ambivalent about it.

“It will be better if it’s just the two of us,” Carrick replies. “And besides, Rainey and Myles are returning tomorrow from their honeymoon. I think you could do with some time with them.”

My heart goes flippity-flop. I’d been so wrapped up in rescues, powerful magic, and flying bullets that I had forgotten about that. Yes, I’d really love to hang with them tomorrow because time is getting short for all of us.

“After I leave Faere, I’m going to travel to a realm of winged Light Fae called Brevala and prevail upon them to join us. Then I might need to make some visits to some others who owe me favors.”

And, of course, Titus and Caiden were gathering the annihilators to join us. Maybe we’d have a large enough force to disrupt the ritual and keep the veil intact.

“What should I do?” I ask.

“You need to handle Blain,” he reminds me, and I jolt because I had literally forgotten about him. “He’s probably pretty messed up. No telling what was done.”

“Can’t I do some witchy magic on his memory or something?” I ask.

Carrick actually looks alarmed I’d suggest such a thing, but then I grin. “Just kidding… I know better than to mess with stuff like that.”

I get a swift kiss born of amusement. When he pulls back, he’s serious once again. “Even I wouldn’t do anything to mess with his memory and I have the ability to do it. The human psyche is fragile. I think he needs to be told the truth of what is going on, and I think he needs to stay in hiding until this is all over with. I suggest somewhere far away from here and with some professional psychological help.”

“I take it you know someone who owes you a favor,” I reply dryly.

“Indeed I do,” he replies. “I’ll get it set up for you to handle while I’m gone to Faere.”

I nod, my mind already turning to what I’m going to say to Blain to explain all this craziness. My gaze starts to drift off past his shoulder.

Carrick’s hand is at my jaw, forcing me to turn back. “Let whatever is in your head go.”


I blink in confusion, but then it all becomes clear as he kisses me.

Not a hard fast one born of amusement, but a soul-rending one born of love, fidelity, and loyalty.

Carrick’s hand moves to the back of my head, hard in my hair, and he deepens the kiss. Every inch of my body responds, from my skin tingling to my heart racing, to my toes curling, and to an ache of longing squarely between my legs. As I sit on his lap, I feel him responding, too.

When Carrick kisses me, there is nothing that can take my attention away from him. The world could be burning down around us, and I wouldn’t take notice.

I wrap my arms around his neck, and I kiss him back. Mine is filled with equal love and passion but tinged with desperation. Every moment with him is all too fleeting.

Knowing we’ll find each other again in a later life isn’t good enough for me right now because no matter how much time I’m graced with Carrick, it will never be enough.




CHAPTER 22


Finley

I open the door to Blain’s room and enter quietly. My softness of foot isn’t necessary as he’s in a deep sleep courtesy of some magic mojo by Maddox. He had actually been drugged by the daemons, presumably to make it easier to control him, but Maddox was able to pull it out of his system. The sleep he is under now isn’t deep in a narcotic-induced sort of way, but rather more of an unconscious magical limbo.

At least that’s the way Maddox described it.

Carrick follows me in, and I’m not overly happy about it. I had wanted to be the only one in the room when Blain awoke to make it easier for him to process, but Carrick was afraid he could have a psychotic reaction and become violent.

Blain is in the middle of the bed, still in the clothes we found him in, stained with dirt and food. He smells awful, and I doubt he’s had a shower since he was kidnapped. I settle my butt on the edge and angle toward him.

Carrick takes a post at the foot, waiting for my signal. I give him a short nod and he leans forward, waving his hand over Blain. I can feel the magic ripple over the bed, and Blain opens his eyes. He’s not groggy or sleepy, but instantly alert thanks to being free of drugs and whatever magic Maddox and Carrick used to keep him unconscious until now.

His head rolls on the pillow, and his eyes flare as he recognizes me. His voice is heavy with fear. “Finley?”

I reach out to take his hand, and he jerks slightly from the contact. I immediately start reassurances. “You’ve been rescued, and you are absolutely safe. No one can hurt you here.”

“Where is here?” he asks, pushing himself up slightly to lean against the headboard.

“You’re in my condo,” Carrick says in an oddly gentle voice I’ve never heard him use with anyone but me.

Blain’s head whips his way, eyes now bugging. “Mr. Byrne?”

“Carrick,” he insists.

“Blain,” I say to get his attention. “Carrick will keep you safe. But we need to know everything that’s happened to you, and I’m sure you might have some questions that we can perhaps answer.”

“I don’t have any questions,” Blain says bitterly. “I know everything.”

Carrick and I exchange a quick glance before I give my attention back to Blain. “Tell me everything that happened to you.”

Blain surprisingly knows more than I would have thought. Apparently in Switzerland, Kymaris—who had been wearing Fallon’s likeness—revealed her true appearance. She explained who she was and why she was on Earth. She didn’t hold back the truth of what happened to Fallon. If him being human might have caused him to have some disbelief, that was dispelled when she removed her glamour so he could see her true likeness.

Kymaris then revealed to him that he was going to be a human sacrifice. From that moment forward, he’d been a prisoner.


“I was drugged a lot,” Blain says, his eyes sliding off to the side to stare at the floor, as if that embarrassed him. “I’m not even sure how I got from Switzerland back to the States but she put some fae named Pyke in charge of it.”

Of course Pyke would be involved. I remember back to that time we talked on the phone while Kymaris/Fallon was in Switzerland, and I heard someone male with her after Blain went “missing”. Clearly, that was Pyke.

I know they didn’t move him back to Seattle by bending distance because that would have killed him. I’m sure Pyke has access to money and a private jet that got him back.

“And you’ve been at the gallery the entire time?” I ask.

Blain nods, gaze coming back to me. “Usually only one or two daemons guarded me, but they had a poker game going on last night. They drugged me so they didn’t have to keep watch.”

“So you know what daemons are?” I ask curiously.

Blain gives a mirthless laugh. “Like I said, I know everything. They felt no need to hide anything from me, seeing as how I was going to be a sacrifice.”

That causes a stab of pity to hit me that they so callously let him know his demise was unavoidable. “Do you know about the ritual?”

Blain nods. “It will tear the wall down between Hell and Earth. Let all the evil creatures out.”

“Do you know when?”

“October 8th,” he replies, his voice catching slightly. “My guards made sure to keep me apprised of the countdown to my death.”

I squeeze his hand. “That’s not going to happen now. Do you know where they’re going to have the ritual?”

When Blain nods, I feel a zing of pure adrenaline shoot through me. This has been a major stumbling block for us. For all our plans on how we can stop her, none of that mattered if we didn’t know where the ritual would take place.

“They talked freely in front of me… the daemons that watched over me. They’re part of the plans… muscle so to speak. She has a lot of it as she expects some opposition, although I can’t imagine who would take her on.”

Another glance to Carrick, then back to Blain. “Where is the ritual supposed to take place?”

“Over at Lake Wenatchee State Park,” he replies. “There’s a secluded area between Lake Wenatchee and Fish Lake, just west of the airport. It’s deep in the woods and there’s supposedly a clearing.”

“So it’s going to be outside,” I murmur, turning toward Carrick. “For some reason, I had envisioned it would be inside.”

“Me too,” he agrees. “It will be easier to fight outdoors, especially if the area is wooded.”

“Wait a minute,” Blain says, looking back and forth between me and Carrick. “Why am I here in Carrick’s condo? And why are you with him? And how do you know about all this stuff?”

I take a deep breath and give him a reassuring smile. “It’s an incredibly long story. Are you hungry?”

Blain nods.

“How about we bring you something to eat and I’ll tell you all about what’s been happening? After that, you can shower and we’ll get you some clean clothes.”

He merely nods again, and I turn back to Carrick. “Would you mind having Zaid put something together?

“Of course not,” he says, inclining his head. He doesn’t look back at Blain, just quietly leaves the room.


When the door closes, I release Blain’s hand and rise from the bed. I grab one of the chairs in the corner and drag it over. Taking a seat, I lean forward and rest my elbows on my knees. “Let’s start at the party you threw for Fallon’s twenty-eighth birthday.”

“That’s when she changed,” he murmurs knowingly.

“Yes, that’s when she changed,” I agree. “Let me tell you how and why.”

*     *     *


I back out of the bedroom, pulling the door closed quietly behind me. Blain is sleeping thanks to a light sedative a doctor “friend” of Carrick’s gave to him.

It had taken nearly an hour to tell Blain everything. In that time frame, I not only had to deal with his surprise and anger, but also his grief as well. To us, Fallon was a sister and a fiancée—someone who was loved and lost.

While we talked, Blain ate like a starved man, and there’s no doubt he wasn’t fed well during captivity. He took a shower and looked incredibly frail in the t-shirt and sweatpants of Carrick’s I gave him to wear. He had to roll the elastic band a few times to get them to stay up. Then he let the doctor Carrick called examine him and accepted the offered sedative to get some rest before he left later tonight.


We decided that Blain needed to be moved somewhere secure where he could recuperate and stay safe until this was all over. This decision wasn’t arrived at easily, as Blain wanted to just go home to his parents. He knew they thought he was dead, and he wanted to rectify that assumption as quickly as possible.

But mostly, he just wanted to go somewhere that comforted him.

Thankfully, I talked him out of that. I explained that once he resurfaced, the police were going to ramp up an investigation which would throw heat my way because I’m Fallon’s sister. I didn’t have time to deal with that, being just over a week until the new moon.

What resonated the most was a simple question. “What are you going to tell them, Blain? Where are you going to say you’ve been for the past few months? Are you going to tell them about fae and daemons and rituals to open a door between Hell and Earth? Because you’re going to end up in a psych unit if you do. And trust me… you know I have personal experience with that.”

That’s what really got him to agree to go somewhere safe that Carrick could arrange. In turn, Carrick assured him that he’d help him arrange a plausible reintroduction back into his life. In this instance, Carrick wouldn’t use his demi-god powers, but I assume his incredible wealth and influence where necessary.

On the flip side, I told Blain, “If Kymaris succeeds and the veil comes down, there’s no reason to hide what happened to you. Your parents and everyone else on Earth will know what you went through is the truth.”

I leave Blain’s room and head into the kitchen, where I find Zaid making dinner.

“Where’s Carrick?” I ask.

“In his office,” he replies as he works at dicing some chicken breasts. “Making arrangements for Blain.”

I nod silently, determined not to ask, but ultimately do. “And Zora?”

“I haven’t seen her or Maddox in a while,” he replies dryly, and I don’t need to know more. They’re probably in one of their bedrooms having casual, meaningless, no-strings sex.

“And your father?” I inquire.

“He left to go check out the gallery, see if anything else of value was in there after you rescued Blain. But he’ll be back. I invited him to dinner.”

My mouth drops open in astonishment. Zaid sees said astonishment and purses his lips before admonishing. “Don’t make a big deal of this, okay?”

I shake my head, make a cross over my heart. “No big deal.”

Wow. Zaid invited his dad to dinner. It’s something I thought I’d never see, and I wonder about the change of heart. Surely, it’s not one particular thing, but most likely a series of watching his father be loyal to our team. On more than one occasion, Boral has even protected me.

That’s kind of a big deal since he’s a Ravager and his nature is to cut my throat instead.

Zaid places the diced chicken in a bowl, then starts throwing in various seasonings. I don’t pay close attention since whatever he’s making will be fantastic, as always. I’ve often wondered why Zaid doesn’t open a restaurant or something, because he’s got mad chef skills.

Regardless, it does warm me to know that he’s open to perhaps allowing Boral into his life a bit. Maybe there’s an opportunity to mend fences. It could take decades… maybe even centuries, but Zaid inviting his dad to dinner is a cracking open of the door.

While I promised Zaid I wouldn’t make a big deal out of it—and I won’t—it does make me wonder about something I’ve always wanted to ask him about.

Zaid and I have come a long way in our relationship. There is a level of trust and care, although I might have dinged it up a bit when I tied him up today, but I know he’s still my friend and I’m his.

This is something I do feel comfortable in asking. “Have you ever thought about reaching out to your mom? Her name is Mala, right?”

Zaid knows Carrick told me all about his past, and Zaid and I even talked about it in general several times, especially during our time together when Carrick had been missing because of Rune.

But we never talked about his mother. When Zaid grew up to follow in Boral’s evil footsteps, she managed to escape and has supposedly been living in Faere ever since.

Zaid stiffens slightly at my question. Without looking up from the chicken, he shakes his head. “No. I’ve not seen her since she left for Faere.”

“Why not go there and seek her out?” I inquire.

“Daemons aren’t welcome in Faere,” he replies flatly.

“You know Carrick would get safe passage for you there,” I counter. “At the very least, he could go get your mother and bring her to you.”

“Not a good idea,” Zaid mutters, picking up the seasoned chicken and moving to the back counter so I now have his back. It’s a clear indication he doesn’t want to talk about it.

“Why isn’t it a good idea?” I press. “I bet she’d love to reconnect with you.”

Zaid turns slowly around to face me, his expression filled with pain. “She’s ashamed of me, Finley. She witnessed me do acts of brutality that were so horrific she grew to hate me the way she hated my father. She’d never forgive the things I’ve done, and there’s no reason for me to reach out to her.”

“And yet, you’re in the process of opening yourself up to your father.” I lean forward on the counter. “There is hope for everyone, Zaid. And I think you’ve become someone your mother would be incredibly proud of.”

“Why?” Zaid says on a bitter laugh. “Because I’ve done a few good deeds? Because my aura’s lightened up a bit? I made a conscious choice to abandon those qualities I got from my mother, and I chose to follow in my father’s evil footsteps. If I ever die, Finley, my soul is destined for the Underworld.”

I shake my head, glaring at him fiercely. “You’re wrong. You’ve redeemed yourself.”

“Think what you want,” he says dismissively, then turns his back on me.

“And you didn’t abandon the qualities your mother gave you,” I remind him quietly. He doesn’t respond or even act like he heard me, but I know he’s listening. “You are an empath just like her. You have empathy, which never went away. And while you may have done horrible things, it was your empathy that ultimately proved to be the biggest part of you. Otherwise, you would have never staked yourself to a tree. That actually makes you more like your mother than your father. If you can find it in your heart to consider a relationship with Boral, then I know damn well your empath Light Fae mother will do the same.”

I expect him to ignore me.

Or maybe even yell at me to leave him alone.

Instead, he sighs. “You might be right.”

I wait for more, but nothing comes. He picks up a towel, covers the bowl of chicken, and walks out of the kitchen without a backward glance.

A smile comes to my face. I actually consider that a victory… the fact that Zaid is actually thinking about what I said about his mother is enough to make my meddlesome self happy. If we survive this battle against Kymaris, I am going to keep pressing him to see his mother. One day, I know he’ll thank me for it.




CHAPTER 23


Carrick

“You know this is a waste of time,” Deandra told Carrick as they materialized inside the castle walls. As a guest of the princess, Carrick didn’t need to knock on the massive front doors and be allowed entrance by Rebsha.

“Maybe so,” Carrick rumbled as they walked the halls to locate Nimeyah. “But I have to try.”

Deandra didn’t respond, which prompted Carrick to add, “I am very grateful you are going to help us.”

It was a careless shrug he got in response. “I have a vested interest now in protecting my new home, but I’m also in this to make Pyke pay for his treachery.”

“You two were never very close,” Carrick mused out loud.

“Pyke always did what Pyke wanted to do and lived much of his time away from Faere. We had nothing in common.”

Carrick didn’t comment. Truth be told, he didn’t care what their relationship was. He had, at best, a passing enjoyment of the royal siblings over the millennia, but their inner workings as a family didn’t intrigue him in the slightest.

He cared about their familial workings about as much as he cared about their court politics.

Which was not at all.

Rebsha appeared seemingly out of nowhere, issuing a deep bow to Deandra and a nod toward Carrick before addressing the princess directly. “I assume you’re looking for your mother?”

“We are indeed,” she replied formally.

Rebsha took in Deandra’s outfit. It was a far cry from the highly sexualized and body-baring outfits she wore when in residence. Today, she was casually Earth-realm attired in skinny jeans, ballet flats, and fitted turtleneck sweater, but they were all high-end designer brands. Her makeup wasn’t garish as was the style of the fae, but perfectly applied to enhance her already incredible beauty.

“She’s in the solarium,” Rebsha advised, nodding in that general direction. “Would you like any refreshments sent in?”

“No,” Deandra replied but surprised Carrick by saying, “I would appreciate it if you were in attendance while we speak. Is my father there as well?”

“He is,” Rebsha replied in that deep, rumbling voice. “And of course, I’ll join you.”

Deandra led the way to the solarium, which was on the eastern edge of the castle. It was a massive wrought iron and glass addition filled with plants, marble pathways, and groupings of furniture upon which to sit and relax. The air was slightly humid.

The Light Fae—given they had no war, wrecked economy, or disgruntled citizens—didn’t do much but relax, have parties, and eat good food.

Well, they did have disgruntled citizens, but they were of the lower caste and too weak to mount any type of rebellion against the royals and nobles.

Rebsha entered the solarium, then led Deandra and Carrick along a winding path to where they found Nimeyah and Callidan occupying matching chaises. Callidan’s hands were clasped over his stomach, and his eyes were closed. Nimeyah was reading a book, and she slowly raised her head as the group approached.

Her eyes flicked over Rebsha and Carrick, landing on Deandra. Her lips pursed with disapproval, and that was Carrick’s first indication that Nimeyah was harboring some bitter feelings toward her daughter for leaving Faere.

“She returns,” Nimeyah murmured, but there was a snide undertone.

“On an important and grave matter,” Deandra clipped out, clasping her hands before her body.

Nimeyah studied her daughter before turning her attention to Carrick. “And you’re here for the same matter?”

“I am,” Carrick replied and then nodded toward her husband. “Callidan should hear this, too.”

Nimeyah did nothing more than throw a backhand at her husband, hitting him on the shoulder. It didn’t shock him out of sleep as he merely opened his eyes and took in the people standing before him. He said nothing, instead waiting for his wife to explain their presence.

“Your daughter and Carrick are here on a grave matter,” she said to her husband, but kept her eyes on Deandra.

Callidan didn’t look overly interested, but he did scoot up a bit on the chaise and focused on the princess.

Carrick and Deandra had decided before coming that the plea for help would come from Deandra, and Carrick would be there to bolster her story and affirm the danger they were in. As such, he let Deandra take the lead.

“Mother…. Father.” Deandra took a step forward, then moved her hands behind her back where she clasped them. With her legs slightly apart, she struck a warrior’s pose. While it was incongruous with her outfit, it was her bearing that foretold she meant serious business here. “Kymaris has succeeded in gathering everything she needs to perform the ritual to take down the veil between the Underworld and Earth realm. She has the Blood Stone and her powers with it are beyond description, rivaling the demi-gods. While Finley Porter is the human designated to thwart the prophecy, she cannot do it on her own. Carrick and I are garnering forces to help Finley take down Kymaris and keep the veil in place. We are here to plead for the Light Fae to join our army.”

Nimeyah’s head swung her husband’s way, and they exchanged a long look but said nothing. Looking back toward her daughter, she replied, “We don’t get involved in the affairs of humans.”

“This concerns the Light Fae, too,” Carrick interjected. “Because you know if Kymaris conquers Earth, she’s coming after you and Faere. With the Blood Stone, she’ll shred the veil and lay your lands to waste.”

Something flickered in Nimeyah’s eyes—perhaps alarm—but she kept her jaw locked tight and her chin lifted. “We’ll take our chances. I still have tremendous stone magic of my own.”

Deandra snorts as she advances on her mother. “Do you know that it was your stone magic that allowed this to happen?”

Nimeyah jerked backward, her chin tucking inward. “How dare you?”

“Your son stole your staff with your stone, and he used it to rip open a tiny spot in our veil between Faere and the Underworld. There, he joined forces with Kymaris and funneled Light Fae magic into a human vessel that later propelled Kymaris into the Earth realm with strong powers. He’s colluding with her, and he knows she’ll come for Faere. Your own son has betrayed you, the throne, and your land. If you won’t help for any other reason, you should help to make things right.”

Carrick knew as soon as they were said that the words were wasted. Nimeyah may not be happy with her son’s treachery, but her lazy and unambitious rule wasn’t going to change.

Nimeyah made a circling motion with her wrist. From thin air, her staff appeared. Carrick had never seen it before, and it was a thing of simple beauty. Approximately five feet in height and made of solid gold, it had a round disk at the top that had a hollowed-out center. Within that space, a black meteor stone was held in place by delicate strands of gold filigree that wove all around the stone and attached to the disk.

Nimeyah swung her legs gracefully from her chaise, then stood with the staff at her side. Her husband followed suit, but his actions seemed robotic. Standing only because his wife did.

She gripped the staff tight. “I have all the power Faere needs right here. Kymaris will never make it through the protections I can place.”


“But what if she does?” Carrick asked softly. “You’re willing to risk your realm and all its inhabitants? You’re ready to risk the bulk of the Light Fae race?”

“I don’t see it as a risk,” Nimeyah replied dismissively. “Besides, I think Kymaris will be happy enough in the Earth realm that she won’t feel the need to come seek me out.”

“You’re a fool,” Deandra hissed at her mother. Nimeyah’s face flushed red, and her eyes glimmered with fury. But Deandra dismissed her, most likely knowing she was a lost cause, and turned to her father. “I’m curious what you think about this.”

Callidan flushed to be put in the spotlight. Carrick rarely saw the man talk unless it was to add something charming to something his wife already said. He was, for all intents and purposes, a trophy husband.

“I stand by your mother,” he finally stammered to Deandra.

“She’s the fool, and you’re a coward,” Deandra hissed, and Carrick felt a flush of pride go through him. Her gaze moved back to her mother, and she narrowed her eyes. “Or maybe it’s the other way around. You’re the coward, and Father is the fool.”

Her words were too provoking and an enraged Nimeyah picked up her staff and leveled it at her daughter. Carrick didn’t know exactly what her intent was, but he wouldn’t put it past Nimeyah to kill her own offspring because of a slight to her ego.

There wasn’t any waiting to find out. Carrick deftly stepped in front of Deandra, prepared to take whatever magic came out of the stone, but the minute he did so, Nimeyah lifted the staff.

She wasn’t a fool. She couldn’t destroy Carrick, and her attempt to do so would bring swift retribution from the demi-god.

Instead, she lasered her eyes on Deandra, who moved slightly to the side so she could see past Carrick’s wide shoulders. “You are banned from Faere, Deandra. Leave at once and don’t return.”

“Gladly,” Deandra snapped as she pivoted sharply on her foot to leave the solarium.

Carrick only took a moment more before following the princess. “You’re making a mistake, Nimeyah. You’ve spent eons in safety, and it’s made you soft. Your ego has grown, but your wisdom has not. I hope you think on this some and come to your senses.”

“You’re no longer welcome here either,” she snarled at Carrick, although there was no keeping the demi-god out if he wanted in.

Issuing a curt nod, Carrick turned and followed in Deandra’s wake. Rebsha bowed, backed away a few paces, and turned to follow Carrick.

Outside the solarium, Deandra was pacing with her hands clenched in fury. When she spotted Carrick, she pointed a shaky finger past him to where her mother was probably reclining back on her chaise and reading her book.

“She’s an idiot,” Deandra stammered, her words broken by her rage.

“Yes, she is,” Carrick agreed as he moved toward her. He put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. Immediately, Deandra should have felt a calming sensation, her pulse starting to slow minutely. “You did all you could, and I’m proud of you for standing up to her.”

Deandra shook her head. “We really need the Light Fae to join us. We need their power against whatever is going to come pouring out of the Underworld.”

“You have me,” Carrick heard a familiar baritone voice behind him. He turned to see Rebsha approaching. When he stopped, he affirmed, “I’ll join the fight, and I know others that will.”

Deandra stared in shock at her mother’s longtime advisor, whose loyalty had seemed absolute. But whereas Nimeyah didn’t seem to mature over their history, Rebsha had, and in his wisdom, he knew what the right play was.

“Thank you,” Deandra said, her voice breathless with astonishment.

“I’ll also get others to join,” he murmured, glancing over his shoulder toward the solarium. “But it will have to be done very carefully.”

Carrick reached his hand out to Rebsha. “We’re honored to have you with us.”

They clasped at the forearm, and the Light Fae replied, “I’ll keep you updated.”

After they drew apart, Rebsha gave a bow to Deandra, to which she responded with a grateful smile, and then he disappeared down the hallway.

When he was out of sight, Deandra let out a low growl, indicating she was still irked at her mother. “I still can’t believe she just dismissed the threat of Kymaris coming to Faere. I mean, I totally get her not wanting to help humans and the Earth realm, but she’s feeding our race to the wolves. How can she not get that our stand has to be made next week at the ritual and we have to defeat Kymaris there?”

“Your mother is self-centered,” Carrick noted as he and Deandra started moving through the castle. They had no destination in mind, but Deandra was bristling with anger and seemed to need to walk it off.

“Don’t I know it,” she muttered.

Carrick almost laughed, because it wasn’t all that long ago that he would have said the same thing about Deandra. But she had changed much over this last month now that she’d moved out from under her mother’s influence.

“It pleases me that you’ve taken this threat so seriously,” Carrick commented. “A bit surprising, actually.”

Deandra snorted, casting him a side glance. “I’ve got layers, Carrick.”

“Indeed you do.” He chuckled. “Finley tells me the same thing all the time.”

Abruptly stopping in the middle of the hallway, Deandra whirled on him. “And do you know, as much as I’m pissed at my parents right now, I’m a million times more furious with Pyke. I can’t believe he’d threaten the sanctity of Faere for Kymaris. He’s a complete traitor to our family and our entire race.”

Carrick did not disagree with this, and he knew there was going to be a reckoning for Pyke one day. Tipping his head in curiosity, he asked, “I thought you were using the safety of Faere as a mere excuse to provoke your mother to help, but I hear it in your voice… you’re genuinely worried about this land and the Light Fae who live here.”

“It’s my home, Carrick,” she said in a mournful voice. “I might have moved away, but I assumed Faere would always be there for me. There are people here I care for deeply. I don’t want them at risk, and I can’t believe that dipshit brother of mine would betray us like that.”

“You know,” Carrick drawled, as if to posit a theory. “Pyke could be under Kymaris’ control.”

Deandra shook her head vehemently. “No. Finley said he loved her. Their relationship has been going on for decades.”

Carrick believed the same, but he was merely trying to offer something that might provide some peace to her right now and alleviate the fury bubbling because of her brother. Maybe it was good she held onto it, so she’d stay committed to their cause.

And speaking of causes, they still had more recruiting to do. Carrick asked Deandra, “Want to go to Brevala with me to see if they’ll join us? It would do well to have the Light Fae princess joining my request.”

Deandra’s eyebrows lifted high as she turned and started walking down the hallway again. “Brevala? The Meadowlanders and Bluff Dwellers are at war with each other. They certainly wouldn’t join forces to fight by our sides.”

“You’d be wrong about that,” Carrick said with a chuckle. “Geseph and Arnus ended their feud.”

“What?” Deandra exclaimed, giving him a quick glance. “That feud was an eternity long. How did it end?”

“Just a little love story between a Meadowlander named Eliana and a Bluff Dweller named Ronan,” Carrick replied, and Deandra snorted. She didn’t believe in love.

If she had, Carrick might have told her the full story, but, as it were, he merely reiterated his invitation. “Come to Brevala with me?”

“Yes, of course,” she replied without hesitation.

Because she knew what Carrick knew… that without Nimeyah’s help, along with the Light Fae, they were at a serious disadvantage if the veil were to open. The Brevalians were all winged, elite warriors. They could help bridge the gap, and maybe it wouldn’t be a total slaughter.




CHAPTER 24


Finley

It’s a cold, rainy day, and I’m holed up inside the condo with some of those who mean the most to me. My closest and forever friends, Rainey and Myles, who returned from their Fijian honeymoon five days ago; Zora, my identical twin sister, who I have spent nearly every waking moment with as we continue to learn about each other and tighten our bond; and Maddox, who I’ve decided is my forever brother-in-law since I’ve certainly come to love him like family.

Carrick is here in the condo, but he’s working in his office. He still has an empire to maintain, although that might be moot after the ritual.

Zaid and Boral are off on an errand together, which isn’t just unusual that the estranged father and son are hanging out together, but they’re off buying a cache of illegal semi-automatic weapons. Many of those recruited to fight on our side are daemons without any powers. While bullets won’t kill Dark Fae, it will slow them down. More importantly, bullets will shred any demons that come through the veil if it opens. It’s one of our more mainstream human ideas we have to help protect us from the swarm that might come through.

Carrick had the free-standing fireplace in the living area fixed a few weeks ago, which had been obliterated when he’d thrown Boral through it back in August. Maddox turned it on and while it doesn’t give off a lot of heat, it provides a cheery ambiance.

The five of us are lounging in the center grouping of furniture right in front of the fireplace. It’s something we’ve done a lot of the last few days—hanging out together, that is—and Zora seems to be acclimating more seamlessly into my life. Rainey has even forged a light friendship with her, and that’s all due to Rainey’s sparkling personality and refusal to let Zora shrink away from her.

Because he’s efficient that way, Zaid laid out a nice charcuterie board for us to snack on while he went off to buy guns on the black market. The girls are sipping on a robust red that I’d snagged from Carrick’s wine collection, and Myles and Maddox are drinking local craft beer.

We are taking the concept of chilling out very seriously, because there is actually nothing else we can do until the ritual. Carrick has recruited as many forces as he can. He has commitments from several Light Fae—although not as many as he’d like. This includes a contingent of Brevalian warriors, and I’m incredibly eager to meet these winged fae. Carrick has also pulled in a large number of daemons—both light and dark—who are committed to keeping the Earth realm exactly the way it is. Those are the ones who will be bearing firearms to help in the fight. There are even some Dark Fae who have chosen not to go to Kymaris’ side because—like Boral—they like living out from under Kymaris’ rule. Now, whether they’ll actually show up to fight is another matter.

With most of the recruitment complete, we turned to battle strategy and have spent many hours in the library laying out our plans. Maddox scouted the area where Blain said the ritual would take place and found the clearing as described. We didn’t know the exact time the ritual would take place on October 8th—which was just three days away—but we were prepared to be set up well ahead of time and ready to fight.

Blain is safe and currently holed up in a ski chalet in Wyoming. Carrick pulled strings and favors and paid a lot of money, but Blain went on a private jet with a nurse and a psychologist who will stay with him until this is all over. The outcome will determine how he’ll return to society, but that’s not a worry for us now.

And the only other thing of interest—but I’ve kept my nose out of it—is that Zora and Maddox are still apparently knocking boots. I’ve caught him coming out of her room more than one morning, looking mightily pleased with himself.

It’s truly a no-strings type of thing because while I don’t know what happens in that bedroom between them, I know out of it they act as no more than casual friends. Half the time, they barely acknowledge each other.

It’s really kind of weird, to be honest, but if it works for Zora and she’s happy, that’s all that matters. She told me the other day while we were eating breakfast together that Maddox is a master at multiple orgasms, so I assume she’s happy. Carrick is a master as well, and I know it makes me happy.

At any rate, with the end of days possibly around the corner, our core group has decided to enjoy each other’s company as much as possible. Rainey put a halt on the finishing touches of the One Bean renovation, and Myles asked for an extended leave of absence from his job. Sadly, his boss wasn’t inclined to grant it since he’d just got back from his honeymoon but, happily, Myles had no qualms with quitting. His boss didn’t know it, but Myles knew that very soon the world could be a very dark place to live in and he intended to spend these potential last days with the people he loved, not coding software.

“It’s your turn, Myles,” Rainey says as she points at him with her wineglass in hand. She’s on her third glass, and some liquid comes dangerously close to sloshing out.

“Okay,” Myles says, who is actually sharing a couch with Rainey. They’re on opposite ends facing each other, legs entwined. He takes a long pull off his beer. After swallowing, he says, “I won’t miss unclogging toilets.”

I wrinkle my nose as I lift my glass in acknowledgment. “I agree.”

Rainey and Maddox give their affirmations.

And thus is the game we’ve been playing for the last half hour. We named it—What We Wouldn’t Miss About Our World If Kymaris Wins And Life As We Know It Is Over.

Our answers keep getting more stupid by the moment.

But the game has evolved as all eyes now turn to Zora where she informs us, “Toilets never clogged in the Underworld—magic, I guess—but we did have to use shared restrooms.”

The new, evolved game became known as, Was It Worse In The Underworld?

It was pretty fun, actually, because we got to learn more about where Zora came from. I’ve already learned so much by virtue of the time we’ve been spending together. For example, I already knew that each block of houses used a shared restroom and bath facility that was in the center of the block and out the back door of each house.

But to Myles and Rainey—and even Maddox, who has only been to the Underworld once to help us rescue Zora—many of these answers from her were super fascinating.

“Maddox’s turn,” Rainey says, nodding across the coffee table at the chair he was slouched down in.

“I got a good one,” he exclaims, tapping his finger on his beer bottle that he had resting on his thigh. “What was that freaky British kid’s show with those fat little colorful alien things with TV screens in their stomachs?”

My mind is blank, but Carrick’s rich and rumbling voice sounds from behind me. “Teletubbies?”

I crane over my shoulder to look at him in surprise. He winks at me even as he rubs at the back of his neck. He’s had a long workday.

“That’s it,” Maddox says with a grin. “Those little bastards are creepy as shit. I hope the demons eat them all up.”

We all laugh and then look to Zora. She shrugs, having no clue what Teletubbies are.

Carrick comes up behind my chair, puts his hands to my shoulders, and leans over to kiss the top of my head. “Zaid and Boral back yet?”

“Nope,” I reply and then add for good measure. “And no indication they’ve been arrested making their black-market arms deal.”

“That’s good.” Carrick chuckles, and then frowns as the ring tone comes through on his phone from the lobby concierge desk.

He pulls his phone out of his pocket and answers, “Byrne.”

Tipping my head back, I look at Carrick, while, in the background, I hear Zora asking details about Teletubbies. Carrick’s eyebrows rise briefly before a grim expression hardens his face.

“Send him up,” he clips out before disconnecting the call.

“Who’s here?” I ask, pushing out of my chair to face him.

“Amell,” he replies, and I’m not prepared for the rage that flows through me. While I know he did much for Zora’s well-being and safety while she lived in the Underworld, he’s also the one who took her to the palace each month to shackle her up and let magic be pumped into her against her will even when she was a child. It was sadistic and injurious to my sister as the magic was forced into her, and a million times more painful as the fae priests twisted it dark.

Amell was responsible for all of that, and I’d never forgive him.

My gaze shoots over to Zora, who slowly rises from the chair. “He’s here?”

“On his way up,” Carrick replies.

Zora frowns. I can tell she’s as surprised by this as I am, but her expression isn’t bearing the rage I can feel upon my face.

I quickly glance at Maddox, but he appears impassive as he rises from his seat. I’m not sure how much he knows of Zora’s relationship with Amell. I’m guessing probably not much other than what he could glean when we brought her out from the Underworld. It was apparent then that Amell clearly watched over her and cared for her. I seriously doubt he’s a subject of their conversations, though, and I can’t imagine Zora told him they’d been intimate.

In fact, I’m quite sure they don’t really even have conversations when they’re in her bedroom.

Just orgasms.

The elevator emits a slight whirring whisper as it reaches the penthouse and the door swishes open.

Rainey and Myles straighten on the couch, moving to sitting positions. While I’d told them in general terms that Amell watched over Zora, I didn’t give them the deep details. That was for Zora to share if she wished.

I note Amell’s wings are not visible as he steps out of the elevator, but I’m not surprised. Here in the Earth realm, he’d use a glamour to hide them from humans. He’s dressed in jeans and a lightweight sweater, an attempt to blend into the human population, but his superior beauty over all mortal men most likely makes him stick out like a sore thumb.

His eyes sweep the vicinity and land on the one thing he really came for.

Zora.

He takes a step in our group’s general direction, but Carrick moves into his path, effectively stopping him. He nods his head politely to the Dark Fae. “Amell… what are you doing here?”

Amell doesn’t even look at Carrick but rather past his shoulder to Zora. “I am here to make sure Zora is faring well.”

“She is,” Carrick replies, and his lack of any other information gives a chilly vibe to the scene. But to punctuate that him visiting Zora isn’t exactly welcomed, I step partially in front of my sister in a silent statement that I will protect her from him at all costs. He’ll never hurt her again.

Amell finally tears his gaze from Zora before bringing it back to Carrick. “I’ve also got information I’m going to share with you.”

That gets everyone’s attention and my anger at him gets pushed to the side by a surge of excitement. Is Amell going to come to our side? He’d be a powerful ally, of course, but could we really trust him?

How could we trust him after everything he did to Zora to help Kymaris destroy Earth?

That’s something I don’t have time to consider as he says, “Kymaris summoned me from the Underworld. I’m to stay here until the ritual is complete.”

“Are you one of the twelve?” I ask him, my tone glacially cold.

Amell studies me carefully, not missing the disdain in my voice for him. But he’s not stupid. I see the understanding within his eyes. He knows exactly why I hate him.

He shakes his head, a grave expression on his face. “My job is to perform the ritual.”

That surprises me, and certainly sounds like he won’t be joining our side. Which means I won’t have any compunction in killing him. I’d do it now if I thought I could get away with it, but it will probably have to wait until the ritual.

Amell looks once again to Zora, and I can tell by his expression that the information he is going to share with us—whatever it may be—is only for Zora’s benefit. Anything he offers us is going to be to keep Zora safe.

The Dark Fae doesn’t hide his feelings. Within his eyes, there’s happiness at seeing Zora and also sparks of desire. There’s sadness there, too, and I’m guessing he’s missing her.

Maybe enough to grab her and whisk her away. He could easily nab her hand and bend distance to somewhere unknown, which causes me to move a little closer to her.

Of course, it would be a risk to bend distance with her. I’ve been trying to teach Zora how to do it with her own magic, but she’s not been able to tap it. Humans can’t ordinarily survive bending distance, but I can because of my inner magic. I’m guessing Zora probably can, too, but I hope Amell isn’t thinking to test that theory here today.

“What do you have to share with us?” Carrick asks brusquely, a reminder that Amell wasn’t allowed in this condo for a reunion with Zora.

With a sigh, Amell’s eyes leave Zora and pin on Carrick. “The ritual has to start at the dawn of the new moon. One might think that means the actual morning dawn on October 8th but it’s more literal. As soon as the clock strikes midnight on October 7th, leaving that day behind and starting October 8th, you can be assured the ritual will start.”


My jaw tightens. I’m not impressed by this information as we had already planned to be ready to go as soon as the midnight bell tolled twelve times.

Amell looks around, realizing none of us find this information useful. “It will take place in a clearing between Lake Wenatchee and Fish Lake. I’ll give you the exact coordinates.”

That causes me to twitch a bit in surprise.

Because while we had that general information from Blain, and Maddox had scouted the area, we could never be quite sure the information was good. It could have been disinformation for all we knew.

But Amell confirms for us not only when the ritual will take place, but also exactly where.

Okay… now he’s starting to intrigue me.

“What can we expect from the ritual?” I demand.

Amell’s blue eyes slice to me, and whatever disdain was apparent in my expression before is now mirrored in his. He doesn’t like the way I’m standing before Zora and keeping them apart, and he clearly doesn’t like me demanding information.

And yet, he provides somewhat of an answer. “Kymaris will use the Blood Stone to channel power through our brethren, into a sacrifice, and finally back to her, where she’ll be able to rip open the veil.”


We already knew those general facts. We also knew Blain was the sacrifice—the one unlike the twelve Dark Fae who had been held hostage—and I wait to see if Amell says anything about the fact we stole him back.

He remains stubbornly mute on the issue.

“What happens when the veil opens?” I ask.

“You know what will happen,” he counters.

“Fae and demons will come pouring out, taking over Seattle first and then sweeping the world,” I sneer.

“Not just Seattle,” Amell replies, a flash of malice turning his pupils red. “Kymaris will have the power to rip veils everywhere. She’ll travel the world and let her demons out.”

A flash of demoralizing pain sweeps through me as my eyes move to Carrick. If she succeeds in her ritual, Earth is definitely lost.

“Why are you telling us this information?” This from Maddox, who had remained silent throughout. His tone is confrontational, making it clear that, like most of us in this room, he doesn’t trust the Dark Fae at all.

Amell looks to Maddox, and I wonder what he’d do if he found out Maddox has been intimate with Zora. I imagine the condo might get destroyed in the ensuing battle.

“I have no stake in the veil coming down,” Amell replies softly. “I don’t care if it does, and I don’t care if it doesn’t. I do what my queen asks me to do. But I want Zora to have a fighting chance. She’s been mine to protect since day one. If I had my way, I’d take her to the Underworld right now where she’d be safe.”

His words trail off, as does his gaze as it slides over to Zora. Amell softly adds, “But she wouldn’t want that.”

“No, she wouldn’t,” I answer for Zora, not able to help my unbearable need to protect her from this monster. I twist my neck slightly to see her. Her blue-green-gold eyes meet my identical ones, and she gives a slight shake of her head.

She doesn’t want to go to the Underworld, and her message is received loud and clear by Amell.

He clears his throat, the slight flash of disappointment replaced by antipathy. “I’m not sure I’ve really told you anything you haven’t already figured out or couldn’t figure out on your own,” Amell says, his attention back on Carrick. I can see he feels more comfortable dealing with him. Considers him more his equal than me. “But there’s one other thing.”

“And what’s that?” Carrick asks in a bored tone. He doesn’t want Amell to think we’re grateful for anything.

“It’s going to be near impossible to kill Kymaris,” he says with a confident lift to his chin.

“The Blood Stone?” Carrick surmises.

Amell nods. “She’s harnessed it in such a way that she’s nearly as immortal as you are.”

“So we’re supposed to just walk away?” I ask.

I don’t get the courtesy of his regard as Amell keeps his eyes on Carrick. But he answers me in a roundabout way. “You are going to be better off focusing your efforts on trying to contain her or disrupting the ritual in another way.”

“And you’re not just suggesting that to save your queen?” Carrick inquires skeptically.

“My motives are my own,” Amell replies. “And I have something to help aid you in that quest should you choose to heed my advice.”

Carrick crosses his arms over his chest, not buying a word of what the Dark Fae is saying. “What’s that?”

Amell’s head swings Zora’s way. “I want time alone to talk to Zora, and I’ll give it to you.”

“No way,” I growl, now moving totally in front of my sister, who has been incredibly quiet this entire time. I have no clue what she’s feeling, but my rage is back in full force. I hiss, “You abused Zora her entire life. She’s not going anywhere near you.”

Amell jerks, not from the venom in my voice but from my words. “Abused her?”

“You’re not dense, Amell,” I snap in irritation. “Forcing magic into her, twisting it dark, shackling her with chains… you caused her so much pain. If I had my way, I’d kill you right here and right now.”

I hear a low growl, and I suspect it’s Maddox, who had to overhear what Amell did. I don’t take my eyes off Amell, though.

“Try your best, Savior,” Amell snarls at me, and the air in the room turns almost electric.

Carrick’s arms fall from his chest as he prepares to take Amell out for me. Maddox is postured the same way.

“I want to talk to him,” Zora murmurs from behind me, and my heart bottoms out in my stomach. Because in those words, I still hear a tenderness he doesn’t deserve.

But then again, many people fall for their abusers and their jailers. And as much as he hurt her, he provided her joy in return. I have to remember Zora is pulling on those feelings right now.

I turn to face my sister and lean in close, whispering so only she can hear. “He’s dangerous. He could kidnap you.”

“He won’t,” she replies in a soft voice. “And you’re going to have to trust me on that.”

I shoot a glance toward Carrick. He gives the barest hint of a nod that I should let her visit with Amell.

And because I trust Carrick more than anything in this world, I take a step back from my sister, even as my sensibilities hate that she’d be anywhere near that Dark Fae.

I watch silently as Zora leads him out onto the back patio. It’s chilly outside and I fight the urge to run for a coat for Zora, but I’m hoping the temperature will keep the conversation short.

The sliding door closes, and I also fight the urge to eavesdrop on them. I certainly have the power to do so, but I have the decency not to.

All of us in the living area are quiet as we watch Amell and Zora talk. I pace back and forth, Rainey and Myles sit quietly on the couch, Maddox watches with eyes like a hawk, and Carrick spreads his attention between them and me.

Amell stands close to Zora, while she has her arms crossed over her chest, shoulders hunched because she’s cold. He’s doing all the talking, and she’s listening raptly.

The more he talks, the more she seems to come out of her shell. Her shoulders roll back, her spine straightens, and then her hands start moving animatedly as she seems to be arguing with him.

I take a step that way, but Carrick stops me in a low voice with just one word. “Don’t.”

I halt and continue watching.

The conversation doesn’t last more than five minutes. In the end, Zora seems defeated again and Amell actually looks mournful. He asks her one more question, and she shakes her head adamantly.

I can see him heave a sigh of frustration and regret.

And then, from thin air, he conjures a coil of rope. It’s light brown, braided, and probably several feet in length based on the size of the coil. He hands it over to Zora, who takes it, issuing two words I can read on her lips.

Thank you.

Amell then leans in, brushes his lips across her cheek, and disappears from the patio.

Zora doesn’t hesitate, turning for the sliding glass door and entering. She walks up to me, then hands over the rope. “This is a magical lariat that can dampen Kymaris’ powers if you can get it around her.”

Hesitantly, I take it to study, astonished Amell would hand over a weapon to be used against his queen. It can’t kill her, but if he’s telling the truth, it could weaken her enough to give us the advantage we need.

My gaze moves back to Zora, who looks shaken. I forget about the lariat, handing it to Carrick without a backward glance as I move to my sister. “Are you okay? Did Amell do something to upset you?”

Zora smiles. It’s forced and without an ounce of truth in it. She even attempts a joke. “You mean outside of showing up and trying to talk me into going back to the Underworld?”

“You never have to go back there,” I say adamantly.

“I know,” she replies softly, gaze dropping to the floor as she takes a breath. When she looks back to me, she seems more in control. “It’s fine. It was just awkward, and there were mixed feelings.”

“Mixed feelings about what?” Maddox asks, a hint of ice in his tone. He may not know the details about Zora and Amell having been intimate, but I’m thinking he’s figuring it out now.

Of course, Zora doesn’t understand things like jealousy, so her expression turns confused.


I don’t have time for a lover’s quarrel that might erupt—although it might not because, like Zora, Maddox has insisted this is just casual—so I redirect the conversation.

Turning back to Carrick, I nod at the lariat he holds. “He wants us to try to contain her versus kill her. Maybe he’s pushing that because he’s feeling guilty for providing us information. He didn’t tell us much we didn’t already know, but, to him, that’s a betrayal to his queen and if Amell is anything, he’s loyal to her.”

“We can’t trust what he says,” Carrick says gravely.

“No, you can’t,” Zora agrees bitterly. And I know she’s referring to the fact he lied to her about her heritage, making her believe she was an orphan instead of someone who had a family who deeply loved her.

“We’ll bring the lariat and use it to help dampen her powers,” Carrick muses. “But the end goal is still the same. We destroy Kymaris in our effort to stop the prophecy.”

“Agreed,” I reply.

“Agreed,” Zora adds. More than anyone in this room, Zora has the most to hate Kymaris for. If she wants the queen dead, I’m going to happily do everything in my power to ensure it’s done.




CHAPTER 25


Finley

The morning of October 7th dawns strangely bright and sunny for the prospect of doom in the coming hours. Carrick and I stay in bed, ignoring the world and all the problems waiting outside our door. Tonight at midnight, life changes. It’s possibly our last day together, and not even a full day at that since we’ll be starting preparations for our battle tonight.

Carrick wakes me up with a slow kiss that feels like the sunrise and all the hope and freshness one normally brings. It turns deep and possessive, and I’d let it continue for eternity but we must stop because it’s not just about us. I curl into his body, skin against skin, pressing my nose into his chest and inhaling deeply. He smells of comfort and strength, devotion and eternity. When I’m reincarnated, I wonder if I will inherently miss this, since I know what it feels like now?

Carrick’s hand idly strokes my shoulder, his breathing steady and even. He’s abnormally quiet, and I know his heart is heavy with what might happen to me in mere hours.

“If I die,” I murmur into the quiet between us.

Carrick sighs, but doesn’t try to stop me. We talk about death and our future almost every day. It’s not taboo, but I know I’m interrupting his simple pleasure of laying here with me.

“If I die,” I repeat again, pressing my cheek to his chest. “Promise me you’ll keep battling on. You won’t give up.”

“You know I won’t.” I actually hear the words in his chest where they sound low and gravelly, but they’re coming directly from the heart. “And I’ll protect Zora, Rainey, and Myles. I’ll take them to another realm if I have to.”

“And you’ll find me again,” I say, a simple validation that I believe in our destiny together.

“I will most certainly find you again,” he agrees, his arm tightening around me.

My hand comes up, my fingers gliding over his sternum and down his stomach. A lazy stroke—the pleasure of touching him a gift. Profound sadness wells within me, that life as Carrick and I know it will change very soon. These good days are done.

I’m sad for the pain Carrick will feel when I die, whether it’s in trying to stop the prophecy from coming true or in the ensuing days, months, or, if we’re lucky, years that Rune might choose to give us.

There’s no sadness for me, though. I accepted I have many potential fates coming my way, all of which end in death.

But that doesn’t mean I don’t feel.

I feel too much.

“I’m scared,” I admit to Carrick, glad my eyes can follow the path my fingers are taking down his stomach so I don’t have to let him see the slight bit of shame that admission causes.

He’ll never let that statement pass without looking me in the eyes, though. He rolls me to my back, propping on an elbow to hover over me. His free hand cups my jaw, and his golden eyes are swimming with empathy.

It’s too much to handle, and I’m forced to look away.

His hand tightens on my jaw, a command to grace him with my attention. My eyes slowly come back to his.

“Life is so fragile,” he murmurs gently. “No stronger than glass. And it seems from the moment I met you in this lifetime, that was something you inherently accepted. You lost your parents, and you understood how fleeting it all is. The strength you’ve shown these last few months, especially after learning about this sacrifice you’ll have to bear, is greater than some of history’s bravest warriors. Time and time again, you’ve acknowledged that fate will not take a backseat, and you’ve faced it head-on with not only brute confidence, but also with a graciousness that comes from the beauty of your heart. It’s because your heart is so fucking big and loves so goddamned generously that you’ve been marching forward to greet your destiny without ever taking a moment to be scared. And now… you’re taking it, and I’m here for it. I’m here to shoulder the burden with you. I’ll take on all of your worries, pain, and fear if you’ll let me. I will continually remind you that you brought a demi-god to his knees time and time again, and you are more magnificent than all the gods put together. It’s with that knowledge I know I’ll have to let you go until I find that shining star again. Until then, I hope it’s enough that I will be by your side every step of the way. And if the fates are kind to us, hopefully I’ll be holding you as you leave this world to wait for me in the next.”

My eyes, of course, are swimming with tears. They slip from the outer corners, hit my temples, and slide behind my ears. They tickle as they travel over my skin. Strangely, they ground me just a little.

Carrick doesn’t make a move to wipe them away. He wants me to let them out.

He bends closer, his eyes so intense I couldn’t look away if I wanted to. “I don’t want you to die tonight, Finley. But if you do, I need you to know that I’ll never be more proud of anyone in my life when it happens. It will be a travesty that humanity will never know the lengths to which you’ve gone to save them all. You won’t be memorialized in history, but you are forever etched on my soul. That’s all that really matters.”

“I love you,” I whisper, putting my hands to the sides of his face and pulling him to me for a kiss.

And it starts warm and bright like the sunshine. Ultimately, when he’s done with me, I see nothing but stars.

It’s only after we take a shower together, get dressed, and head into the kitchen that I start to lose the warm fuzzies Carrick produced. I know I have to start mentally preparing for the fight ahead. But before that, I need just a little bit more time for one last gathering in the kitchen while Zaid feeds us.

Me, Carrick, Zora, Rainey, Myles, Maddox, Zaid, and Boral.

The Dream Team.

I think I can speak for the group when I say none of us really have an appetite, but we need fuel for the long and arduous hours ahead of us.

As it’s mid-morning, there’s nothing more appropriate than brunch while enjoying these last moments of camaraderie. After, we’ll make the roughly two-hour drive toward Lake Wenatchee, where we’ll set up a good mile out from the ritual site in a deeply wooded area Maddox had scouted. Currently, Carrick has allies stationed around the general vicinity of where the ritual will take place to watch for Kymaris and her forces. They’re hidden in trees or with magical glamours, their only job to watch and report. We have no clue when Kymaris will start to set up, but we want to know as soon as she does.

So far, it’s been quiet.

Zaid lays out an amazing feast—Belgian waffles with fresh cream and strawberries, thick-cut bacon crisped to perfection, two different types of quiche, croissants for Zora, and a variety of cold cuts and broiled tomatoes for a bit of a European flair. We load up our plates, take our usual spots around the island, and eat.

The first bite of bacon stimulates my appetite, especially as I realize this could be my last real meal, the protein bars and electrolyte drinks we’re bringing with us not really counting as more than sustenance.

This gathering is obviously different. We don’t joke and banter. Zaid can’t even gather up enough antagonism to level a glare at Boral.

We are all resigned that we have the fight of our lives ahead of us.

“The condo has protections,” Carrick reminds Rainey and Myles, who will be staying well clear of the ritual for their own safety and our peace of minds. “But if you wanted to head out of town, that would be even safer.”

Rainey smiles with a short nod, but Myles says, “I’ve been working on something for you guys.” He bends to the side of his stool, pulling the canvas satchel he always carries onto his lap. From within, he pulls out a small drone. Way smaller than others I’ve seen people use. He sets it gently on the counter to the side of his plate, then smiles proudly down at it.

“Nice,” Maddox says, pushing up off his stool and moving closer to inspect it.

Myles proceeds to explain the drone and some fancy micro camera he has mounted on it. The beauty of it is in how small it is, which means it’s probably whisper quiet.

“It can be flown over the clearing, and the night vision camera can project live stream right to your phones. In the heat of things, you can get play-by-play through comms. I have earpieces—one for Carrick, Maddox, and Titus.”

“Why us?” Maddox asks, moving back to his place at the island to eat.

I take the liberty of answering because it’s common sense. “You and Carrick are our two strongest warriors. Titus is incredibly battle-tested. The most important ones out there. You can take the information and pivot strategies as needed.”

“What she said,” Myles quips as he cuts into his waffle, taking a big bite.

“It’s amazing,” I commend Myles.

“But who will fly it?” Carrick asks pointedly.

“I will.” Myles and Rainey exchange a glance, and it’s clear they’ve talked about this already.

My tone is hesitant, not wanting to offend. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“It will be incredibly dangerous,” Carrick adds. “While I’m assuming you can fly that thing some place away from the action, you’d still be close enough to be in danger. You won’t be able to take on the weakest daemon if you’re discovered.”


“Then I won’t be discovered,” Myles replies confidently.

I look at Rainey. “And you’re good with this?”

Putting on a brave face, she nods. “I am. I think Myles can really help. I’ll just curl up here with some popcorn and watch a movie. When you all come back, we’ll have a big victory party.”

I know Rainey. She’s not cool with this at all, but she is showing support to her husband because she knows this is important to him.

Carrick swivels to look my way. He doesn’t say a word, but he wants to know if I have qualms about this, because if I do, he’ll be the bad guy and shut it down. But even though it terrifies me to have Myles anywhere near this, I realize it’s something he really feels the need to do. He’s part of the team, and has been from the start.

I can’t deny him.

I tip my head slightly, and Carrick understands my assent. He looks the other way toward Myles and praises, “This is really great. You’ll be the best pair of eyes we have on the situation once the fighting starts. From overhead, you’ll be able to keep tabs on Kymaris so we know when to roll in our secret weapon.”

The secret weapon being me.

Except I’m not so secret and not exactly a weapon.

But we have a plan, which is quite simple. We’re going to throw as much power and strength at her as we can, disrupt the ritual, and distract her with our fiercest warriors—Carrick and Maddox leading the crush. Two demi-gods against Kymaris and the Blood Stone should be enough to keep her occupied so I can come in and use the lariat Amell gave us to dampen her strength. Then it’s a matter of getting the Blood Stone. Bonus points if I can kill her with iron, but if she’s immune to it, Carrick is confident we can use the stone to destroy her.

“Easy-peasy,” I say lightheartedly, but we all know it’s going to be anything but easy.

I make one last-ditch effort to appeal to my sister’s sensibilities. Swiveling on my stool, I turn to Zora, who is already on her second croissant.

“You could stay here, too,” I suggest hopefully.

She glances at me, scowls, and goes back to eating. I take that as a “no,” but I’m not surprised. She’s been adamant that she wants to be there with us. She’s hoping there will be some way she can contribute, but I know what she’s really wishing for.

That her powers will manifest so she can make a true difference in my fight.

That she can help me defeat Kymaris, because she has a stake of retribution in all of this.

Reaching out, I touch her shoulder. It’s an acceptance of her decision, and her scowl turns into a smile. My heart flushes warmly when she brings her hand up, and it briefly comes to rest on top of mine. Zora is finally getting used to human touch and affection.

After lunch, we finish our last-minute packing. Rainey goes to the gym with me so I can grab some throwing knives for my thigh holsters. It’s a private moment we both need together.

She quietly watches me gather the knives and then peruse some of my other weapons. I’ll obviously have my whip, but I’m feeling the pressure to load up with more. I don’t consider any of the guns Zaid and Boral purchased as I don’t know how to use them.

With a sigh, I turn away from the cabinets.


I freeze in place when I take in Rainey, who has tears streaming down her face.

“Oh no,” I drawl with sympathy, rushing to take her in my arms. “No, no, no. Don’t cry. I’m going to be fine.”

“I know,” she croaks as she squeezes me tight and nods her head. “I know.”

“I swear.”

“I know.”

Both of us ignore the blatant lies we’re offering the other. Instead, we just hug each other tightly.

Our goodbyes.

*     *     *

It’s almost one when we meet up with Titus, Deandra, and Rebsha at a preset point deep in the woods north of Fish Lake. We’re eleven hours out from when the ritual will supposedly start—if Amell was telling the truth—but we have a lot of work to do to get ready.

Between the Light Fae Rebsha was able to muster, the Brevalians who did indeed agree to fight with us, and the handful of light and dark daemons who like the Earth realm just the way it is, we had close to a hundred willing to lay down their lives if necessary.

Unfortunately, it probably wasn’t enough. We suspect Kymaris is not going to come to the ritual with just the power of the Blood Stone. It would be needed to tear the veil down, not protect the ritual. We assume Kymaris will show up with hundreds of daemons and Dark Fae also willing to lay their lives down in support of her.

Since her army is heavy on daemons who don’t possess magic and are frailer than fae and annihilators, we hope that fact will make the difference. She had a hard time collecting her original Fallen Dark Fae, so we’re banking on the same for those descended from the originals.

We hope beyond hope we are at least evenly matched given the quality of our warriors, even if they have more in quantity.

It’s a lot to depend on hope, but it is all we have.

Because we hiked into our arranged meeting spot, which was still a mile through thick woods to the ritual spot, there wasn’t really anywhere to get comfortable. I sit on the ground with my back against a thick tree, nervously twining my fingers. Boral lounges on the pine-needled floor as if he frequently hangs out in the woods, and Zaid paces nervously nearby. My eyes keep cutting to the core group of strategists and warriors who are ironing out and making any last revisions to the game plan.

Deandra is admittedly magnificent in battle armor that actually still looks feminine. Her black hair is in a high ponytail on top of her head, and she looks both beautiful and terrifying at the same time. She has reiterated on more than one occasion that Pyke is hers to take care of.

Rebsha is similarly dressed, but his look is far from feminine. His muscles are on full display, and the genial advisor to Queen Nimeyah is gone—replaced by a warrior.

Titus is in dark leather pants and a sleeveless leather vest, with an array of weapons attached. Carrick and Maddox are more modern, dressed in all-black fatigues and long-sleeved shirts, their sturdy combat boots making them both look badass.

Even though she won’t actively participate, Zora stands with them, listening intently as they go over their strategies. She’s wearing a pair of comfortable workout clothes in black, same as me.

She has her hair in a braid, also same as me, but because hers almost glows at night since it’s so white, she has a black knit cap on to dampen it.

The rest of the forces are scattered deeper in the woods, managed for the moment by the leaders of the two Brevalian tribes. Caiden has the annihilators set up and ready to go. Myles is with Titus’ wife, Priya, who will bring him closer when it’s time to set his drone into the air.

“You ready for this, Savior?” Boral asks in a lazy tone. Out of all of us, he’s the most laid back about all of this. I expect it’s because he’s killed so many people and creatures in his lifetime that death is nothing more than an ordinary day for him.

“Are you?” I return, crossing one outstretched leg over the other.

Boral shrugs a shoulder. “We all got to die sometime.”

“Except you’re immortal and I’m not,” I point out. “Your laissez fair attitude works better for you.”

“True,” he agrees, and we grin at each other.

Zaid can hear us as he paces nearby, and I normally wouldn’t want to say something that could potentially hurt his feelings. But time is ticking, and I’ve never said this to Boral.

“Thank you.” My earnest tone and expression causes Boral to go still. “For helping me over these past several weeks. For being on our team. For being loyal. And for saving my life on more than one occasion.”

Zaid stops in mid-stride, head turned his father’s way.

“You’re welcome,” Boral says in a gruff voice.

“You’re not bad for a Dark Fae Ravager,” I tease, not willing to risk a glance at Zaid. He’d probably hate me bantering with the father he hates.

But to my surprise, Zaid lightens the mood with some dark humor. “I bet you’re his favorite human he’s wanted to kill but decided not to.”

For a moment, Boral doesn’t know how to take that, but I’ve come to know Zaid well over these past months. Much better than his father does, and I crack up laughing.

It takes a second or two, but Boral eventually does the same.

Even Zaid chuckles before resuming his nervous pacing.

Glancing at my watch, I note just two minutes have passed since I last checked. I glance over at Carrick, crouched to examine a terrain map with the others huddled around. Maddox is pointing at an area, perhaps imparting information he found when he scouted the last few days.

As if sensing my eyes on him, Carrick actually looks over his shoulder at me. Eyes intense and focused with love, he seems to devour every detail of my face. I smile at him tentatively.

I have no clue if he smiles back because a flash of white light blinds me, along with a loud boom that shakes the ground. I scramble to my feet, my vision obscured by bright dots, and I yank my whip free of my hip holster.

Has Kymaris brought the fight to us early?

As my eyes start to clear, I realize it’s not Kymaris standing before me, but rather five tall, imposing and regal figures.

The gods.

I’ve only met Veda, Cato, and Rune in the past—the time with Rune I’d rather forget—but I know exactly who Onyx and Circe are by virtue of all the times Carrick has talked about them. They form a semi-circle before me, not five feet away.

I vaguely notice everyone around me is on their feet, but Carrick bends distance, flashing to put himself in between the gods and me, arms slightly spread to protect me. A reminder they are inherently dangerous creatures.

“Easy, Carrick,” Cato murmurs in a deep voice. “We are not here to cause harm.”

“I would hope not,” Carrick replies sharply as he moves to stand at my side, taking Cato at his word. “Given that you all appointed Finley as your biggest pawn in this game.”

“We came to wish her luck,” Veda says softly, and Carrick’s shoulders relax slightly. He takes each one in and it’s clear they are not here by unanimous decision. Veda, Circe, Onyx, and Cato are standing casually with smiles on their faces.

Rune’s mouth is pressed flat, arms crossed defensively across his chest. When my eyes meet his, they gleam with malice and my hate for him increases tenfold.

“The final motions of the prophecy are in play,” Onyx announces, as if this formality is required. “You have been fated to this prophecy as the only one with the ability to stop it. While the gods do not take sides or offer aid, we wish you success in your endeavors.”

My eyes move from Onyx to Circe, who blows me a kiss; to Veda, who gives me a slow nod of encouragement; and to Cato, who offers a slight bow of respect.

To Rune… his expression in exact opposition to his fellow gods.

I nod at him, my eyes refusing to avert from the harsh glare of antipathy. “He’s not here to offer wishes of good luck.”

Carrick tenses, because I’m sure that most would not ever dare to offer even the slightest insult to a god. Yet he doesn’t warn me off or chastise me. He lets me have my say.

“We are here by consensus,” Circe explains.

I don’t look at her, staying focused on Rune. “I don’t care about your consensus. I am doing what you have appointed me to do, but I don’t have to stand here and listen to what, as a group, is complete insincerity by virtue of Rune even being here.”

Deandra, who is a good twenty feet away, gasps at my temerity, and I know I’ve offended good and well if she’s shocked.


It actually empowers me because I know that I’m critical to the prophecy, which means there isn’t a damn thing Rune can do to punish me right now.

“In fact,” I continue, on too much of a roll right now. Pent-up anger, frustration, and fear make my tongue loose. “Rune is a coward. He’s an embarrassment to the council.”

“How dare you—” Rune sputters.

“How dare I?” I snarl back. Carrick’s hand reaches out to take mine but not to stop me. Instead, he squeezes softly in support. “How dare you continually punish Carrick for a mistake that was made and paid for a hundred times over? Is your ego really so thin that you can’t move past it? So you lost your chance to be with your love, and I respect the pain you must have felt, but Carrick has felt it over and over and over again. And it’s still not enough for you. I’m starting to think you’re not the almighty god of Life and therefore Death, but rather someone who is overcompensating for some type of inadequacy—one I can hazard a guess about what it is.”

Rune’s eyes turn blood red, and his lips peel back in rage. I’m guessing the insult to the size of his dick might have gone a bit far. The other four gods are alarmed, and they actually move slightly in my direction as if to protect me.

Not fast enough, though, as Carrick is already there, putting himself in front of me.

“You’re going to regret that,” Rune hisses at me. With a wave of his arms, he disappears.

“You shouldn’t have done that, Finley,” Veda chastises softly.

“I kind of liked it,” Circe says with an impish smile.

“It was disrespectful,” Cato says with no hint of admonishment. Merely a statement. “But I understand your need.”

Onyx doesn’t comment on my rash words but rather asks Carrick. “Are you ready for the battle?”

As the god of War, she would be most interested in that.

“We are,” Carrick replies, and Onyx gives a sage nod in return.

And with no further fanfare—well wishes or chastisement—there’s a flash of white light as the gods disappear.

“Whoa, that was intense,” Deandra exclaims, and I look over. She grins and flashes me a thumbs-up sign. “Mad respect, human.”

“Thanks,” I mutter as Carrick turns to face me.

His expression is grim, but there’s no anger for what I did. He doesn’t say what I already know.

I’ve angered Rune enough that if I survive the prophecy, I’m probably going to die soon after.

Even knowing that, I don’t regret a single thing I said.




CHAPTER 26


Carrick

The hours of waiting were excruciating, and while Carrick had not truly envisioned Kymaris coming to the ritual spot any earlier than necessary, it didn’t make the wait any less tense.

The clearing where the ritual would take place was a large field approximately the size of a football field. It was surrounded by thick forest and rough terrain with Fish Lake to the northeast and Lake Wenatchee to the south.

Because it was a new moon dawning, there was no ambient light in the sky. Not that it mattered as it was overcast and not even the stars shone through the clouds. Carrick’s eyes had long grown accustomed to the dark and while he couldn’t see clearly, his demi-god powers let him envision enough of the ritual field that he could spot their enemies coming.

He knew Kymaris would arrive by bending distance, but he wasn’t sure how her forces would get there. They might hike in. If so, they would most likely be from the south side of the clearing as there were decent trails leading in from Lake Wenatchee. For the time being, Carrick had positioned their forces to the west, north, and east of the ritual site, and had them stay back several hundred yards to avoid detection.

Of course, all of their precautions to stay hidden could be moot, as Carrick knew that Kymaris might just as easily use her newly acquired Blood Stone powers to flash her forces into place.

This meant that when it was about ten minutes until the midnight hour and there had been no sign of Kymaris or her minions from the scouts scattered throughout the forest, Carrick ordered everyone to move in close and be ready to battle at a moment’s notice.

“She’s going to bend distance in,” Finley surmised. “Along with her daemons and fae.”

“It would appear so,” Carrick agreed as they advanced.

He halted everyone twenty-five yards inside the tree line on the north side of the ritual clearing. Using his own powerful magic, he amplified the power of the dark night and thick forest, casting a cloaking spell so that all of their army were covered. Anyone within the ritual field wouldn’t be able to see the enemy watching them from the woods.

Along with Carrick and Finley were Myles, Zora, Boral, and Zaid. Myles had launched his drone into the sky and set it to hover over the center of the clearing. It was quiet and couldn’t be heard. The fisheye camera lens—equipped with night-vision tech—provided a clear view of the entire area and they huddled around his tablet screen to watch and marvel at the clarity of the feed.

Deandra and Rebsha were there as well with their contingent of Light Fae that they convinced to join the fight. They stood back a little deeper from the edge of the woods, battle armor in place and iron swords in hand. Behind them were the handful of daemons and fae—regardless of if dark or light—who were ready to fight.

Maddox was on the west side of the clearing with the Brevalians. His smartphone was tapped into the drone, and he had a communications device in his ear to talk to Carrick. They had moved in closer, too, as the clock ticked nearer to midnight.

And on the east side were the annihilators. Caiden, Titus, and Priya had managed to amass a strong group willing to help end the threat Kymaris posed. Titus had also been provided with an earbud comm so he could communicate with Carrick as needed.

As it stood, all of those in the woods poised to battle evil would charge together when Carrick gave the order. Finley might be the one destined to take down Kymaris, but Carrick was the one in charge.

When it happened—when things became real—it was fast and somewhat shocking.

One moment, there was only the dark of night. In the next, the ritual field came into focus in what appeared, at first, to be an explosion of light.

Finley gasped, the light so bright the camera feed from the drone went white.

When it cleared, the field was lit with small bonfires along the perimeter, spaced about fifteen yards apart from one another.

That wasn’t the only surprising thing. In addition to the fires providing light, the field was full of daemons, all with black auras and ugly as sin. Big, hulking beasts with mottled skin, most of who carried crude weapons like machetes and sledgehammers. Some had guns, but not many. In that respect, Carrick was glad he had Boral and Zaid buy their own daemon forces those black-market munitions.


The daemons moved toward the edges of the ritual field, clearly setting up a barrier of protection against anything that might come out of the woods to try to stop Kymaris. They set up in groups of two and three, their gazes roaming everywhere and on high alert. Fortunately, they could not see their own enemies twenty-five yards in because of the cloaking spell.

They knew Finley, as the one destined to thwart the prophecy, was coming, but they weren’t sure what she’d be bringing with her. As such, Kymaris had hedged her bets and brought a lot of forces. There had to be twice as many daemons in the clearing than those hiding in the woods and ready to fight on Carrick’s command.

Things only got worse. In a flash, at least thirty Dark Fae appeared in the center of the ritual field. She apparently had some luck finding progeny that would be loyal to her. It was unknown, however, whether these newly appeared fae had powers since that was always hit or miss with that race. Carrick would assume so because Kymaris had unlimited power at her disposal with the Blood Stone, and she knew how to share it.

Bottom line—Carrick, Finley, and those dedicated to fight with them were severely outnumbered by daemons almost two to one, but they had more magic at their disposal, even if the Dark Fae that just arrived all had their own magic.

It would be a close battle if fully engaged, and Carrick hoped it wouldn’t get that far. He was banking on he and his brother being able to swiftly distract Kymaris enough that Finley could get the lariat on her to dampen her power and get control of the Blood Stone.

Reaching out slightly, Carrick easily found Finley’s hand as she stood beside him. He squeezed it briefly, and she responded. They didn’t look at each other, but they didn’t need to. Their touch was strength enough.

Releasing her, Carrick spoke quietly into his comm unit, which went straight to Maddox on the west side and Titus on the east. “Stay alert. Be ready to move on my command.”


While Carrick, Maddox, and Titus were wired in directly to each other, they also carried walkie-talkies where they shared a frequency with the variety of scouts they had placed throughout the woods.

Carrick’s unit crackled at his hip, and one of the scout’s voices came through. “We have movement on the south side. Heading your way.”

All eyes moved to the edge of the clearing. As if melting from the darkness, individuals in black robes appeared. They walked in single file, emerging from the forest. Their hoods were pulled low so their faces couldn’t be seen. They were of varying heights and their hands were clasped serenely at their stomachs, looking almost peacefully monkish in nature.

Carrick counted them as they appeared. There were twelve.

The original Fallen. They moved counterclockwise around the clearing, forming a large circle in the middle.

Another figure appeared out of the woods, and his wings immediately gave him away.

Amell.

He was wearing the same green leather outfit he’d had on in the Underworld, and he didn’t enter the circle of twelve fae but rather moved around it, heading north across the field straight to where Carrick and his forces awaited in the dark.

Twisting, Carrick risked a glance at Zora. Her eyes were pinned on the Dark Fae who had both abused and helped her, but her expression was flat.

Amell reached the far north side of the circle of twelve and turned his back on where Carrick and his army stood.

“Bring in the sacrifice,” he ordered, his voice ringing across the field.

From the south side, there was movement once again as Pyke emerged from the darkness. A low hiss came from behind him and he knew it was Deandra, furious at seeing her traitorous brother for the first time since she got dragged into this.

Pyke wasn’t alone. He was marching a female into the clearing. His hand was at the back of her neck, and there was a black hood covering her entire head so she couldn’t see. Oddly, the woman was wearing a long-sleeved white nightgown as if she’d just been plucked out of bed, and she stumbled a few times as her bare feet caught what was probably rocks on the ground.

She didn’t fall, though, as Pyke’s grip on her neck was tight. Everyone watched quietly as he pushed her forward through the circle of twelve and straight to very middle of it. With a wave of his hand, he conjured a thick wooden post that was driven deep into the earth. Turning the woman so she faced back toward the south from where they’d emerged, Pyke pushed her against the post. Magical bonds of rope circled her from chest to waist, tying her to the post with her arms at her side.

The woman was oddly calm, her head merely bowed. She didn’t struggle, and Carrick thought she might be drugged or under a spell so she wouldn’t be a distraction in her fight to stay alive. Pyke stepped a few feet back from the woman, then clasped his hands behind his back.

“We have to help her,” Finley whispered beside him.

“Agreed,” Carrick replied, his mind calculating whether they should make their move now.

But before he could call an order to his army, there was more movement at the south side of the field and then it was Kymaris appearing from the forest.

She was dressed like she was attending a royal ball in a crimson dress that billowed out at her hips to flow to the ground. The bodice was tight, forming a deep cleavage, and scrolls of diamonds formed patterns along the hem, wrists, and neckline. Kymaris’ hair and makeup were as they always were and glimmering from a thick diamond rope at mid-chest was the Blood Stone. It looked mostly black from afar against her pale skin, but the center had a low-level glow of red to it.

She, too, moved through the circle, following the path that Pyke just took. She walked slowly, head held high. She looked left and right, taking in her loyal brethren, who didn’t look back at her as their heads were all bowed under their dark hoods.

Her gaze moved to the woman tied to the post as she approached.

“We need to do something,” Finley whispered urgently.

Carrick wanted to save the human at all costs, but he wasn’t sure this was the time. The ritual had not started yet as Amell said he’d be the one performing it. He was hazarding a wild guess that the sacrifice would not be made until the ritual was underway. He knew somehow that the power had to be filtered through those in the circle, and he felt the sacrifice would be a catalyst, so he believed he had time.

He was assuming a lot and playing with that woman’s life, but he had centuries of wisdom guiding his decision. He merely said, “Not yet.”

Finley shifted from foot to foot restlessly as Kymaris drew closer to the woman.

Rather than focus her attention on the sacrifice, Kymaris’ gaze went to Amell on the far side of the ritual circle. She moved past the woman tied to the post. Just as everyone was letting out a sigh of relief that she hadn’t killed her, Kymaris’ hand gracefully reached out and pinched the edge of the black hood. She tugged it off as she strode by, not even bothering to look at the sacrifice tied to the pole. She dropped the hood carelessly on the ground and kept walking.

Carrick couldn’t stop the low curse that came out of his mouth. “Fuck.”

The woman under the hood was not a human.

It was Nimeyah.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Deandra snarled, moving to Carrick’s side. She leaned forward to look past him at Finley. “I thought you said the sacrifice was human.”

Finley didn’t look at Deandra, her gaze riveted on the Light Fae queen who merely stared straight ahead as if this was no bother to her at all. Carrick knew that she was indeed under some type of spell as she would have used her tremendous magic to get out of this mess.

“I thought it was supposed to be a human,” Finley muttered, the astonishment clear in her tone.

“Twelve like,” Carrick said, repeating what they knew of the ritual. “That was twelve original Dark Fae Fallen.”

“And one unlike,” Finley growled, understanding that did not mean her or a human at all. “An original Light Fae Fallen.”

Finley finally tore her gaze away from the ritual circle to look at Deandra. “I just assumed… and then when Blain was held hostage and we were told that he was a sacrifice, that was just more proof it was a human who was needed as the unlike.”

Deandra shook her head, irritation clear in her expression as her attention turned back to her mother. “A ruse to keep us occupied. We were making plans, recruiting forces, and rescuing your human friend from sacrifice, and she and Pyke were in Faere kidnapping my mother.”

“Damn it,” Finley growled. She bet Echo was sent to them to provide the information regarding Blain, distracting them from ever considering Nimeyah would be in immediate danger.

“Don’t bother chastising yourself,” Deandra returned, everyone’s eyes still pinned on the ritual clearing. “Nimeyah refused to help. She refused to believe Kymaris would come after her. She didn’t take the power of the Blood Stone seriously. This is on her.”

No one replied, but Carrick could feel Finley’s guilt. He would talk to her later to help ease it, but for now, things were moving fast and decisions had to be made.

Everyone watched as Kymaris moved out of the north side of the ritual circle and approached Amell. When she stopped before him, she was no more than thirty-five yards away from where Carrick and his forces stood in the dark watching.

They exchanged no words, but within Kymaris’ hand appeared an ancient-looking scroll. She handed it to Amell before silently turning away from him. Surprisingly, she didn’t enter the circle again but moved counterclockwise around it, heading back to the south side of the field.

“We should go in now,” Rebsha said, coming to stand beside Deandra. The worry for his queen was evident in his tone.

“Yes, we should,” Carrick agreed as Kymaris came to a stop at the opposite end of the field. She turned slowly around to face them again. Just as he was getting ready to issue the command, the alarm on his watch went off.

The tinny beeping caught everyone’s attention as they knew what it signaled.

The midnight hour.

Amell unfurled the scroll, calling out words in an unknown language, and the ground started to shake violently. Everyone spread their legs a little further out to maintain balance, and they watched with a mixture of fascination and horror as Kymaris began to rise into the air. A circular portion of the ground about ten feet in diameter pushed up from the earth, rising upward in a pedestal formed of dirt and stone. She went up and up, at least twenty feet in the air, and smiled smugly at the pawns in her ritual down below.

It had started.

The stone at her chest flared to life, firing to a bright red glow. Kymaris stretched her hands outward and Amell started chanting, rhythmic words that even Carrick in all his millennia didn’t understand.

Most everyone was transfixed on the stone at Kymaris’ chest so no one quite saw that it was the circle of twelve that was changing. The fae who had been standing placidly with their heads bowed and hands clasped over their stomachs suddenly straightened and then went stiff as boards. Some of the fae hoods even fell back, revealing their faces, which were etched in pain.

Something in the air popped, and an arc of blue electricity started at the fae directly below Kymaris and went counterclockwise around the circle. It seemingly went through the body of each fae and into the one beside it until they were all connected. If the fae felt it, they gave nothing away, still standing stiff as boards, eyes bulging and mouths opened as if they wanted to cry out.

The blue arc completed the circle, and Carrick heard Finley gasp as it shot from the last fae into the middle of the circle.

Straight into Nimeyah, who was tied to the pole.

She had already been standing straight and proud, but she did issue a scream when the blue light hit her. It was cut off quickly, though, as if she became paralyzed from the power surging into her.

And there was no doubt it was intense power reverberating through the fae and into Nimeyah as Carrick could feel it vibrating over his skin.

Amell’s chant grew louder until he finally was yelling out the last words of whatever he was reading from the scroll. When he finished, his eyes looked up to Kymaris and she raised her arms above her head.

The blue light coursing through the fae brightened, and, one by one—starting with the first fae—they burst into a cloud of ash. Around the circle, they disintegrated into nothing, the blue light fading as each one died. Until finally, the last one disappeared—the blue light surging strongly into Nimeyah, who started to glow blue herself.

She made no sound.


Didn’t move a muscle.

Just took the power into her.

Carrick couldn’t wait anymore. Into his comms, he issued the command to Maddox and Titus.

One word. “Now.”

In a burst of determination and pent-up energy, bolstered by fear and the absolute need to defeat evil, all of those who came to stand with Carrick and Finley rushed through the darkness of their cloaking spell to the edge of the tree line and poured onto the ritual clearing.

Everyone moved into battle except for Myles and Zora, who stayed in the safety of the darkness, along with Finley. She didn’t move to follow as her orders were clear. She was to stay there until Carrick and Maddox could get to Kymaris and distract her.

For a moment, the daemons and fae guarding were startled as they had been transfixed by the ritual, but after several fell from blasts of magic and mighty iron swords as the Brevalians, Light Fae, and annihilators surged onto the ritual field, they remembered their duty to protect Kymaris and the ritual and started fighting back.

Boral and Zaid were engaged two on one, battling Amell, who had immense strength and magic, but Boral and Zaid together were a psychotic Ravager team that managed to keep Amell on the defensive with their swords.

The air was filled with clanging metal, screams of pain, and sizzling pops of magic that left a sulfuric smell in the air.

Carrick skidded to a stop as soon as he entered the field, surveying the entire scene with keen warrior eyes. He caught Titus, Caiden, and Priya on the east side, cutting through the daemons and engaging with the more powerful fae.

Brevalians flew in from the treetops, dropping onto unsuspecting Dark Fae, where they brandished battle axes and long swords to cut into their enemy. He watched Deandra rush toward the center, iron sword drawn as she made a beeline toward her brother, who was staring raptly at Kymaris on her pedestal. Deandra’s cry of vengeance startled him, and he turned just in time to conjure a sword of his own and block her downward hacking swing.

Their fight began in earnest, and Carrick’s attention was drawn to the west side by Maddox. He was on the field, gauging the best way to attack Kymaris, who was still twenty feet up in the air.

He didn’t hesitate, being closer to Kymaris than Carrick was, and leveled a blast of magic straight to the middle of the dirt and stone pedestal Kymaris stood upon. It obliterated the earthen column and Kymaris went tumbling to the ground, momentarily hidden by the mushroom of dust and debris that billowed into the air.

It was the perfect time to attack her.

Carrick prepared to bend distance right to that spot where Kymaris had gone down, but something prickled at the back of his neck, causing him to turn toward the edge of the tree line from where he’d just been with Finley, Zora, and Myles.

Finley watched the battle, completely contrary to his orders to stay hidden in the cloaked darkness. Her eyes met his defiantly and she lifted her chin, a silent statement that while he might be rightfully in charge of this entire battle plan, he was not in charge of her.

He wanted to throttle her as much as kiss her, but before he could even level a glare or a grin her way, movement from the corner of his eye caught his attention.

At first glance, it was a Dark Fae walking purposely across the field with his eyes pinned on Finley with determination. He strode with purpose, sidestepping battles without a weapon in hand.

Carrick focused in on the creature, feeling a vibe of pure energy that rivaled the way the Blood Stone felt when he first held it in his hand, and he knew it was no Dark Fae.

That was a god disguised as a fae and heading straight for Finley, and there was no mistaking the malicious intent in his expression.

Carrick only needed one guess as to who it might be, and he knew Rune was going to end Carrick’s love right here before Finley even got a chance to prove herself as a savior.

Kymaris was forgotten, and Carrick left it to Maddox to take her on.

Finley was in trouble, and she was all that mattered.




CHAPTER 27


Finley

No matter how much I’ve thought of this moment over the months or how much I knew this was coming, it was something I never fully comprehended. War is not for the faint of heart. The clashing of weapons, the screams of death, and the smell of black fae and daemon blood—which is coppery like human blood—causes my stomach to roll.

I can’t do this, is all that keeps playing through my head.

I shouldn’t have moved so close to the ritual clearing, but I couldn’t help but follow Carrick and the others as they issued their war cries and rushed forward. It was my calling, yet they were leading the way and duty demanded I follow.

But I stopped at the edge, completely struck cold and frozen with fear as I took it all in. Part of me wanted to run back into the cloaked darkness and huddle with Zora and Myles, but the bigger part simply couldn’t move.

Closest to me was Amell, who was battling Boral and Zaid at the same time. Amell had magic whereas Boral and Zaid did not. But the father-son duo of Ravager fame so relentlessly struck at Amell with their swords that he was completely on the defensive just trying to protect his vitals from the life-ending iron.

My gaze swings to the inner circle, and I’m mesmerized by Nimeyah who glows brightly with a blue aura around her. If she has any magic of her own left, she doesn’t use it. She seems frozen in place, nothing more than a vessel for Kymaris.

It’s the battle between brother and sister raging right by their mother that grabs my real attention. Deandra and Pyke swing swords while throwing punches and kicks. The two Light Fae royals—prince and princess… siblings—have expressions filled with hate and fury.

Deandra has the edge, though, because Pyke is fighting only for love of Kymaris, which everyone knows simply isn’t real. Deandra is fighting for both love and hate.

Love of her mother, her realm of Faere, and for light. She also has the added benefit of hating her brother for all he has wrought upon her race. When it’s all said and done, I know she’ll kill him.

I let my gaze sweep the field, looking desperately for my other friends—Titus, Caiden, Priya, and Rebsha.

I can’t find them, but then a massive boom shakes the ground. Somehow, I see that Kymaris and her tall pedestal of rock have disappeared into a balloon of dust. Standing at the edge is Maddox, looking greatly satisfied.

Carrick.

Where is he?

My heart seems to know because my gaze involuntarily swings to the left, and there he is. Not engaged in battle. Not moving to help Maddox contain Kymaris.

He’s watching me, irritation in his eyes that I came this close to the battle before it was time. Also some amusement because I didn’t listen to him.

And as always… unconditional love.

Something catches his attention off to the side, but I don’t let myself get distracted. I take just one more moment to gaze upon my soul mate, knowing that no matter what happens, the one thing that he and I have is eternity. In that way, we are more fortunate than all the others.

Movement to my right catches my eye, and I become alarmed as I realize the expression on Carrick’s face has turned fearful.

I twist to see what’s coming at me, but before I can even understand what it is, a burst of magic hits me square in the chest and I’m catapulted backward. I’m blasted back a good twenty feet and while I call on my magic to soften the blow to the ground, the wind is still knocked clean out of me when I hit.

Wheezing, I push up to my elbows. Against the backdrop of the battle on the ritual field, I see a Dark Fae advancing on me with hate-filled eyes. His hair is dark, his eyes black and fangs peek out at the corners of his mouth. I can feel the power rolling off him as he gets nearer.

It surrounds me, suffocates me until I can’t breathe.

Pressure squeezes my head until tears leak from my eyes and something runs out of my nose. I rub at it with the back of my hand, pull my sticky fingers away, and peer down to realize its blood.

Whatever this Dark Fae is, his magic is powerful enough to kill me quickly. I manage to find the strength to crab walk backward, but it’s in no way fast enough to get away.

I throw out a hand in an attempt to shoot a blast of magic at him, but nothing comes out. The pressure surrounding my body has trapped my magic inside me. I can feel it bubbling, but I can’t release it.

When the fae comes toe to toe with me, he glares down. His lips peel back in a sinister grin and he rasps, “I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

And then to my shock, his face begins to distort and melt, until I realize I’m watching a glamour receding.

A powerful glamour I could not see under.

Rune stands before me, and I know I’m dead.

“You can’t,” I try to argue because the gods are not to interfere. But deep in my heart, I know that Rune has never played by the rules, nor does he care for them.

“I can,” he replies coldly. “I can stop your attempts to thwart Kymaris, kill you now, and then stand by and watch as Carrick finds your dead body. I can’t wait to hear his howls of pain.”

Without dwelling too much on how demented this god is, I try to keep him talking because every word we exchange will forestall my death. “Why do you care if Kymaris wins? I thought the gods didn’t care about outcomes, only how the game is played.”

Rune laughs, and it’s the evil kind heard in the movies. Deep and taunting. His voice bubbles with superiority. “I am the god of Life, which means I am the god of Death. The Underworld and all of its inherent evil have always been more precious to me than the Earth realm.”

“Or you’ve struck some kind of deal with Kymaris,” I allege condescendingly. I don’t actually believe that at all, as Rune has no true need of Kymaris. It’s a stall tactic, no more.

I can see the idea of him stooping to strike a deal with anyone offends him, but before he can retort or smite me, something comes flying at Rune.

It’s a blur, so fast I can’t make out the details, but, in my heart, I know it’s Carrick.

He crashes into Rune so hard there’s a tiny pop as the magic he had surrounded me with releases. Hurriedly, I suck in a huge breath as my lungs start to fill.

I scramble up just as Rune and Carrick go rolling over and over on the ground. When they stop, they both jump apart and ready themselves to battle.

“You stay the fuck away from her,” Carrick snarls, and the ground actually shakes from the volume of his fury.

“Careful, demi-god,” Rune sneers. “I can kill you both with the snap of my finger.”

Carrick doesn’t give him a chance to act, merely charges.

Actually bends distance since, in a flash, he’s before Rune, throwing an uppercut to Rune’s jaw that is so powerful, the god goes flying upward a few feet before crashing to the ground.

But Rune is infinitely stronger than Carrick and he disappears, only to reappear with his hand around Carrick’s throat. He squeezes, lifting my love off his feet, and blood starts trickling out of the corner of Carrick’s mouth.

“Yes,” Rune taunts with a laugh. “I can kill you with a snap of my finger, but I’d rather draw it out.”

“No,” I scream so loudly I can feel my throat shredding with the vehemence in my voice.

I run for Rune, intent on attacking him, but also knowing it will be futile. I make it no more than one step when there is a massive boom and a flash of white light that blinds me and I’m knocked backward off my feet. Once again, I land on my back as the breath is knocked out of me.

Sitting up, I shake my head, which is fuzzy, and blink my eyes to focus on what that was.

And before me stands four of the five gods… Veda, Circe, Onyx, and Cato. But they are different. Not in casual clothing or with serene smiles of good luck on their faces like they had mere hours ago.

All four are dressed in shining plates of battle armor over buttery leather pants and shirts. They are glowing so brightly I have to put my hand up to shield my eyes.

All four are glaring with rage at Rune, who, to my surprise, is on his knees with a golden sphere of a cage around him. It has webbing that covers the entire circumference, and it doesn’t provide a large enough hole for him to escape. However, the thing vibrates with such power, I can tell he couldn’t escape it if he wanted to.

Rune roars with fury and demands, “Let me out of here.”

I try to stand, but I’m dizzy, and it’s not from having been knocked around a few times. The amount of power and vengeful emotion radiating from the gods is disorienting. But then hands are under my arms and Carrick lifts me, eventually supporting me with an arm around my waist. He pulls me backward several feet away from The Council as they face off.

“You didn’t think you could keep your perfidy from us, did you?” Cato asks with fury, and a booming rumble of thunder is heard in the distance.

Rune sneers through the golden trappings of his cage. “No, but I’d hoped you wouldn’t find out until the ritual was complete. Unfortunately, I saw sweet little Finley all by her lonesome. No one calls me a coward or mocks my pain without suffering for it.”

I tip my head up to Carrick, astonished that this god—this powerful deity—has an ego as fragile as an egg. Simply my words from this afternoon caused him to do this?

Carrick just shakes his head in disbelief, and we turn our attention back to the four gods who stand in judgment of their brethren.

“You were not to interfere,” Onyx condemns in an ominous tone. “You were not to take sides. You did both.”

“So slap my wrist and get it over with,” Rune drawls with a lopsided smile. “No harm has been done. Finley is fine, and she can still participate in thwarting the prophecy.”

“No harm done?” Veda asks, her voice soft with admonishment. “You broke the very foundation of The Council and how we operate. You let your personal feelings betray the trust we had in you, and that cannot be forgiven.”

For the first time, Rune’s expression becomes alarmed. He opens his mouth, probably to mount a more sincere defense, but, in a flash of blinding light that has both Carrick and me jerking backward, the gods disappear.

I glance around, not really expecting to see them anywhere else. I know what Carrick knows. They’ve taken Rune somewhere else to deal with him, in whatever fashion that might be.

“We need to go,” Carrick says, pulling me out of that surreal experience and catapulting me right back to our mission.

Except now, the fear that had frozen me is gone. As I stood on the edge of the field and watched the battle rage, I had succumbed to my doubts.

But something important just happened when the gods stepped in to keep Rune in check. I had thought they were all above the law and truly didn’t care about humanity. They just proved to me, however, that I cannot give up.


In fact, perhaps I need to assume victory will be resounding.

“Let’s go,” I agree, and Carrick and I race back onto the ritual field.

The entire thing with Rune took no more than a few minutes, but, in that time frame, things had changed. It seemed more of our side was dying in bursts of sparkles or puffs of black ash.

More importantly, the dust has settled around the collapsed pedestal and Kymaris gleefully watches as Maddox battles what has to be at least ten Dark Fae. The stone laying against her chest is pulsing in red flashes.

Nimeyah is still glowing, but the blue has turned to white. It’s so bright I can barely make out her form. Kymaris walks through the battlefield, eyes on Nimeyah, who has coalesced all the ritual power into her body.

Kymaris’ eyes shine with malice and victory. When she’s ten feet from Nimeyah, she thrusts her arms toward her angelic sister from long ago and makes a pulling motion.

The light in Nimeyah pulses a few times, then draws inward into her body. It seems to completely disappear until there’s only a thin white glow around Nimeyah’s body. For a moment, the two sisters—one light, one dark, neither good at all—just stare at each other.

Then light shoots out of Nimeyah’s chest, along with an anguished scream that’s wrenched from her. The light flies straight at the Blood Stone and enters it, turning it momentarily white.

It lasts but mere seconds, the transfer of the power from Nimeyah to Kymaris, but when the last bit of glowing magic leaves Nimeyah’s body, she bursts apart in a showering fall of white sparks, which signifies her death.

It’s enough to break Deandra and Pyke apart as they stare at the remnants of their mother floating to the ground. Their expressions are blank, as if they can’t quite understand that Nimeyah’s demise was necessary for Kymaris to complete the ritual.

Then Deandra’s eyes flash red and her lips pull back into a feral sneer as she whirls on her brother. She says something I’m too far away to hear above the din of battle, but she attacks with a speed and vengeance I never imagined was possible.

Relentlessly she beats him back. The only thing he can do is to get his sword up time and time again to prevent her lopping off his head.

Pyke stumbles over a rock, landing hard on his ass, and it’s enough of an advantage that Deandra brings the point of her sword to his chest.

He attempts no magic. Doesn’t even try to knock the sword away. Instead, he twists his neck to look up at his love, Kymaris standing just a few feet away. I can read his lips as he pleas for the help of the woman he sacrificed everything for.

Kill her.

Kymaris stares at Pyke, a calculating look in her eyes.

Rather than smite Deandra as he requests, she turns her back on the scene and strolls away.

Pyke screams, and I do hear him above the battle this time. “N-o-o-o-o-o!”

It’s cut short when Deandra rams her sword through his chest, obliterating his heart with the iron. He’s a royal, though, and he’s not quick to die. Instead, he wraps his hands around the sword blade, desperately trying to pull it out before the iron can destroy his heart. Deandra leans her weight into it, holding it in place.


The siblings stare at each other for what seems like an eternity, but, eventually, Pyke follows his mother into oblivion—in a burst of white sparks that float away on the wind. I know I’ll never forget the look of pain and betrayal on his face when Kymaris walked away.

It was no less than he deserved, and I’ll actually cherish it.

Deandra doesn’t even watch the last spark burn out, but pivots on her heel and jumps into the battle by charging at a Dark Fae.

My attention is grabbed by Carrick, his hand taking mine. “Let’s end this now.”

Our eyes meet, and I can do nothing but nod. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.

Holding tight to my hand, Carrick bends distance and flashes us to Maddox first. He lets me go to step in and help his brother, who had easily dispatched half of the Dark Fae in the time it took us to get there.

I keep my eye on Kymaris, though, whose hand has tightened around the Blood Stone. She closes her eyes with a rapturous expression.

As if she’s bonding with the damn thing in a weirdly intimate moment.

When her eyes open, they seem to be staring blankly ahead and I wonder if she has fallen into a trance. Perhaps I should take her on right now while she’s distracted.

But then my heart sinks as I see the air before her start to ripple. It shimmers, warbles, and pulses.

And then a rip slices down the middle as our world peels back on each side until I can see the Underworld.

Kymaris ripped the veil at The Pit, and the glow from the fires casts her body in orange. I see beyond The Pit to the stone mountain of cages I had seen when I had traveled there, and my stomach bottoms out as I note that all the cage doors are open.

Her demons are loose.

“Carrick,” I call out, not taking my eyes off the tear in the veil. When the first demon slithers through, I scream with all my might. “Carrick!”

The demons are not what I thought they’d look like. I had expected big brutish beasts with tusks, slobber, warts, and weapons. Instead, they’re sleek, small, and run on four legs with sharply clawed paws. Their skin is smooth and black as pitch with an oily sheen to them. They have spindly tails that whip back and forth over their backs. Their heads have a long snout with razor-sharp teeth and their eyes are white, making them appear blind, though I know they’re not.

Though they may be small, they are utterly terrifying.

The first few come through, looking unsure as they swivel their heads left and right and raise their noses to the air.

It’s the scent of blood that gets them riled. As if they are pre-programmed to know who to attack, they take off in loping runs toward our forces. With powerful hind legs, they jump on the backs of our allies, sinking their jaws into flesh and bone. While they cannot kill the daemons and fae fighting on our side, they provide a horrible distraction.

I watch as four demons attack a Brevalian from behind as he battles three daemons. They easily drag him to the ground, ripping at his wings and stomach while the daemons manage to plunge a spear through his chest. The Brevalian explodes into sparks, and I’m glad his death was quick.

Something blows by me, two blurry flashes, and I can tell it’s Carrick and Maddox. They both flash to Kymaris, but she whirls on them before they reach her. With a swipe of her hand, she manages to backhand Maddox and he goes flying.

When Carrick reaches her, she throws a blast of sparkling red magic at him, which drops him to his knees.

I don’t hesitate. I pull my lariat out, thankful for some quick training by Carrick, my prior life as a cattlewoman, and a healthy dose of my magic now freed from Rune’s clutches, and I throw it at Kymaris. It sails gracefully through the air and lands right over her head. When I yank hard, the loop closes and the rope strangling her neck is the first indication to her that I’ve joined the fight.

She whips around, one hand on the length of rope that is now held between the two of us, and attempts to pull it free.

But I hold tight, and the mere fact that she doesn’t manage to free herself immediately tells me the magic within it has indeed dampened her powers a tiny bit.

I use the distance between us—a mere ten feet—to my advantage, and, in quick succession, pull and throw four knives from my holster.

She doesn’t block a single one, and they all embed in her stomach.

Kymaris doesn’t even flinch, instead thrusting her free hand toward me. A bolt of power hits me and causes so much pain, I can’t even scream. I go stumbling backward several feet and fall to my knees. It feels like my chest is collapsing in on my lungs, and I claw at myself to try to pull away the invisible magic.

Vaguely, I see Carrick and Maddox now battling Kymaris. The lariat is gone and she’s at full force, but the two demi-gods are keeping her off balance with a coordinated attack of magic and weapons, their bodies moving so fast, I can’t really follow the action.

I call on my light magic to repel away whatever it was that Kymaris hit me with. Just as my lungs loosen and I suck in a deep breath, I get knocked forward by something hitting me in the back.

My face hits the dirt as sharp teeth sink into my shoulder.

There’s a demon on me.

I call forth a well of magic but before I can let it loose, the demon is knocked clear off me with a sharp yip of pain.

I turn over to stare in astonishment at my savior.

Zora stands tall and proud, glowing with magic.

“You did it,” I exclaim breathlessly. She tapped into her powers to save me.

She bends at the waist, a grim smile in place. Offering her hand, she mutters, “I couldn’t have you dying by some hell dog, could I?”

I laugh as she yanks me up from the ground. She’s the one initiating affection as she pulls me into a hard hug. There’s no stopping the tiny moan from the pain in my shoulder. I glance at it to see blood seeping through my shirt from the demon bite. Zora releases me and I give the shoulder a roll, noting it still seems to work.


“Let’s take this bitch down,” Zora grits out, her eyes moving to Kymaris.

Carrick and Maddox are holding their own with her, but the power she’s pulling from the Blood Stone is giving her the advantage. They are now backing up defensively.

“Let’s do it,” I tell my twin, and we rush forward to join the fray.

Kymaris catches our advance from the corner of her eye. With an airy wave of her hand toward Maddox and Carrick, she freezes them in place.

Just like that, without hardly a thought, she rendered them useless. Suddenly, I realize the entire time they’ve been battling her, she’s been toying with them.

Kymaris takes in Zora standing next to me, her eyes lit with confusion. “What is this?” she demands imperiously. “Two of you?”

“Identical twins,” I say proudly.

Zora reaches out and grabs my hand, and I can feel the power between us flare brightly. Mine is white while hers is tinged in dark, but when mixed together, it feels the most right I’ve ever felt when it comes to my powers.

Behind Kymaris, I see Maddox and Carrick starting to move, able to break free of her spell with their own magic might.

Carrick catches my eye, and I nod.

At once, all four of us shoot blasts of magic at Kymaris—Zora and I from her front, and the demi-god brothers from her rear.

It tears through her, causing her to stiffen as her back arches in pain. She screams and struggles, but we hold her in place.

And for a moment, it seems that this is it. We are taking her down.

I consider making a run for the Blood Stone. She’s fifteen feet away and I can tear it free, I’m sure.

Except I don’t get the opportunity as Kymaris gives a grand display of the power of the gem at her chest. With a mighty heave, she shrugs off our magic and repels it back on us. All four of us go flying away from her.

Zora and I land hard on our butts, but we both jump up and try to blast her again.

Carrick and Maddox do the same.

Kymaris is simply faster, and she blasts the four of us again.

We go flying again, this time further away from her.

We do this two more times and Kymaris sends us flying each time, this time until Zora and I are right back at the north end of the ritual field.

Our only reprieve is that a contingent of annihilators rush in to take on Kymaris, and they’re joined by several Brevalians.

I watch in horror, however, as she manages to destroy each one with relative ease.

All the while, Carrick and Maddox keep coming at her, but she manages to keep them rebuffed. Depression starts to swallow me as I push off the ground and watch Kymaris easily keep two demi-gods at bay and kill several immortals one by one as they rush her.

More demons pour through the veil, along with several more Dark Fae loyal to their queen.

When I look around, I realize we are losing everywhere.

It seems to go into slow motion for me, perhaps because I can’t quite process that I’m staring at true defeat.

My neck twists slightly until I see Boral and Zaid still battling Amell, but they’re losing as well. Both the Dark Fae and his daemon son are covered in their own black blood. Zaid can barely hold his sword up. While Boral’s strength is faring slightly better, it’s not by much.

All of it plays out slowly… as if I had time to rush in and stop it, yet also knowing there’s no way I’d make it.

Amell blasts Boral back with magic, then whirls on Zaid with his sword. He brandishes it parallel to the ground, the hilt by his shoulder and both hands wrapped tightly around it. He lunges forward, intent on sinking it straight into Zaid’s heart.

My eyes fill with tears as I know the death of my friend is imminent, but then… right at the last moment before his end comes, Boral appears, throwing himself between the iron sword and his son.

It pierces right into the left side of his chest, hitting his heart and coming out the back. Amell swiftly pulls the sword free, then starts to aim it back at Zaid.

I’m frozen, tears now freely pouring down my face.

But a blast of magic whizzes past my ear, straight at Amell, and hits him square in the chest. It’s not much and doesn’t even make him stumble back but a few feet, but his head shifts to look our way and his eyes connect with Zora, who stands behind me.

She’s the one who threw it, and Amell is astonished.

At the same time, I see pride on his face.

Zora’s voice rings inside my head, but she’s not talking to me. She’s talking to Amell while choosing to let me hear it.

If you ever cared for me at all, she says, let him live.

Amell stares at her for a long moment before giving a slight nod. He lowers his sword to the ground, but rather than turn to battle someone else, he casts a forlorn look at Zora.

Then he blinks away, disappearing.

I catch a glimpse of Zaid on the ground, cradling Boral, whose body starts to turn black and break apart into ash. He bows his head and cries freely over his father. I make a move to start his way, comfort the only thing I have to offer.

Zora grabs my hand and jerks me back to reality, then things speed up once again.

No more slow-mo.

Just Zora standing before me with determination.

She takes my other hand in hers. “Nothing we are doing is working. We cannot defeat her and the Blood Stone.”

I don’t need to look around at the carnage again or see the demons pouring forth from the Underworld to know she speaks true.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur. “I’m so sorry.”

Zora’s expression hardens as she shakes her head. “Don’t be sorry. Do something about it.”

“I can’t,” I moan, and I hate how whiny I sound.

“You can,” she replies softly, then steps in closer to me. She squeezes both my hands, pinning me with her eyes. “I wasn’t truthful with you about why Amell came to the condo to see me.”

I frown, slightly disoriented by this radical change of subject. “What do you mean?”

She answers me, her words coming out with urgency. “Amell came to tell me that when the magic was held back and retained inside of me, it actually kept part of Kymaris’ life force within me as well. And part of my life force went into her.”

I feel dense. This doesn’t make sense to me. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“Our lives are tied to each other,” Zora explains quickly, because she knows we don’t have much time to sit here and chitchat. “The reason he tried to talk you into containing Kymaris rather than killing her is because—”

“It would kill you, too,” I exclaim in horror as it becomes clear to me. “Oh, God.”

It’s in this moment that I know I’m going to let Earth go to its doom and give up on my mission to stop this prophecy.

“You have a sacrifice to bear,” Zora reminds me harshly, and I try to jerk away from her.

“No,” I protest, trying desperately to free my hands from hers.

She’s stronger, though, and pulls me back in. “You have a sacrifice to bear,” she repeats, this time softly annunciating the words for effect.

So that I cannot ignore them.

But I do. I look away from her to take in the battle again. Kymaris cuts people down, demons rip and shred their warriors, and Carrick and Maddox’s efforts are futile.

I see Zaid still sitting on the ground, looking lost and full of regret.

My eyes snag on Deandra, battling her heart out, but she’s covered in blood.

Tears well up in my eyes again, and a choking sob tears free as I see Titus huddled over Priya’s lifeless body.

Oh, God. Priya.

All these people fighting for me.

With me.

Against evil.

Slowly, I turn my head to bring my eyes back to my sister.

My twin.

My heart.

“You can’t abandon humanity,” Zora says softly. And with her magic, she conjures a long dagger, holding it out to me. “I haven’t known humanity long, but it deserves the chance to survive.”

“I can’t,” I croak, shaking my head and refusing the dagger.

Zora flashes in toward me, then presses the weapon into my hand. She forces my fingers to close around the hilt.

Her other hand comes around my neck, and she pulls me in closer so she can whisper in my ear. “I would do it myself, Finley, but I’m not brave enough. It’s why you’re the one who has to bear the sacrifice.”

Another choking sob escapes and then I’m in free-fall, burying my face into my sister’s shoulder as I cry. “I love you so much.”

“And I love you,” she murmurs, squeezing her arm around my neck. “Thank you for rescuing me. Thank you for showing me real happiness. I want you to know I’ll leave this life with no regrets knowing that, in the end, my life was perfect and had meaning.”

“Zora,” I sob, pulling my head back slightly to look in her eyes. A one-word plea to find some other way.

Not this.

She merely stares at me resolutely before slowly removing her hand from atop mine on the dagger.

I am now holding it of my own free will.

Zora’s eyes—mirror images of mine—are determined and strong. They give me strength.

Without taking my eyes off my twin, I make my sacrifice. Turning my wrist, I slip the blade between her fourth and fifth ribs to the very edge of her heart, where I hesitate.

Zora gasps in pain and I hate I’m prolonging it, but I want just one more moment with her.

“I love you,” I tell her again on a sob as I pull her in for a hard hug that causes the blade to sink right into her heart.

She stiffens, a tiny moan escapes, and she whispers, “Love. You. Too.”

The moment is shattered when I hear a piercing shriek of pain that rings out so loudly over the entire field that the battle stops abruptly, all creatures turning to its source.

I continue to hold tightly onto my sister as her breathing becomes ragged and her blood soaks into my shirt. I look over her shoulder to see that a huge hole has opened in Kymaris’ chest, right over where her heart lays beneath her sternum.

She looks down at it, horrified by what she sees.

Her gaze lifts, moves across the field, and locks with mine.

I don’t move. Merely hold my sister as her pulse slows and Kymaris falls weakly to her knees.

Zora starts to sag, but I don’t let her fall. I release my hold on the dagger and move my arm around her waist to support her.

I hold her close to me, feeling the handle of the blade pressing against my own chest.

And I just stare blankly at Kymaris as her white skin goes even paler.

When Zora takes one last ragged breath, the exhale blowing over the skin on my neck where she sags against me, Kymaris’ body starts to turn black. She screams again, not in pain this time, but rather in disbelief.

Zora’s heart gives its last beat as Kymaris pitches forward, face-first into the dirt. Her body ripples, turns even blacker, and then starts to peel away in chunks of tarry ash.

The rip in the veil pulses for a brief moment before it knits closed.

It’s over.

The prophecy has been thwarted.




CHAPTER 28


Carrick

Carrick swiveled the chair away from his desk and stared out over the cityscape from his office window. It had been two weeks since Finley stopped the ritual and things were getting back to normal.

Sort of.

He was back in his office, running his empire, but it didn’t hold much interest to him. Carrick had more money than he knew what to do with. In all his re-invented lifetimes, he was always successful in managing businesses, people, and lands. He did it not out of any true interest but more as a way to pass the time.

Because—to him—time moves infinitely slower.

He was pondering a change. Not anything soon because he wasn’t about to change his life with Finley. But he’d lose her one day, and that would be when he’d make a change and start over somewhere else. As it stood, Seattle held way too many memories—admittedly both good and bad—to make this a comfortable place to keep roots.

Finley had been struggling after Zora’s death. A mere two weeks ago, she had to kill her sister. The grief and guilt nearly swallowed her up those first days and Carrick was worried that he’d perhaps lost her.

But gradually, she came out of it.

They took long walks. Talked a lot. Sat on the patio and put rationality to the jumble of emotion that was swirling within her.

Logically, Finley did what she knew she had to do.

There was a sense of peace for her to know Zora wanted her to do what she did.

There was also relief in knowing that the world was safe from the likes of Kymaris.

Over and over again, Carrick reminded her of those things until she gradually stopped crying and sometimes graced him with her smiles.

On a good day, there was laughter, and she was getting back to her normal life too. They held the re-opening of One Bean yesterday, but, truth be told, that had become Rainey’s show. It had also become her passion. Finley wasn’t so keen on the day-to-day running anymore. At the opening, she did what she did best—showed her love of people—by circulating among the patrons and having genuine conversations. That right there helped bring more smiles to her face that had been desperately needed.

No doubt, owning and running One Bean was a fine career for a young barista moving up in the world. Back when Finley was naïve to the horrors that awaited her. But after everything she’d been through, Carrick wasn’t surprised she’d lost her zeal for running a coffee shop. He suspected it would become Rainey’s completely soon, but, for now, they were partners.

Finley wasn’t the only one suffering from loss. Hell, Carrick hated to admit it, but even he felt a bit sad over Boral’s death. More than that, his heart ached for Zaid, who was having a hard time reconciling the fact that he’d never actually given his dad a chance in the end. He was suffering guilt, the same as Finley.

Titus had lost Priya, which was a terrible blow to his friend. She had been taken down by two Dark Fae, who were now no more since Titus had gotten his vengeance on them in the thick of battle. He was grieving, though, while holed up in his house on Semper Terra. Caiden had recently told Carrick that Titus wasn’t seeing anyone. Carrick wouldn’t be able to let that go on for much longer—he’d have to intervene for his friend—but he had to make sure Finley was okay first.

Deandra was not suffering the way Titus was. She’d watched her mother die, and she’d killed her brother. But the Light Fae didn’t love the way humans do, nor the way a demi-god does. Deandra bore that weight as no more than her duty to her people as a whole. After Kymaris died, Deandra helped dispatch the rest of the dead queen’s minions. When the dust had cleared, she was ready to move on.

She’d returned to Faere to report on what happened. Not long after, Carrick received word that she had assumed the throne as the sole ruler of Faere. Her father had “retired” to the countryside to live out his days in leisure.

Not that it’s not how he had lived his days before Nimeyah’s death, but Deandra apparently had no use for a man such as Callidan—one who couldn’t be moved to help save their people.

So much loss when they’d stopped Kymaris’ rise to power on that day two weeks ago, but, in the end, they had indeed stopped her. Finley bore her sacrifice. She met her destiny and won.

As he stared out the window of his office, gaze focusing on Bainbridge Island across the Sound, Carrick thought back to the battle and the moment Finley’s sacrifice had played out.

He knew they were losing.

He knew Earth was going to perish.

And he couldn’t believe his eyes when he spotted Zora handing Finley a dagger across the battlefield before watching his love plunge it into her twin’s heart.

But when Kymaris bore a wound in her chest, he knew as clear as day that Zora had been the connection all along. She was the sacrifice meant to save the day, and Finley was the one who had to take her life.

The gods were indeed cruel.

The gods were also silent. Carrick had no clue where they had gone or what had happened to Rune. But, in all actuality, he didn’t care. He figured they’d reveal something to him eventually, but they were non-entities in his life for now.

Carrick might have been grateful for a bit of guidance from Veda right after the battle since they had one big dilemma on their hands after it was over…

What to do with the Blood Stone.

It had too much power to be let loose in the world.

In the wrong hands, it could destroy entire realms. They had brought it back to the condo, locked it in Carrick’s vault, and sealed it with powerful magic. Then Carrick, Maddox, Zaid, and Finley discussed what should be done.

There was no real consensus. Talk had centered around taking it back to Micah’s realm, but, in the end, it stayed locked in the vault. If anyone asked Carrick, though, he’d have to be truthful and admit he had been thinking nonstop about how to use it to grant Finley immortality.

It’s what he was pondering now as he looked out the window. He thought about it so much that he was becoming a bit obsessed.

The phone on his desk chimed once, breaking him out of his thoughts, and a woman’s voice came over the intercom, “Mr. Byrne… Miss Porter is here to see you.”

Smiling, Carrick turned his chair back to his desk. He pushed the button to respond. “Send her back. Also, will you please tell Miss Porter she doesn’t need permission to come to my office?”

The receptionist laughed. “I’ve tried time and time again, but she’s stubborn that one. Insists on ringing you each time.”

In the background, he heard Finley join the conversation. “That’s because Miss Porter is, above all else, polite.”

Carrick laughed and disconnected the call, rising from his desk chair and moving to his office door. When Finley turned the knob and pushed it open, he snatched her arm and pulled her in fast. She yipped and then went silent as he kissed her hard.

Letting her up for air, she looked a bit dazed when she asked, “Now that’s a greeting.”

And to his relief, she moved into him and kissed him back.

For several days after Zora’s death, Finley had been lost to him. She hadn’t completely curled into herself, but she was pretty mired in her grief.

But his woman is strong.

Slowly, she started to rise from those depressive depths.

And as Carrick talked to her over and over about what happened, she even came to have such respect and admiration for her twin that she was able to focus on what a hero Zora had been to the world. That was the first time Finley had smiled after Zora died.

Now her smiles were easier, her kisses more frequent, and she was getting out of the condo and moving on with life. Her scars were still there but they were healing, and he’d be there every step of the way to help make them disappear.

“You ready to go?” Finley asked.

“Ready and willing,” Carrick replied, moving from her to grab his suit jacket. She was out shopping with Rainey today and had been dropped off to ride home with him. “Want to go grab an early dinner somewhere?”

“It’s five o’clock, grandpa,” she teased, and it made Carrick’s heart happier.

That she was teasing.

“But no,” she continued. “Zaid is making some famous feta and tomato pasta that he got off a viral video that was going around.”

“He is a master in the kitchen, so let’s go see how it tastes.”

Carrick then took Finley’s hand and led her out of the office.

*     *     *

Zaid had outdone himself with dinner, but that was no surprise. Carrick would always want Zaid to be a part of his life, his cooking not being the most important thing about him.

But it was important.

As usual, the kitchen nook table was ignored, and the formal dining table was eschewed in favor of their favorite spot.

The kitchen island.

It was feeling bigger these days with fewer people sitting around it. Maddox was off doing god knows what and to god knows whom. Carrick had tried to talk to him about Zora, but Maddox blew it off. He appeared more concerned about Finley’s grief and held himself out like he was fine.

But Carrick knew his brother better than that.

Boral was a sad spot left open, and Rainey and Myles were off doing their husband-and-wife thing.

It was just the core family now—Carrick, Zaid, and Finley.

When the last bite was finished, Zaid popped up to clear the dishes, but Finley shooed him back down. “Let me,” she said, grabbing the plate from in front of him. “You sit and relax.”

“I don’t know how to relax,” Zaid grumbled, but a look from Carrick quelled him. He needed to let Finley do normal things and not be waited on. She needed to be productive.

Zaid pivoted with a tip of his head. “By all means, you can clean the kitchen. But I’d like to talk to you about something first.”

Finley’s expression slackened in concern, and she set his plate back down before taking her stool again.

Zaid had the oddest expression on his face, almost a shyness if Carrick were to put an emotion to it. His gaze dipped for a moment before meeting hers. “I decided to take your advice.”

“And what advice is that?” Finley asked, but Carrick could tell by her voice she knew exactly what Zaid was talking about.

Carrick had no clue as Finley didn’t tell him all her secrets.

“I’m going to find my mother in Faere,” he explained, then looked to Carrick sheepishly. “That is if Carrick will take me there.”

“I’d be glad to,” Carrick replied without hesitation.

Zaid turned his gaze back to Finley. With uncharacteristic tenderness from the daemon—whose aura had lightened considerably after the battle, all the way to off white—he reached over and took her hand in his. He covered it with his other and held it between them. “Will you come with me? I admit to being nervous.”

Carrick had to force his jaw not to sag in surprise. Clearly, this was a conversation they’d had before, and he assumed Finley was behind this sudden desire.

“Of course I will,” she reassured, beaming a smile. It was like music to his eyes. Every day, there were more laughs and smiles, and he knew Finley would be all right.

“Thank you,” Zaid told her earnestly.

“Anything for you, my friend.”

Zaid pulled his hand from hers, but held her eyes. “And again… I’m really sorry about Zora.”

Carrick watched Finley carefully. Her face didn’t cloud over the way it would have just a week ago at the mention of her sister’s name. Instead, it softened, and her eyes became a little shiny.

“She was a hero the likes this world will never see again.” Zaid looked from Finley to Carrick, almost for reassurance that this topic was okay. When Carrick didn’t say anything, Zaid turned his gaze back. “But you’re an even bigger hero. Not to downplay anything Zora did, but I just don’t want it ever to get lost that your sacrifice was terrible to bear, yet you showed more courage and strength than anyone I’ve ever met. You are simply the most amazing person I know, Finley, and it’s an honor to call you my friend.”

That made Finley cry, but in a good way. She ended up hugging Zaid long and hard, and Carrick marveled at how far they’d come in their friendship.

*     *     *

The condo was quiet, Zaid had long gone home, and Carrick and Finley were lying in bed. He had just finished making love to her, and both were sated but not sleepy.

He lay behind her, spooning her body with his arm tight around her waist. He could tell by the pace of her breaths that she wasn’t even drowsy.

But she was pondering something.

“We should go on a vacation,” she finally said.

Carrick squeezed her. “I could get on board with that.”

“I’m thinking Fiji,” she murmured, probably because Rainey and Myles still gushed over how beautiful it was.

“We could make it a destination wedding,” Carrick suggested slyly.

That caused Finley to jerk slightly, and she twisted to look over her shoulder. “Seriously?”

“I’d never joke about marrying you,” he replied somberly. Then he grinned. “But if you want a big church wedding, we’ll do that. If you want to elope, we’ll do that. Or anything in between.”

“So we just go for it?” she asked with a grin. “Like tomorrow if we wanted?”

“If you want,” Carrick replied in a low voice. “Although, I’d probably like to get you a ring first.”

“Old-fashioned guy,” she teased. She went up on one elbow, turning on her hip to face him. “But I think we should just do it. Let’s get on a plane tomorrow, then get married somewhere.”

Her declaration was surprising, but not something Carrick was going to talk her out of. He’d marry her right now if she wanted to. He also went up on an elbow, “If that’s what you want, we are out of here first thing tomorrow.”

Finley smiled so brightly that Carrick was absolutely dazzled for a moment. He didn’t think he could love anyone more than he loved her right now.

“Okay, let’s make plans,” Finley said with excitement, but then scooted away from him to the edge of the bed. “But I have to pee first. And I want some water. And we should probably have a snack, too.”

Carrick rolled out of bed. “You go pee. I’ll get some chips and water.”

“See,” Finley said, the happiest he’d seen her since Zora died. “We make a great team.”

“That we do,” he agreed.

Carrick headed for the door while Finley went around the bed toward the master bath. She only made it a few steps before she gasped, causing Carrick to whirl around her way.

Putting her hand to the base of her skull, she winced.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Finley shook her head. “Nothing… just a headache starting. I’ll grab some Tylenol.”

Carrick didn’t move until Finley turned for the bathroom, but when she gasped again before making it, the sound was followed by a guttural moan as her face contorted in pain.

“Finley?” he said in alarm, moving her way.

Her eyes came to his, confused and glazed in agony. “Something… is… wrong…” she whispered before crumpling to the floor.

Carrick roared at the sight of her limp body, diving to the carpet beside her. He lifted her into his lap, calling her name over and over again as tears streamed down his face.

He’d been through this before. He didn’t need to feel her neck to know there was no pulse.

Finley was gone.




CHAPTER 29


Carrick

Everyone walked on eggshells and whispered around him, but, frankly, Carrick was just too numb to be irritated by it.

He’d witnessed Finley die so many times over his life that it shouldn’t hurt like this.

But what happened last night… it was like every single death of hers rolled up into one, magnified by a million, and shoved straight into his heart.

The pain was unbearable.


Apparently, it was an aneurysm.

At least, that was what the coroner suspected. Carrick didn’t doubt it, either. But it didn’t matter because she was gone… and there was no telling when she’d come back.

If she’d even come back again—because Carrick didn’t even know if Rune was in play.

He didn’t know anything anymore.

His condo was filled with plenty of people with good intentions who wanted to provide him support. They were doing their best—except Rainey, who had to be sedated and was currently asleep in a guest room. The rest—they had all come when they heard—milled about and cast worried glances his way.

Zaid was beside himself. Whenever Carrick looked at him, he was afraid the daemon would burst into tears. Maddox sat in a corner, getting drunk. Myles sat next to him—the same drink he’d had for the past two hours in his hand—staring blankly at a wall.

Caiden came, along with Titus. Poor Titus was still grieving the loss of Priya and Finley’s loss only compounded that sorrow.

Deandra and Rebsha talked quietly on a couch across from Carrick. He was surprised they came, but he knew how much they respected Finley and what she’d done to save the Earth realm.

Marcus was there, too.

Along with several of the One Bean staff, as well as Finley’s former boss, Rich, and her MMA instructor, Duane. They huddled with the One Bean staff. Occasionally, Carrick would hear soft but lamenting laughter as the group recalled good memories. That didn’t offend him at all, because everyone should smile and laugh when they thought of Finley.

It just wasn’t something he could do yet.

And while he didn’t mind all these people gathering in his home to share their grief in solidarity while paying their respects to an amazing woman, it was slowly starting to drive him crazy.

He pushed up from the couch, the movement catching Deandra and Rebsha’s attention and halting their conversation. Carrick nodded toward the patio. “Going to get some air.”

Rebsha nodded, and Deandra smiled in understanding.

Everyone in the condo silently watched him as he walked outside. When he closed the patio door, all he could hear was the sounds of traffic from below as he walked down to the north end of the building to get away from the prying eyes of all inside. It was a dreary day, perfectly suited to the somber mood. Leaning against the rail, he gazed out over the fog surrounding the Space Needle.

Carrick sensed her before he saw her. When there was a subtle pop in the air around him, he was not surprised to see Veda when he glanced to his right. She looked like a Seattleite in flannel and hiking boots, her silver-gray hair in a messy bun on top of her head.

He didn’t even acknowledge her with a greeting, merely turned his head and stared across the cityscape.

She moved silently, coming to stand beside him and leaning her forearms on the rail. He waited for her condolences or some words of inspiration, but she said nothing.

This prompted Carrick to voice his irritation. “Why are you here, Veda?”

“Would you believe to bring you happy tidings?” she replied.

Her words got Carrick’s attention because her tone was way too serious. Besides, it was inappropriate to tease at a time like this so he swiveled to look her way.

“Give me your hand,” she ordered, and Carrick didn’t hesitate.

The minute his palm touched hers, a flash of white light blinded him. He started to get dizzy.

When he opened his eyes, he was no longer on his patio in Seattle but in what looked like a Grecian home overlooking a blue sea. Veda was nowhere in sight.

If he had to guess, he was somewhere like Santorini, but, in reality, he could be in a made-up realm where the gods sometimes resided. He was just under an arched entryway that led from a patio into an airy foyer. It was empty, but he could hear voices in the distance.

He moved throughout the home, not having the energy to admire the pristine, white stucco walls and terra-cotta floors. The windows were all open, covered with gauzy curtains that billowed from the sea breeze.

He found Veda in a formal room on the opposite side of the house. It may have been intended as a sitting room, but there was no furniture. Just white walls and white tiled floors.

Veda no longer looked like she belonged in Seattle. She now wore the classic Grecian dress in white with a red cloak clasped at one shoulder.

She also wasn’t alone. Circe, Onyx, and Cato were there, all similarly dressed.

He figured they had deigned to offer their condolences, which he didn’t need, but he was admittedly curious why Rune wasn’t there, too.

So he asked, “Where is the god of Life?”

None of the gods answered, but they directed their gazes toward a door on the opposite side of the room.

“Right here,” a female said. Carrick gaped in astonishment as Zora, dressed in the same white dress with a red cloak as the other gods, came through the door.

Carrick had seen many things over his years, but he couldn’t recall anything shocking him as much as this moment. “Zora?” he rasped in confusion.

She smiled as she moved across the tiled floor, not toward him but to stand near her new brethren.

Carrick studied her carefully. She looked the same as ever, identical to his Finley except for the mass of unruly white curls. But she was also different because Carrick could feel the vibe of power that was particular to a god.

She was no longer a mortal human. Instead, she was equal in power to Veda, Circe, Cato, and Onyx.

“Where’s Rune?” Carrick asked.

“Imprisoned for now,” Cato replied. “Stripped of his powers. A mere mortal.”


Carrick addressed Zora. “And you were made into the god of Life?”

Circe provided the answer. “She was aptly rewarded for such a selfless act of heroism. And, well… the spot was vacant given the treacheries Rune committed.”

Confused, Carrick couldn’t grasp the reality. “But in the thousands of years I’ve been in existence, the gods have all crossed lines. None have ever been stripped of their power because of it. I didn’t even know it was possible.”

Onyx took a slight step forward, starting to explain. “It’s true—there is much leeway. It’s also true that we do almost everything by majority rule. But some things require a consensus. Rune’s perfidy wasn’t in just trying to kill Finley at the ritual. He had been meddling since the start.”

Carrick frowned. “What do you mean?”

“He was the one who took the protections down on Finley’s house when she was attacked by the incubus and almost killed.”

“Son of a bitch,” Carrick muttered.

“He didn’t do it merely to hurt Finley,” Circe said, her expression sympathetic. “Rune was so obsessed with his curse against you that he meddled in the prophecy just to hurt you.”

“But have no doubt, his attempt to kill Finley before she had a chance to play her part in the prophecy is what became unforgivable,” Cato added. “As such, it was our consensus that his crimes could not go unpunished after we took him from the battlefield.”

“So he’s mortal and imprisoned,” Carrick mused with a slight smile. The first one that had come unbidden since Finley had died last night.

“He’s yours to do with what you want,” Veda said gently, and Carrick jerked. He wheeled on his favorite god, incredulous at the offer. “You may let him live out the rest of his mortal life in our prison, or you can kill him.”

“You could torture him first if you wanted,” Onyx said with a little too much glee. But she was the god of War and the most hardened of them all.

They all offered interesting options, but Carrick didn’t really care about them at the moment. He was more interested in Zora.

He moved to Finley’s sister until they were almost toe to toe, then studied her. Had she been any of the other four gods, it would have been considered far too intrusive, but Carrick figured she still had plenty of her humanity left considering she’d been a god for all of two weeks now.

“And now you rule over life and death,” he murmured.

“It’s a big job,” she replied with a smile. Hesitantly, she glanced at Veda, who nodded her consent to speak freely. When her gaze came back to Carrick’s, she held out her arm. “Walk with me?”

He didn’t reply, merely took her hand and tucked it into the crook of his elbow. Silently, she led him back through the house to the patio he’d arrived on, then down a staircase leading to a sandy beach where blue-green water lapped at the edge.

When they hit the sand and turned left, Carrick asked, “When did you become a god?”

“The gods said the minute my soul started to leave my body, they snatched it up and formed me into the god of Life. I’m sure it was more complicated than that, but it’s the general gist.”

Carrick made a choking sound deep in his throat, giving a slow shake of his head. “So it happened fast. Rune’s powers were stripped after the gods took him away, and you were born a god not minutes after you died?”

“I guess they don’t mess around when they decide to do something.” Zora laughed. Yes, she still held much of her humanity because the gods didn’t tease like that.

But then it hit Carrick.

Very hard.

“Then that means… Finley’s death last night wasn’t part of Rune’s curse.” The implications made him dizzy. Rune’s curse had surely died when he became mortal two weeks ago.

The unfairness of it made Carrick’s stomach roll.

Sadly, Zora shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. She died of a plain old aneurysm that couldn’t have been prevented. It had nothing to do with the curse.”

Carrick gazed out over the sea. The sun was starting to set on the horizon, making the water ripple with oranges, yellows, and reds.

So fucking unfair.

“We were going to get married today,” he said. Why—he wasn’t sure. It was an intimate detail, one he had not shared with anyone. It just made Finley’s death seem all the more tragic and painful.

“I know,” she replied softly.

Carrick jerked, turning to her. “You know?”

Zora’s cheeks flushed, which was another sign of her still-held humanity since gods didn’t get embarrassed. But she shyly admitted. “I have been periodically checking on my sister.”

Carrick couldn’t help but chuckle. For everything Zora had been through and the life she gave up—of course, not knowing she’d become a god as gratitude and respect for her sacrifice—she deserved to keep tabs on her twin.

“Her death was fortuitous,” Zora murmured, which caused Carrick to stop dead in his tracks.

“Fortuitous?” he exclaimed, his tone not merely surprised, but also angry. “How can you say that?”

“Because as her sister, the god of Life, I had a say in what happened to her soul.”

Carrick’s legs went weak at her inference. His voice was choked when he asked, “And what exactly did you have to say about it?”

Zora smiled. “I learned a thing or two from my own creation,” she drawled. “It was fascinating to snag a soul before it left the body. Plus, wow… the things you can do to it once you have it in hand.”

Now Carrick was lightheaded. His heart was pounding so hard that he was positive it would explode from his chest.

Could that kill a demi-god?

He wasn’t sure, but he was sure that he needed Zora to put him out of his misery.

“Zora,” he croaked. “Is she…?”


He couldn’t bring himself to ask it.

But Zora didn’t make him suffer. She merely turned her body slightly before nodding down the beach in the opposite direction they had come from.

And there she was… walking toward him.

Red hair spilling over her shoulders in a crazy mass of curls. She wore a yellow sundress and a big floppy hat, although it wasn’t needed with the sun starting to set. Barefoot, she strolled toward them with her feet in the water.

Carrick felt Zora’s hand at his back. She gave him a little push. “Go to her.”

He took a step, needing no more encouragement, but he hesitated.

Glancing back at Zora, he said, “Thank you.” It wasn’t enough to convey his gratitude, but he figured she understood.

She inclined her head before disappearing.

When Carrick looked the other way, Finley was only ten yards from him. She stopped, laced her hands before her, and swirled one foot in the water with a coy smile.

He merely stared at her, feeling like he could do just that for hours and still be content.

She held her hands out to the side, waved them, and cheekily said, “Surprise.”

Surprise, indeed.

One hell of a surprise.




EPILOGUE


Finley

Seven years later…

“Naomi,” I yell for the second time as I cut up a cucumber for a salad.

Still no answer.

“N-a-o-m-i…” I practically scream, knowing damn well my voice carries up the stairs and into her playroom.

Steady footsteps come toward the kitchen, much heavier than a six-year-old’s. I look up as Carrick walks in. He’s in khaki shorts, a ratty-looking tee, and flip-flops. He’s adapted well to the southern California lifestyle.

“You sound like a banshee when you yell like that,” he teases, leaning against the counter.

“She deliberately ignores me,” I reply, but not in a complaining way. More to acknowledge that she’s very much like her own mother.

“She’s six years old,” he counters. “She’s pushing boundaries.”

Laughing, I shake my head. “God, I love that kid, but she’ll be the death of me yet. Just last week, she was climbing on the deck railing.”

Which was incredibly dangerous given we live cliffside on the Pacific Coast Highway just outside of Malibu.

I reach for another cucumber, ruminating on our daughter’s antics at the same time. But I don’t pay attention and the knife slips, cutting into the side of my index finger just below my second knuckle.


“Ouch,” I exclaim, dropping the knife and moving to the sink. “Shit, shit, shit.”

As blood pours from the wound, I turn the water on to hold my finger under it. Carrick doesn’t move, completely unconcerned that I’ve almost lopped my finger off.

I pull my hand out, nab a few paper towels, and wrap them around the finger. The wound only mildly throbs, but I’m distracted by the patter of little feet.

Naomi runs into the kitchen, making a beeline for her father. Carrick bends, scoops her up, and then tosses her into the air. She laughs gleefully, but I wince at how high he threw her.

Her gaze meets mine.

Blue-green-gold eyes identical to mine. Hair a mass of springy red coils.

My mini-me.

“What happened to Mommy?” she asks Carrick.

“She cut herself with a knife while chopping cucumbers,” he replies.

Her little nose wrinkling, Naomi proclaims her disgust of all vegetables. “Ewwww.”

Most mommies would be offended at their kid’s total lack of sympathy over their injury, but not me.

When I pull the paper towel off, the cut is already healed, nothing more than a tiny pink line that will fade in another minute or so.

That’s the benefit of having a sister who is the god of Life.

It’s also the benefit of being immortal.

Yes, when the aneurysm in my brain ruptured, causing near-instantaneous death, Zora moved quickly. She snatched up my departing soul, used her newly infinite magic, and, with the encouragement of her new brother and sisters—the gods—she formed me anew.

Created me as an exact replica of who I was in all my past lives, complete with all my memories—good and bad—and every physical detail down to the scar I had on my left knee due to an unfortunate bicycle accident when I was just about Naomi’s age.

Thanks to the gods’ generosity, they granted me immortality to show their gratitude at my sacrifice to stop the prophecy. Carrick and I would be together forever, and Rune would be locked away in a prison where he’d age like a human and die lonely. Carrick felt that was far more fitting a punishment than a quick death, which would have been too easy.

“All good?” Carrick asks, his expression just a bit concerned as he nods at my finger. I’ve been immortal for seven years now, yet it still feels like a dream to us both at times.

“All good,” I reply. I hold my finger up, giving it a wiggle. When Naomi grins, I move around the counter in a stalking sort of motion. I wiggle my finger again. As I get closer to her, I reach out and tickle her with it. She screams with laughter and squirms, trying to get away.

When I chuckle, she reaches her arms out to me. It feels so good to hold her, and I whisper a prayer up to Zora for not only giving me immortality but fertility as well. Naomi is our first and only for right now, but she won’t be our last. The gods were kind when they granted our entire family an eternity to be together, so while Naomi would age up naturally in her formative years, she’d slowly stop the process in her mid-thirties.

We had an exceedingly long life ahead of us.

I give her a smacking kiss on her cheek before handing her back to Carrick so I can finish the salad. He places her on the floor and gives her a pat on the butt, instructing her to wash her hands.

After she’s gone, Carrick comes up behind me as I’m cutting the last cucumber. He steps in close, pressing his hard and deliciously beautiful body against mine. The feel of him almost makes the knife slip out of my hand again.

I wouldn’t mind, though.

Another cut would well be worth the feeling of security and desire he provokes within me every time we touch.

“I heard from Zaid today,” he remarks, setting his chin on my shoulder.

“Is he still coming next week?”

“Yup. And he’s bringing his mother as well.”

“Awesome,” I reply with a tiny thrill of excitement. I’ve become remarkably close to Mala since Zaid made amends with her a few years ago. They come to our California home regularly to vacation, and they are always welcome. Carrick bought us an almost-eleven-thousand-square-foot house, so guests are never a nuisance.

I finish slicing the cucumber, then reluctantly pull away from Carrick to toss the pieces in the salad bowl. “And the week after, Rainey and Myles are coming with the kids.”

Carrick makes a long-suffering groan of displeasure. “You mean the hellions?”

I have to bite back my snicker as I manage to level him with a chastising glare. “They’re not that bad.”

“Oh…but yes, they are,” he mutters, leaning his hip against the counter and crossing his arms over his chest. “Remember last time? They set fire to your herb garden.”

This time, I do snicker. Rainey and Myles had twin boys three months before we had Naomi, and they are a handful. But I love the two rambunctious, loud, and wily little kids as only a godmother could.

“Maybe I’ll schedule a fishing trip,” Carrick muses out loud, his gaze moving past me to the wall of glass overlooking the Pacific Ocean. The house is mostly glass, and it sits on a jutting piece of cliff so the ocean is visible from practically everywhere.

“I wouldn’t hold it against you if you did,” I assure him, giving his face a little pat as I move to the sink to wash my hands.

He reaches out and snags my arm, then spins me around and pulls me into his body. Carrick’s arms go around my waist as he pulls me in close.

Bending his head, he catches my eyes with his own luminous gold ones. “I’ve been thinking.”

“You’re always thinking,” I tease.

He ignores me. “I’ve been thinking we should work on kid number two.”

“Um… that is not work,” I remind him, looping my arms around his neck. “That is pure pleasure.”

His smile is both languid and joyful at the same time. “You ready to add?”

“More than ready,” I reply.

As an immortal, the pregnancy game is pretty easy. I don’t even have to take birth control—I merely rely on my magical demi-god husband to keep me from ovulating until we’re ready to conceive.

It appears that time is now.

Carrick kisses me, and it’s the type of kiss that says if dinner wasn’t almost ready and we didn’t have a six-year-old who could potentially run in on us at any time, we might drop to the floor to start our baby-making efforts right away.

Instead, he keeps it short, pulling back with a smile. “Remember all those years ago—when Patty and Stan saw your future?”

I wrinkle my nose. “That wretched Light Fae,” I grumble, meaning Stan, but then admit, “Patty was nice.”

“Well, everything they predicted has come true,” he points out.

“I still don’t like him,” I mutter.

“He sent us a nice wedding gift,” he replies, trying to make me feel a little guilty for my salty feelings.

“Hmmm,” I murmur noncommittally. “We did have a great wedding, didn’t we?”

“We did indeed,” he replies.

It was an intimate gathering with only Maddox, Zaid, Mala, Rainey, Myles, Titus, Caiden, Deandra, and Rebsha in attendance.

Our core group.

Our family, the one that defeated Kymaris.

Sadly, I couldn’t invite any of my friends from my former life.

My pre-aneurysm life.

After I died—and they all knew about my death—Finley Porter couldn’t return to Seattle. It’s why Carrick and I moved on to southern California and I had new identity papers drawn up, but to Carrick and my friends, I would always be Finley.

Because I was now immortal and Rune’s curse was broken, it would be the last name I’d ever have. No more reincarnations. No more heartache and pain. No more prophecies.

There was only love for Carrick and Naomi. For our future children. And for my friends who had stood by my side in the darkest of times.

So much had happened in the past, but it was just that…

The past.

But now, my life was truly beginning.
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