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      Nate Bentley has a goal—attend university and make something of himself. The problem was,  in order to go to the only school his family can afford, he needs to break the law.
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      Nate Bentley jumped aside as the horseless carriage trundled down the street.

      "Oy, watch where you're walking!" the passenger called out.

      Nate shot the man a smile and adjusted his top hat. It was too warm out for the accessory, but he wanted to stand out. Or he had when he'd left home this morning.

      Now, he wanted to pull off his hat and tuck it under his arm like the other men who strolled the streets of the borough. Maybe if he was conspicuous, no one would realise what he'd done. He drew in an anxious breath but straightened at the exhale and tried to look cocky. With all of his freckles and tied-back blonde hair, he probably looked more nerdy than cocky. He would have to work on that.

      He tugged on the hem of his waistcoat as he did when he was nervous, and nodded at a young woman wearing a red and gold corset and a huge red plume in her hat.

      "Good day, miss," he said politely.

      She smiled back, and opened her mouth to reply. Her eyes widened. She looked past his shoulder and stepped away hurriedly.

      Nate licked his lips. This was it. He schooled his mouth into an uncharacteristic sneer and turned around.

      Just as he suspected, two members of the borough constabulary bore down on him. Both wore identical expressions—wary, but firm. They knew what he'd done, but weren't certain if he was a danger to them or anyone else.

      "Stop right there," one snapped, as if Nate hadn't already. "You'll need to show us the contents of your pockets."

      "Of course," Nate replied easily. At least the police in the borough were polite. Outside, in the rest of London, he would probably have been sworn at or tackled to the ground by now. They certainly would have had tasers trained on him while he put his hands in his pockets.

      He drew out several chronographs, each with the price tags still attached. Exorbitant price tags, that was the point.

      "What does one young man need with so many chronographs?" the first constable asked.

      "I like to tell the time," Nate replied. "A lot." He smiled winningly, but on the inside his heart raced like an airship engine.

      "You'll have to come with us," the constable gestured for him to hand over the watches and walk in front of them.

      "Certainly." Nate did as they asked, but his eyes dropped to the ground. A crowd had started to gather. The chance he knew some of them, at least by sight, was likely. The borough a tight knit community. The constabulary was rarely needed for more than the occasional intoxicated person, or to find a lost cat. Theft was relatively rare. Of course people would stand around and gawk.

      Nate was ushered toward the constabulary station and the door closed firmly behind them.

      "In here, please." The second constable waved a hand toward a door.

      A cell. Shit. This was just a bit too real.

      Nate turned and licked his lips. Maybe if he apologised profusely…

      The constable's face was hard as stone. He gave Nate a look of utter contempt.

      "Get inside," he snapped. "Save your blubbering for court."

      "I'm not—" But tears prickled at the corners of Nate's eyes. He blinked them away. Some kind of badass he was.

      He stepped inside the cell and sat on the bench in front of the wall.

      The door clanged shut. The sound echoed through his mind for several minutes afterward.

      He was in trouble. Big, fucking trouble. That had been the idea, but yet…

      He chewed at his fingernail and watched the cell door. It stayed firmly shut. The air seemed to get thinner and thinner. His head swam. He leaned back against the wall behind him and sucked in a few rapid breaths.

      His father was going to be devastated. A man who had worked hard all his life and was proudly in charge of the team who serviced the horseless carriages, he had raised his son better than this.

      "This is all for you, Dad," Nate muttered.

      The door clanged open. Nate shot to his feet.

      Looking both weary and wary, Nate's father stepped inside. Gerald Bentley was an older, taller version of Nate, but with much less hair.

      He eyed Nate, the jerked his thumb over his shoulder. "Constabulary says you got up to some funny business." Nothing in his words suggested he found anything humorous about what his son had done.

      Nate swallowed and forced a smile. "I might have." He flinched at the flash of anger in his father's eyes. "I mean, I did." He looked down at a crack in the concrete floor. It was jagged like a lightning strike. Weird.

      He looked back up. "At least I didn't use magic to—"

      Gerald cut him off with a hand gesture. "You committed a criminal act. My son…" He shook his head. "I'm not sure if I even know who you are."

      Nate's face paled. "I… I'm still me, I just…"

      "Fucked up?" Gerald asked. He looked as though he was desperately trying to understand.

      Nate glanced away. "No, I did it on purpose."

      Gerald clapped a hand to his forehead and groaned. "You did what? Are you a fucking idiot? I never would have thought—"

      "You know why," Nate said softly.

      His father's lips dropped apart in surprise. He leaned back for a moment, then shook his head. "You did this because…" He shook his head. "We would have worked something out."

      "No we wouldn't," Nate replied. "We can't afford for me to go to university in the borough. Clockwork is my only hope for a decent education."

      "Clackworth is a correctional facility," Gerald said, his tone stiff. Apparently he didn't care for the nickname the younger generation used for the place. "It's an academy for delinquents."

      "It's a facility for promising students to get their lives back on track while getting the best education in clockwork mechanics and magic in the country."

      "Second best," Gerald reminded him.

      "We couldn't afford the alternative," Nate insisted.

      "So you stole." Gerald rubbed a hand over his balding head. "You'll have a criminal record forever, in the hopes you'll be sent there and not to a regular jail. Do you realise the gamble you just took?"

      "If it works, it'll be worth it." If it didn't, he'd end up someone's bitch for a year or two. Or make someone his. Okay, who was he kidding? He was definitely not badass material. "You might pull some strings," he added hopefully.

      "Fucking hells, boy." Gerald tugged the hem of his waistcoat, a habit Nate must have learned from him. "Do you realise the position you've put me in?"

      Nate smiled wryly. "I do, I just didn't know what else to do." He sank back onto the bench. "I didn't want to spend the rest of my life etching rune stones or changing bulbs in streetlights. I want to make new technology, change the world."

      The technology in the borough might look like little more than cogs and gears, but with the help of magic, it was so much more. Smarter than a smartphone, more advanced than a computer. Some day the whole world would embrace it. Nate wanted desperately to be a part of that. Desperate enough to steal.

      Right now though, he wilted under his father's scrutiny.

      "Better you made an honest living." Gerald leaned against the doorframe. "You've done what you've done now. You'll have to live with the consequences, whatever they may be."

      Nate nodded. "I know. I'm sorry. I swear, I'll make you proud of me again." Whatever it took, he would make up for this. If only the judge and his grades allowed for it.
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        * * *

      

      When the verdict came, it was without the dramatic gavel drop Nate had seen on television time and again.

      Rather, it came with a nod from the borough magistrate, who was also the local chocolatier.

      "Nathaniel Bentley, for the crime of theft, you have pleaded guilty."

      Nate nodded. "That's right, ma'am." He tipped his top hat politely.

      "Very well." She glanced down at the sheet of paper in front of her. "Due to the value of the goods you procured illegally, you are sentenced to serve three years in Clackworth Correctional Facility. During that duration you will be engaged in extensive study. You will adhere to each and every rule imposed on the inmates by the guards and present head teacher."

      She frowned at him. "Make no mistake. The facility is not a picnic, nor is it a free ride. You are a felon and will be treated as such. Clackworth is surrounded by an impenetrable wall of magic. It may be a minimum security facility, but do not let that convince you that you may behave as you wish. If you fail to obey the rules, you will be removed and sent to Hardbey Correctional Facility. You will find things to be considerably less…pleasant there."

      Nate swallowed and nodded. "Yes, ma'am." He looked toward his parents who sat behind a table on the other side of the room. His mother was crying, but his father's face was unreadable.

      Nate looked down toward the table in front of him.

      Shit just got really, really real. To all intents, he was going to jail, for something he had done in order to be sent there. This could have backfired horribly. Nate had no doubt his father had pulled every string he had in order to make this happen. Honestly, he wondered if he deserved it. Maybe he should have gone to Hardbey like the dumbass he was.

      He wiped a tear from his cheek. Damnit all to hells, he wasn't going to waste this chance.

      "You'll be taken to Clackworth immediately," the judge declared.

      No gavel, no ceremony, no hugs from his parents, Nate was all but pushed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      "Here." The constable who had arrested him in the first place, all those weeks ago, pressed a button on the wall of the constabulary.

      Nate frowned. It was just a wall…

      "Oh." He startled when the wall slid to one side. "It's a door."

      The constable gave him a look that clearly said, "No shit," and pushed him through. "Clockwork will take care of you now."

      The door closed silently except for a final click as Nate was locked inside the facility.

      "Um, thanks?" Nate shrugged and looked around him. At first glance, it looked as though he had simply stepped out a back door and into another part of the borough. The streets were clean and quiet. The buildings which stood to either side looked like the suburban terraces he'd grown up in, with a few cottages in between.

      A carriage rattled past, just as they would in the borough.

      "Are you sure I'm in the right place?" he asked the door.

      "Nathaniel Bentley?" The man who approached was dressed in the same waistcoat, jacket, trousers, cravat and top hat combination as Nate. The colours were more subdued, but the look was welcoming. He had half expected a prison jumpsuit, or a guard with a weapon trained on him.

      "Yes, that's me." Nate took off his top hat and bowed. Only when he straightened he noticed the guards who stood behind the man, hands on batons or tasers. He put up his hands. "Ready to comply."

      "Yes, well, that's sparking good." The man nodded. He wasn't much older than Nate, but his hair was dark and cut short. "Follow me then."

      "Are you a student?" Nate asked. He lowered his hands and walked beside the man. "Um, Mr…"

      "My name is Felix Hanson, and we're inmates. Best you remember that."

      "Oh, of course." Nate tucked his hat under his arm. "So they sent an inmate to make sure I didn't get lost?"

      Felix gave a half smile, which inexplicably made Nate's heart skip a beat. "Things are different at Clockwork. They assume we'll do anything we can to be allowed to stay here."

      "I'm guessing they'd be right," Nate said.

      Felix's smile widened. "You're correct. They don't just lock any old criminals up in here. They have to be sure we're able to be rehabilitated. You won't find hardened felons here. No murderers, rapists and so on, in Clockwork. At least, no one with that kind of record."

      "So, what are you here for?" Nate asked. Was that a rude question?

      Evidently not, since Felix gave a wry smile. "Art forgery. I'm a painter. I couldn't resist trying my hand at copying some of the greats. No one as famous as Monet or Picasso, but great enough. A friend told me they were so good I should try to sell some." He shrugged. "For a half a million, who could resist? Turns out the buyer was a cop."

      "Ouch." Nate winced. Maybe he shouldn't feel sorry for a fellow felon, but Felix seemed like a likeable guy.

      Felix snorted. "Yeah. So here I am. You?"

      Nate told him, except the bit about having done it all on purpose. He didn't want to look like a total dick.

      "I guess you…got time." Felix grinned.

      Nate laughed. "I guess so." He glanced back over his shoulder at the guards. They didn't look to be listening, but he suspected if he put a toe out of line, he'd be whipped out of here before he could blink.

      They came to a stop outside a large building. "This the academy itself," Felix said. "The houses around the facility are for staff. You know, teachers, cleaners, guards and the like. We're not allowed in them. We can walk around the facility though. It's…well…one big prison yard." He pointed to the lampposts. "They all contain cameras, so if you even think about stepping out of line, you'll be seen. Before you ask, they're all equiped with the latest recognition technology. They go far beyond just recognising your face."

      "Wow, big brother really is watching," Nate muttered.

      "He really is," Felix agreed. "You might feel free here, but it's all an illusion. It's like a prison planet. You can roam, but you can't leave."

      "As long as we're not enslaved," Nate remarked.

      Felix chuckled. "Never that." He sighed and gestured for Nate to walk beside him up the front steps and into the academy building.

      "Welcome to Clockwork. Where everything runs by clockwork, including us. Not literally," he added quickly. "The expectations on us are high. Meet it and the world is our oyster."

      "Fail and be the bitch of some guy named Brutus," Nate said.

      Felix snorted. "Something like that. Although," he lowered his voice, "if Brutus has a big cock, I might be willing." He gave a tentative smile.

      Nate read between the lines. Felix didn't want to be anyone's bitch, he was simply saying, in a round about way, that he was gay.

      Nate nodded. "I might be so inclined myself."

      Felix looked relieved. "Right, great. Luckily that's not a problem here either. No one cares about preferences."

      The thought hadn't crossed Nate's mind, but now it had, he was also relieved.

      That only lasted a few moments; right until he saw Clara Winterbourne

      Almost as tall as he was, the dark haired woman sneered at him.

      "What are you doing here?" She narrowed her eyes at him and looked as though he was something she'd scraped off the bottom of her patent leather boots.

      He shrugged. "I heard you went away last year." Her family had been close to his until the downturn in the economy. When money got tight, so did tempers. While the Bentleys had worked hard to get by, the Winterbournes had gotten into increasingly shady dealings with increasingly shady people. The community in the borough took care of their own, but they didn't take kindly to criminals, especially conmen and women.

      "Yes, well, just some bad luck," she replied indifferently.

      Something in her eyes made him wonder if she hadn't got caught on purpose too. He knew there wouldn't be many people willing to take such a risk. Most of the inmates probably hadn't even known about Clockwork until they found themselves here. He and Clara probably should have been sent to a regular prison just for being presumptuous.

      "Did you—" He stopped when he saw another familiar face, walking with an older inmate. "I guess that's a yes."

      Angus Winterbourne looked even more sullen than his older sister. Maybe because, judging by the inmate beside him who looked to be a guide, it had taken a year for him to get in here. His family had founded the facility. They wouldn't have even needed to pull strings. The fact he was here and not at the borough university just showed how far they had fallen.

      Clara grimaced. Apparently her brother's presence wasn't particularly welcome. She muttered something which sounded like, "dumbass."

      Nate assumed it wasn't directed at him.

      He thought twice a moment later when Angus sneered at him.

      "Don't think we'll be friends here, Bentley. I'll be doing my best to be top of all my classes."

      Nate rolled his eyes. "This isn't high school."

      ""No," Clara snapped, "this is much worse. Everything is at stake now; our freedoms and our futures." She gave him a look which suggested she wouldn't let anyone stand in their way.

      Was this another kind of crime, stealing an education? No, they would all have to work for it. At least he was determined to make the best of it. He wasn't sure the Winterbournes weren't just felons. Time would tell.

      Felix cleared his throat. "Here," he said. "This is the head teacher's office. She'll answer any questions you might have."

      A chirp greeted his words.

      "What the fuck?" The words slipped out before Nate could stop them. "Um, sorry, but…" He pointed to a small, metallic hummingbird which hovered above Felix's shoulder.

      "Oh, this is just Millicent. She likes to greet new people."

      "But she's a machine." Nate gaped.

      Millicent made a rude noise.

      For some inexplicable reason, Clara scowled at him.

      "I'm sorry," Nate said again, his words deliberately directed at the hummingbird. "I didn't mean to be rude." He shook his head.

      "That would be a first," Clara said.

      Nate ignored her.

      Felix chuckled. "It's okay. Millicent has that effect on all new inmates. Personally, I think she finds it funny." He knocked on the door beside them. "She doesn't bite. Professor March on the other hand. He gave Nate a wink, then cast a sidelong look at Clara.

      She sniffed and stalked away, leaving her brother in the corridor with his guide.

      The side of Angus' mouth drew up. Evidently he'd expected his sister to stick around to welcome him. Clara was colder than she'd been when Nate had seen her last. Prison would do that to a person, even this one. That or it was just her personality. Maybe both.

      Nate sighed. In all honesty he couldn't regret stealing the chronographs. Clockwork Correctional Academy seemed as though it would never be dull. And Felix offered a world of possibilities.
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      Enjoyed this story? Be sure to leave a review! You can also preorder The Toymaker, which is a steamy, reverse harem set in Clockwork Academy. https://books2read.com/TheToymaker.
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      Alone, Ceyla, heir to the fallen Sabourin Coven, has no family, no allies and no way of escaping Dark Forest Academy.  Broken and beaten by the Mielcarek Coven, Ceyla has no choice but to embrace her anger and her madness to fight for her freedom.

      

      Surrounded by enemies, Ceyla must win the support of powerful vampires, who will help her reclaim what was taken from her.  Can she look past her biases to see the inner beauty of a betrayer, trust the loyalties of an enemy and entice a warrior who has given up the fight?

      

      Can Ceyla bring the leaders of the school to their knees, while striking a blow at the Mielcarek Coven before they finally crush her spirit and destroy the men she loves?
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      Holding my breath, I braced for the torrent of water to hit my body again.  I wouldn’t regret the actions that led me here.  I wouldn’t regret…shit!  The freezing water bit into my skin and knocked me back so hard I thought my bound wrists would break off.

      Though I couldn’t see Adriel’s smug face, I knew the exact expression he wore as he sprayed me with the hose.  The bastard was smiling with glee.

      When the water stopped, I quickly spat and tried to breathe but the spray hit me again before I could catch my breath.

      “I’d ask if you were sorry, but I know better than to waste my time.  You’re a stubborn little vampire, Ceyla.”  Adriel’s sinister laugh echoed inside my unclogged ear.

      Sorry.  He expected me to feel sorry for attempting to maintain my dignity despite everything that had been taken from me.  Was he crazy?  I wouldn’t allow him or anyone in this place take anything else from me.

      Relief came a second time, and I was ready.  I took three fast breaths and held the last one.  I refused to submit…at least for the next few minutes while I could still feel my body.

      The water smacked into me again, pelting me so hard I swore that coin sized hail was hitting me.  Regret permeated my brain bit by bit, but I held firm.

      Sure, I started the fight, but I was justified.  Professor Quint had called me a loser.  Well, technically, he had referred to my former coven as weak and pathetic, which was why it had been stamped out of existence, but he had said it directly to me.  Hearing him besmirch the Sabourin Coven dredged up all the sorrow and grief over the deaths of my parents.  My pain wasn’t his to mock, so I jumped on his back at the end of History Class and choked him into unconsciousness.

      My teeth chattered as I willed the bruises forming from the pressure of the water to heal faster in the hopes that I might hang on a little longer.  Adriel’s main purpose in life was to make the weak submit, which was why he had been an excellent torturer for the Mielcarek Coven, until he somehow pissed them off and was reassigned to the Dark Forest Academy, aka Vampire Reform School.  Holding out against him would not only earn me a better status among the other students, but it had the added bonus of making my day.

      My mind bounced around, trying to find something to focus on until it found the luscious pale skin of a certain immortal and the light blue eyes that made me shiver in the way I preferred.  I’d spent hours dreaming about those eyes, trying to find the exact name for their shade of blue.  Kayden was one of the best distractions I had to get me through history, ethics, citizenship for the covenless, meditation lessons and solitary confinement.  If only he was worthy of my obsession.

      The hose abruptly pulled away for a second and I swore that I saw Kayden talking to Adriel, though the floodlights in the courtyard gave everything a shimmery glow, so it could have been anyone.

      Blinking a few times, my eyes focused and found Kayden’s beautiful face.

      Adriel sneered and threw down the heavy hose.  “You got lucky, Ceyla.  Headmistress Wesling wants you.”

      Coughing up water, I waited for him to cut me down from the rope strung across the bloodstained brick courtyard where my punishment was on display for half of the school to see.  I looked around at the tinted classroom windows surrounding the small courtyard and gave the thumbs up, which meant that I hadn’t submitted.

      Annoyed, Adriel smacked my arm.  “Next time.”  He pushed me towards Kayden and stomped over to the wall to reel in the hose.

      I held my head up high and straightened my black blazer and tie.  Flashing Adriel a broad smile, I gave the impression that I had enjoyed my punishment though every part of my body protested in agony as I walked.

      Making my way across the courtyard, Kayden gave a quick nod and escorted me back into the school through the blood room.

      He walked ahead of me, which was normal.  The whipping boy of the headmistress was reviled by the other vamps and not just because he was Wesling’s spy, but because he was a bitten vampire.

      “I’m sure the school enjoyed your wet shirt, or rather, those who like small tits enjoyed it.”  He snickered as he walked faster across the dingy black and white tiles.

      “Says the virgin.  I know damned well that no one here has ever let a filthy Night Slave touch them.”  Regardless of how much I daydreamed about him, I would never sleep with a bitten vampire.

      He lurched to a stop and pivoted on his heel to glare at me.  “Sorry, Princess, I would never lower myself to sleep with a Covenless.”

      I balled up my fist and punched him in his perfect teeth.  “Your coven is the reason I’m alone.  The Mielcarek not only destroyed my coven, they perverted our race by creating the Bitten.  It kills me that you have more respect as a blood slave to the Mielcarek than I do as the heir of the Sabourin Coven.”

      He stumbled backwards and laughed.  “You’re heir to nothing, which is why you’re here.”  He licked the blood pooling in the corner of his lip and continued towards the Headmistress’ office.

      I wanted to strangle him even though he was right.  I was heir to nothing and had no home to speak of, which was why I was biding my time in this place.  Despite my unending desire to escape, I had no coven to return to and no one waiting for me.  I would go back to struggling on the streets for my next meal.  At least here, I had blood, a bed and classes to pass the hours.

      Kayden stopped in the doorway and waited for me to pass him.  I threw my elbow into his ribs and walked straight into Wesling’s office.

      Limping behind me, Kayden entered the absurdly cheery office with homey lace curtains and frilly table runners.  “Ceyla is here as you requested, Miss Wesling.”

      Wesling looked up from her crocheting and smiled at him.  “Thank you, Kayden.  You will receive your ten minutes in the moonlight during its peak.”  Her smile faded as her eyes shifted to me while Kayden bowed his head and left.  “Ceyla, you will sit.”

      “Hello, Miss Wesling.”  I bit my lip to keep from saying something snide and dropped into the chair.

      “Very good, dear.  You earned three minutes of hot water in the shower for the proper greeting.”  She put the green and blue pile of whatever she was crocheting on the desk and stood.  “How long have you been here?”

      “Two years, Miss Wesling.”  I would know the exact day, minute, hour and second since I arrived in this hole, even if I wasn’t expected to repeat it constantly.

      “Yes, it’s your anniversary.  I would say congratulations, but this certainly isn’t a celebration.  Most students leave here in six months to a year fully reformed, ready to enter back into their covens as productive members.  You, however, have only regressed into the monster I see before me.  Choking a teacher, breaking the necks and arms of over a dozen students and setting fire to the meditation room during class are not the actions of a well-bred vampire.  Let’s not forget the reason you’re here.  You started a riot that led to the deaths of three vampires.  I once had hope for you, as did your previous school, but now I’m at a loss.”  She circled my chair, staring at me with indignation as if I cared what she thought.

      “The riot wasn’t my fault.  I’ve explained that before.”  I shouldn’t have corrected her, but I couldn’t stand listening to that lie one more time.  It was bad enough that she blamed me for all the other incidents listed in the thick file sitting on her afghan-covered desk, but I couldn’t remain silent when it came to the supposed black stain that had put me on this path.

      The back of her hand cracked across my cheek, sending a blinding flash of pain through my face.  I gritted my teeth.  “My apologies, Miss Wesling.”

      Her scowl immediately disappeared and she turned to take a teacup and saucer from the shelf next to me and poured herself some tea.

      “I had hoped that today would bring good news, but sadly, you have shown no remorse for your crimes.  I am sorry to say that you will continue your stay with us.”  Her voice should have conveyed some kind of sadness or disappointment if she was truly sorry, but it didn’t.  Instead, she sounded gleeful.

      Digging my nails into the chair arms, I thought about all the things I wanted to do to her, but I held my temper at a simmer.  I had waited this long to be absolved of my supposed crimes, what was another few months?

      “How much longer, Miss Wesling?”

      She cleared her throat and sat back down.  “Well, since you have shown no advancement in two years, I fear that you will have to stay indefinitely.”

      Indefinitely.  My hope seeped into the floor until I felt hollow and brittle as if I might.  With one word, she had sentenced me to this place, or places like it, for the rest of my immortal life.  I’d heard of vampires receiving ridiculously long punishments but I’d never heard of anyone being detained by the Mielcarek Coven forever.

      Seeing her cheery smile broke something inside of me, something I had long believed was beyond the reach of my enemies.  The world had taught me that I was worthless and doomed to the life of a peasant all because my coven had been overthrown, but I had never allowed myself to believe those lies.  Now, this pretentious bitch believed that she could keep me imprisoned for something I didn’t do.

      My entire body shook as I strived to control myself so that I didn’t reach across the desk and kill her.  “I see.  I guess I will have to do better, Miss Wesling.”

      Taking a sip of tea, she nodded and smiled.

      I stormed out of the office in a daze.  I needed to hit something or bite someone, anything that would release the sorrow building in my chest.  Unfortunately, it was feeding time and the hallway was filled with vamps rushing back to their dorm rooms or heading for the blood room.  There were too many targets and I couldn’t decide who to pounce on, so I gave up my search for the perfect victim and decided to eat away my sadness.

      I walked through the corridors, not paying attention to anyone or anything, which was my first mistake.

      Taking a step, I suddenly found myself stumbling forwards, headed for the grungy tile floor.  My chin took the brunt of my fall, sending a fresh shockwave of pain through me.  Thankfully, my bruises from the hose had already healed, so I only had to deal with the humiliation of my fall.  I pushed myself up, but froze when I heard a long, continuous hiss.

      Shit.  My chin was bleeding and it was feeding time.

      I quickly popped to my feet and dropped into a defensive stance.  While all vamps craved blood, the purebred vamps with a pulse had more control and less desire to feed from another vamp.  The Bitten, however, were less civilized and didn’t care who was bleeding.  Scanning the hallway, I found multiple sets of fangs extended as their black eyes watched my blood drip to the floor.

      Behind me, I heard movement.  Throwing my fist to connect with my attacker, I felt someone grab my hand and squeeze it until I went to my knees.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that, Ceyla.”  Silas’ tall body stepped into view.

      “Hey, Silas.  I didn’t see you there.”  I prayed that he wasn’t the one who had tripped me, but I knew better.

      Crouching down in front of me, his black curly hair fell across one of his dark eyes.  His snide smile revealed his fangs as he ran his tongue over the points of his teeth.

      “Don’t you look tasty?”  He leaned forward to lick my chin, but a hand came down on his shoulder.

      I had no idea who was stupid enough to challenge the craziest vamp in the school, the one who had thrown a Night Slave off the roof at sunrise to watch him burn just because the vamp had disrespected his coven, but I was grateful to him.

      My eyes rose up, up, up to the face of my savior until I saw the one person more despised than both Silas and Kayden combined.  Landon.  Fuck.

      “Silas, why don’t you let Pixie here get to lunch?  We’re all a little hungry and cranky.  What do you say?”  Landon squeezed Silas’ shoulder so hard I could see Silas’ eyes narrow in pain.

      Silas growled and reared back to shake off Landon’s hand, giving me the distraction I needed.  I got to my feet and sprinted down the hallway to let the two assholes of the school battle it out.

      Ducking into the blood room, I caught my breath and wiped the dried blood from my chin.  I was grateful for Landon’s help, but it would cost me later.

      Walking through the blood room, I grabbed my blood bag from the counter and sat in the corner to drown my pain.  What a miserable day.

      Glancing around the room at the rest of the delinquents slurping their blood, it looked like any other vampire school, except for the unhinged look in everyone’s eyes.  Each of them was guilty of violence or murder.  One mistake could send the entire room into a frenzy of claws and fangs ripping apart anyone standing too close.  No one was safe.  Even though there were professors—aka disciplinarians, posted at every entrance and exit, they didn’t care what we did, as long as we didn’t escape.

      Escape had always been in the back of my mind, but I had stupidly assumed that forgiveness for my false crime was an achievable goal.  Now, I didn’t have a choice.  If I didn’t escape, I would rot here forever.

      Fists slammed down on the end of my metal lunch table.  “Pixie, you got lucky.  Silas would have toyed with you as if you were his human prey.  You should be grateful that I saved you.  In fact, I think a little gratitude is in order.”  Landon’s eyes drifted down my body.  His arrogant smirk made my skin crawl until I cringed.

      “I’m not sleeping with you, Landon.”  Though I had been known to give a blowjob or two in exchange for something I really wanted, I refused to be like Lydia and whore myself out to anyone.

      He leaned down and ran his hand through my short hair.  “I usually don’t like blondes, but you’re feisty, so I can overlook it.”

      I slapped his hand away.  “I’d rather take my chances with Silas.  I don’t need your help.”

      I looked over at Silas to find him punching one of the new vamps in the throat.  He grabbed the new guys’ hand and attempted to bite off his finger.

      Gulping, I glanced up at Landon, who was well aware that I wouldn’t survive if Silas really wanted to hurt me.

      Landon chuckled.  “Come on, I promise it’ll be quick.”

      “Just what every girl wants to hear.”  I gave him a pleasant smile and leaned forward intending to crush his balls.

      Quickly realizing that I was up to something, he jumped back.  “You can’t hold out forever, Ceyla.  Without me, you’ll never make it another year.”

      He gave me a sarcastic smile before crossing the room to sit with the table of vamps who pretended to be his friends in exchange for protection.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.  He was right about one thing.  I needed help and I needed allies to escape.  Unfortunately, I had never put friendship high on my priorities list so I had to start from scratch.

      My eyes flew open when the smell of fresh blood hit my nose, making my mouth water even though I was full.  The rest of the room stilled as the scent wafted through the room.

      “Bow to me, Night Slave, or I’ll kill you!”

      Searching the room, I found Isabella throwing Kayden against the wall and grabbing his throat.  She couldn’t strangle him to death because he didn’t need to breathe, so there was little point in the theatrics.

      “I won’t bow to a Covenless.”  Kayden hissed and stared defiantly at her with those seductive blue eyes.

      Damn it!  Why did I care about his eyes?  Isabella could easily kill Kayden, yet I was still turned on by his disinterest in her threat.  Part of me wanted to see what Kayden would do if she tried to remove his head.

      Loud footsteps had everyone turning back to their blood bags, pretending as if nothing interesting was going on.  Three professors rushed towards Isabella with their stun batons and pulled her off Kayden.

      Isabella went down swinging and slashed the face of Professor Sera, my least favorite teacher.  The other two professors tried to hit her with batons, but Isabella was fast and skilled in combat.  Popping to her feet, she ducked under one baton and slammed her fist into the ribs of Vamos, while simultaneously throwing her foot into Torma’s stomach.

      Sneering, Isabella picked up Sera and extended her fangs to bite him, but Vamos grabbed her and pulled her into a headlock.

      My eyes drifted towards Kayden, who was still standing against the wall, watching the fight.  I wasn’t sure what had set Isabella off, but I was more curious to know why Kayden hadn’t run back to his room.  He still appeared disinterested, but there was definitely something else going on inside his head.

      When Adriel and his goon squad marched into the blood room, my heart skipped a beat.  Isabella was already on the ground being hit with the stun batons and wasn’t conscious enough to keep fighting.  There was no reason to bring Adriel into a fight that was over.

      “Everyone out!”  Adriel shouted and waved his hands to clear out the remaining students.

      Walking around the edge of the room, I watched as Adriel and the others continued to hit Isabella.

      My eyes went to Kayden, who glanced up at me.  I mouthed the words, “Night Slave,” and left the room.  Kayden was so deep inside the folds of the Headmistress’ skirt that no less than seven punishers had come to his rescue.  What the fuck had the Night Slave done to deserve such a gift?  I needed to know his secret so that I could exploit it.
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      Walking to Ethics, I scanned the hallways for vamps to recruit to my cause.  I needed people who would benefit from busting out of this hellhole.  They needed to possess a usable skill but they also needed people skills, unlike Silas and Landon.  I didn’t want to be saddled with lunatics, unless they proved necessary.

      I dropped down into my metal desk chair and I looked over to Declan, the one guy who was even worse at making friends than me.  I didn’t know much about him, but he wasn’t attacked often despite his standoffish nature.  He avoided fights and had no known allegiances.  He did have strong arms and legs, which implied that he could fight.  If I could figure out his motivations, he might be useful.

      “Hey.”  I smiled the first real smile in two years and dusted off my manners.  “How’s it going?”

      Declan’s chocolate brown eyes slowly glanced up at me as if he had just woken up.  He was definitely surprised that I was speaking to him.

      When he didn’t reply, I continued on.  “What are you drawing?”  I pointed at the etching he was carving into the desk with his claw.

      He raised his eyebrow and stared at me.  “This.  This represents how much I hate this place.”

      Looking down again, I realized that he was drawing a noose.  I wasn’t sure who it was for, him or the Headmistress, but I liked his way of thinking.

      “Have you ever considered getting out of this place?”  Again, I tried sounding casual since everyone who had ever been trapped here had thought of escaping, though not many had tried.

      Once more, he looked at me as if I was a foreign object.

      I sat back in my chair and sighed.  I needed a better plan and a better list of people.  Maybe I needed a speech or mantra, something to inspire people to join me.  If necessary, I could offer sexual favors to gain loyalty, but only if I hit bottom.

      “We need to set boundaries for ourselves; otherwise, we end up committing immoral acts.  Without boundaries, each of us would fall into moral ambiguity.  That’s why each of you is here.  You crossed a line and committed an act that is unacceptable by our governing bodies.  You went too far and are now paying the price.  Let’s discuss some of the reasons why you crossed the line.”  Professor Behlen tapped his chalk against the board, waiting to write down our list.

      “We hate the Mielcarek Coven.”  Jorgen laughed while the rest of the class clapped and cheered.

      Behlen shook his head.  “No, that’s not why you ended up here.  That was a motivating factor in your decision to commit the act, but not the actual reason.  Give me another example.”

      “Someone disrespected us.”  Myerson blurted out his justification, which I personally hated.  It bothered me that the students here thought that a lack of respect was a good reason to attack someone.  No one respected me, yet I’d never ripped off someone’s arm.

      I shook my head.  No one respected me, which was the problem.  It was one thing to be a woman ignored by stupid men because we couldn’t rip things apart with our bare hands, but it was another to be disrespected because the governing body told everyone we were worthless.  It burned me that I couldn’t earn respect simply because my family had lost their lives to the Mielcareks.

      Being nice or charming wouldn’t get me anywhere.  To earn respect in this place, I would need to prove that I was willing to do whatever it took to break out.  That meant I would have to be the craziest bitch anyone here had ever seen.

      Behlen wrote something on the board and turned to look at us.  “What are other reasons for being here?”

      Without raising my hand, I laughed.  “Some of us are here because the Mielcarek’s crushed our coven and declared us enemies even though we had done nothing wrong.”  I stood up and looked around at everyone.  “We were born enemies and we continue to be enemies because we are too afraid to fight back.  Well, I’m done with being afraid.  I’m reinstating the Sabourin Coven for anyone who is tired of being labeled a criminal.  If the Mielcareks think we’re enemies, then we will act like enemies.”

      Stunned silence met my declaration, but I didn’t let it bother me.  I understood the punishment for reviving a coven, so the others might not publically jump at the chance to switch loyalties, but I could see that I had their interest.

      “That’s against the law, Ceyla.  I will give you one chance to retract your statement and sit down.”  Behlen had his stun baton in his hand to prove that he wasn’t joking.  He was more sympathetic than the other professors, but he would drag my unconscious body to the Headmistress’ office if I didn’t comply.

      I hopped on top of my desk and smiled at him.  “Come and get me.”  I blew him a kiss as I jumped over to Declan’s desk, unconcerned about Declan looking up my skirt.

      “Don’t do this, Ceyla.”  Behlen cautiously walked closer.

      “I’ve always wondered why someone like you would teach Ethics in this dump, Behlen.  I thought it was because you were crazy or needed the money, but the more I understand this place, I realize that no one is here of their own free will.  You’re working off a debt to the Mielcareks.  You’re trying to prove your loyalty and absolve yourself, just like everyone else.  I wonder.  What did you do to get thrown in here with us?”  I was taking a wild guess, but it made sense.  Most of the teachers had less morals than the students and many of them had the cold, detached personality of an assassin.

      “Get down, Ceyla.”  Behlen’s voice dropped an octave, as if his sudden alpha male voice would make me comply.

      With everyone raptly staring at me, I leapt into the air and kicked Behlen in the face.  I landed next to him and sprinted to the front of the room.  I jumped on his desk and threw my hands out.  “We will no longer be the forgotten vampires forced into subjugation by a coven who doesn’t give a shit about us.  Join me, and we will forge our own place in history!”

      All eyes were on me, though there was a mix of bemusement, confusion or just plain boredom on the faces of the students.  Declan, however, no longer looked at me like a foreign object.  His raised eyebrows and his cheery smile let me know that he thought I was a lunatic.

      Behlen rushed to the front of the room, blowing his whistle that would summon the goon squad.  I had one chance to prove that I was willing to see through my spur of the moment declaration.

      Hearing the boots of the punishers heading towards the room, I tackled Behlen to the ground and drove my teeth into his arm until he released the baton.  I quickly got to my feet and zapped the living hell out of him until he stopped moving.  With the first goon entering the room to figure out what was happening, I caught him off guard and threw the baton at his head.

      The baton hit him, causing his body to spasm and writhe.  It dazed him long enough for me to kick him into the other two guards who were trying to rush through the doorway.  All three of them fell into the hallway in a pile of black leather and wriggling arms.  I grabbed my baton and shocked all three of them before they could roll off each other.  Stomping on the flailing arms, I managed to secure all four batons.

      Behind me, the sound of hissing and flesh on flesh punching made me duck my head back into the classroom.  More than half of the class was biting and throwing each other into any available hard surface.  Simon ripped one of the bolted desks out of the floor and slammed it down on Behlen’s body.  I cringed slightly, feeling a tiny bit bad for Behlen, though that sentiment quickly faded when I heard one of the goon squad call for reinforcements.

      “Who wants to start some mayhem?”  I showed everyone the batons.

      Four vamps rushed to the front of the room and nodded to me.  I tossed them three of the batons and watched them pounce on the guards in the hallway.

      Once more, I looked to Declan, who was leaning back in his chair with his arms behind his head as if he was enjoying the show.  I smiled and pointed to the baton to assess his interest.

      He slowly shook his head.  It irked me that he was letting all that muscled goodness go to waste.

      Shrugging, I threw my arms into the air.  “We’ve had enough infighting.  It’s time to stop biting each other, and focus our efforts on those who truly deserve it.  Put aside your petty hatred and unleash your rage on those who work for or support the Mielcareks!”

      I was surprised to see how many vamps stopped pummeling each other to look at me.  I could see their brains working as they looked to their fighting partner, then to the new goons coming into the room.  The light flicked on inside their heads and suddenly everything made sense.  They hated the Mielcareks more than they hated the guy they were punching, with the exception of the Mielcarek loyalists in the room.

      Six more vamps rushed to confront the goons attempting to get order in the room, while three vamps cornered two loyalists.

      A smile spread across my face.  Maybe there were people willing to follow me straight out the door to freedom.

      “Everyone down on the ground, hands on the back of your head!”  Adriel’s voice cut my gleeful vision short.  His fist landed against my chin, but I recovered and kicked the side of his knee.  He snarled and punched the side of my head.  “Get her!”

      The fresh supply of goons jumped me and took me to the ground.  I struggled, but there were too many of them.  My head hit the floor and the last thing I remembered was 100 milliamps coursing through my body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up in solitary with the hangover to end all hangovers.  I hated stun batons.  It took forever for the feeling to return to my fingers and the ringing in my ears to stop.

      Having no idea how long I had been out, I closed my eyes and fought against my exhaustion and dizziness, which was nearly impossible.  After a few tries, my senses stretched beyond my cell walls, and I heard the blood of the purebreds racing and stomachs of the Bitten clench.  It was sunset, which meant I was out for a little less than a day, or more than two days.

      I gingerly touched my face and found exactly what I expected…dried blood.  It made it harder to wake up after a beating if we were injured too greatly.  Last year there was a vamp who was out cold for a week because Adriel had pummeled him into a bloody mess.

      Leaning against the cold metal wall, I sighed.  My mini rebellion had gone reasonably well, but it wasn’t enough to get my hopes up.  It was easy to get people to brawl and take their anger out on Adriel’s men; it was another to convince everyone to work towards the shared goal of escape.  While the vamps loved to cause trouble, most of them feared the very real consequence of dying for breaking multiple rules.  I needed to keep everyone motivated so that I didn’t lose momentum.

      Though some of the guys had shown potential, they were more interested in the violence of it all.  They were nothing more than goons themselves, which wasn’t a bad thing, but first, I had to recruit my upper echelon.  I needed people who would help me carry out my plans.

      The next hurdle would be Wesling’s wrath.  She was within her right to kill me for attempting to revive a fallen coven, but my punishment depended on whether she believed I could actually do it.  Wesling could deal with me herself or send me before the Mielcareks for judgement.  Either way, I had to prepare for a fight.

      I unconsciously rubbed the Sabourin insignia branded into my upper arm and traced the slash through it indicating that I was Covenless.  It was a mark of shame, but I felt no shame.  I used it as a reminder of who I was and who I was meant to be.

      Hearing the metal door creak open, I shook myself from my thoughts and saw the perfect eyes of the man I hated.

      “I wanted to see if you were awake yet.”  Kayden slipped into the room as it shut behind him.  He clicked on a small light and placed it on the ground between us.

      “What do you want?”  I wasn’t interested in what he had to say, but it would pass the time.

      He leaned forward and cleared his throat.  “I want in.”

      “Are you that inept at asking for sex?  You really don’t know how to seduce a woman.  I hope the bribe to get you in here wasn’t expensive, because you just wasted your time.”

      He shook his head and lowered his eyes.  “No, Ceyla.  I want to join your new coven.”

      Perplexed, I stared at him, waiting for him to laugh.  When he didn’t crack a smile, I leaned forward.  “Are you serious?  Let’s ignore the obvious problem of you being a Night Slave and focus on the reality of your life.  The second someone threatened you, seven guards came to rescue you.  You don’t have to fight your own battles because you’re the Headmistress’ earned boy.  Why would you want to leave that life?  You’re constantly given rewards.  Why would you want to join my coven?”

      He wet his lips and looked away from me.  “Why do you think I get special treatment?”

      “I’m going with the obvious answer that you’re screwing Wesling.  You’re hot enough to seduce anyone, even if you have no experience.”  I crossed my arms, waiting for him to admit that he was an ass kisser.

      He closed his eyes and swallowed harshly before looking up at me.  Tears formed in the corner of his wide eyes and his lower lip trembled.  I had never seen a more despondent man.

      My breath caught in my throat when I finally comprehended the fear on his face.  “You didn’t seduce anyone.  You’re her unwilling plaything.”

      He slowly nodded.  “I will do anything to escape with you.  Please.  You have to help me.”

      I wasn’t sure if I believed him.  Yes, I believed that he was Wesling’s toy, but I didn’t know how deeply his loyalties ran.  He could easily pretend to be sympathetic to my cause so that he could spy on me.

      I shook my head.  “Nope.  You’re on your own.”

      He pulled off his black tie and unbuttoned his shirt.

      Confused, I didn’t know what he was doing until he leaned forward to kiss me.

      “Wait.  What are you doing?”  I pushed him away and threw his tie at him.

      Looking up at me through his long lashes, he gulped.  “I will do anything you want, Ceyla.”

      A cold tremor ran through me.  He was offering to be my plaything in exchange for his freedom.

      I held my hand up to stop him.  “Kayden, I don’t want sexual favors.  I want loyalty.  The Headmistress will do anything to stop a rebellion, so I need people who won’t submit when things get hard.  Once we’re free, everyone can go their separate ways, but inside these walls, we need to have each other’s backs no matter what.”

      Kayden retied his tie and glanced at the door.  “My loyalty belongs to anyone who can help me.  I understand your reluctance, Ceyla, and I know how much you despise my kind.  Just know that I can’t take much more of this.”

      I thought about his fight in the blood room.  “What were you trying to prove with Isabella?  Were you testing Wesling’s willingness to protect you?”

      He shook his head as his haunted eyes silently pleaded with me.  “I was trying to die.”

      Stunned, I sat with my mouth open, contemplating his situation.  Here I thought he had it easy, yet he was actively trying to end his life.  Unsure of what to do, I stared at him until he nodded and stood up.  He knocked on the door and quietly slipped out of the cell.

      In the darkness, I thought about everything he had said and couldn’t say.  I imagined what Welsing was doing to him that would make him suicidal.  I despised this place, yet I wasn’t ready to give up my life even though I had no future ahead of me.

      I thought about the blank look on Kayden’s face when Isabella was threatening him.  Was he praying for a quick death or was he so happy to escape that he didn’t care what happened to him?

      My breath caught in my throat when I realized that Adriel had stolen away Kayden’s decision to die and forced him to keep on living.  Wesling was controlling Kayden’s life and death to the point where his life was literally not his own.

      I felt terrible for Kayden and sympathized with his plight, but I didn’t know if I could trust him.
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      Over the next few hours, I thought about Kayden’s words and wondered who else was desperate enough to wage a war against Wesling.  I knew how to get revenge on her, but without the right people, it would be the shortest rebellion in history.

      The door swung open again, but this time there was no handsome face to greet me.  Instead, Adriel’s fist hit my face, breaking my nose.  “I don’t think you will be reviving any covens today, Ceyla.”

      He dragged me from my cell and cuffed me.

      Paraded through the hallways during the change of class to ensure that everyone saw me beaten and chained, Adriel made a good show of slapping me and humiliating me.  Whereas most in my position would cry or beg for mercy, I started laughing.  Not the kind of laughter that made others join in, but the kind that made others nervous and move away from you in public.

      Every time he hit me, I shouted random phrases to prove that I hadn’t been broken.  “We will not be forgotten.”  “The Mielcarek will remember our names.”  “Do not lose hope for our destiny is in our hands.”  I didn’t actually believe anything I was saying, but it didn’t matter.  Everyone else needed to believe that I was rebelling against the Mielcareks.

      Normally, everyone stepped out of Adriel’s way and averted their eyes when a student was dragged through the hallway, but this time, I had everyone’s attention and not just because of the blood dripping from my nose.  Some vamps laughed at my misfortune and some clearly thought that I had lost my mind, but a few were genuinely curious to see what I would do.

      Adriel, too, noticed the looks of intrigue.  “This traitor will be silenced along with any who follow her.  Get to your classes.”

      Laughing maniacally, I shouted, “One can be silenced, but many can roar loud enough to shake the foundation of this very building.  Do not let them take away your voice!”

      Adriel grumbled and tossed me on my face in front of Wesling’s desk.  Rolling onto my back, I spat out the blood pooling in my throat from my broken nose.

      “Ceyla, as requested, Headmistress.”  Adriel looked exasperated, which made me smile.

      Getting to my feet, I stood up to see Wesling sitting with her hands folded.  Her expression was unreadable, which worried me.  I wasn’t sure if the decision to end my life had been made or if she was still debating her options.

      She cleared her throat and sat forward.  “The Sabourin Coven is dead, Ceyla.  There will be no more talk about resurrecting it.  This charade ends now.”  The crinkles in the corners of her mouth were deeper than I’d ever seen them.  She was definitely pissed, but my head wasn’t on the chopping block yet.

      “You didn’t give me much choice when you decided to keep me indefinitely.  What did you expect me to do?  Did you believe I would think of all the ways I should strive to please you?”  I tried my best not to laugh at the thought of submitting to her.

      Wesling sighed.  “I suppose my decision was rash.  Taking away your hope of leaving has invigorated you.  I thought you would rebel for a while, until you settled into hopelessness, but honestly, I’m grateful for this turn of events.  I like a challenge, Ceyla.  Keeping everyone in this school under control is my job, but quelling rebellions looks good in the eyes of the coven.  If you are foolish enough to continue this ridiculous pursuit, it will lead to your destruction.  I will gladly remove your head if needed, but I’m hoping you will choose a different path.”

      Confused, I frowned at her.  I had expected a full on battle, but she was giving me a warning and enough leeway to put my own head on the chopping block.  I wasn’t sure how to feel about her unwillingness to fight me.

      I silently nodded and wiped my nose with the sleeve of my blazer.  Adriel stepped forward to grab my arm, but Wesling held up her hand to stop him.  She smiled at me and motioned to the door.  It appeared that I was free to go.

      I turned around and walked into the hallway.  Twirling the ends of my hair, I thought about my options now that Wesling had bowed out of the fight.  Should I rabble rouse or slink back to my bunk and wait out my days?

      Feeling a hand on my elbow, my heart sank when I thought that Wesling had changed her mind and sent Adriel to fetch me.  I looked up to see Landon step into my side and push me into one of the men’s dorm rooms.

      “Get off.”  I dug my elbow into his side, but he didn’t stop until we were in the middle of the room.

      “What’s wrong with you?  Why can’t you stay out of trouble?”  He hissed as he let go of my arm and started pacing between the row of bunks.

      Disturbed by his sudden concern for me, I flipped him off and turned to leave, but his massive chest was in my way before I could move.

      “Leave me alone, Landon.  I’m still not sleeping with you.”  I shoved him hard enough that he rocked back on his heels.

      He moved one step backwards and gently placed his hand on my arm.  “Wait, please listen to me.”

      Hearing one of the toughest guys I’d ever met say the word please made me curious.  “Talk fast.”

      He glanced around to make sure we were alone and leaned closer.  “It’s not safe here for you anymore.”

      Blinking, I wet my lips and frowned.  “No shit, Landon.  Did you just figure this out?”

      He shook his head.  “You don’t understand, Ceyla.  Wesling is furious and damned near unhinged.  Don’t let that polite act she uses fool you.  She is smart and vicious.  I don’t know what she said to you in there, but don’t believe any of it.  You’re in real danger.”

      I laughed at his warning.  “If you believe that scaring me will somehow grant you access to my panties, you’re delusional.”

      I waved my hand to dismiss his ridiculous lies and headed out the door.  Was he kidding?  He certainly wasn’t the first person to offer me protection only to screw me and walk away.  I’d learned many a hard lesson when it came to men tricking me into believing that they had all the answers.  Yes, I was pretty and yes, I was damaged.  Apparently, it made me even more attractive to a certain kind of guy.  Well, no more.  I wasn’t falling for anyone’s bullshit about being my savior.  No one was capable of whisking me off to a safe place where the covens could never find me.  The only place they took me was to the nearest dark corner or bathroom where they would tell me how wonderful and amazing I was before they got off and walked away forever.

      Snickering at my own stupidity, I went to the blood room to appease the cramps in my stomach to quell the rising pain of loneliness and humiliation.
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      Sequestered in my corner, I sipped on my blood bag and tried to relax but my eyes kept scanning the room.  Nothing unusual was happening, but the hair on my arms was standing up.  Something was off.  The air was thick as if a fight was about to start, yet no one was squabbling.  Taking a closer look, I noticed that a number of people were sitting on the edge of their benches and glancing around the room.  A few people snuck a peak at me and quickly looked away when I caught them.

      I set my blood bag down on the table and stood up.  “If we’re really going to do this let’s not play games.  I have better things to do.”

      Three different tables flew into the air and crashed into mine.  I ducked under my broken table and ripped free a piece of the metal leg.  I slammed the metal shard through Ferko’s foot as he reached under the table to grab me.  He fell to the ground next to me and I threw my elbow into his nose, nullifying one of the Mielcarek’s loyalists.

      “Someone kill her!”  Ferko howled in pain, but I didn’t have time to care about him as two vamps lifted me off my feet by my shirt and blazer.

      Gazsi and Xenon threw me across the room and ran to pick me up again as I skidded across the floor.

      Throwing out my arms to stop myself, I lifted my legs and slammed the heels of my feet into their kneecaps.  They both growled and slumped to the ground.  Sitting up, I extended my fangs and tore into Gazsi’s arm while clawing Xenon’s neck.

      “Bitch.”  Gazsi grabbed his arm to stop the bleeding.

      “Hey, you attacked me, asshole.”  I kneed him in the face and turned to kick Xenon in the balls.

      Xenon thought about getting up, but decided it wasn’t worth his time to keep fighting.

      An angry yell behind me drew my attention to Silas, who was charging straight at me.  With nowhere to go, I braced myself as his shoulder knocked the air out of me.  I felt my body lifted into the air and thrown down on top of a table.

      I heard Silas’ laugh long before my eyes focused on his snarling face hovering over me.

      “I’m going to enjoy drinking Sabourin blood.”  He hissed through his teeth and slowly opened his mouth to release his fangs.

      Pinned down by his body, I had nowhere to go.  I looked to my left and found Declan passively watching the fight as if none of this concerned him.  Glaring at him, I let out a battle cry and punched Silas in the side of the throat.  When he gasped, I dug my fangs into his throat and twisted my head to rip away a chunk of his flesh.

      He gasped and slid off me until his ass hit the ground.

      I sat up on the table to catch my breath until I saw three more vamps ready to jump into the fight.

      Standing on the bench, I raised my arms.  “Stop kissing the asses of the Mielcareks!  They don’t care about you.  All they care about is power and control.  Each of you is here because you didn’t follow their orders.  Your own people are punishing you, yet you still fight for them.  Let me clue you into the biggest lie.  There is no freedom for us.  Even if the coven allows you to return, they will continue to use you without any concern for what you want.  The Mielcareks treat you like servants, bending you to their will.  Why would you want to return to them?  Why don’t you want more for yourself?  Join me and you’ll receive your fresh start.”

      When no one cheered, I reassessed the general mood of the room.  Gulping, I realized quickly that no one was looking at my face, but at my torn shirt and blazer.  My black bra and pale stomach were on display for the sex-starved men.

      I pulled what was left of my blazer around my chest to cover myself, but a number of guys had taken a step closer, their eyes still on my boobs.

      Fighting a few guys was manageable, but I wouldn’t survive if they all joined forces against me.

      I calculated how fast I needed to reach the hallway before someone grabbed me and took a deep breath.  Leaping to the next table, I kicked the first vamp who grabbed my leg.  I dodged two more sets of arms and scrambled to reach the next table.

      The braver men who were more interested in fulfilling their sick desires pursued me across the room, pushing vamps and tables out of their way to get to me.

      I was still far enough away from the hallway to be in serious trouble, so I searched the room for allies, but came up short.

      Noticeably missing were the teachers who stood guard at the doors.  Apparently, Landon had been right to warn me, though even he couldn’t have anticipated my worsening problems.

      I leapt across two more tables until Silas cut off my retreat.

      “She dies!”  He threw out his hand to stop the horde of lust-filled vamps, claiming me as his own.  Few were crazy enough to defy the psychopath, so the vamps stopped dead in their tracks.

      I stared at the blood trickling from his wound.  A simple bite wouldn’t be enough to stop Silas for long.  If I wanted to incapacitate him, I needed a weapon.

      Crouching down, I wracked my brain for some way out of this.

      Silas’ hand came at my throat, but I never felt him touch me.  Behind Silas, I heard a deep snarl and watched as Silas sailed through the air and landed at the far end of the room.

      Looking to where Silas had stood, I found Landon with his hand extended to me.  “He won’t stay down for long, Ceyla.  Hurry.”

      The fear on Landon’s face matched the fear I felt in my chest.  We’d both be in danger once Silas recovered.

      Knowing what I was ultimately agreeing to, I took Landon’s hand and ran to the hallway with him.  I followed him through the school and down the stairs to the punishment room.  I rushed into the room and heard the door slam behind me.  Landon quickly slid one of the metal tables in front of the door and barricaded us inside.

      It was a temporary solution to hide until everyone calmed down, but it wouldn’t deter Adriel for long, once he decided to step in.  At least I wouldn’t have to go too far for my punishment.

      Panting, I looked up at Landon and waited for him to turn around to face me.  I swallowed harshly and stared numbly at the ground.  My shaking hands went to the remnants of my shirt and blazer.  Slipping out of them, I dropped them to the ground.  I bit my lip and tried to keep the tears from forming in my eyes.

      “What are you doing?”  He took a step closer and waved to the pile of clothes.

      “I accepted your help, which means I owe you payment.  I understand the rules.  I know what you want.”  My pulse sped up, which he would easily hear.  I prayed that it didn’t send him into a frenzy of hunger and lust.

      “Ceyla, look at me.”  He lifted my chin with one finger until I met his dark eyes.

      “How do you want me?”  I couldn’t keep the fear and anger out of my voice.  I was pissed that I had accepted his help, but I didn’t have any other choice.

      “Stop this.”  He took a step back and crossed his arms.  “I didn’t help you in exchange for sex, despite what I may have said in the past.  I’m not going to hurt you and I don’t want anything from you.”

      I thought about all the times he had clearly stated his intentions.  “You didn’t help me because it was the right thing to do.  So, why risk your life for me?”

      He let out a breath.  “I helped you because Silas would have killed you.  I do want to be with you, Ceyla, more than you know, but not for the reasons you think.”  He slowly unbuttoned his white shirt and shrugged off his blazer.  He exposed his muscled chest to me and turned to show me his shoulder.

      My mouth fell open when I found the mark of the Sabourin Coven burned into his arm.  It had been slashed through, just like mine, but unlike my arm, his bore the crest of the Mielcarek below it.  The bastard had disavowed the Sabourin Coven to join the Mielcareks.  Though I knew he belonged to their coven, I had no idea that he had once been a Sabourin.

      “Traitor.”  I hissed and turned my back on him.

      He spun me around to face him.  “You need to listen.  I have always been loyal to the Sabourin Coven.  My father served your family for generations.”

      I shook my head, refusing to believe him.  This was just another attempt to manipulate me.  “You’re just like every other man who promised to help me.  I commend your creativity, but your lies won’t work on me.”  I stepped around him to pull the table away.  At least I knew what kind of people were waiting for me on the other side of the door.  I couldn’t stand to listen to any more liars.

      Landon lightly touched the back of my hand and pulled me around.  “I was young when the Mielcareks destroyed my family.  Their soldiers captured my father and wounded my mother and me, leaving us to die.  I swore to my mother that I would find my father and release him from the Mielcareks, but by the time I found him he was dead.”  He placed my hand over the gruesome scar on his chest.  Someone had tried to stake him with a large piece of wood, but had missed his heart.

      I frowned.  “If you wanted revenge against the Mielcareks, why join them?”

      “After my father’s death, I was directionless and alone in the world.  When word came that you had survived, I felt a renewed sense of purpose.  You became my reason for living.  I join the Mielcareks to protect you, Ceyla.”  The pain in his voice and the hopeful look in his eyes made my stomach clench.  Though I couldn’t detect a lie in his statement, I couldn’t let myself believe that I had an ally on my side without proof.

      I shook my head and pulled away from him.  “How can I believe you if you’re part of the Mielcarek Coven?”

      “Ceyla, I disavowed my coven and pretended to serve my enemy so that I could fight them from within, but I never offered them my wrist.”  He showed me his unbitten wrist as proof that he hadn’t pledged his life to the coven leaders.  “I found out that the Mielcareks were searching for you.  They were planning to capture and convert all the surviving members of the fallen covens.  Their power would grow and any thoughts of reviving the old covens would be gone.  There would be no one left to oppose them.”

      I dropped to the floor when I heard that the Mielcareks wanted to convert me.  After years of wondering why I was still alive, everything became clear.  I wasn’t unlucky; I was cursed.  I was innocent of my supposed crimes, but I’d never been sure why they believed I was responsible for the riot.  Hearing that they planned to force me to become a Mielcarek, I clenched my fists.  The heir to the Sabourin coven bowing to them and pledging allegiance to them would make for a grand show of power.

      “I will never bow to them.”  I growled and jumped up from the floor to pace.

      “Ceyla, you aren’t meant to bow to anyone.  That’s why I’m here.”  He tried to put his hand on my shoulder, but I shrugged it away.  He stepped in front of me and stopped me from pacing.  “The coven wants you alive, but you’re still in danger.  Wesling is crazy and sometimes goes too far in punishing the students.  The coven sent you here believing that Wesling could break you and make you submit, but the coven fears that Wesling will go too far and accidentally kill you.  I stepped forward to be the coven’s spy so that I could keep an eye on Wesling and make sure you survived the conversion.  The Mielcareks don’t know my true reason for being here.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?”  I was furious that he had kept the truth from me and let me believe I was fighting alone.

      “I’m no one special, Ceyla, and I never felt worthy to be in service to you, so I helped you from the shadows.”  He stepped forward to take my hand.  “When you stood up to proclaim you were reforming the Sabourin Coven, I knew I had to help you reclaim your birthright.”  He knelt down and extended his wrist to me.  “If you believe me unworthy, I swear I will spend every day trying to prove myself to you.”

      The gesture sent a chill through me.  He was offering to put his life in my hands so that he could serve me and the Sabourin Coven, just as his parents would have done.  My heart thawed when I saw his eyes soften and a smile spread across his handsome face.  I let my defenses fall enough to believe everything he said.

      Pushing his arm away, I shook my head.  “I’m no leader, Landon.  Yes, I’m angry and want to fight the Mielcareks, but I have no plan and no one believes in me enough to join me.  Pledging yourself to me will only get you killed.”

      He sighed and lowered his arm.  “If you won’t accept my pledge, then I offer myself to you.”  He tilted his head and offered me his neck.

      Staring at his jugular, I couldn’t believe that he was offering himself to me.  If I bit him and accepted his offered blood, it meant that I was claiming him as my lover.

      “Are you sure you want this, Landon?  If the Mielcareks realize they can’t convert me and decide to kill me, they’ll burn you alive.  There will be no second chance for you.  Furthermore, if I claim you, no other female will have you.  Do you understand what you’re doing?”  Looking at his expectant face, I tried to figure out why he would want to be my lover and all the complications it brought.

      When he looked up at me, I saw a tear forming in the corner of his eye.  I had never seen Landon express any real emotion during the time I’d known him.  I crumbled completely when I saw this hard man look at me with such devotion in his eyes.

      “While I believe that you are strong enough to revive our coven, I’m offering you my neck because I’ve fallen in love with you, Ceyla.  My little Pixie is the toughest, bravest, craziest woman I have ever met and I can’t imagine living my life without her.”  His sincere smile made me blush.

      I laughed at the nickname and punched his shoulder.  “Why were you trying to barter with me for sex?”

      He chuckled.  “I had to get your attention somehow.  I couldn’t show you my affection; otherwise, Wesling would see through my ruse.  She figured out a while ago that I was spying for the coven since I’m not the first assigned to the task.”

      I stepped closer and ran my hand down his throat.  Landon had always acted like a dick, but thinking back, he had protected me more often than I realized.  Knowing what he had risked to help me, I felt humbled by his sacrifices.  I couldn’t ignore my attraction towards him, even during the times I wanted to punch him.  Seeing the real Landon kneeling before me, placing his trust in me and offering me his life, I couldn’t deny him.

      Gripping his chin, I stretched his neck even farther.  “I thank you for your devotion to me and my family over the years.  I promise to do what I can to end the reign of the Mielcareks and restore our coven.”  I leaned down and licked up the vein protruding from his neck.  I felt him shiver in anticipation as he let out a small groan.  “I accept you, Landon, into my life.”

      “I am in your service, Ceyla Sabourin.”  His voice was breathy and uneven, which made my pulse race.

      I sank my fangs deeply into his flesh and welcomed the sweet taste of his blood on my tongue.  I nicked his collarbone to claim him and drank enough to complete the ritual though my stomach craved more.  I released him and unbuttoned my torn skirt.  His eyes watched it fall to the floor before slowly taking in the sight of my body.

      Running my claws down his cheek, he hissed.  “Are you ready for me, Landon?”

      With one nod, his pent up desire was unleashed.  He quickly stripped the panties from my body and gripped the backs of my thighs as he stood, lifting me in one swift motion.  His tongue licked across my lip as a sign of submission and a pledge to fulfill my needs.

      He placed me on the metal table and spread my thighs wide as he released himself from his black trousers.  Thrilled to see his enormous cock ready for me, I leaned back and closed my eyes so that I could fully enjoy his hard body sliding into me.  Groaning, I held onto the table to keep from falling apart while he rode me fast and hard.

      I’d never been with anyone who cared about my needs and wants, so I was surprised when I felt him shift my bra and take my nipple into his mouth.  I nearly lost control, but I bit my lip and clung to the back of his head.

      His hips found the perfect rhythm to set my body on fire.  When I felt Landon lift me off the table, my eyes flew open in surprise.  His hands held me in place as he drove in and out of me.  Holding onto his broad shoulders, I stared into his eyes.  I’d never experienced anything as intimate or fulfilling as his possessive eyes watching me shake from the intense pleasure building deep inside me.  I came so hard that I accidentally dug my claws into his back.

      He shuddered and shook before throwing back his head and letting out a deep growl.  He smiled as he carefully put me on the ground.  “I swear that I will worship you properly when we have more time to ourselves.  I know I can do better next time.”

      Laughing, I placed a kiss on his chest.  “I don’t think I would be able to walk again if you worshipped me more fully than that.”

      He chuckled and kissed the back of my hand.  “I’m happy to hear that I pleased you.”

      My smile faded when I remembered the trouble I was in.  “Landon, I don’t want you to tell anyone about us.  You were obviously right about Wesling putting pressure on me by offering rewards to anyone willing to attack me.  Adriel and his men were nowhere in sight during the fight.  If Wesling thinks that she can break me, she’ll come at me from every possible angle.  I need you to stay in the shadows so that you can continue to spy on her.  You have to find out what she’s planning.”

      Frowning, he ran his hand down my neck.  “I want the world to know that I belong to you, but if you want us to continue as we were before I will oblige.”

      “Good.  I need to gain more supporters while we figure out how to escape.”  I traced the scar on his chest.  “We are in this together, Landon.  You’re not alone anymore.”

      “Neither are you, Ceyla.”  He kissed my forehead and smiled at me.  “Now, you need to knock me out.”
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      “You have one last chance to open this door and come along peacefully.”  Adriel’s muted voice threatened me through the thick door.

      Something heavy banged against the door again, rattling the hinges.  One more hit and the door would give way.

      Landon, naked and passed out on the floor, was covered in his own blood from the various claw and bite marks from our supposed fight.  I too was covered in wounds so that no one questioned Landon’s loyalties.  My ripped clothing was sort of in place, though much of me was still exposed.

      The door finally gave way and landed in front of my feet.  I crouched down, prepared to fight Adriel’s goons, though I wasn’t given the chance.  Three stun batons hit me at the same time, sending me into shock.  Thankfully, I didn’t lose consciousness, but I was unable to move.

      Adriel’s face appeared above mine.  “Wesling wants to talk to you.”  His sneering smile concerned me, but I clung to the truth that the Mielcareks didn’t want me dead.

      Paraded down the hallway once more, I noticed more eyes watching me than before.  I was positive I was seeing things in my daze, but I thought I saw a few looks of respect, or perhaps fear, on some of the student’s faces.  I wondered if my battle with Silas had convinced a few more people that I wasn’t going to submit to Wesling.

      My body fell into Wesling’s guest chair as Adriel stepped away.

      Wesling stood behind her desk and smiled at me.  “You’ve had an interesting day.  I’m not sure what prompted you to attack my students, but this act of brutality will not go unpunished.  I can’t have you threatening the students whenever you lose your temper.  Poor Silas is in the infirmary after your little stunt.  Now, I hear that Landon is unconscious because he tried to show you a good time.  Where will your reign of terror end?”

      I tried to move my lips to reply, but I couldn’t feel them.

      Adriel cleared this throat.  “Headmistress, if I may.  Ceyla injured a few of my men when we pulled her out of her hiding place.  That alone should earn her an extra punishment.”  The liar sounded almost giddy as he spoke, which urged me to fight through the numbness to speak.

      “You think…you have…me beaten.  Yet…the students saw…they know.  I won.”  I tried to laugh, but the sound came out strangled and distorted, which sounded even creepier than I’d hoped.

      Wesling’s fake smile faded away, leaving a sinister sneer in its wake.  “Defeating Silas will feel like a hollow victory once the pain starts.  Send her back to the punishment room.  I want to hear her screams from across the school.  Skip the usual methods and go straight to the wood.”

      If I could widen my eyes, I would have.  Wesling was past brute force and on to the deadly tortures.

      Dragged back down the hallway, I was strapped to a metal table, bracing for the worst torture I would likely ever feel.  I finally understood why the Mielcareks had spies watching over Wesling.  Torturing vampires with wood was a risky endeavor.  Wooden slivers were driven into the area around the heart to weaken the body, while the fear of the wood piercing the heart tortured the mind.  Some vamps had gone mad from the possibility of a slow death, never recovering from the experience.

      Adriel stood over me and poked my arm with a metal spike.  When I recoiled from the pain, he smiled.  “Good.  You have feeling back in your body.  Normally, I would gag you because the screams become tedious, but Wesling wants to hear your shrieks.”

      I winked at him.  “You know, I could use a good torturer in my new coven.  Interested?”

      For a split second, he appeared to consider my offer.  With a quick headshake, he dismissed his thoughts and picked up the metal tray to dangle one of the shards for me to see.  “This is going to hurt like hell.”

      He tapped my chest and felt around for my heartbeat.  Once he was satisfied, he slowly moved the shard over my chest with his gloved hand.  Seeing the shard so close to me, I tried to squirm away, but I was bound too tightly.  Adriel was good at his job, but even he made mistakes.

      My body shook uncontrollably when my adrenaline spiked, causing the table to rattle.

      “Easy now.  If you move too much, I can’t guarantee that you’ll survive.”  His grin made me wonder if he actually wanted to kill me or if it was just for show.

      “Just imagine what the Mielcareks will do to you if I die.  Me, I’ll be gone, but you’ll have to deal with the repercussions.  Killing the heir to the Sabourin Coven would certainly cost you dearly.  Do you think they’ll strap you to this table and shove wood into your chest, or do you think they’ll go right for your head and kill you instantly?  If I were you, I would be very, very careful, Adriel.”  I smiled as I tried to slow my breathing and control my fear.

      “Shut up, little one.”  Adriel’s hand shook slightly as his eyes darted to my face.

      “All you have to do is nick the smallest edge and I will be reduced to dust.  How will you explain that to Wesling?  How long do you think you can hide my death?  If the Mielcarek’s were smart, they would have someone loyal to them close by who can carry out their orders.  How much time would you have to run before the Mielcareks hunted you down?  I almost pity you, Adriel.  I certainly wouldn’t want your job right now.”  I could practically hear his internal thoughts processing my questions.

      “Shut up!”  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stared unblinkingly at my chest.

      “One slip and we both die, Adriel.”

      His eyes darted back to mine and he let out a breath.  He finally closed his eyes and swung his arm at the tray, spilling the wood onto the floor.  “This isn’t over.  You stay here and I will be back with new orders.  I don’t care what Wesling says, I’m removing your tongue.”  He stormed out of the room, granting me a short reprieve.

      Looking around, I tried to figure out how to get free of the bonds.  Pulling and tugging at my arms, legs and chest, I cursed Adriel’s efficiency.  I stilled when I heard the door open and swore to myself.

      The bluest eyes that I couldn’t properly name peered in at me.  Kayden silently slid into the room and began loosening my bindings.  “We need to go.  I don’t know how you managed to send Adriel running from this room, but I’m grateful for it.  Adriel and his men will be busy for a while, but I’m afraid he’ll send someone back to check on you.”

      Sitting up, I rubbed my sore wrists.  “Where’s Adriel?”

      “Putting out a fire in Wesling’s office.  She really shouldn’t keep a tea warmer in there.”  He shrugged innocently as he helped me off the table.

      He tried to pull me out of the room, but I stopped him.  “Why are you helping me?”  While I was happy to be free, I needed to know if I now owed Kayden for his assistance.

      He bit his lip.  “I wasn’t always a coward, Ceyla.  I once held power and sway over anyone I met.  Being turned into a vampire took all that away.  Since then, I’ve been forced into subjugation.  Seeing you rebel against Wesling has inspired me to take control of my life.  Even if you hate me, I can’t stand by and watch you be destroyed.”

      Humbled by his words, I put my hand on his shoulder.  “I was wrong about you, Kayden.  I’m sorry.”

      He nodded and went to the door to see if the hallway was free.  Stepping outside the door, he motioned for me to follow.  Instead of heading towards the dorms, he turned right towards the maintenance area.  I ducked under the low hanging pipes and scooted inside the laundry room.

      I realized too late that Kayden might be leading me to my doom, though I figured that killing me while strapped down would have been easier than taking me into a dark room to kill me.

      Kayden picked up a folded school uniform and tossed it to me.  “I’m sure you’re tired of being half naked.”

      Grinning, I nodded and removed my torn clothes.  He turned his back to give me some privacy.

      “You know what will happen if they find out you helped me, right?”

      He sighed.  “You have no idea what it’s like to be a Bitten.  You call me a Night Slave, but have you ever stopped to consider what that means?  I am bound to the night, bound to the taste of blood and a lesser creature in the eyes of the purebred.  I never asked for this life, unlike those who courted death and begged to be immortal.  For the first time since becoming a vampire, my fate is my own.  If I die doing what I believe is right, then I accept it.”

      Though I had never been friends with a Bitten, I saw how they were mistreated.  “I’m sorry that you were turned against your will.  The choice should have been yours.  I can’t begin to understand what you go through on a daily basis, but are you sure you’re ready to accept the consequences of helping me?”

      The sorrow in his eyes disappeared and was replaced with a rage unlike anything I had ever seen.  He shrugged off his blazer and pulled at the buttons on his shirt.  Freeing himself, he slowly turned so that I could see his entire chest and back.  What I saw made my stomach churn.  Bite marks, burns, scars and welts covered most of his upper body.  Bitten vampires healed slower than purebreds but they still healed.  The damage inflicted upon him must have happened within the last day, which meant that he was constantly tortured.

      Without thinking, I reached out to touch a bite mark on his stomach but he recoiled from me.  “Who did this to you?”

      He looked down at the marks and frowned.  “Wesling likes to bite me as a reminder that she can do as she wishes to me.  Adriel takes out his frustrations on me all the time.  When he has a bad day, he likes to whip me.  The rest of the bruises are from being hit in the hallway, beaten in the showers or after lights out.  The Bitten are constantly tormented.”

      I had no idea that he’d suffered this kind of abuse daily.  I felt guilty for calling him and the others names.  Who was I to talk down to anyone?

      “Kayden, I swear that I will never call you a Night Slave again.  I’m sorry that I was too self-absorbed not to understand your plight sooner.  Though the covens treat the Bitten as lesser beings, it doesn’t make it right.  No one should have to suffer as you have.”  I offered him my hand as a way of apologizing.

      He stared at my hand for a long moment before slowly reaching to touch my fingers.  “Thank you, Ceyla.  I’m sorry for the things I’ve said to you.  I’m also sorry for asking to be part of your coven.  It wasn’t within my right to do so.”

      I took his hand in mine.  “I told you that I wanted loyalty, yet I wasn’t willing to pledge my loyalty to you in return.  I saw you as a thing instead of a person.  If I want to revive my coven, I need to be better than the Mielcareks, better than my parents were.”  Seeing the wounds on his body made me realize that covens needed to care for their people, not abuse them to achieve their goals.

      His eyes lit up as I spoke.  “Does this mean that you’ve changed your opinion of the Bitten?”

      I slowly nodded.  “Yes, though it might make it more difficult to convince the purebreds to join my suicide mission.”

      He smiled and squeezed my hand.  “Having the support of the Bitten is a powerful thing.  None of the covens have ever understood our value beyond being their slave labor.  If you are truly willing to accept us into the fold, we will be loyal until our deaths.”

      I stepped closer and put my hand on his smooth cheek.  He sighed and pressed his face into my palm.  “I promise to do what I can to help you and the others, though I can barely get through the day without being beaten myself.”

      He turned his head and kissed my palm.  “I would fall upon my knees and swear my loyalty just to know that you cared about me.”

      My knees were weak as I looked at his expectant face.  It was then that I realized what he was trying to tell me.  “You were never human; you were an incubus before you were turned.  That’s why I can’t stop thinking about you and why I can’t name the color blue of your eyes.  You entrance me whenever I look at you.  No wonder Wesling can’t get enough of you.”

      He smiled and ran his fingers along my jaw.  “I can entrance you?”

      I smacked his hand away.  “Not enough to fall into your lap.”

      His smile fell.  “Sorry.  I shouldn’t have said that.  Old habits are hard to break.  While I am still attractive and can capture the attention of others, I can’t persuade them to do what I want and I can’t derive power from sex.  The one who turned me did it as a punishment for seducing his wife, but after his death, I was given to Wesling.  She doesn’t fully believe that I’ve lost my abilities, so she punishes me if I enjoy any sexual act or sensual touch.”

      I knew Wesling was cruel, but seeing the result of her cruelty was too much to take.  “If you’re serious about pledging your loyalty to me, I accept it freely without asking for anything in return.”

      His eyes lit up and his lips parted.  Without a word, he sank to his knees and offered me his wrist.  “I swear my life and loyalty to you, Ceyla Sabourin.”

      Licking his flesh, I drove my fangs deep enough to hit the bone and make my mark.  Though I had witnessed many pledging ceremonies, I had never accepted the loyalty of anyone.  I knew I would feel something when I drank Kayden’s blood, but I wasn’t expecting the rush of power that surged through me.

      Kayden shivered when I released his wrist.  He gently took my offered wrist and placed his lips against my pulsing vein.  Licking across my skin, he sent chills through me.  He nicked my vein with his fang and slowly drank my blood.  Feeling his mouth and tongue on my skin sent waves of heat through my thighs.  I had never wanted anyone more than I wanted Kayden.

      “You are now part of the Sabourin Coven.”  My voice was raspy as I stared down at his beautiful face.  “I swear that we will make Wesling pay for what she has done to you.”

      He opened his eyes and smiled.  I saw a twinkle of power that hadn’t been there before.  I wanted to claim him just as I had Landon, but I didn’t want him to fear that I was using him for his body.

      Turning his head, he exposed his neck to me.  “Claim me as your own so I never have to return to her and I swear to love you forever.”  Pausing, he glanced at me from the corner of his eye.  “Even if you don’t claim me, I will always love you.”

      I frowned and looked away.  “I have already claimed Landon.  Besides, you shouldn’t want to be sexually beholden to yet another person.”

      His eyes trailed down my body and his wicked smirk made my nipples tighten.  “If I never left your bed, I would be more than fulfilled for the rest of my life.”

      Desire swept through me, making it difficult to say no to him, though I held firm.  “I thought my tits were too small.”

      Chuckling, he ripped open my new shirt and used his claws to shred my bra.  His mouth claimed my right breast, while his fingers grazed my other nipple.  “No one believes you have small tits, my love, not even Silas.  As for Landon, I will need to sleep at some point, so he can take over once I’m exhausted from pleasing you.”

      Unable to contain my desire, I grabbed his chin and forced him to look at me.  “All kidding aside, Kayden, I want you more than I can express, but I need to know that you’re serious.”

      Staring into my eyes, he slowly licked his lips.  “Please, Ceyla, make me whole again.”

      Hearing his plea made my teeth ache and my heart soar.  I drove my fangs into his neck and once more tasted his sweet blood.

      Kayden groaned and whimpered as his body trembled beneath my mouth.  Licking up the side of his throat, I whispered, “Lay down on your back.”

      Complying with my command, there was a small spark of fear in his eyes as he went to the ground.  I smiled to put him at ease as I removed my newly torn clothing.  “You said that you were punished for feeling pleasure.  I swear that I will never hurt you, unless you want me to.”  I went to my knees and freed him from his trousers.  Swirling my tongue around the tip of his cock, I watched his expression to see if he was allowing himself to enjoy my mouth on him.  “Tell me how that feels.”

      His mouth fell open and he had trouble controlling his breathing.  “Glorious.”

      I repeated the motion, but this time, I caressed his balls.  “How does that feel?”

      He gulped and had trouble forming words.  “Miraculous.  No one has touched me like that in years.”

      Crawling up his body, I slowly took his hard length into my body.  I watched his eyes flutter and his mouth go slack as he groaned.  “If you pass out on me, I can’t unleash the desire buried deep inside you.”

      “I’m simply memorizing the way your slick body feels on mine.”  He chuckled.  “Every time you smile at me, it melts away the pain a little more.”  He quickly sat up and gripped my hips tightly.  “Let me show you the passion you have awakened in me.”

      His hips surged forward, driving his cock deep inside me.  His lips trailed over my collarbone, my neck and my ear before capturing my mouth and kissing me deeply.

      I accidentally dug my claws into his upper back to ground myself as my body quickly ignited into a storm of sensations that overwhelmed all my thoughts.

      He tensed up and moaned loudly.  My incoherent thoughts suddenly focused on something I’d heard about incubi.  “Incubi like pain during sex despite their love of taking women in their sleep, right?  That’s why Wesling bit you so much.  She wanted to punish you.”

      He nodded.  “You’d be amazed by how many women enjoy sleep sex and act out their darkest fantasies.”

      I clenched my core around his cock and pulled the hair at the back of his head.  He groaned so deeply, I nearly came.  I lightly dragged the point of my fang over his upper chest, eliciting gasps of ecstasy that fueled my own rising pleasure.

      Feeling Kayden about to climax, I drove my fangs into his neck.  He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close as his shaft thrust into me faster and harder, throwing me over the edge.  He yelled so loudly that I was afraid someone would find us.

      He looked into my eyes and kissed the tip of my nose.  “I don’t know how, but you taught an incubus that there is more to life than sex.  I have never loved anyone, Ceyla, so I will make mistakes but I will strive to make you happy.”

      I leaned my forehead against his and gazed into his eyes.  “In return, I promise to make you happy.”

      Nuzzling my cheek, he sighed.  “Are you ready to fight for what you want?”

      I tilted my head and nodded.  “Yes, that’s what I’ve been trying to do, but I keep failing.”

      He winked at me and held up something shiny in his hand.  “That’s because you didn’t have me.”

      Staring at him, my mouth fell open.  Dangling from his finger was a key labeled, “Weapon Room.”

      I snatched the keys and laughed.  “Why didn’t you show me these sooner?”

      “You distracted me with your half naked body.”  He shrugged unapologetically and gave me a quick peck on the lips.

      I shook my head and laughed.  “Next time, start with the important news.”
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      Strolling into Ethics class as if I belonged there and hadn’t just been bound to a torture table, I dropped down into my seat.

      Professor Behlan stopped midsentence to watch me take my seat.  He blinked a few times and looked expectantly at the doors, waiting to see if Adriel’s goons would chase me into the room.

      The rest of the class turned in their chairs to stare at me.  Word had definitely spread about my trip to the torture room.

      I smiled and waved to everyone.  “Miss me?”  I blew a kiss to Declan who was smiling broadly at me.

      Behlan cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention, but no one was interested in what he had to say.

      I took the opportunity to stand up and take a bow.  “While rumors of my torture via wood shards is almost true, I did manage to escape, so I’m fine.  Thank you for your concern.  I will tell you that the Mielcarek’s have been plotting to break my spirit so that they could indoctrinate me into their coven; well me, and the remaining heirs to the other covens.  They had hoped to stamp out any future rebellions and show us off as proud members who finally saw reason and joined them.  Sadly for them, I’m not about to bow to anyone.  I am accepting applications for those who want to join the Sabourin Coven.  The line forms here.”  I pointed to the spot next to my desk and smiled broadly.  “Oh, I forgot.  I will be accepting the Bitten into my coven and you will not be discriminated against or abused.”

      Stunned silence met my bold decree.

      Behlan stepped forward, but three of the Bitten in the class looked to each other and stood up in unison.

      “Are you serious about accepting us?”  Adjoren pointed to Yan and Paavo.

      “All are welcome.  It’s time for things to change within the coven.  I want to be a leader for all instead of the elite snobs.”  I watched Behlan grab his stun baton from under his desk and head up the aisle.  I stood up on my desk and pulled up my skirt to reveal the armor piercing stakes strapped to my thighs—wooden stakes with metal cores and arrow heads capable of tearing through armor, ribs and hearts.  “Who here wants to join me?”

      More than half the class stood up, blocking Behlan from getting close to me.  All throughout the room, there were shouts of, “we’re with you.”  “Long live the Sabourin Coven.”  “I pledge myself to you, Ceyla.”

      Smiling proudly, I pulled the stakes from the tape holding them to my legs and tossed them to the people I knew were capable of using them.  “Secure the room!  Anyone not interested in joining me, prepare to fight!”

      My new allies quickly assessed who was now part of Sabourin Coven and who needed to die.  I let out a battle cry, which started our war.

      Turning to Declan, I tossed him a stake.  “I have a feeling you’re more inclined to join me with a weapon in your hand.”

      He caught the stake and balanced it on his finger.  His stern face lit up as he slid off his chair to stand in front of me.  “You’re gorgeous when you’re starting a war.”

      Blushing, I stared into his chocolate eyes and ran my hand over his firm arm muscle.  “Tell me why you’re here, Declan.”

      He wet his lips and let out a sigh.  “I was one of the top assassins for the Mielcarek Coven until I failed to kill my target.  I threaten any who tried to acquire my target and hunted those who ignored my warning.  Once everyone declined to take the job for fear that I would make their death a spectacle for all to see, the coven leaders decided they would convert the target.”

      A chill went through me as I listened to his story.  “Who was your target?”  I held my breath, waiting for his answer.

      “You, Ceyla.  You were my target.  It’s hard to kill someone when you observe them long enough to realize that they’re innocent and completely mesmerizing.”  He took my hand and kissed the back of my knuckles.

      I smacked his arm.  “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?  Hell, why didn’t you talk to me sooner?”

      He snickered and shook his head.  “You weren’t ready to see yourself the way I see you.  You needed to find the motivation and the confidence to be smart like your mother, bold like your father and fearless like the vampires who pledged their lives to your family.”

      Surprised by his wisdom, I wanted more than anything to be the person he spoke of.

      Embarrassed by his perception of me, I shrugged.  “You could’ve a least helped me fight.”

      “I could have, but you needed to fight your own battles to earn their respect; otherwise, no one would follow you.  Besides, you’re extremely sexy when you’re punching people in the balls and it turns me on like nothing else can.”  He ran his knuckles down my chest between my breasts.  “I’m not the guy who will tell you how amazing you are, Ceyla.  I’m the guy who will kill your enemies to prove how much I love you.”

      Heat slithered through my stomach and down my thighs.  Staring into his intense eyes, I saw the future of the Sabourin Coven unfolding before me with Declan leading the charge.

      Running my finger down his muscled chest, I smiled.  “That’s the sexiest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      He smirked and motioned towards the door.  “Shall I prove myself to you once Adriel makes his grand entrance?”

      I licked my lips and let out a breathy sigh.  “Bring me Adriel’s head and I will make you my general.”

      He leaned in to lick my lower lip and sighed.  “As you wish.”

      The door broke free of its hinges and Declan leapt into the air.  He ran across the desks, jumping over battling vampires until he reached the first goon.  He let out a battle cry that almost made me come.

      He drove his stake into the first goon and ran through the embers and ash of his victim to stake the second goon.  Watching him move was poetic.  His strength was equal to his grace and speed.  I had never seen a warrior like him before.

      Flipping through the air, he was careful to stake only those who worked for the school or had proven themselves to be firmly in the Mielcarek Coven.

      I shook my head and reminded myself that the fight was just getting started.

      Grabbing the last stake from my leg, I turned and slammed it into Grigori, a Mielcarek loyalist to my right, before heading for the front of the room.  I jumped onto a desk and ran to stop Behlan from hitting Declan with a stun baton.

      I kicked out my foot and caught Behlan in the side of the head, sending him to the ground.  He dropped the baton, which I quickly picked up.  “You have one chance to convince me not to kill you.”  I held the baton an inch from his leg.

      Behlan held up his hands.  “If you don’t kill me, my coven will.  Think this through, Ceyla.  You’ll never get past Adriel.”

      I smiled.  “I don’t plan on getting past him.  I plan on going through him.”  I hit him with the stun baton to subdue him before driving my stake into his heart and dusting him.

      He was right about one thing.  The Mielcareks would never stop coming after me if I escaped.

      Hearing someone shouting behind me, I dashed into the hallway to see Landon sliding under Declan’s stake.  Landon’s wide eyes implored me to help him.  I couldn’t tell Declan not to hurt him or leave Landon unscathed; otherwise, someone would figure out that we were on the same side.  He would be of no use as a spy.

      I watched Declan spin around, ready to stake Landon through his back.  Throwing the baton at Landon, I mouthed the word, “Sorry.”  Thankfully, the baton hit Landon and he fell before Declan could stake him.

      Declan looked up at me, confused.

      “Landon is the least of our problems.  We need to neutralize the other teachers and Adriel’s men.  There’s also Silas to worry about.”  I motioned for Declan to follow me.

      Declan glanced at Landon for a second before he nodded and ran to catch up with me.

      “Adriel wasn’t with the guards I killed.  He’s probably in hiding.  Do you have an actual plan of escape, Ceyla?”  He appeared amused by my impromptu rebellion.

      “Kill everyone we don’t like, find the keys and run.”  I stated my plan with a straight face, though I knew it sounded insane.

      He took a second to consider the plan and finally shrugged.  “Works for me.”  He suddenly took off and sprinted ahead to jump into a fight near the men’s dorm.

      Hearing footsteps behind me, I turned and swung at whoever was sneaking up on me.

      “Ceyla!  It’s me.”  Kayden jumped back, dodging my stake.

      “Sorry.  It’s too chaotic to figure out who I’m killing.  Is everything ready?”  I held his hand as I watched Declan tear through a group of loyalists attacking my Bitten.

      “Yes.  I’ve used my charm to convince the Bitten and anyone else who hates the Mielcareks to follow you.  Fights are breaking out all over the school.”  He reached over to stick his hand inside my bra to leave me a little present.  “I see that your hunch about Declan paid off.”

      “Oh, it paid off.  Declan was sent to kill me and fell in love with me from afar.  Now, he’s taking out his aggression on my enemies.”

      Declan cartwheeled between two people and staked the vamp in front of him, then thrust the stake under his arm to kill the vamp behind him.

      Kayden frowned.  “That’s just not fair.  No one should be able to move like that.  I can do a lot of things, but I can’t do that.”  He pointed to Declan, who jumped into the air, kicked a vamp in the chest with both feet, then fell on his back and popped back up to finish off the vamp.

      “Mmm.  Totally not fair.”  I was only half listening as I licked my lips and imagined that raw power in my bed.

      “You’re picturing him naked, aren’t you?”  Kayden crossed his arms.

      I quickly kissed Kayden and tapped his nose.  “I doubt that Declan could fuck me thoroughly enough to make me black out.”

      He looked over my shoulder at Declan.  “I’m not sure about that.”

      I rolled my eyes and swatted his ass.  “Go get ready.  Even with Declan, we are going to need a miracle to get out of here.”

      Kayden nodded and ran back down the hallway.

      Declan dusted the ash off his shirt and walked towards me.  His confident swagger made my knees weak.  Seeing him fearlessly attack the assholes who had made my life miserable for two years, I felt giddy.  I grabbed him and pressed my lips to his.  Throwing his arm around my back, he lifted me with one arm and kicked open the meditation room door.

      Desperate to touch every inch of his skin, I pulled up his shirt, kissed his chest and licked my way down his stomach.  “I need you.”

      He spun me around and pulled my ass against the hard bulge in his trousers.  “You don’t know how many nights I’ve laid awake, waiting to hear you say that to me.”

      Wiggling my ass against him, I groaned.  “I admit that I’ve thought about you at night too.  There’s something about the brooding hot guy that does it for me.”

      He walked me over to the table at the front of the room that held the songbooks for chanting and bent me over it.  Popping open his trousers, he pulled up my skirt and pushed his hard cock into me.  His hand slid under my bra to work my stiff nipple.

      “Did I do this in your fantasy?”  He slowly pushed into me and thrusted hard his hip once fully inside me, hitting just the right spot.

      I mumbled some kind of word that made him chuckle.

      “Hearing you moan does wicked things to me, Ceyla.”  He nibbled on my ear and ran his teeth over my earlobe.

      Quickly working me into a frenzy, his powerful body ignited a fire that overwhelmed me and drove me wild.  He timed his thrusts as he plucked at my nipple, sending jolts of electricity down my spine.  Incoherent sounds escaped my lips, causing him to increase his strokes.

      Groaning, I clung to the table and gave myself over to the heat rising in my core.  I no longer felt like the lost little girl, afraid of the world.  With Declan, Landon and Kayden by my side, I felt like I could conquer any enemy.

      “Come for me, Ceyla.”  Declan licked up my neck as he slowed his hips and gave a few quick, deep thrusts that made the world disappear.

      I let out a guttural scream and came so hard that the metal table bent beneath my hands.

      Declan pulled out of me, and turned me around.  He lifted me onto the table, slid back into my body, and gazed into my eyes.  “I need to see your beautiful face.”

      I pulled him down into a kiss and ran my claws down his back to his ass.

      He grabbed my hips and pushed into me a few more times until his head fell back and he growled.

      Panting, he pulled me up to lay a sweet kiss on my lips.  “It’s been five years since I’ve been with anyone.  I couldn’t find another who compared to you.”

      “I’m glad that everyone else really sucks.”  I smiled and lightly bit his chest.

      He laughed and pulled me to my feet.  “It’s adorable that you get nervous when someone praises you, but you need to get used to it.”  He knelt before me and offered me his neck, which I immediately bit.  Tasting his blood made me feel complete for the first time since losing my family.

      “Even if we lose, Declan, I will always be with you.”

      Kissing my neck, he nodded.  “I’m happy to hear that, but I don’t intend on losing.”
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      Chaos dominated the hallways, classrooms and common areas.  All around, vampires bowed their heads to me, while they fought against our oppressors.  Kayden was busy unloading the weapon room with the help of the Bitten to disperse Adriel’s armory.

      Skidding to a stop, Kayden winked at Declan and presented him with a sword.

      “My sword.  I thought Adriel smelted it.”  He lovingly touched the steel blade and grasped the hilt in his hand.

      Kayden smiled.  “I found it in his personal collection.  I have no idea where he is, but he abandoned his room.”

      Declan shook Kayden’s hand and handed me his stake.  “Are we taking prisoners?”

      I debated the question for a second.  “Offer them asylum.  If they refuse, lock them up for the Mielcareks to find.”

      Declan bowed his head to me and spun around to remove the heads of two vamps at the same time.  “Sabourin Coven, follow me to victory!”

      Kayden sighed.  “I think I’m falling in love with him.”

      I smacked his arm.  “He’s mine.”

      Kayden chuckled and kissed my cheek before he took off down the hallway.

      Passing the blood room, I watched Isabella stake August, Adriel’s second in command.  I wondered if Adriel had abandoned the school with Wesling since he had left his men for the slaughter.

      Declan, cornered, nodded to me before killing the vamp to his left and spinning around twice, removing the heads of all six vampires surrounding him.  I was glad to know that he was on my side, though it gave me a chill to know that he could have easily killed me if he hadn’t seen something worthy inside me.

      Leaving the fight in Declan’s capable hands, I searched around for Adriel, though he was nowhere to be found.  I gave up and headed back towards Ethics class to find Landon.  I hadn’t hit him too hard with the baton, but I wasn’t sure how long he would be unconscious.

      Kayden would have put him somewhere close by, so I checked a few of the classrooms until I noticed the sign for the men’s shower room.

      Slowly entering the room, I found a cowering vamp in the corner.

      “Are you with me or against me, Taavi?”  I glared at him, waiting for him to make the first move.

      “I’m whatever won’t get me killed, Ceyla.”  He bowed his head and averted his eyes.

      “Good.  Go stand watch.  Yell if someone stabs you.”  He scurried past me as I continued my search.

      Hearing a slow heartbeat behind a gated door, I pulled the key from my bra.  I unlocked the door and found Landon propped up on a bunch of towels.

      “Landon, time to get up.  I need to get you somewhere safe.”  I shook his leg and slapped his face hard enough to get a response.

      “Hey!”  He grabbed my wrist as his eyelids fought to stay open.

      “It’s Ceyla.  We need to leave.”  I put my face closer to him so that he could see me.

      “Ceyla.  Are you okay?  Where am I?”  Groggy, he tried to sit up and look around.

      “Shower room.  Sorry that I had to stun you.  I had to make it look like Declan had attacked you until things died down.  Can you move?”

      He tried to get to his feet, but listed to one side.  I shoved my body against his to bolster him until he could get his bearings.

      “I think I can move.  I just need a second.  What’s happening?”  He struggled to get his legs to move through the numbness.

      “Declan is busy killing everyone and I’m searching for Adriel.”

      Landon finally stood and shook his head.  “You could have warned me about Declan, though I should have known you would claim the best assassin here.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me how amazing he was?  I would have recruited him first.”  I slapped his arm, though he probably couldn’t feel it.

      He threw up his hands.  “Sure he’s a good fighter, but I didn’t know much about him.  Silas could tear apart a bear shifter with only his claws, but I wouldn’t suggest that you recruit him.”

      “True.”

      “Did you also decree that the Bitten and the rest of the lunatics here can join your coven, regardless of their crimes?”  His frown implied that I might have overpromised a few things.

      “We’ll see who survives and take it from there.”

      A scream from the other side of the room made me jump.  “I didn’t mean that he should actually scream if someone stabbed him.”  Annoyed that Taavi was a coward, I ducked my head around the corner to find Taavi dead at the feet of Silas.

      “Shit.”  Cornered, we had no other way out of the room.

      Silas followed me into the changing room as I backed up toward Landon.  “I knew I would find you eventually, Ceyla.  Come here and give me a kiss.”

      “Hard pass, Silas.  I would offer you a place in my new coven, but I hate you.”

      I nudged Landon over so that he could cling to the water pipes hanging down from the ceiling and took a step closer to Silas.

      “I knew Landon had a thing for you.  He was the only thing keeping me from you, Pixie.”  Silas cracked his knuckles and extended his claws.

      “You don’t get to call me that, you twisted bastard.”  I crouched down and eyed Silas as I tried to figure out how to kill him.  Even though I had two stakes, Silas wouldn’t go down easily.

      He charged at me, but I dove under his arms and rolled behind him.  Seeing that he’d missed me, he smiled and pulled out a stake from his pocket.  “I stole this from one of your new coven members and then I killed him with it.”

      I shrugged.  “Hopefully it was Rainer.  I never liked that guy.”

      Silas roared and came at me again, swinging the stake at me.  I ducked under his arm, but the wood scraped my skin, sending a raw pain up my arm.  Blood oozed from the wound and trickled down my hand.

      Smelling my blood, Silas licked his fangs.  “I’ve always want to see how you taste.”

      He swung at me again, but I jabbed a stake into the side of his knee.  He roared and backhanded me into the tile wall.  Tossing the stake across the room, he limped towards me.

      Seeing three of him, I wasn’t sure who to fight.  He lifted me off the ground by my neck and slammed my back against the floor.

      “Ceyla!”  Landon called to me, but I knew he was too weak to move.

      I tried to get to my feet, but Silas’ shoe came down on my throat.  Pissed that Silas was winning, I jabbed the other side of Silas’ knee, forcing him to drop to his good leg.  I reached up and dug my claws deep into his neck.

      Stabbing his stake into my shoulder, I screamed through the burning pain as he threw me into a shower stall across the room.

      I landed on my neck and slumped over on my side.  Pushing myself up, I propped myself up against the wall.  I gritted my teeth and pulled at the stake embedded further into my shoulder than I thought.  Moving the stake sent shooting pains through my chest.  Fuck, I hated wood!

      Growling, Silas rushed towards me again.  Seeing his claws pointed at my face, I tugged at the damned stake.  Silas lunged towards me, swiping his claws around, hoping to hit me.  I felt his hot breath on my face as I freed the stake from my shoulder and braced my arms in front of me.  Falling forwards, Silas landed on the stake.  I closed my eyes and counted to three before I dared to see if he was still alive.

      Blood bubbled up from his mouth as he tried to speak.  The stake was still in my hands, but it hadn’t pierced his heart.  I had no way of knowing how close the stake was to its target.

      “I’m going to kill you, Pixie.”  His voice was thick from the blood pooling in his throat.

      Taking a deep breath, I clutched the wood with my hands and did my best to ignore my throbbing shoulder.  I had one shot at killing the bastard.

      Feeling him move his legs around so that he could get to his feet, I knew I was out of time.  Holding my breath, I wrenched the stake from his fleshy chest and drove it as hard as I could into his body.

      When the first flake of ash flew up into the air, I let out a breath.  All around me, Silas’ heavy body turned to ash and floated into the ground.

      Pushing myself up, I dusted off Silas’ remains and picked up the stake.

      Looking to Landon, I saw him shake out his legs and arms to get the feeling back into them.

      I took a step towards Landon, but stopped when I heard someone behind me.  Turning, I found Declan leaning against the tile wall, his chest and arms covered in blood.

      I ran to Declan to check on him, but he held out his hand to stop me.  “Let me finish off Landon and then we can celebrate.”

      I threw out my good arm to stop Declan.  “He’s with me but no one can know.  He’s sort of a double agent.”

      Declan eyed Landon and looked back at me.  “I noticed him protecting you, though I assumed you hated him.”

      “She did hate me.”  Landon snickered.  “Thankfully, I’m charming.”

      Declan frowned and looked questioningly at me.

      “It’s complicated.  We can talk about it later.  Right now, I need to find Adriel.”  I waved my hand to stop Declan from asking questions.

      “Did I hear my name?”  Adriel strode into the shower room with three of his goons.  “You’ve made a huge mess today, Ceyla, but it’s over now.  My men are subduing your rabble-rousers and sending them to a fiery death.”

      “Liar.  The rest of your men are dead or soon will be.  The school has fallen, which means no one is coming to save you.”  I smirked and blew him a kiss.

      He snarled.  “I really can’t tell if you’re crazy or a skilled performer.  Regardless, I’m going to enjoy putting you out of your misery.  Oh, and don’t try to get inside my head again.  It won’t work.  The coven has given orders to kill you.”  He motioned to Declan.  “If only you had done your job, boy, I could be pummeling some little whelp instead of mopping up this slaughter.”

      Declan chuckled darkly.  “If memory serves me right, Adriel, you were the one who screwed up first when you left Ceyla alive after killing her parents.  I was sent to right your wrongs years later, once the coven found out that she was still alive.  I always wondered what stayed your hand.  Was it a sense of morality or did you have a code against killing children?  Maybe you had a moment of weakness.  In the end, it doesn’t matter because I’m going to make sure you never hurt her again.”

      The fury in Adriel’s eyes told me that Declan was telling the truth about Adriel killing my parents and leaving me alive only to torture me years later.

      “No wonder you hate me so much.”  I smiled broadly as I imagined Declan killing the man responsible for the death of my parents.

      Adriel snapped his fingers and laughed.  “No one is killing me tonight, Declan.”

      The sound of footsteps clacked across the shower room floor.  My stomach dropped when I recognized the cadence of Wesling’s high heels.  Glancing over at her, my heart stopped when I saw Kayden standing in front of her with a blade against his throat.

      She smiled pleasantly.  “I would think twice about attacking any of us, Ceyla.  Right now, you have a choice.  It’s true that the coven wants to convert you.  All you have to do is give up this silly pursuit and bow before Marcario Mielcarek.  Once you pledge your allegiance to him, you won’t have to worry about anything.  They will tell you exactly what to say and do.  Your life will be simple.  No more tortures.  No more prison.  You will be free to live out your days as Marcario’s prized pet.”

      “Let me think about this.  I would have to bow and put on a pretty dress with my hair all done up.  I’d probably have to sit silently through boring meetings, unable to give my opinion.  I would be nothing more than a piece of art, brought out for guests to admire.  Who wouldn’t want that?”  I smiled sarcastically at Wesling.  “Oh right, any sane person.  Fuck you, Wesling and fuck Marcario.  I won’t be anyone’s pet.”

      Adriel hissed and raised his hand.  Dropping it dramatically, he signaled for his men to attack.

      Eying Kayden, I nodded to him and leapt forward into a roll, giving Declan room to slide into position and slice through the necks of two of the guards.  Spinning around once more, he removed the heads of the other two and smiled at Adriel.

      I rolled across the floor and landed at Kayden’s feet while he extended his fangs and bit into Wesling’s wrist to keep her from pulling the blade through his neck.  He simultaneously pulled a stake from his blazer sleeve and stabbed her in the hip.

      Wesling screamed and tried to pull away, but Kayden had a good hold on her arm.

      Gripping my stake, I jabbed it into her shoulder.  She wailed and dropped the knife as she finally tore her arm away from Kayden’s teeth.  She tried to limp away, but the stake to her hip had done its job and kept her from escaping.

      She backed away and sneered at Kayden.  “He’s nothing more than a filthy whore.  He’ll betray you as he’s betrayed me.  You should kill him now and save yourself the trouble.”

      “I never claimed to love you, Gamila.  You forced me into your bed night after night.  The worst part is that you never loved me.  You got off on hurting me.  Well, guess what?  I found someone who loves and accepts me.  I hope you get everything you deserve.”  Kayden spat her blood on the ground and turned his back to her.

      “Gamila.  I had no idea that was your name.”  I shook my head, trying to process her unfortunate name.  “Any final words, Gamila?”  I raised the stake above my head but she immediately fell to her knees.

      “I pledge my loyalty to the Sabourin Coven.  Please, Ceyla, spare my life.”  She raised her good hand and pleaded for mercy.

      I glanced at Kayden in disbelief.  “Is she kidding?”

      Kayden shook his head and stepped in front of me to grab her chin and force her to look at him.  “After everything you put me through, I would never grant you mercy.  You beat me, raped me and humiliated me every second of every day.  Why would Ceyla want someone like you in her coven?  She’s trying to change the way we treat each other.  Yes, she will dust her enemies because that’s the only way she can start over, but she will show mercy to those who deserve it.  People like you and the Mielcareks have no concept of right and wrong, no understanding of justice.  I choose Ceyla because she’s better than all of you.  I will stand by her side and watch the old ways die as you and the Mielcareks turn to dust.”

      Slipping the stake into his hand, I took a step back.  “Kayden’s right.  There is no mercy for the merciless.”

      Wesling sneered and launched herself at Kayden’s throat, but Kayden was ready for her move of desperation.  He drove the stake into her heart, ignoring the claws that tore his skin.

      I couldn’t help but smile when I saw her ashes float to the ground.

      With Wesling gone, I turned to watch Declan and Adriel engaged in a bloody sword battle.  Both were truly skilled warriors, equally matched in all ways, except one.

      “Hey, Adriel!”  I ripped open my shirt and bra to expose my breasts to him.

      He stopped long enough to admire my breasts, giving Declan time to deliver the final blow and remove his head.

      Panting, Declan stared at me.  “You couldn’t have done that five minutes ago?”

      I shrugged and ran to his side to help him stand.  “Sorry, General Declan.”

      He smirked at his new title.  “I like the sound of that.”

      Landon shuffled over and sighed.  “I never thought I would see the end of them.”

      “I’m glad to be rid of them, but they’re just the beginning.  Killing the Mielcareks will be much harder than this.”  I sighed when I thought about the long journey ahead of us.

      Landon put his hand on my shoulder.  “There is something you should know, Ceyla.  Word came in just before you launched your attack that Marianela Mielcarek was captured.  The coven tried to keep things quiet, but she has been waging her own war against her brother for dethroning her.  Marcario finally defeated her army and tried her for treason.”

      Frowning, Declan held up his sword to wipe the blood off it.  “Ceyla, you should know that Marianela personally gave me the order to kill you.  She feared the power of the fallen covens.  When I failed her, she sent me here as a punishment.  She told me that if I ever spoke to you, she would have Wesling divulge my mission to kill you.  Marianela assumed that you would hate me and try to kill me.”

      Looking at Landon, I sneered.  “Where is she?”

      “They are giving her a second chance and sending her to Wicked Reform School.”  He grimaced as spoke the name no one wanted to say out loud.

      Kayden leaned his head on my shoulder.  “This could be your only chance to kill one of the Mielcarek leaders.  Though she’s fighting with her brother, killing her would strike a serious blow to their coven.”

      I closed my eyes and thought about the best way to achieve my objectives.  I wanted to rip out the heart of the Mielcareks.  Killing Marcario’s sister would certainly get his attention, while eliminating a threat.

      Taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes and looked to my men.  “We spread the word that Adriel and Wesling turned on each other in a bid for power.  We eliminate anyone who tells a different story.  We destroy all the evidence of our rebellion and set the place on fire.  Landon, I need you to return to the Mielcareks and convince them to send the remaining students to Wicked Reform.”

      Declan put his hand on my cheek.  “People go there to die, Ceyla.  It’s the last stop before the firing squad.  I doubt that anyone there will show you mercy.  Are you sure about this?”

      I smiled.  “All I have to do is convince the school to sentence Marianela to death before we escape.”

      All three of them considered my plan and bowed their heads to me.  In unison, they replied, “As you wish, Ceyla.”

      “Get the gas cans, boys, we’re headed to Wicked Reform.”
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      A chill wind blew the fog from the bay across the prison island.

      I gave a slight shudder, the kind my wolf would use to shake off the tiny droplets the rolling fog left behind. In my human form, though, it did no good. The minuscule drops shivered, coalesced, and rolled down my skin.

      Briefly, I clenched my jaw against the discomfort—a minor one, all things considered—and scanned the yard.

      New fish delivery day was always a tough one.

      Inmates reacted to being processed into La Isla Perdida Supermax-Plus Prison for Supernatural Criminals in one of two ways. Either they were scared shitless and trying to be invisible, working hard at not catching anyone’s attention. Or they were scared shitless and trying hard to act tough, working to come across like they were the biggest badass in the yard.

      Neither strategy worked.

      We had seen it all before.

      And we were here first.

      It was best to make a good showing on the new inmates’ first day, nonetheless. You didn’t want them thinking they had an edge over you.

      Especially if they might.

      “Yo, Gage!” Drexel Jones, my second-in-command and the leader of my enforcers, waved to me from a seat at one of the four stone picnic tables lined up near the fence in the yard.

      I gave a nod and strolled toward the tall, barbwire-topped fence that separated us from the dock. When I took my seat, Jade, the alpha bitch of the prison pack—even though technically she was a cat-shifter and not a wolf at all—draped herself over my shoulders. I fought my wolf’s urge to shake her off like I’d tried to shake off the mist.

      Drex took a seat on the bench next to me, one level down from my own tabletop seat, following pack hierarchy protocol exactly. He flexed his tattooed shoulders, the thorny vine images rolling from one side to the other under his white wifebeater shirt as he moved. “Heard anything about this latest crop?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Nothing came through the pipeline this week.”

      “Figures,” Drex muttered.

      I settled in for a long watch. In the distance, I could barely see the outline of the prisoner transport ship through the fog. Around us, the other supes began trailing in and taking their places at the tables they’d claimed.

      Clark, the fae alpha, flicked a glance my direction just long enough to ascertain that I was in place before sauntering to his own stone picnic tabletop. Just before he got there, he sent a swirl of magic across the table, heating up the stone and sending the mist that had settled on it steaming up into the air.

      “Showoff,” Jade muttered in my ear. Her fingertips flexed and her claws briefly slipped out of the ends of her fingertips.

      “Not worth it,” I warned her.

      “Hm.” She retracted her claws, but her narrowed gaze stayed on Clark as the prison fae clan gathered around him.

      Rumor had it that in normie prisons, the inmates were kept in line by human guards. Those guards supposedly broke up fights and stopped inmates from killing each other in cold blood. As much as they could, anyway.

      On Isla Perdita, the human guards didn’t give a shit.

      Here, supes were divided by class and race. Everyone knew the rules: Stick to your own kind and let the alphas duke it out.

      The supe alphas were expected to keep their own people in line. The human guards didn’t give a rat’s ass if we killed each other, as long as we didn’t try to take them with us.

      Most of the time, we had the run of the island.

      Except, of course, when the newbies arrived.

      Once a month, we were all required to come in from our various sectors of the island, gather together in the prison yard, and pretend to be mostly civilized for an afternoon.

      Initially, I expected this new fish delivery day to be the same as all the rest. My shifters had made their way in from our sector all morning long. I’d come in the evening before and spent the night in a cell. My wolf hated it when I did that. The iron bars made us both crazy—him because he hated being trapped and me because I could feel him pacing back and forth inside me, even when I pushed him down hard.

      But it was important for me to get here first. I had to keep all the other shifters in check. We were likely to fight amongst ourselves—it was hard to keep those tendencies in check. And we were even more likely to fight with the fae clans.

      Shifters and fae didn’t get along well even under the best of circumstances. We both felt a kinship to the land, an ownership of the woods. But that didn’t draw us together. It forced us apart.

      I ignored the chatter of the other prisoners pouring into the yard all around us, focusing instead on the ship drawing closer and closer.

      Something about this transport held my focus more tightly than usual. Every time I looked away from its gray metal hull, something tugged my attention back to it. As the transport vessel pulled into the dock, I found myself unable to quit staring at it.

      “What are you thinking?” Jade whispered, her breath brushing against my ear as she pressed her breasts against my back. Normally, I might have found her attention at least mildly interesting. Today, though, I wanted nothing more than to brush her off.

      Still, I wasn’t willing to undermine her position with the rest of the pack.

      “Just wondering if we’ll have any new pack members on the ship.”

      I felt Jade’s nod against my cheek and again fought back the urge to push her away. That was unusual, too—she didn’t generally irritate me this much. I had inherited Jade from the previous alpha when I’d fought him for primacy a year before, and I had taken her into my bed to solidify my position as alpha. It hadn’t been a hardship; with her red-gold hair and pale skin, she was beautiful and fierce, and many members of our makeshift pack were devoted to her.

      She was an asset, and I tried to keep that in mind as she ran her fingertips along my shoulders.

      At the dock, the crew members finished securing the transport ship and lowered the gangplank. A few moments later, guards began ushering the new inmates off the boat and toward the intake building.

      The prisoners, shackled together and wearing gray prison uniforms, shuffled down the gangplank. The clothes were baggy and shapeless, rendering their forms indistinct and amorphous. There was no way to tell who was who.

      But I knew the moment I saw her.

      It was like her entire form was lit up by some kind of invisible magical fire. I could feel the pull of her from all the way in the yard.

      Jade felt my reaction, despite my attempt to keep it under control. “What is it?” she asked. “What you see?”

      This time, I really did shake her off, standing to move toward the fence to get a closer look at the woman.

      Out of the corner my eye, I saw Clark moving, too. At the thought that the fae alpha might be fixating on the same woman I stared at, my wolf rose up inside me, growling, insisting she was ours. She was pack.

      Clark glanced at me, his lip rising in a snarl as he sensed my wolf’s response to him.

      I shoved my wolf down, using the same strength I had employed to beat down Magnus, the alpha before me. He had been unable to control his inner wolf. That was what had allowed me to win against him. I wouldn’t let the same thing happen to me.

      The rest of the shifters and fae took their alphas’ movement to the fence as a sign to start the gauntlet. They moved up around us, their feet kicking against the yard gravel as they began whistles and catcalls designed to throw the new fish off balance.

      Clark and I simply stared out at the line of incoming inmates, equally entranced by them.

      With a supreme effort of will, I pulled myself away from the fence—but not before I got a look at her face. She had mahogany brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and luminescent eyes the color of a hunters’ moon, glowing orange with her own inner wolf.

      As she passed, she held her chin high, ignoring the jeers of the inmates on my side of the fence. For just a second, though, we made eye contact, and it jolted through me like a physical blow. Her, too—when she saw me, she stumbled, jerking the chains that strung all the inmates together.

      That’s when I realize she was holding another woman’s hand. A tall blonde with bright blue eyes and fine bones.

      If the blonde weren’t fae, I’d be surprised.

      As it was, I was shocked.

      Werewolves and fae don’t work together.

      As I turned to watch the new prisoners pass into the building, I realized Clark had been fixated on the fae woman.

      If she had half the impact on him that the brunette had on me, we were both in trouble.
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      Ten minutes later, Trumbull, the head guard on duty, stepped out of the building and murmured to one of the guards waiting there, sending him to retrieve me.

      “What’s up?” I asked as I approached Trumbull. It wasn’t good to be too friendly with the guards—the pack might take it as a sign of weakness. On the other hand, defying the guards too often led to its own kind of trouble.

      Trumbull finished murmuring to a second guard, who moved out into the yard and called Clark to join us.

      “We got a situation inside. We were sorting out the intakes to hand them over to you guys for their first night. But we have a couple of women in there who are refusing to be separated. Real wildcats.” He slanted a glance at me. “No offense.”

      “None taken.” I shrugged. “I’m not a cat, anyway.”

      Trumbull snickered and turned to lead us inside and down the long hall toward the common areas. “One shifter, one fae. I figure you two could sort them out better than we could.”

      And that was the benefit of staying friendly with the guards—they pretty much let us rule our own kind.

      “What do you know about them?” Clark asked.

      Trumbull sighed. “Man, they were supposed to be low maintenance. A couple of cat burglars who banked on taking big-ticket items. Not this shit.”

      As we rounded a corner into the intake room, I saw what he meant. The two women stood back to back, balanced on the balls of their feet, ready to move in an instant.

      They were still chained together, but the rest of the chain, the part that had attached them to the other prisoners, had been sheared off. I squinted to see it a little more clearly and realized the links at the ends had been melted apart.

      That impression was borne out by scorch marks on the floor around them.

      My gaze flew up to their hands. Empty. Those burn marks were magical.

      That shouldn’t have been possible. The manacles around their wrists and ankles were spelled. They were supposed to depress any magical ability until the prison doctor could surgically implant the inmates’ suppressors.

      In fact, the shifter shouldn’t even be able to take her animal form, even though that was low enough on the magical scale that the suppressors didn’t normally interfere with the shifting ability.

      Not to mention, if the other woman was a true fae, neither of the women should have had any kind of true offensive magical ability. Certainly not the kind that would allow either of them to throw fireballs.

      The women skittered away from us, dancing lightly on the soles of their feet.

      “Don’t come any closer,” the blonde said threateningly.

      Trumbull, Clark, and I all stopped.

      “That’s better.”

      Clark all but reeled at the sound of the blonde’s voice.

      What the hell was wrong with him?

      Ignoring my fae counterpart, I held my hands up and away from my body before I spoke. “I’m the alpha of the shifter pack here on the island.” I tilted my head and jerked a nod toward Clark. “He’s the alpha of the fae clan. Officer Trumbull asked us to come in here and talk to you. What’s going on?”

      The brunette tossed her hair and lifted one corner of her mouth in a snarl, showing the tip of a fang. That shouldn’t have been possible, either.

      Her movement sent her scent floating across me and I almost swooned from it. She smelled like sugar and cinnamon and vanilla, like warm cookies baking. It was all I could do to keep from drooling.

      Mine, my wolf insisted. I tried to shake off my response, but my inner animal dug in his heels. Mine.

      Oh, hell.

      This was nothing I had ever experienced before, but I knew instantly what it was.

      That was a mate-bond response.

      We belong together. The knowledge raced through my entire body. It was all I could do to keep from jumping forward to claim her then and there.

      Shit. Mate-bonds weren’t supposed to be possible on the island, either.

      “We won’t be separated,” she snarled, the words half-mangled by the partial shift of her mouth.

      My wolf howled his agreement—until I realized that she hadn’t been talking about me at all, but about her blonde fae friend. Shut up, I told my wolf. We can’t do anything with her until we sort out this problem, and that can’t happen if you don’t settle down.

      Feeling my wolf grumble, but then grow quiet, I flashed a glance at Trumbull. “Is there a problem with her chains?”

      Trumbull shook his head. “They register fine on all our equipment.” He didn’t take his eyes off the two women.

      As we spoke, other guards began rounding up the remaining prisoners and drawing them out of the room. When one of the guards got too close, the fae woman flashed a firebolt his direction. It hit the floor next to his feet and he jumped away from her. I was pretty sure she could have hit him with the bolt.

      That means she doesn’t really want to hurt anyone—that’s good for us.

      “Fae and shifters don’t stay in the same island sector,” I tried explaining gently.

      The brunette snarled again, and a flare of magic swirled up into the blonde fae’s hand.

      Okay. Wrong tack.

      “What are your names?” Clark tried.

      The women didn’t answer.

      “Evangeline Gray and Mara Blackwood,” Trumbull supplied, gesturing first to the fae and then to the shifter.

      ”You can’t keep us apart,” Mara insisted, her eyes flashing orange. “It was part of our plea-bargain that we wouldn’t be separated.”

      Trumbull took a step toward the guards’ cage, the office that held all the controls to allow him to shut down the facility.

      Almost casually, Evangeline tossed a lightning bolt toward his feet, too. “Don’t do it,” she commanded.

      Trumbull shook his head, but he stopped. From where I stood slightly behind him, though, I could see him pushing buttons on his walkie-talkie.

      He was sending out some kind of message to the rest of the guards on the island.

      If we don’t get this under control, it’s going to go sideways—fast and ugly. It was like Mara read my mind. As soon as the thought flickered through my brain, her head whipped around and she pinned me with those glowing orange eyes of hers.

      Then she and Evangeline moved as if they were one organism—or at least as if they could read each other’s minds, too.

      With a puff of pinkish-purple sparkles, Evangeline used her magic to boost herself up the nearest wall, running lightly straight up as if she had forsaken gravity altogether, until she reached the ceiling, holding her hands first out and then down toward Mara, who lifted her own arms to follow Evangeline’s progress.

      At the same time, Mara shifted, flowing into her wolf form more easily than any shifter I had ever seen before. By the time Evangeline reached the ceiling, Mara was pulling her front paws out of the shackles that had held her and dropping to all fours.

      It took Trumbull that long to figure out what was going on. He fumbled for his weapon, but before he could get it drawn, Evangeline pulled her knees to her chest, floating in the air by the ceiling for a microsecond. When she punched out with her legs, I felt the percussive force of the magic she sent with them. It rocked past me, blowing me backward even as it exploded the wall outward.

      Trumbull, Clark, and I all flew back, landing on our asses and fetching up against the back wall with a series of resounding thumps.

      I cracked my head against the wall behind me, and stars floated in front of my face—but not enough to obscure the glorious sight of Mara leaping over the rubble and out the hole her partner had created in the wall.

      Evangeline floated out behind her and wrapped her arms around her friend’s neck, digging her fingers into Mara’s ruff.

      With another swirl of bright magic, the two flashed away, faster than Mara could run on her own.

      I reached up to feel the lump on the back of my head, wincing as my fingers made contact with the egg-sized bump.

      Beside me, Trumbull spoke urgently into his walkie-talkie, barking out commands and instructions.

      As alpha, I should have been angry that one of my pack members had so blatantly refused to work with me.

      But as I pulled myself to my feet, my inner wolf lolled his tongue in lupine laughter.

      There was definitely something satisfying about seeing my mate best the system.

      Even if she didn’t know yet that she was my mate.

      I indicated Trumbull with a nod that I would head back to the yard. He waved us away impatiently.

      Strolling back down the long hallway, I made eye contact with Clark.

      He didn’t say anything, but the corner of his mouth quirked up in something that was almost a grin.

      Oh, yeah. He definitely felt it, too.

      Those two women couldn’t get very far. They almost certainly couldn’t escape the island—not even with the magical ability they had shown so far. But even if they could, they’d be picked up eventually and brought back.

      No, one way or another, we would be seeing them again.

      And I couldn’t wait to see what they did next.
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            About the Author

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      USA Today, Wall Street Journal, and New York Times bestselling author Margo Bond Collins is a former college English professor who, tired of explaining the difference between “hanged” and “hung,” turned to writing romance novels instead. (Sometimes her heroines kill monsters, too.

      

      Want to hang out with the author, win book prizes, see the cool covers first, and support Margo’s books on social media? Join The Vampirarchy, Margo’s street team on Facebook!

      

      You can also sign up for Margo’s general newsletter here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join Margo Online

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      www.MargoBondCollins.net

      Bookbub

      Facebook

      Twitter

      Instagram

      

      Read More of Margo’s Books

      The Shifter Shield Series

      The Abracadabra Apocalypse Series

      Once Upon a Fairy Tale Night (A Fairy Tale Retellings Box Set)

      Moon & Fangs (An Urban Fantasy)

      Tiny & Fierce (A Reverse Harem Sci-Fi Romance)

      Heavy Metal (A Blaize Silver Urban Fantasy Collection)

      Her Big Bad Wolves (A Reverse Harem Novella Serial)

      

      Margo Bond Collins writing as Ivy Hearne

      Join Ivy Hearne’s Newsletter here for information about new releases and special sales.

      The Hunters’ Academy, Year 1

      The Hunters’ Academy, Year 2

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Abducted

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bokerah Brumley

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About ABDUCTED

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Magically challenged Zenith Calhoun and her best friend, Samantha, live in a shack and survive on stolen bits of food. Together, they survive on Unseen Street, in a world adjacent to the mortal realm. But, Paden, the captain of the peacekeepers, has much more nefarious plans for Zenith and Sam.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Blackened Apple

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Unseen Street

      

      Zenith Calhoun made her way down the alley, toward the open-air market, her stomach growling so loudly she thought she might earn a snicker or two from the group of vampire younglings at the corner. None of them said anything.

      Twilight tinted the sky above the red-brick buildings. Cracks spiderwebbed across the deteriorating asphalt, and purple Fae grasses grew up through the gaps. The grit of the city scraped against her shoe soles. Yeasty smells of fresh breads and spiced meats tickled her nose and made her stomach twist. She hadn’t had anything to eat all that day or supper the night before.

      Zenith’s ears twitched, but she didn’t slow her forward motion. If the rumors were true, magical hybrids had been disappearing all over the city, but she couldn’t stop.

      Sam’s hunger drove Zenith almost as much as her own. She meant to keep Sam alive until they could figure out how to beat Sam’s sleep problems. The end of the business day was always the best time to hit the market. Shopkeepers busied themselves counting their money for the day and packing up their wares.

      Footsteps echoed about half a block behind her, the bipedal sounds too light to be anything larger than a mortal child. Perhaps one of the scamps that frequented the thoroughfares leading to the bazaar. The hurry-scurry increased the closer she got to the hub of business.

      Farg, a giant of an ogre, sat at the threshold of the market, eyeing every shopper, his arms crossed. He made his living as the thief crusher, and he took his job seriously. When he glanced at Zenith, she waved. Other than the slightest crinkle of his hairy, warty upper lip, he didn’t react. She adjusted her jacket and slipped by him without stopping.

      Once inside the souk, Zenith didn’t dawdle. A family of hum-fairies zoomed past her head, each one giggling like mad, probably on their way to portal to new homes. Trolls hawked spittoons, magic lamps, and the magic moss that grew upon their ancestor stone, but she needed food not spell ingredients. Her best option would be the Stygian apples at the farthest booth to the back. One would fill their stomachs for days. Each bite, once swallowed, grew bigger on the inside.

      Stealing wasn’t the quickest way to have a good sort of long-term life, but it was the only way she knew how to get a thing the moment she needed a thing. Resources weren’t easily available for an orphaned blue feet, especially one already branded as shoplifter. Nobody liked half-breeds, and she had years of reputation to overcome.

      Zenith jogged by aisles upon aisles of exotic items only available on Unseen Street. Gypsies used fortune-telling conch shells to share futures. The local matchmaker wandered the aisles, handing out her card and promising a happily ever after to any magical creature who listened.

      Zenith paused at the aquatics. Lounging in livestock watering tanks, beautiful mer women assembled seaweed cigars on planks from ancient ships. The smokes would dry overnight and be ready for sale the next day. Their scales shimmered in the diminishing light. One of the selkies waved a flipper, but her water horse customer stomped his foot.

      Zenith’s stomach grumbled, and she went on her way once more. A moment later, she reached the shadow section. She darted by the fruit bins, pausing only long enough to bump into the bin filled with the Stygian fruit.

      An armful spilled over the ground, and she bent to pick them up. Each one sparkled bright white except for the bottom. The bottom half of each apple looked as though it had been dipped in black and then rolled in stars. They came from a planet near a black hole, and they held so much more energy than any other fruit in the souk.

      Zenith batted one of the superfoods across the aisle and beneath another vendor’s bin. Then, as the plump shop owner, Mother Hubbard, came around the corner, Zenith swiped a different blackened apple and tucked it into her jacket pocket, careful to make sure even Mother Hubbard’s blind dog could see the obvious movement.

      As expected, when she did, Mother Hubbard shrieked for the peacekeepers, and a cadre of five Fae officers appeared beside the small shop. Law-loving Fae made the best peacekeepers. They could snap themselves from place to place and had invented the only handcuffs that could hold magical beings. Each of the officers had two or three sets of the cuffs hanging from their belts. They’d materialized sooner than expected.

      Zenith grimaced. Farg must have warned them when she entered. She must be losing grace with the old ogre. She sighed. It would make surviving more difficult.

      Paden, the leader of the Fae squad, wore a long, silvery plume, sticking straight out of the top of his helmet. Rumor had it that the silvery feather came from one of the wings of the brave leader of an elite band of Fae warriors called the Scíath Sciathán.

      The feather moved in an invisible wind. Paden’s mouth tightened, and he hooked his thumbs behind his belt and glared at Zenith. She’d met him under similar circumstances before. If he was worth two shakes of salt, he recognized Zenith, too.

      “How can we help you, ma’am?” Paden asked, keeping his gaze trained on Zenith.

      Zenith pulled the one Stygian apple from her jacket pocket and replaced it on the appropriate bin. “If I had a coin to buy, I would have, Mother Hubbard.”

      The elderly woman crossed her arms and glared at Zenith. “You think you’re clever, don’t you? I wasn’t spit out of Hades yesterday, girl.”

      Paden tapped the blustering shopkeeper on the shoulder. “Please explain the situation, ma’am.”

      Mother Hubbard pointed a long, gnarled finger toward Zenith. “She stole a blackhole fruit, sir. As you know, those are worth thirty times more than a normal love apple and require great cost to retrieve.” She sniffed. “I want her hand chopped off for stealing from my stock.”

      The lead Fae raised an eyebrow. “Now, Mother Hubbard, you know we don’t cut off hands for theft of food. Theft of food usually indicates hunger, and the mayor is lenient.” He turned to Zenith. “Nevertheless, I will conduct a search of the offender.”

      Zenith feigned irritation, barely hiding the grin that threatened to bloom on her face. They’d been through it all before. She raised her hands. “Knock yourself out, officer.”

      The shopkeeper snorted. “See that you do.” Mother Hubbard marched away, her blind dog trailing after her and muttering about having a word with the backwards mayor about proper punishments for thieves.

      The feathered Fae stepped forward and the other four uniformed Fae positioned themselves in a circle around Zenith.

      Her cheeks flamed as he searched her clothes and pockets, lingering over her curves. She should be used to the searches by now, but this time seemed different. Paden’s hands warmed her hips. When he squeezed her waist, she shuddered.

      The looks of those inhabitants passing by added to her embarrassment. The condescension on the faces of those she’d asked for employment time and again. All They had all refused to give her a chance, forcing her to survive by stealing food for as long as she’d been stranded by her mother on Unseen Street.

      Finally, Paden stepped back. “I found nothing.”

      “Of course not. I know better. You saw me put it back.”

      Paden’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t believe her, but he didn’t have any proof to the contrary, so he nodded. “You may go on your way. Try to stay out of trouble.”

      She nodded, unable to dismiss the gleam in his eyes and unwilling to move until the little troop had gone about their business. The squad moved twenty paces away and Paden pressed something on his waist. They disappeared into the air.

      After Zenith was certain they’d gone, she glanced toward Mother Hubbard. The old woman bustled about inside her shop. Zenith dropped to the ground, swiped the single piece of fruit from the neighboring bin, and jogged back toward the exit.

      When she passed by Farg, she positioned herself in the middle of a wave of leaving shoppers and kept her eyes on the ground. She didn’t want to confront him about tipping off the authorities. He probably was doing his job the best way he knew how.

      Zenith had to get back to Sam. Sam had probably already been dozing too long as it was. The girl had nodded off almost the minute she’d climbed back into bed.

      But the footsteps had returned. When Zenith paused, they stopped. At the end of the alley, Zenith spun toward the last place she’d heard the sound behind her. Empty space greeted her. She scanned the alley.

      “Come out, come out, little beastie,” Zenith sang. “I won’t hurt you.”

      A moment later, a boy stepped out of the shadows behind a dumpster, wrapped in layers of rags and painfully thin. When he glanced up, he had the slit eyes of a reptile. He trembled and dropped his gaze to the ground.

      “Dragon shifter?” Zenith murmured. “Your kind is hard to find these days.”

      He studied his scaled toes but nodded. “Most worlds are too cold, miss.”

      “This one isn’t?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know how to get home, miss.” He shivered again. “Or at least some place warmer. Hum fairies are the only ones that can make their own portals.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Can’t afford Fae portal geodes, and I haven’t been able to figure out any other way. Do you know of any?”

      Zenith thought a moment. He’d basically listed everything she knew about inter-world travel. “Fair enough,” she said.

      He peered at her.

      Zenith frowned. “Are you hungry?”

      He nodded.

      Zenith sighed. She shouldn’t give it to him. She needed food, and Sam did, too, but she’d been a beggar runt before, and Unseen Street wasn’t the kindest of places to be alone. Sam had made a world of difference for Zenith. Even if nothing changed, the feeling of two against the world made a difference. She understood that better than most.

      She crouched down. “I don’t have any meat,” she said. “But I have something else.” She tugged the blackened apple from her pocket and held it out to him.

      His eyes sparkled. “You’d let me have that?” he whispered.

      Zenith nodded. She could always grab another one later. Or something else. Her sleight-of-hand skills never disappeared for long.

      He swiped it from her hand and sank pointed teeth into the flesh. A tangy scent filled the air. He made it through half the fruit in two bites.

      “Stop right there,” a deep voice bellowed.

      The dragon shifter blinked once and then collapsed into a heap. A moment later, he launched himself into the air, holding the Stygian fruit in his claws.

      Zenith chuckled and turned toward the voice. “Paden,” she said. “You’ve caught me.”

      His mouth twisted in a sneering smile. “So I have.”

      How could she defend herself against the team of Fae officers? Paden had caught her red-handed with the stolen merchandise. The evidence might have flown away but the memory of it hadn’t. What options did she have?

      Paden took a pair of handcuffs from his belt and held it out to her. “We’ll take you in for questioning. I’m sure the mayor will release you tomorrow. You might even get a free meal.”

      Zenith shook her head. She couldn’t go along, no matter how easy Paden promised the process would be. She had to get back to Sam. If she didn’t, Sam would sleep too long. Without Zenith summoning it, a magical sword coalesced, connected to her right arm. Her eyes widened. That hadn’t been what she meant to do at all.

      Each of the Fae peacekeepers drew their own metal weapons. The moment the blades struck the air, magic engulfed them. Their eyes glinted eerily in the magical light.

      “Crap,” Zenith whispered. She wasn’t a match for five Fae. She didn’t have to be a genius to understand that.

      Paden raised his hand as though gentling a skittish horse. “Easy now. There’s no need for that.”

      She appealed to Paden. “But how do I get rid of it?”

      He tipped his head to the side, his expression confused. “The same way you summoned it.”

      “I don’t know how,” she said.

      Paden frowned at her, clearly not believing her. “Then I suggest you try.”

      Zenith shook her hand, trying to dislodge the sword. The hilt rested in her palm, but she didn’t want to hold it. She shook her hand again, trying to get it to go away. The blade would act more like a neon sign. She didn’t know how to use it to defend herself with it. She hadn’t been trained in weaponry. She waved her arm over her head and then in front of her body.

      “Argh,” she yelled.

      Paden took a step backward. His men followed.

      There had to be a word or phrase to make the weapon do what she wanted. Some sort of feeling that would make it disappear. She cycled through a bevy of Fae words she knew. A moment later, a murder of crows gathered at the top of the building right next to her. Probably also accidentally summoned.

      She accidently sliced through the dumpster and two trashcans. A cat yowled and darted down the street. “Sorry, sorry. Sssshhh.”

      Paden bellowed. “Freeze.”

      Zenith sighed. Nothing she tried worked. If past experience had taught her anything, it wouldn’t go away until she’d given up on making it. Zenith bolted toward the end of the street and around the corner, running as hard and fast as she could.

      The Fae gave chase. Through the blocks they ran, around corners, and through side streets. They gathered attention as they tore through the crowds. Zenith tried to keep the sword tucked close to her, but she sliced through three shopping bags and caught the fetlock of a dancing faun. He howled in pain.

      “Sorry,” Zenith called over her shoulder. She hoped he heard her.

      Paden hadn’t summoned his wings. Fae could fly. Why hadn’t he launched into flight? His kind had wings. She pushed the thought aside.

      At the next corner, Zenith took a hard left and into another alley almost identical to the first. Though, a heavy cloud fogged the space between the two buildings. She ducked into the dumpster, hoping the thick metal would hide the glow of her accidental weapon. She peered through a hole in the side.

      A moment later, the five-fold Fae jogged into the alley. They searched up and down until, finally, the leader straightened. He stared directly where Zenith hid, through the holes in the dumpster, and into her eyes. He had to see the glint of her glowing sword. She chewed her bottom lip, and her pulse pounded in her ear.

      The moment felt like an hour.

      He knew. He knew exactly where she was hiding. He could probably see the glow from the sword that wouldn’t disappear. Why else would he look at her?

      Zenith’s heart thumped in her chest, and she held her breath. She couldn’t move. If she bolted, they’d catch her for sure. If she was arrested, what would happen to Sam? Who would make sure she woke up every few hours?

      Paden’s expression hardened, but he turned away. “Did you hear that? Sounds like it’s down the block.”

      His men glanced at one another as though confused. “Sir, would you like us to search the alley to be certain? We haven’t checked the dumpster.”

      He shook his head, his plume waving in the light breeze. “Down the block, men.” Then the leader turned away, and his subordinates followed.

      She scowled at the blade. Instead, of disappearing, a cardboard piece beside her caught fire. She climbed out of the dumpster fire and shook her fist at the air. “Go away, magic sword. Bippity-boppity-boo.”

      Nothing happened, and she sighed. Those words were the only magical ones she knew. She had to make her way home with a weapon she couldn’t get rid of. At the corner, she caught the arm of a stranger. She pointed out the fire, and they ran off to call the peacekeepers.

      A lonely crow dove down to land on her droopy shoulder. She slipped out of the alleyway. Zenith began the trudge home. She might as well be caring a neon sign, begging everyone on Unseen Street to notice her. Her whole body sagged.

      Glancing over her shoulder every few minutes, she hurried the ten blocks home to their shack near the ocean inlet. Her magic remained volatile, unpredictable, and Zenith didn’t know how to control it any more than Sam did hers. The sword would go away eventually.

      What if it doesn’t?

      The question popped up, as it always did, but she had to believe this would be like all the others. When would she figure out how to control her magic?

      She sighed.

      One thing was for sure, if Sam knew what was good for her, she wouldn’t make fun of Zenith’s new appendage. She turned to grimace at the blackbird on her shoulder. Or her new bird friend.
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      Once inside the shack, Zenith frowned at the sword still in her hand. She opened her fingers, but it didn’t go anywhere. The crow on Zenith’s shoulder picked through her hair. Magic could be such a pain in the butt. Someday, Zenith promised herself, she’d figure out how to use it better than anyone else.

      Samantha, an earth elemental, slept on the bed they shared as sister-friends. A large square of cardboard served as a floor covering. They’d painted starry night designs across it.

      Sam’s dark hair stretched across the burlap pillow. Made out of discarded Fae grass and old newspapers, the mattress had served its purpose since they’d had to move to the shack on the wharf.

      Beneath their tattered cover, Samantha whimpered. She had nightmares nearly every time she slept longer than a couple of hours. It was like her brain replayed her parents’ deaths over and over, trying to get it right. She didn’t talk much about it. It wasn’t something they’d figured out how to get rid of.

      “Sam,” Zenith said.

      Sam didn’t answer, but she trembled until the edges of the cover flapped like a flag in the tide winds. Convulsions came next. They always did.

      Zenith shook her hand, opening and closing her fingers. The glittery weapon remained. If she didn’t get Sam awake soon, she might pull their hut down like she had the last one. The raven squawked and flew to the window cut-out on the other side of the shack.

      “Sam, wake up,” Zenith spoke loudly into the quiet room. The crow chided her for the excess noise.

      Sam groaned, and the ground vibrated. “Don’t hurt me,” she whimpered. “Don’t hurt them,” she cried. “Let them go.”

      Zenith kicked the bed. “Sam, wake up.”

      Sam’s eyes popped open, the pupils completely obscured by opaque glowing white. “Zenith?”

      “It’s okay, Sam. Nightmares.”

      The cloudy film dissolved, and her eyes turned their normal red amber. Her eyes dropped to the magic sword. “Magic on the fritz again?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Did I damage much?”

      “Not this time.”

      Sam smoothed her hand across her forehead. “Thank goodness.” She climbed to her feet. “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d decided to leave me, you know.”

      “I know you wouldn’t have,” Zenith murmured. “It was a good excuse to move closer to the water. You know blue feet would rather be close to water anyway.”

      Sam sat up and her eyes widened. “What’s with the bird?”

      Zenith shrugged. “Showed up about the same time the sword did. Maybe I summoned him, too.”

      Sam reached for the creature, but it hopped to the farthest end of the ledge. Finally, it snapped its beak at her, and she yanked her hand back. “Never mind then.”

      It grumbled once and then launched itself out the window. It made one circle and then angled off toward the public beach on the other side of the rock levy.

      Zenith turned a cracked bucket upside down and took a seat. Her knees grazed the edge of their bed. The room they lived in wasn’t much bigger than a closet. At least the temperate climate of Unseen Street kept them from freezing to death. The weather wasn’t as agreeable out in the mortal world.

      A week ago, Sam rattled their lean-to down around her ears. Zenith hadn’t been around when it happened but found her in the rubble afterwards, still nightmaring. If it happened again, they had agreed to move into a tent together. They could get one from the military surplus booth in the bazaar. At least falling canvas wouldn’t kill them if it landed on them.

      Sam’s stomach growled. “Did you bring anything to eat?”

      “I managed to swipe a Stygian apple.”

      Her eyes sparkled. “Where is it?”

      Zenith offered a sheepish smile.

      Sam frowned and crossed her arms. “Let me guess. Big-eyed kid, massive sob story.” She sighed. “You’re such a softie.”

      “Actually, he was a dragon shifter, I think. Shivering up a storm.”

      “Even as warm as it is, it’s too cold here for their kind.”

      “He doesn’t know how to get home either.”

      Sam giggled. “Naturally.” She stifled a yawn. “Between your magic fritzing all the time, my nightmares, and being a couple of suckers with tender hearts, it’s a wonder we survive at all.”

      Zenith snorted. “True enough.”

      “I’m going check the traps. Wanna come?”

      “Can’t do anything else right now.”

      Together, they exited the tiny shack. Seagulls called overhead, soaring on the tide winds. At the far end of the fishing dock, Sam grasped a rope and pulled it up. Two fish flapped in the bottom of the basket.

      “Think you can start a fire with that?” She gestured toward Zenith’s sword.

      “No, but I can write my name.” Zenith demonstrated.

      “Useful.” Sam pursed her lips.

      A rustle in the shrubs nearby set Zenith on edge, and she crouched down to get a better look. She peered into the orange-green leaves. Were those slit eyes that stared out?

      Zenith jerked her head toward the hiding place. “Do you see anything over there?”

      “Did anybody follow you?”

      “Dragon-shifter boy did for a block, but not after I gave him the Stygian apple.”

      “Hmm.” Sam flipped the fish to descale the other side. She took her time turning around. If somebody watched them, they didn’t need to know they’d been caught yet. When she settled back in place beside the fire, she whispered, “It’s something alright. Small and squat, though. Maybe the boy?”

      “Could be.”

      Sam sat back on her heels. “Lovely.” She dropped the trap back down into the water. “Two fish for three people.”

      “Maybe he won’t come out.”

      “Wishful thinking,” Sam said. She turned the fish once more and declared them ready for cooking. “I hope these turn out decently.”

      Zenith’s stomach rumbled, and she pressed a hand to her middle. “Decent will be a feast,” she said. “We didn’t eat yesterday.”

      They made their way back to the bank. Zenith jogged back inside, grabbed a knife and a beat-up skillet. Then she returned to pile kindling in a small mound while Sam prepped the fish.

      Zenith snapped her fingers once and frowned when a flame didn’t appear on her fingertips. “Your turn,” she said.

      Sam tugged a lighter from her pocket to light a small fire. She tossed the fish onto the pan. “I’ve been thinking,” she said.

      “What’s that?” Zenith asked, her eyes drawn back to the trembling bush. The eyes glinted in the light, and Zenith once more caught sight of the slit eyes that stared out.

      “We need help.”

      Zenith scowled. “With what?”

      Sam gestured toward her own head. “This.” Then she gestured toward the blade still attached to Zenith’s arm. “That.”

      Zenith tucked it behind her body. “What are you talking about?”

      “I heard there’s a magic school in the mortal side of the world.”

      Zenith shook her head. “We leave the mortals alone, and they leave us alone. It’s a fine arrangement. I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Sam stretched and then lifted the pan from the fire. “I’ve heard good things about New Haven City. Maybe somebody there could take you in and give you magic lessons.”

      “Not somebody like me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Everybody knows blue feet are hybrids. Most of them are mercenaries. I’ve spent most of my life thieving around Unseen Street.” Who would take somebody like me?

      “I don’t think the mortals have the same feelings about hybrids. There’s a magical school in Bayburgh, too. Maybe they would teach you how to use your magic.”

      Zenith tucked the sword behind her body. “Why would I care about a school in the mortal world?”

      “Then you could undo your spells without waiting for them to wear off.”

      “I don’t have to wait for them to wear off.”

      Sam rolled her eyes. “Did you even try to summon that thing?”

      Zenith’s cheeks heated. “I must have since it showed up.”

      “You’re right. What was I thinking?” She sighed. “Let’s go inside.”

      On their way in, something in the wind tickled Zenith’s nose, and she sneezed. A moment after, the sword’s magical glow winked out. Triumphant, Zenith held up her hand, glad she hadn’t accidentally sliced her leg in two. “See? All it takes is a sneeze.”

      Sam gave her friend a dark look, but cut another yawn short. “If you could learn how to magic, you could teach me how to magic. Maybe I could get some decent sleep once in a while,” she muttered.

      For the first time, Zenith wondered if her friend might be right. Maybe learning how to magic was as important as having it. Since Zenith’s parents had abandoned her, she always believed her magic skills would eventually “come on.” Like instincts or milk on a mother mooncat. But it didn’t seem to happen that way. Everyone had a spark. The actual usefulness of the spark had much to do with the training of the spark.

      “Call your friend inside,” Sam said.

      “If we feed him, he’ll never leave.”

      “True enough,” Sam said. “But we have a vacancy.”

      “Oh?”

      “We don’t have a mascot. Maybe he wouldn’t mind serving in that capacity until I can conjure something.”

      “Hmph,” Zenith said. Then she took two steps toward the door and stopped at the threshold. She leaned toward the shrubs and waved. “You coming? Though, you shouldn’t be hungry after that piece of fruit.”

      Slowly, a figure straightened out of the bush. “How’d you know it was me?”

      “We can smell dragon-shifters,” Zenith yelled and then stepped back inside. She took a seat on her crate and Sam took a seat on the bed. They placed the pan between them.

      A shadow darkened their doorstep. The dragon-shifter boy peered inside. “Can you really smell dragon-shifters?”

      Zenith chucked. “Your eyes give it away.”

      He kicked at the ground. “Everyone says that.”

      “Everyone would,” Zenith said. “There’re remarkable.” She paused. “You going to eat with us?”

      “Only two fish,” he said.

      Sam patted the mattress beside her. “But enough is plenty in times like these,” she said. “Best you come on. Zenith’s a far sight more stubborn than I am, and that’s saying something.”

      He studied his toes, but he didn’t cross over the threshold. “I’m sorry I ran away,” he whispered. “I shouldn’t have.”

      Zenith didn’t know what to say in response to the boy’s admission. Instead of saying anything, she pulled a piece of flakey white goodness from the pan and shoved it in her mouth. “Mmm,” she said. “You like fish?”

      The boy lifted his chin, and his eyes widened. He licked his lips.

      “Come in, then. We can discuss particulars later.”

      An hour later, a knock at the door startled them all. “Zenith Calhoun? Are you in there? This is the Unseen Street Peace Force. Come out with your hands up.” A bullhorn amplified the voice, but Zenith frowned. She didn’t recognize who it could have been. Could it have been Paden, determined to get his revenge? There wasn’t any way to know.

      The two inhabitants froze and then glared at the boy. Who could know she lived there unless he’d brought them directly to their door.

      “Did you do this?” Sam snarled at him.

      “I had no idea they planned to follow me,” the boy said.

      Zenith’s shoulders drooped. “We have no choice, then.”

      “What do you mean?” Sam asks.

      Zenith jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “We have to go out the back way,” she whispered. Then she turned toward the door and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Just a minute,” she yelled.

      Sam cringed. “You think they’ll fall for that?”

      Zenith shrugged. “Worth a shot.”

      “Zenith Calhoun, come out with your hands up,” bullhorn voice repeated. “You have ten seconds or we’re coming in.”

      The boy raised his eyebrows, and Zenith put a finger to her lips. Sam nodded once and then crouched down, grasping the edge of the painted floor covering. Quietly, they lifted the large piece of cardboard from the floor and placed it on top of the homemade mattress. A square had been cut into the floor with a handhold cut into the wooden planking.

      Zenith pointed. “It’s a trapdoor. You ready?”

      A smile split the boy’s face.

      Sam opened the hatch, and the three climbed down through the floor to a platform suspended beneath the wharf and about a yard above the water. A small dinghy waited on the surface of the water below.

      Zenith was the last through and pulled the large piece of cardboard down from the bed, so it was closer to the hatch. “Escape route,” Zenith whispered to the boy. “But it won’t fool them for long.”

      Sam stood on the hidden platform. In one move, she closed the trapdoor and pulled the cardboard over the hatch.

      “Time’s up,” the voice announced. A dozen footsteps sounded overhead. It didn’t take them long. “Search again,” somebody bellowed. “They have to be here.”

      “The water is deep here,” Zenith whispered. “Don’t fall out unless you can swim.”

      He clasped his hands in front of himself, his eyes wide.

      While the authorities searched the shack above, the trio lowered themselves into the small boat. Using the dock above them as camouflage, they rowed toward the rock barrier that separated the outer bay from the inner swimming area and slipped behind it, effectively escaping from the authorities of Unseen Street.
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      When they reached the shallows of the empty beach, the dragon-shifter boy was the first to bail off the boat. He splashed through the shallows, hopped over the low wall, and darted away toward the edge of Unseen Street. A unicorn appeared a moment later, pawing at the ground and throwing sparks into the air. The boy leapt onto the back of the equine, and they galloped away.

      Zenith pitched the oars up onto the imported white sands of the artificial beach. The mayor had the bay built to make it easier for Mer and other aquatic beasts—like whale shifters—to come and go from Unseen Street. It was the same beach she’d washed up on.

      Zenith grimaced and ducked down in the boat. “Did that seem right to you?” She tipped her head to the side, listening. Nothing seemed out of place. Her stomach twisted. Except the fleeing dragon shifter.

      Sam stared after the boy and stifled a yawn. “Not particularly.”

      “I’ve never heard of unicorns as a getaway vehicle before either, but that seemed planned.” Zenith scanned the surroundings.

      “Maybe the two of them had a special connection. It wouldn’t be the first time weird stuff happened here. We’re a melting pot for the paranormal.”

      Zenith shook her head. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was about to happen. A dark flash at the edge of the clearing caught her attention. It could be a stray beastie or a bird, flying from tree to tree.

      “Didn’t the crow stop over here?” Sam asked.

      Zenith frowned. “I didn’t notice.” A scream echoed in the distance.

      “Was that a woman?” Sam whispered.

      “Maybe one of those big bird shifters.”

      “Peacocks?”

      Zenith nodded.

      Sam peered into the shadows. “Do you think it’s safe to get out?”

      “Not any more dangerous than staying here.”

      The duo climbed from the boat, careful to remain hidden behind the stone barrier. Once the small boat had been secured, they climbed the side of the levy and peered at their home. Fae peacekeepers searched the area. Though, in the growing dark, Zenith couldn’t make out any of the faces.

      Two officers sat on the platform beneath the elevated wharf house. The one with a feather in his helmet stared into the distance, but away from the beach. The others milled about without searching anything.

      Zenith scowled. None of them searched. It didn’t make any sense.

      “Do you think that’s Paden?” Sam asked.

      “Could be.” Zenith tapped her chin. “Does the whole thing seem too easy to you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If they’d been doing their job, wouldn’t they have done a better job searching? Why wouldn’t they be looking over here now?”

      “Maybe. You know how the mayor is. Maybe she doesn’t care but has to make a showing to keep the merchants appeased.”

      “It did seem like Paden knew exactly where I was hiding. Then he just let me go earlier. Maybe he wanted to find out where we live.”

      “It’s possible,” Sam whispered. “What do we do now?”

      “Find a place to stay until the heat dies down, and we can go back home.”

      “We could ask around about magic lessons. If I could control my magic while I slept, I could be a lot more help during the day. As it is, I can’t sleep a full night and the only time I can do anything magical is while I’m having nightmares.”

      “We’ve been over that.”

      Her expression turned pleading. “No matter how many times you tell me not to worry about it, I need lessons.” Sam frowned. “And so do you. We can’t keep living like this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m a danger to anybody around me.” She peered over the levy. “There really should be something out there, shouldn’t there? How do whole buildings and towns keep from getting burned down? There has to be something to help messed-up casters like me.”

      Zenith sniffed. “You’re not going to let it go, are you?”

      “Every time I fall asleep, I worry I’m going to hurt somebody, Zen. There’s got to be some way around that.”

      “Fine. We’ll see what we can find out.”

      They eased back down the levy.

      “At least the beach is empty for the day,” Sam said.

      Silently, they darted across the white sands. The levy hid them until they reached the low wall that surrounded the beach. Zenith boosted Sam over and then Sam helped Zenith over. Keeping their profile low, they followed the wall back into the city.

      All of it had been too easy, but Zenith kept her misgivings to herself. Sam was so ready to believe the best about every situation. But something was wrong. Zenith could feel it in her bones.

      They took the next street toward the market. Much like the beach, it would be closed for the day, but creatures still collected at the entrances to talk and converse.

      Twenty minutes later, they were back in the alley. Zenith ducked behind a pile of refuse and pulled Sam with her. Sam stumbled and then took a seat on the ground. She yawned, and her eyes turned glassy. She blinked rapidly.

      Zenith elbowed her. “You need sleep.”

      Sam tucked her knees beneath her chin. “I’m fine. All I need is ten minutes.” It always went the same. When Sam came out to “help,” she had to take power naps over and over.

      Zenith sighed. She was right. They couldn’t keep on like they were. They didn’t have a choice. She peeked out. At the end of the alley, Farg spoke with trolls and another, larger ogre. A classic vampire leaned against the wall beside them. She wore the traditional cape, had her hair slicked back and everything, probably only came out at night, too.

      “Looks safe enough,” Zenith whispered. “I’m going in.”

      Sam reached for a hand up, but Zenith pushed the hand away. “Stay here,” Zenith whispered. “I’ll see what I can find out and come back for you.”

      Sam nodded, her eyes already rolled back in her head. “Be careful out there,” she murmured.

      Zenith stepped out from behind the pile. When Farg’s gaze met hers, his mouth tightened. She waved to Farg, and he crossed his arms.

      He didn’t do anything else, but that one movement felt like a neon sign. She needed to learn to glamour. Most Mer could. Maybe she had enough Mer in her. If she did, she could be anybody else. It would make eating so much easier.

      Farg glanced to the roof of the tallest building, nodded once, and then turned back to his conversation. Her skin pricked, and her throat dried. A burst of cold air careened through the alley.

      Zenith scanned the roof line. Had he been signaling someone?

      In the dark, she couldn’t make anything out. She chewed her bottom lip and glanced back at Sam. For the moment, she slept peacefully, snoring lightly, oblivious to the danger they had wandered into.

      At the corner, beside a trash can, two eyes fluoresced. A moment later, the dragon boy appeared to her left. He watched from nearby, his face a mask of concern. Down the street, in the dim light of a streetlamp, his unicorn pawed at the ground, throwing sparks into the air. He stepped toward them, but Zenith shook her head.

      “You should have stayed away,” she whispered.

      He shrugged but didn’t budge.

      Zenith squared her shoulders and started toward Farg. She raised her hand. “I’m in search of magical teachers.”

      “Is that so?” a familiar voice uttered.

      Those three words crashed into her stomach. A scurry of footsteps echoed in the alley as Farg and the others scattered. It was almost as if they knew what came next.

      Perfect.

      Sam hadn’t yet moved, and the dragon shifter slinked backwards. His eyeshine was the only giveaway. Maybe they could get away.

      Zenith turned slowly to face the peacekeeper. “Paden.”

      He smirked. “Guilty as you are.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve been a thorn in my side long enough.”

      Zenith rolled her eyes. “Look at the big, fancy Fae. Finally caught the girl who always gets away, did you?”

      He spat and the spittle landed on her toes. “No matter what the mayor believes, hybrids shouldn’t be allowed to live. You’re no better than the rats in the sewers.” He sneered. “My job is to bring order to Unseen Street. That’s what I intend to do.” He peered down the alley. “Now tell me where your little friend is. She’s got quite a bounty on her head.”

      Zenith scowled and crossed her arms, hoping he couldn’t see her tremble. “From who?”

      He chuckled. “You’d like to know, wouldn’t you?” He waved to the four other Fae. “Search the alley. Find the other girl.”

      They dispersed. A moment later, they turned invisible. They’d find her in no time. Sam should never have come. She should have stayed on the beach. Then she would’ve been out of this mess.

      Zenith glanced to where the dragon shifter had been. He’d gone, and the unicorn had disappeared, too. Her shoulders sagged.

      Paden pointed a long stick at her. “It’s the last time you steal from anybody in this world.” His smile sent shivers through her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Ridding my world of lawbreakers.”

      Zenith raised her hands and let magic flood her. She didn’t know how to do anything, but she had to try. Every inch of her hummed with the energy she pulled in.

      A hood dropped over Zenith’s head, blinding her. She yanked at the black material, trying to dislodge it. Vice-like hands captured her arms and forced them behind her back. Metal clamped around her wrists. The edges cut into her skin, and the surge that had filled her winked out.

      A woman snickered. “You’re mine now.”

      “What do you mean by that?” If only she could summon magic at will. She could call the blue sword, start slicing, and break free.

      Zenith tensed her whole body but nothing happened.

      Harsh hands and gruff voices dragged her along. It sounded like a dozen men, but it might have been only three. They yanked her this way and that. Then the sound of something powering on.

      The ground beneath them rumbled, and Sam screamed. A man grunted in pain. Paden cursed beneath his breath. Dread poured through Zenith, and her knees buckled. In her head, all she could see was Sam on the ground, staring into the afterlife.

      I can’t breathe. What’s happening?

      “Sam, it’s okay, I’m here,” Zenith yelled. “Sam? Are you ok—” Her voice broke. Please don’t be dead. They’d survived so much together.

      “Zenith, what’s happening?” Sam’s timid voice sounded closer now.

      Zenith shifted in place.

      “Be still,” somebody growled.

      “Stay calm, Sam. We’ll figure it out. It’s okay,” Zenith called toward the sound of Sam’s voice.

      Sam whimpered.

      “Raise the hood,” Paden commanded.

      The fabric disappeared, and he stood quite close to her. Behind him, a metal circle focused energy until the middle glowed.

      Sam’s forehead creased. “What are you going to do to us?”

      Paden raised an eyebrow. “Send you far away from here. You’ll never trouble us again, and I’ll use the money you earn to buy my way back to Eilean Ren.” He waved and one of the Fae carried Sam through. Two others led the blindfolded unicorn to the portal. Another carried the dragon shifter.

      “Let them go,” Zenith cried. “They had nothing to do with this.”

      “Can’t have witnesses to tell the mayor, can we? Besides, a dragon shifter fetches a pretty penny in the mortal ‘verse.”

      Zenith hunched her shoulders and stared at her feet. A crow cawed overhead.

      Paden grasped Zenith’s chin and forced her to meet his gaze. He leaned forward until his nose nearly touched hers. “I’ll come visit you soon, Zenith. I’ve always wanted to get to know a blue feet better.” His smile twisted into something sickening. Then he raised his hand and slammed it into her jaw.

      The world went dark.
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      When Zenith woke, she had been stripped of her clothes, gagged, and strapped down to a hospital bed, her body half-inside a tube with gadgetry she didn’t recognize. She shivered from head to toe. Her head had been elevated just enough that she could view the rest of her body. Bright lights seared her eyes, and everything had been covered in white, disinfected of color. Acrid smells burned her nostrils. A monitor beep-beep-beep-ed in the corner.

      Sam was nowhere in sight. The dragon shifter and the unicorn were also missing.

      Binds held her wrist and her ankles. They’d exposed the blue scales that covered her legs from the knees down. How long had it been since Zenith had seen her own skin? How could they expose her shame like that? She squeezed her eyes closed and hot tears slipped out.

      Zenith tried to spit out the gag, but it wouldn’t budge. Instead, it scraped against her tongue and set off a series of dry heaving she couldn’t shake. How long had it been since they’d eaten? How long had she been passed out?

      She pulled at the wrist ties until her skin felt raw. Bright red drops of blood slid out from beneath the cuffs, down her dark skin, and dripped onto the pristine sheets.

      A sliding door whooshed open and closed a moment later. It sounded almost like an airlock. Why would Zenith have been quarantined? Her frantic thoughts tumbled one after the other.

      A sour-faced woman in a white lab coat leaned over Zenith, checking eyes, nose, and flicking her veins. “My name is Dr. Veem. Welcome to New Haven City.” She loosened the gag on Zenith’s mouth. “Now you make speak. You probably want to after you abduction.”

      The room spun, but Zenith fought to stay awake. “I’m in the mortal world?”

      “Of course.”

      Zenith’s stomach churned. “Why did you bring me here?”

      The doctor straightened. “Weapons development. The amount of money mortals will spend on building up a false sense of security…” She stared past Zenith. “It’s astronomical.”

      “Why me?”

      “You’re an interesting specimen. We’ve never had a hybrid in our labs before.”

      “I can’t magic,” she whispered.

      An eerie glow filled the woman’s eyes. “Then you will be trained.”

      Zenith fought back a gag. What had happened to Sam? Or the dragon-shifter boy? Where had they gone?

      “If you’re wondering what’s happened to your little friends, they’re waiting for their own exams. You were far more interesting than they were, but whenever you disobey, we’ll hurt them.”

      Zenith yanked against the binds that held her.

      “Now, remember, if you disobey any instruction at all, your friends will feel the consequences,” she paused, “and you will have a front row seat.”

      Zenith stared, horrified. The woman said it as though it was the most normal occurrence in the world. Zenith turned her face to the side and spewed bile all over the hospital room floor.

      The lab-coated woman pursed her lips. She took a syringe from a metal tray near Zenith’s head. “Do try to refrain from that. It makes extra work for the sanitization crew.” She jammed a needle into Zenith’s arm.

      Zenith whimpered.

      “There,” the pseudo-doctor whispered. “Much better.”
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      Sometime later—Zenith couldn’t tell how long—they wheeled her down a long corridor and then upended the hospital bed, dumping her into the floor of the ward. She tried to stand, to pick herself up off the floor, but she crumbled instead, whimpering for mercy.

      But the orderly marched away without helping her up or to one of the nearby beds. They weren’t people in here. They were… worse than animals. They were test subjects.

      She didn’t know how long she laid there. She squeezed her eyes closed and wished for it all to be over. A chill settled in her bones, and she shivered from head to toe. Warm hands helped her to her feet. The room spun.

      “Come on, girlie,” a soft voice whispered. “They only win when you give up.”

      Zenith’s eyes fluttered open. She stared into the pale face of vampire. “Have you seen my friend, Sam?” Zenith whispered. How her throat ached. They hadn’t let her have anything to drink or eat for hours. “Has she been here? Or a little boy? I think he’s a dragon shifter.”

      The stranger tucked her into an empty bed. “We haven’t met them yet. They’ll be here soon, I’m sure of it.”

      Zenith could already hear the lie, though. She sighed and turned away from the kindness.

      More strangers gathered around the bed, but Zenith couldn’t make out what most of them wore. She couldn’t even make sure how many were actually real and which were doubles. Her brain had been turned to mush and reconstructed. She squinted at them. It helped marginally.

      One of them snorted, a half-shifted werewolf, maybe. “You’re the first new blood we’ve seen in months.”

      Zenith groaned. “How long have you been here?”

      None of them answered.

      Finally, the vampire shrugged. “Years, maybe. They don’t let us keep track.”

      Zenith gestured to all of them and then patted her mattress. “Maybe we should work out a plan for escape.”

      “What if they see?” a Fae girl asked.

      Zenith scowled. “They aren’t here.”

      The girl pointed to the nearest corner. A black glass half-circle, about the size of Zenith’s palm, had been fixed to the ceiling. “They’re always watching,” she said.

      Zenith chewed her bottom lip. “Then we’re extra careful. We have to plan an escape. We have to find a way to get out of here.”

      The Fae laughed a sad laugh. “What escape? We’re here until we die or their experiments kill us. Escape is impossible.“

      “It’s not impossible. We just have to come up with a decent plan.”

      They all leaned in.

      “What did you have in mind?” the vampire asked.

      Zenith straightened her shoulders. “Tell me about your powers, and we’ll work it out from there.” She met the gaze of each prisoner. “When it’s all done, I promise you, we’ll be free. Nobody gets left behind.”
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      Aphaedra has been the crown’s weapon her whole life, but a princess can only take so much before she snaps…
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      “I will love you until the ends of time, Aphaedra Tempest. When the winds carry my ashes and the seas wash away my blood, my love for you will stay strong. I’ll live for you and I’ll die for you.”

      I’ll die for you.

      The vows play on repeat in my head as I stare down at the blood coating my hands and the lifeless, topaz eyes of my one and only love.

      “No,” the word leaves my lips, little more than a gasp as my heart beats an uneven pattern in my chest.

      I’ll die for you.

      I cradle his head softly, as whimpers escape from me.

      “No, no, no.” No matter how many times I say the words, the body in my grasp doesn’t move.

      I’ll die for you.

      Die for me, he did, and now I’ll avenge him if it’s the last thing I do.
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        24 Hours Earlier

      

      

      Soft lips brush my neck and warm hands trail up my waist. “Good morning.” Kofu’s deep voice sends a shiver up my spine as his fingers flirt with the edge of my silver nightgown.

      A smile spreads across my face and I slowly open my eyes. Beautiful, topaz eyes stare back at me. A light smile touches my husband’s lips and he leans down, planting a soft kiss upon my own lips. “Aphaedra, my love, you’ve slept like the dead this morning.” He chuckles and moves away, the warmth of his body leaving with him.

      I roll over with a groan, pressing my face into my soft, silky pillows. “I’m tired from the ball,” I groan, the pillows muffling my words slightly.

      “Ah, yes, you’re the one who insisted upon the extra glasses of wine.”

      I turn my head, my gaze landing on Kofu’s dark brown skin as he pulls his shirt down over his head. I smile when he catches me watching him. “What can I say, I love sweet things.” I let my eyes roam over him from head to toe. “Get back in the bed, love,” I order.

      He lets out a light laugh, taking a step away from the bed. “You know I can’t do that.”

      His hand reaches out, tracing a path up my ankle. Tingles follow his touch and I let out a groan when he pulls his hand away. “You’re such a tease.”

      A wide smile graces his plump lips and he leans over, lightly placing his mouth against mine in a chaste kiss. “You knew that when you married me, darling.”

      He goes to lean away but I place a hand on his neck before locking my legs around his waist. I pull and his warm, hard body lands on top of mine. This time, I’m the one leaving a trail of kisses on his neck. “Of course I did, it’s one of the reasons I made you mine.” My fingers wrap around the soft, black dreadlocks that flow past his shoulders as I trap him against me.

      Kofu pulls his head back slightly, the brightness of his gorgeous eyes captivating as he stares down at me. “I believe I made you mine.” This time when his soft lips press against mine, they linger. My eyes flutter closed, and I tangle my lips with his as his hands wrap around me. Our bodies meld together, becoming one as his tongue traces my lips. My lips open on a groan as Kofu’s tongue sweeps into my mouth. A familiar, sweet taste fills my senses and sends shivers down my spine and tingles through my core.

      Kofu’s hand moves up, brushing against my neck as his lips move in a path along my jawline. The hand not on my neck moves away from my back, moving under the hem of my gown. A blaze is set along my thigh as his hand inches higher and higher.

      His mouth continues to press light kisses on my jaw before moving down my neck. His tongue darts out and teases my skin. I let out a moan. “More,” I demand as his hand finally gets just where I want it to be.

      His fingers fiddle with the edge of my underwear before just as quickly it's gone and so is Kofu.

      My eyes snap open and I find Kofu a foot away from the bed as he smiles at me, a slight crinkle forming between his brows. “I told you, my love, I have to go to work.” He moves away, toward our dresser, as I stare after him in shock. He retrieves a hair tie from the stand and pulls his locks back into a low bun. When his gaze returns to me, the smile that I fell in love with still rests on his face. “I have a prince to guard, and he hates it when I’m late.”

      I plop back down on the bed, placing an arm over my eyes as I let out a groan. “Of course, dear husband,” I mutter sarcastically. I move my arm away slightly, peeping an eye at Kofu. “Because the prince is uber important.”

      He lets out a laugh as he gathers his bag. “I’ll tell your brother you say hello.”
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      I only lay in bed for a few moments longer after Kofu leaves.

      Afterall, no matter how much I want to, a princess can’t lounge in bed all day. Not when one has as much to prove as I do.

      My light mood passes as I roll to my feet. The soft fur of the rug under my feet brings me a familiar comfort and I take a deep breath.

      Time to get my day started.

      I move to my wardrobe, debating on today’s outfit. When my eyes land on a silky, gold day gown, I know it’ll be today’s choice. It's a comfortable dress, but still elegant so it’ll meet the approval of the court.

      I strip out of my nightgown and pull the gold dress over my head. It morphs to my form, curving over my breasts and flowing out the rest of the way. I run a hand over it before moving over to my shoes. I place my feet in a pair of black heels that are still somewhat practical to walk in. I sit on the stool in front of my vanity as I snap the straps on the heels before turning and staring at myself in the mirror.

      My dark skin complements smoky, grey eyes and white hair that flows down my back in curls. Grabbing a brush, I brush my hair back and twist it into a bun on the back of my head. It exposes my angular cheekbones and diamond earrings in my ears.

      I force a smile on my face, practicing for when I leave the room and encounter the less than pleasant people who also occupy our castle.

      Sighing, I shoot a longing look at my bed, but I know I can’t get back in it. I have duties to attend to.

      I stand and stiffen my spine.

      I can’t show any weakness when I leave this room or the others will eat me alive.

      My heels click against the marble tiles as I pull my double doors open.

      “Good morning, your highness,” Gerald, one of my personal guards, greets me and bows at the waist, his long locks of light caramel hair nearly sweep the ground before he returns to attention.

      “Good morning,” I return the greeting. “Ready for a day of fun?” I ask sarcastically.

      “Always, your highness.” He gives me a soft smile, his pink lips plump and sensual.

      I turn on my heel, heading down the hall. Gerald follows after me silently. When we make it to the end of the hall, Magnus, another of my guards falls in line, leaving his post. The routine is so normal at this point that none of us blink an eye.

      The further we move through the brightly lit castle, the louder it becomes until we’re standing at the entrance to the dining hall. The room is bursting with movement as servants cater and royalty bark orders.

      There’s a long, wooden table in the middle of the room, designed to seat over two dozen. Today, the table is only half full, a group of women sitting at one end, chatting with each other. The chatter dies as their gazes land on me. The heat and intensity of their stares increases as I move toward the empty end of the table.

      Then the chatter resumes.

      “Looks like the bastard decided to join us.” Fatima, the daughter of the high advisor, fake whispers and the other women surrounding her let out exaggerated giggles.

      “She could have at least tried to better her appearance, my god,” Eileen, Fatima’s sidekick and daughter of the high guard, says snarkily.

      “As if, I’ve yet to see proof that she even knows how to use a brush.” Fatima laughs, shrewdly.

      I make a show of pretending to ignore them as Gerald and Magnus take up guard behind me. Too bad the only thing I need protection from is the prejudice I face every day for being the king’s bastard daughter.

      Aphaedra Tempest.

      Supposed daughter of a lady of the night that trapped my father into lying with her. A charity case with no real claims to the throne. A woman with hair too unruly and skin too dark to deserve more than a passing glance.

      “Your highness,” Anima, one of the servants, greets me with a kind smile on her face as she places a plate in front of me.

      The plate is steaming with roasted pig and fluffy eggs. I return Anima’s smile even though it's slightly strained. The note of sadness in her eyes tells me she understands. “Thank you, Anima.”

      “Of course.” She bows before hustling to get back to work.

      I eat my food in silence, very aware of the eyes on the side of my face and the whispers that make their way down to me.

      Don’t show them any weakness.

      Kofu’s words ring through my head and I can’t help but wish he was here. The words were the first he ever said to me and he’s repeated them many times over the last couple of years, wielding me to be strong in the face of adversary.

      I finish my food quickly and drop my fork to my plate, listening to the soft ping as I push away from the table. Gerald and Magnus step back, giving me room to stand and I nod. I don’t let my gaze travel to the other women as I move toward the door.

      Just make it out of here and that’ll be a win.

      I should have known better.

      I feel it before I see it, the acute sensation of burning spreading through my neck and shoulder as something hot and wet drips down my skin.

      I let out a gasp and stumble back as the hands of Gerald and Magnus crowd me.

      “Oops, I tripped,” the voice belongs to Fatima but I don’t even have time to look at the devil in royal clothing.

      The pain increases as Anima rushes to me with a cloth. I turn my head, cringing at the pain as I stare at the chunks of meat from the hot soup that was just poured all over me, because I have no doubt that this was on purpose. There was no tripping or accidental slip of the hands.

      It was fully intentional.

      Electric tremors vibrate under my skin as Anima tries to get the food off of me. My blood pumps quicker and a tingle spreads under my finger.

      A storm is brewing.

      But I know better than to let it out.

      I gently move Anima’s hand off of me as I try to get control of my powers. I turn my gaze on Fatima and when she takes a step back, I know exactly what she’s seeing. Fully dilated pupils with a lining of silver around them, icy white veins appearing under the surface of my dark skin, and death in my fingertips.

      I can't even feel the burning on my skin anymore as my storm demands to be let out. I take deep breaths as I push the feeling under.

      Not here. Not now.

      The intense feeling starts to retreat and the burning returns as I feel the storm leave.

      I don’t linger, moving away from the dining hall quickly.

      Moments like this are dangerous.

      Honestly, any moment is dangerous when you’re a living, walking, talking storm that could kill thousands with only a thought.
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      My door flies open with a bang and I feel the anger coming off of Kofu before I see it. I lift my eyes to find my husband storming into the room, his fists balled at his sides. Gerald and Magnus linger just inside the door of our bedroom, visually confused as to whether they should be in here or not.

      “What happened?” Kofu asks as he glances to where I sit in the middle of our bed. I can tell from the way his jaw ticks and the fire in his eyes that he already knows what happened.

      “Fatima tripped,” is all I say as his eyes glance at my bare shoulder where it is visibly swollen from the burn. If my skin were lighter, I’m sure it’d be an angry red color. Luckily, the burns were minor, not enough to scorch the skin. One added ability of my powers is quick healing so I know within an hour, it’ll be like it never happened.

      It's nothing.

      “Aphaedra.”

      “It's nothing,” I repeat my internal monologue out loud for Kofu. “Just a little burn, I’ll be okay. I’ve dealt with worse.” And it's true, I’ve dealt with worse both mentally and physically from those girls and others. From them chopping off my hair when we were kids to my father having my back whipped when he found out I’d slept with non-royalty as a teen.

      Kofu’s gaze turns to the door where my guards still linger. “What were you two doing when she was being attacked?” He barks out at them. Both men only stare back at him with blank gazes.

      I sigh, reaching out to grab Kofu’s arm to calm him down but he pulls away. That in itself hurts more than my burnt skin. “You’re her guards, it's your job to protect her.” Gerald and Magnus have been my guards for a long time, long before I even met Kofu and they’re also our friends and I don’t appreciate the way he berates them.

      “Leave,” I say sharply to the two guards as I rise to my feet. They nod before they’re backing out of the room and closing the doors behind them.

      Kofu’s burning gaze turns to me now, the only target left in the room. “Aphaedra, someone needs to put an end to this.”

      “It’s nothing, and it's certainly not enough for you to speak to Gerald and Magnus that way over,” I snap at him as my fists ball.

      “It's not nothing, Aphaedra,” He shouts as he takes a step toward me.

      I back away and glare at him. “Leave it alone.” This has been the one thing we’ve always argued about in our relationship. He doesn’t appreciate the way I’m treated, but I know no matter how many times I speak up, nothing will be done.

      I’m nothing but a bastard after all. I’m barely any better than the servants.

      “We need to speak with your brother and your father.”

      “No,” I say sharply. He knows just as well as I do that my father is no better than those women. While my brother has always treated me better than my father has, there’s always been a line of how far he’d stick his neck out for me. His mother Diana, the queen, is more likely to protect me. Not that it’d actually help.

      “Fine, if you won’t do anything about it, I will.” Kofu spins on his heel, heading for the door.

      I shake my head as I watch him. “I said leave it alone.” My words crack through the air like a whip as a sharp breeze flows across the room. I take a breath and the breeze goes away. “Kofu,” I say softly. “Please, leave it alone.”

      He turns and watches me, those beautiful eyes are full of disappointment and it's hard to see, but I won’t budge, we both know it.

      “Aphaedra.” This time when he takes a step toward me, I don’t move away. His big hand drags the shoulder of my dress down as he surveys the damage. He shakes his head as he stares at it. “Why do you take this?” he questions.

      “Because I’m strong, and I know that things won’t be like this forever.”

      “Your powers,” he says lightly and I nod.

      My powers are untameable, uncontrollable and the only reason I haven’t gone nuclear yet is because of the high-end scientist that my father keeps. Sure, they poke and prod at me, but they keep me from accidentally wiping out an entire kingdom, they keep me tame. If I were to rebel or leave, I’d lose the chance to be normal, to be in control of my powers. The only downside is until that happens not only will I have to deal with the bullying from the others, but I’ll be someone else's weapon.

      It's the only reason my father took in his illegitimate daughter, because she had powers that could take out his enemies, that could wipe out another kingdom if he needed. It wasn’t because he loved me or because he wanted to get to know me. It was because at the age of four I lost control of my powers and killed everyone around me.

      Just think of what she could do if she were in control, they were the first words I’d ever heard spoken from my father. Not, nice to meet you, I’m your father. Not, I’ve been searching for you. And certainly not, I love you.

      He’d still never said those words and, in my heart, I knew he never would.

      Tempests are known for their powers of the storm, but no one had power as strong as mine, at least that’s what everyone continued to say. Not even my brother’s power could rival mine and he’s next in line for the throne.

      “It won’t be like this forever,” I repeat. I place my hand on top of Kofu’s where it still rests on my shoulder and my eyes meet his. “I just need to bide my time and then we can leave. We can head to one of the outer kingdoms and make a home for ourselves, make a family of our own.”

      As soon as I gain complete control of my powers we won’t have to deal with this anymore.

      For now, I’m the crown’s weapon and there’s not a thing I can do about it.
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      I only allow myself another half an hour before I’m back on my feet. I change again, this time into a plain, white shirt without sleeves that melds to my body, firm. I pull on a pair of black pants made of thick leather and find my heavy, black boots, sliding them onto my feet.

      A princess has no time to mope.

      Not to mention that if I don’t show up to my duties, my father will undoubtedly send someone to find me and figure out why.

      Kofu left ten minutes ago, saying that my brother was preparing to leave for a short meeting and he was to be a part of his guard detail.

      With a sigh, I move to the door and lay my head against it, taking a deep breath.

      You won’t always be in this situation, but for now you need to pull it together long enough to not bring any unwanted attention onto yourself. Stay strong and keep moving.

      With a sigh, I pull the door open. Gerald is standing just across the hall and when he sees me, his eyes widen slightly. “Princess.” He moves forward, keeping his voice low. “Your husband told us that you weren’t to leave the room for the rest of the day.”

      I tilt my head at that, glaring at Gerald as I ball my fists up. I may not be the toughest woman around, but I surely don’t appreciate the sentiment that I need a man to make my decisions for me. “Gerald. I am the princess and your boss, not Kofu,” technically my father is his boss, but he doesn’t point it out, “you will listen to me and not question my decisions.”

      “Yes, your highness, I’m so sorry.” He bows slightly in apology.

      “Now, let's go.” I turn on my heels and head down the hallway. Magnus falls in line silently, but I’m sure he heard our discussion. I continue through the familiar halls of the castle, my heart rate picking up as we get closer to the room where I need to be.

      “Aphaedra,” my name spoken softly makes me pause in my tracks and I turn to find Diana standing a couple of feet away.

      Wearing an emerald gown with gold accents and a shiny crown on top of her silky, red waves, she looks like the perfect queen. Even though I know she’s well over a century old, her bronze skin is smooth and she barely looks older than my age of 28.

      Her red lips pull into a smile and she moves closer to me, her green eyes taking me in. “I’ve come to check on you, I heard about the dispute this morning.” She frowns.

      Diana is nothing like my father. A genuinely nice woman who always treated me like her own daughter, she’s taken care of me for the last two decades. If it weren’t for an arranged marriage, I’ve always believed she’d be married to a nice man in a nice little village.

      But instead, her marriage is one of politics.

      “I’m okay,” I assure her. “I’m headed to training.”

      She nods, her gaze not on me but over my shoulder. She continues to look around but it’s only us and the guards in the hall. Still, she grabs my arm and pulls me close to whisper in my ear. “Things are happening around here. I’m not sure what, but you must be careful.”

      I pull back to stare at her face but she’s already painted on the mask of an elegant royal, a wide smile on her face. “Good luck in your training, dear.” And with her vague warning hanging in the air, she leaves.

      I watch after her for a moment, my heart beating quickly for an entirely different reason now. I decide I’ll seek her out later before starting my trek back to the training room, though Diana’s words never leave my mind.

      When we finally make it to the room, the two guards standing on post look at me and nod before opening the double doors in sync. I walk through and the doors close as quickly as they were opened with a resounding thud. Gerald and Magnus remain outside, not allowed past the doors but I’m safe here. It's the only place I can say such a thing with confidence.

      I look around the room, taking in the desks and computers that fill the room. In the middle is a huge, transparent dome and while it’s empty now, it will no longer be the case when I walk in.

      It’s my favorite part of the day.

      “Aphaedra, how are you today?” The words come from the thin woman sitting behind one of the computers. Her eyes are on the screen even as she speaks to me, but her voice is warm.

      “I’m doing okay, Margret.” My eyes return to the dome. “Are you ready for me to enter the simulation?”

      “One second, I need you hooked up today.” Her fingers move rapidly across the keys as another woman enters the room holding a bunch of wires in her hand.

      “Aphaedra.” She bows her head.

      “Lacey.” I greet and out of habit I hold my arms out from my body as she lifts my shirt and starts sticking patches and wires to my body. The first time we went through this process, it made me anxious. Now, I’m only brimming with excitement, knowing what’s coming.

      Lacey places the last patch between my shoulder blades and tucks the small monitor that they’re attached to in the pocket of my pants, securing it by zipping it halfway.

      She steps away and nods to herself before joining Margret at the desk.

      “Okay, we’re good to go,” Margret says, giving me a thumbs up. Her eyes still remain on the computer.

      I move forward and slide open the reinforced glass door. It's made from the thickest, sturdiest glass known to all the kingdoms and so far, despite the constant abuse, it hasn’t failed me yet.

      I slide the door back closed behind me and the warm air rushes over my body.

      “Okay, Aphaedra, we’re just going to go through the regular paces today, so you can go ahead and warm up.” Lacey’s light voice comes through the dome.

      I nod, knowing they can see all my movements on their screen or if they look in front of them.

      I close my eyes briefly, taking a deep breath.

      Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale…

      A buzzing starts along my skin as my heart rate slows and the air around me starts to move quicker, cooling. The buzz turns into a hard crackle, running along my skin, but it’s pleasant and when I open my eyes I see I’m in a forest. The trees shake and tremble as the wind picks up, and up ahead lightning cracks through the sky.

      My limbs feel weightless and I feel free.

      Here, in the dome I can finally let my powers loose and the feeling is exhilarating.

      “Strike the tree furthest from you,” Margret says gently and the words are barely out of her mouth before I’m raising a hand, my eyes on the tree furthest from me, and it's struck.

      The tree splits in half and falls, but it quickly disappears from the simulation.

      “More wind.”

      I blow out a breath as I kick the wind up. It blows my white hair wildly and I’m suddenly weightless as my feet leave the ground. I just barely hover over the ground as I take out another tree.

      “Rain.”

      Lifting my hands above my head, I feel the crack of energy along my skin and pull at it as I imagine hard rainfall.

      One drop splashes onto my skin before I’m covered and it feels amazing.

      “Let up,” Margret says and I follow orders, turning the rain into a light shower.

      We continue to go through the simple paces and the freeing feeling reminds me why I put up with all the shit that I do. One day I’ll be able to control my powers and I won’t have to wait for someone to give me permission to use it.

      Margret has me create a hurricane, my biggest weakness, and at her command I grow it in size before making it smaller. We continue for a little longer before inevitably the simulation disappears and Lacey’s voice comes through the dome. “That’s it for the day.”

      Reluctantly, I start to reel in the energy that doesn’t want to be tamed and I let go of the thunderstorm I was in the middle of controlling.

      The dome returns to normal, and I return to an unsatisfied life.

      When I leave the training center, Magnus and Gerald are outside waiting on me. They know that I come here to train but they have no idea about the actual capabilities of my power, my father not wanting there to be anyway word gets back to the other kingdoms.

      We move down the hall and I stare at the ground as we move forward.

      “Aphaedra.” The deep voice makes me stop in my tracks as my heart rate kicks up in my chest.

      Turning, I find a tall man with olive skin standing down the hall. His grey hair hangs from beneath his crown and his shrewd, dark eyes watch me closely.

      I bow at the waist. “Hello, father.”
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      “I’ve told you not to call me that, it’s King Tempest.”

      People have compared me to my father and when they do, I certainly don’t take it as a compliment.

      “King Tempest,” I grit out, but the frown remains on his weathered face. At 350, he’s much older than Diana and it shows.

      “We must speak, Aphaedra,” is all he says before he turns on his heels and I know I’m expected to follow.

      Things are happening around here. I’m not sure what, but you must be careful.

      For a moment, I consider turning and going the other way as Diana’s words ring through my head. However, I know from experience that such a move would not end well. Most times it ends with the skin torn from my back and a week of not being able to leave the bed afterwards.

      A slight nudge to my side makes me turn to find Magnus giving me an encouraging look. His lips are strained in a fake smile, but I understand the warning all the same.

      I nod sharply before moving forward. My father’s guards keep a barrier between the two of us as if I’d actually try an attack on him.

      I could only hope.

      Our group continues to through the halls and it doesn’t take me long to realize we’re headed toward the throne room. When we get to the golden double doors adorned in red and green jewels and the Tempest family crest, my suspicions are confirmed.

      The guards standing at the door bow before my father before pushing the doors open. Light blooms from within the throne room, an added effect from the tall windows that are always uncovered. They are of course reinforced, anyone thinking of trying to attack the throne from getting in that way, are greatly mistaken.

      In the front of the room are a couple of thrones, the biggest one in the middle belonging to my father, which he quickly claims. Next to his throne is a slightly smaller one where Diana normally sits. It’s noticeably vacant.

      Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for my brother and his wife’s throne.

      Sitting on his throne with his legs crossed at the ankle and his chin propped on his tan hand as he lazily gazes out the window, my brother, Agnus. He is the embodiment of privilege. I’ve always gotten along with him much better than my father but that's not saying much. Yet, from what I know of my brother he seems to love me as much as he’s capable of loving someone. He’s never outright mean or rude and he occasionally includes me in any festivities he was going to.

      His wife, who sits beside him in her silver ball gown, that is way too much for a regular day in with no affairs, glares at me with blue eyes. She pushes her blonde hair out of her face, making sure I feel the full effect of her glare. I stiffen my posture, refraining from giving her a harsh look of my own. Lainey is from Rhauf and her marriage to my brother was one of convenience. A show of peace between the two kingdoms. I once asked my brother if he actually loved her to which he’d laughed.

      However, the woman takes her new position as the next queen of Daeryl very seriously and she hates me. I quickly learned that it was because I was the only threat to the throne.

      Despite being a bastard, if something were to happen to my brother, the throne would fall to me. However, what she doesn’t know is that I’ve never wanted the throne. Plus, my father would find a way to make sure I didn’t sit my ass on his precious throne whether he was dead or alive. He’d fight the devil in hell to make sure of it.

      I turn my head away from Lanie and look at the smallest throne on the opposite side of where the queen usually takes her place. The throne was obviously thrown together lacking any of the fanciness of the others but the fact that it's there at all is a surprise of its own. Of course, where there should be another throne beside it there isn’t.

      Kofu’s duties are to the guard, there’s no reason for him to sit on a throne.

      The argument didn’t last long and while it was expected, it was still an annoyance when the discussion happened.

      The thought of my husband has me pausing as I look at Agnus. His meeting didn’t seem to last long.

      It’s only been a little over two hours since Kofu said they were leaving but I suppose if they used portals to travel it’d make sense that they are already back.

      Pushing the thought from my mind, I move over to my throne and take a seat in the uncomfortable chair, angling my body toward the others.

      “Aphaedra,” my father says, his voice booming, “I understand that you are causing issues with the other women of the court.”

      Great. Another one of these conversations where I’m the villain.

      “No,” I say, keeping my voice steady and even. “The other women pick at me and I let them, like you always tell me to.” Don’t embarrass me or this family with your childish affairs.

      “That’s not what I heard,” Lainey interjects, her gaze cutting across to me.

      “Of course, because Fatima is one of your loyal subjects.” Even those words are a bit much considering how spineless my father prefers for me to act.

      “I will only tell you once more, do not embarrass this family and that goes for your husband too.”

      My brows crinkle at that. While I may be troublesome in my father’s eyes, he’s never had a problem with Kofu as long as he sticks to the shadows of being a guard.

      “Excuse me?”

      I’m surprised when my brother is the one to lean forward and look at me. His grey gaze is cold and steely as his eyes lock with mine. “Yes, father is right, your husband has been sticking his nose where it does not belong and you should speak with him about it.” The words are simple but the warning is clear.

      What in the hell happened with Kofu to piss my brother off?
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      My father doesn’t keep me long after the warning from him and my brother. On my way out of the throne room, I pass by Diana. I try to meet her eyes, as the two warnings I now have whirl through my mind, but she avoids my gaze.

      Magnus and Gerald follow me to my chambers and bid me a good evening once we get to the doors, since the day has already quickly gone by.

      When I walk into our room, Kofu isn’t there which is odd, since I didn’t see him with the rest of my brother’s guard in the throne room. With a frown, I decide to wait up for him and quickly wash up, pulling on a silk nightgown.

      After an hour, he still isn’t back and I get under the covers, grabbing a book from my nightstand to read over as I wait.

      The words all blend together, and I can’t remember what I read the second my eyes move to the next sentence and soon I find my eyes drifting closed.

      When the door to the bedroom opens with a thud and I jump, I realize I’ve drifted off to sleep. I’m just barely able to make out the silhouette of Kofu as he tries to silently enter our room.

      “Where have you been?” I ask, my words strained with sleep.

      Kofu pauses and the door to the room closes. “Don’t worry about it, my love.” His voice is low and gentle but there’s still something off with his words.

      “Kofu-”

      “Shh.” He wanders over to the bed and in the dark of the night, I can’t make out any of his features. He slides under the covers next to me and the usual scent of berries that seems to stick to his skin washes over me along with the not so nice smell of something metallic.

      “Kofu-”

      “Not tonight,” he cuts me off again. The heat of his body against mine is slightly comforting as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me close, but I can still tell that something is wrong.

      There’s a slight dampness to his shirt and when I move to turn on the lamp to see better, he holds me tighter, refusing to let me go. “Rest Aphaedra, we will talk in the morning.”

      The meeting in the throne room pushes to the forefront of my mind along with Diana’s warning. “Does this have something to do with my brother?”

      Silence.

      His chest moves against my back as he lets out a deep sigh. “We will talk in the morning,” he repeats and one of his hands moves to stroke my jaw. “For now, just rest, please.” The last word is a plea.

      “Fine.” I can tell that whatever is going on is really worrying him and if he says we’ll discuss it in the morning, then we will. For now, I’ll let it go. “Goodnight. I love you.”

      “I love you too.” A soft kiss to my forehead is all I remember before I’m dozing back off.

      I wake to the sound of something hitting the floor and sunlight radiating into the room. I place a hand over my eyes, trying to block out the light before letting out a groan as another thud goes through the room.

      I rub at my eyes and when I open them, I find Kofu at our closet with bags in his hand. I watch as he shoves an assortment of my pants into one of the bags before dropping it on the ground next to two other full bags.

      Alert, I throw the covers off. “Kofu, what are you doing?” I question as I move over to him.

      His back is to me and he tenses when he hears me moving toward him. “We need to leave, Aphaedra.”

      “What?” Maybe I’m still half asleep and didn’t hear him right.

      “We need to leave Daerel,” he says and this time I know it's no mistake.

      I heard him right.

      “But why?” I question. I’m a princess, as much as the role is almost non-existent at this point, he knows I can’t just leave.

      At least not yet.

      I need more time to gain control of my powers.

      “We’re in danger here. It’s not safe for us,” his words are low and he quickly returns to packing the bags.

      When I look out the window and see that the sun is still quite low, I realize that it's early morning. “Kofu, I need you to explain to me what’s going on.” I try again. “What’s going on with you and my brother?” I know whatever is going on, it has to go back to Agnus and his words yesterday.

      He finally stops moving. “I found out some things about your brother and it has put us in danger.”

      No. My brother may be cold and he isn’t a saint, but he wouldn’t actually-

      My thoughts break off as Kofu turns around and I let out a gasp. His right eye is black and swollen shut, there are lacerations across his beautiful dark skin that I recognize as wounds left from a whip, and his lip has a cut across it.

      “My brother did that?” I ask softly as my heart rate kicks up.

      There’s no way-

      “Yes.”
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      Why would I think my brother isn’t capable of beating my husband?

      I’ve seen him do much worse.

      And yet-

      My brother’s threat rings through my head to tell Kofu to mind his business.

      I blow out a breath of air and move away from Kofu, sinking down on the bed and placing my head in my hands.

      He’s telling the truth and you know he is.

      I look up and find Kofu watching me.

      “Tell me what happened,” I say lowly.

      After a moment’s hesitation, he drops the bag he was in the process of filling and moves over to me. He takes a deep breath as I finally notice the smudges of blood on the collar of his shirt.

      “I went with you brother on his meeting with the king of Rhauft,” he starts as he pushes his hands in his pocket. “It was supposed to be just a routine meeting, one of the ones where they just bullshit and ensure that the peace between the two kingdoms is still good, it's why the guards are still allowed in the room, because the matter isn’t supposed to be too private.”

      I can sense the but coming and sure enough it does.

      “But the prince and king began to discuss some sort of trade, I wasn’t sure what exactly until the king gestured for his adversary to bring something out. That’s when they came out.” His body shudders.

      “Who are they?” I ask as I look up at him with worried eyes.

      He presses his lips into a thin line. “The women. I thought they were just your run of the mill prostitutes, it's not uncommon for the prince to… indulge.” His eyes leave mine for a moment before he looks back at me and it appears as if he’s going to be sick. “But then they started to get younger and younger until I found myself looking at a young woman who can’t have even hit puberty yet. She was scantily dressed and I was almost sick on the spot, especially as the king leered at her.” He sways on his feet for a moment before getting ahold of himself. “And that’s when they started talking about the king trading the women to your brother as a token of his support and to show he’ll have his help when he needs it in the future. He never mentioned quite what he would help your brother with, but I suspect…”

      He trails off as my stomach drops and I feel ill. “What do you suspect?” I manage to get out.

      “I suspect that it will be helping your brother overthrow some of the other kingdoms and take their lands and people. They never directly said it, but it was implied multiple times.” My heart rate picks up at his words. “There was the mention of the deadkrest.”

      My heart stops at that because if there was talk of the deadkrest then Kofu has to be right. The deadkrest were the last to try to change the way the Six Kingdoms of Wysata were ran. From my understanding, they’d tried to change it for the better but their plan was thwarted and they were exiled to Ezowel.

      That was over a century ago and no one has tried such a thing again.

      My mind thinks of my brother and the cold eyes he tries to hide behind charming smiles.

      If what Kofu says is true, he will start a war.

      “What else happened?” I ask as I stand and pace, trying to push back the nerves that are overtaking me.

      Kofu pauses before he lets out a sigh. “The king wanted to have… interactions with the young girl.”

      Bile rises in my throat.

      “He demanded that she be taken to wash up first, so I volunteered to be a part of the guards who took her back.”

      My head whips around at that and Kofu holds his hands up in surrender. “Just listen, my love.” The words that usually bring a flutter to my heart don’t in this moment. “We took her back and I knocked out the other guard on duty and let the girl go.” He shakes his head. “I knew it wasn’t smart, that there’d be no way to hide what I’d done, but… I couldn’t-” His voice cracks as his body shudders.

      “Of course you couldn’t.” It's the reason I fell in love with him, a man with a heart bigger than the moon.

      “I tried to lie and say the girl possessed some sort of power and I lost control, I’ve heard of body jumpers before and it's a skill they have, to control others. The king was irate, and I knew the prince didn’t believe it but he calmed the king down. When we returned to the kingdom, the prince requested to speak with me and in my gut I knew I was in trouble. The next thing I knew, I was bound and chained and someone was beating the living daylights out of me. That was when your brother knelt in front of me and demanded that I stay out of his affairs. He told me that if I stepped one more foot out of line, it wouldn’t only be the end of me, but you too, Aphaedra.” Kofu shakes his head aggressively. “I can’t- I can’t let anything happen to you, so we must go.” He turns away and moves back over to the closet. Even from across the room, the tremors going through his body are visible and it pulls at my heart.

      My mind goes to my brother, the one person who while not an absolute angel has always been nice in comparison to how many of the other royals treat me.

      There has to be a misunderstanding.

      Yet I know that Kofu’s words are not a lie, because I’ve seen the darkness that hangs in those eyes.

      Still… “I will speak with him.”

      Kofu’s head snaps around, “No, Aphaedra-”

      “He can’t expect to just beat you like that and get away with it,” I snap and I feel the tingles under my skin that were rising as Kofu was speaking, spark fully to life. Because while I may not be the highest in power, I am certainly not weak.

      “Aphaedra-” Kofu’s voice is only a whisper in the wind as I bound out of our room in search of my brother.

      No, I’m not weak, not even close and my brother will not get away with what he has done.
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      I can feel Magnus and Gerald at my heels as I storm through the castle but I don’t care. I’m looking for my brother and I’ll be damned if anyone gets between me and him.

      I can feel the familiar tingle under my skin and the crack of my powers begging to be freed. With every step, my anger starts to build.

      I head straight for the throne room and when I come up empty, I head for my brother’s chambers instead.

      When I see the group of guards standing outside his door, I know I’ve found him.

      “Your highness, the prince does not want any visitor-” the guard speaking is cut off as I flick a hand at him and a burst of wind knocks him out of the way. The other guards pull their swords and I turn toward them as the storm beneath my skin begs to be released.

      For the first time in a long time without being in the dome, I let it free.

      Thunder sounds through the castle as lightning strikes the remaining guards. I kick in the door to my brother’s chamber and hear a yelp as Lainey’s eyes widen at the sight of me. She’s sitting in the bed- no, on my brother I realize, as she pulls a sheet up over her naked body and reveals my brother. He looks at me in shock but he doesn’t have as much fear in his gaze as I expect.

      He pushes his wife off of him as he stands, not giving a damn about his naked body.

      “What did you do to my husband?” I bark at him.

      He only tilts his head to the side as he picks up a pair of pants off the floor and pulls them on.

      “What did you do?” I repeat as lightning strikes next to him. It doesn’t hit him directly but it's enough for a slight bit of concern to appear in his gaze.

      “I’ve done nothing but send him a warning,” he says, his words cold and harsh as he takes a step toward me. He’s not going to even try to deny what he has done. He raises his own hand and I feel a gust of wind, but it does nothing but piss me off.

      My powers are stronger than his, always have been.

      “What is going on here?” Lainey questions as she stomps over toward me, apparently done whimpering in the corner.

      When her red lips turn down in a sneer at me, I do something I’ve wanted to do for a long time.

      I punch her.

      She falls to the ground and I step over her as I make my way to my brother who holds his ground though I don’t miss the sheen of sweat on his forehead.

      “You hurt Kofu and that’s where you made your mistake,” I say lowly as we stand toe to toe.

      His cold eyes look down at me and I wonder if the small bits of affection he’s shown me were all fake. “Your husband was in my business and he paid the price, but apparently it wasn’t enough of a warning. It looks like I should have been firmer.”

      His words only make me angrier and without thought, I raise my hand prepared to bring hell down on him. Only something hard is clamped around my wrist and I feel the energy crackling under my skin fizzle out.

      My brother only smirks at me as I look at the steel cuff that a retreating guard has slapped on my wrist. “It seems you also need to be taught a lesson, sister.” It's the last words I remember before there’s a sharp prick in my neck and I’m knocked unconscious.
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      When I come to, my heart is pounding fast and there’s a sinking feeling in my gut. A part of me knows that something bad has happened.

      I sit up and realize that I’m not in my room. No, I’m in one of the beds in the infirmary and my hand is cuffed to the bed. I yank at it, but the chain is connected to the steel cuff on my wrist and it refuses to budge.

      “Let me go!” I shout but there’s no one else in the room. “Let me out of here!” I yell as my heart rate picks up.

      I need to see Kofu.

      The feeling is overwhelming and I curse as I search for the storm that usually lies right under the surface.

      There’s nothing.

      Tears of frustration stream down my face as I continue to try to break free.

      I need to see my husband.

      The sound of the door creaking meets my ears and I look up to find Diana walking into the room. Her crown sits perfectly upon her red waves and there’s not a wrinkle in her elegant dress, but the lines in her face confirm that something is wrong. Her eyes look down at the cuff on my wrists before snapping to mine.

      “Help me,” I plead with her as I continue to yank at the cuff, “Diana, please!”

      She presses her lips into a line as she moves over to the bed and sits down on it. Her posture is stiff and there’s something heavy in the air as she just sits there. “I’m sorry, I tried to warn you,” is the only thing she says to me before the shine of a key in her hand is the only thing I can focus on as she slides it into the lock on the chains. “Be strong.” The words are followed by the click of the lock.

      I don’t ask what she means as I jump out of the bed and sprint down the halls. I need to get to Kofu. I rush to our chambers, fortunate that I don’t run into many people on the way and those that I do don’t try to stop me. When the doors of our bedroom come in to view, I don’t miss the sight of the droplets of blood outside the door.

      My heart kicks into overdrive and I push the doors open.

      A sob leaves my lips.

      Lying on the floor of our chambers is the only man I’ve ever loved with my whole heart and it takes me only one second to realize that he’s dead.

      My legs give out.

      I crawl over to Kofu, letting out a cry when one of my knees slip in the pool of blood. I fall over on top of his lifeless body and weep.

      “I will love you until the ends of time, Aphaedra Tempest. When the winds carry my ashes and the seas wash away my blood, my love for you will stay strong. I’ll live for you and I’ll die for you.”

      I’ll die for you.

      Die for me, he did, and now I’ll avenge him if it’s the last thing I do, because I know exactly who did this and I am going to make him pay.
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      After my brother killed Kofu, though everyone else in the castle says an enemy of the court broke in and did it, they started keeping a cuff on me twenty-four hours a day unless I was in the dome training.

      And for years now, I’ve played by their rules, let them think that the fight I put up the day I let the storm out is over.

      It’s not. I’ve just been biding my time.

      “Alright, your highness, that’s it for today,” Margret’s voice comes through the dome and I offer her a fake smile like I do every day.

      But there’s something a bit more sinister behind it today.

      She just doesn’t know it yet.

      I keep my head low as the lock on the door clicks, letting me out. It's another change that’s happened in the past couple of years.

      The dome is just another part of my prison now.

      I hold out my wrist, just waiting. Soft steps get closer and the silver cuff comes in view a moment before I let my powers out.

      There’s a yell as Margret goes flying into the wall, the cuff clattering to the floor. I can’t make myself feel any semblance of guilt as I glance over at the woman before moving forward. When Lacey approaches, I flick a hand and she goes down in a crumble.

      I’ve waited for years to get better control of my powers and now that I have, it's time for part one of my plan to go into place.

      I take out the guards at the door, including my own, the two who replaced Magnus and Gerald after the  “incident”. Father says Magnus and Gerald were too close and wouldn’t likely put me down if I had another outburst and tried to kill my brother.

      With one last glance at the fallen guards, I continue through the castle at a leisurely pace, my boots feel firm on my feet, hidden beneath the gold of my dress. I made sure they weren’t visible when I put them on this morning, not wanting to tip anyone off to my plans.

      As I approached my brother’s chambers, my mind tries to go back to the worst day of my life, but I refuse to let it.

      No, today is about vengeance, not grief.

      I zap the guards on the door with lightning and as they fall to the floor, I catch glimpses of their still moving chests.

      I push the door open and find just the person I’m looking for sitting in front of a mirror.

      “What are you doing here?” Lainey asks and it’s the last words she ever utters as I pull the dagger hidden in my boot and throw it clean across the room. It embeds itself in her throat, the skills I’ve honed in on the last couple of years being put to use.

      Lainey gurgles as her hands try to stop the blood pouring out of her throat. I move across the room and pull out the bloody knife. I look her in those cold eyes as I further jab the dagger into her throat, not caring about the blood that coats my dress.

      “This is for Kofu, you bitch,” I whisper lowly as I pull the dagger out. She falls to the ground and while I could put her out of her misery, I don’t. I want her to be fully aware of the pain in her body in her last moments.

      I thought taking a life for the first time would be harder, but I feel nothing as I watch Lainey take her last breaths.

      Footsteps pound outside of the door and I know that before the night is over a dozen more lives will be lost.

      I’ll make it look like I put up a good fight before they exile me to Ezowel, let them think they had the upper hand in banishing me.

      The footsteps get closer and there’s a bam as the first of the guards burst into the room. There’s a moment’s pause as they see me standing next to the lifeless body of the queen that was crowned not even a month ago when my brother took my father’s position.

      And then there’s the glint of silver as they draw their swords.

      Energy crackles under my skin as I prepare myself for the act of my life.

      Yes, I’ll kill half of them before I allow myself to be captured, before I allow them to transport me to Ezowel, to the place where part two of my vengeance will begin.

      

      
        
        The End
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      Did you enjoy this short story? Then please leave a review and make sure to pre-order DEADKREST, the first full length novel in the Six Kingdoms world and Aphaedra’s first full length story.
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      A forgotten past, a secret, and an intriguing enforcer.

      Viviana Gray just wants to live her simple, quiet life. But, that isn’t happening anytime soon. Vivianna is thrown into Morningstar Academy. A school for those with magic, but it isn’t voluntary.

      With no memory of how she got there or what she did to get put into confinement, Viv must find a way to get out of the Academy before anyone finds out what her secret is, even if she doesn’t know it.

      With the help of her roommate, Catherine, will Viv be able to withstand what awaits her in confinement, or is she able to find her own way?

      Fans of Elementals and Laurel Chase will love the blend of reverse harem, academy and prison enforcers with magical adventure, in this paranormal romance in Elemental Beginnings, from USA Today bestselling author M.M. Chabot.

      Ready to find your next group of book boyfriends? Start this sexy new slow-burn series today!
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      “Wake up call!” a loud voice rang out, echoing around my head, causing my brain to finally register it. 

      The surface below me was rough, harder, nothing like I was expecting. My bed wasn’t amazing, but it definitely felt more like a bed rather than this cardboard.

      My eyes peel open, like I’ve been sleeping for far too long. The light hurts. My eyes scan the plain white wall in front of me, not one imperfection visible. “Where the hell am I?” 

      “Welcome to living hell.”

      I roll away from the wall, my heart pounding a mile a minute. “Holy moly! Don’t sneak up on a girl like that!” 

      “Honey, I have been here for a while, no sneakin‘ up on from me.” A chuckle rumbles from the chest of this red-haired woman. High cheekbones hidden behind a greasy curtain of what I am sure is a beautiful woman. 

      “Who are you? Where are we? How did I get—?” 

      “Honey, slow it down. We have all the time in the world.” 

      “What do you mean?! Where are we?” My chest is contracting with every word out of my mouth. 

      “Welcome to Morningstar Confinement. You have been committed.” 
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      My jaw drops. I just know my eyes have to be the size off watermelons. “What do … you … mean?” I manage to stutter out. 

      “Just like I said. We are in Morningstar Academy. I feel like it is more confinement, being brought here against my will and all. You were brought in for the fact that someone must have assumed you use magic. You know what happens when Enforcers catch wind of that shit.” 

      “What the heck…? I don’t have magic! Having a small amount of magic is a death sentence, why would anyone want it?” My eyes scan my new room. Plain walls, single bed across from me with a light mauve comforter thrown across it all disheveled, exactly like my own. The pale gray carpet covered the floor of our small room, leading to a wooden bookshelf filled with books.

      “I don’t know, darlin’. There must have been a reason. Everyone I have seen that comes through here has some small measure. If you don’t test high enough you will be sent away. This academy is for those who develop their magic,” my new roommate replies, sadness resonating in her voice.

      “Thank you. I am Viviana. What happens now?” I can feel the tension in the air, we are both here, but not from our choice. 

      “I am Catherine, and unfortunately what happens next is the worst part. Testing.”
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      Walking down the long hallway, an academy enforcer on each side, their all black uniforms a huge contrast with the white of the hallway. The pounding of my heart and the tap of our shoes on the hard floors reverberate through my ears. 

      “Where are we going? What am I doing here?” 

      The enforcer on my left grips my arm, tight, causing my breath to stutter. My thoughts are racing. I don’t even know what I was doing that caused me to be caught. Why can’t I remember? 

      “In to the room on your right,” the enforcer on the right demands, but something about his voice calms me. I can’t see their faces, just their eyes, but I feel reassured, for some insane reason.

      A quick burst of pressure at my back causes me to stumble forward into the room, the door slamming shut behind me. “What the heck! You didn’t need to shove me!” I yell to no one in particular. 

      The solo white cushioned chair in the middle of the room reminds me of a dentist office, the metal tray with instruments not helping the mental image. The cool crisp air slowly flows by, causing the hair on my arms to stand up and the sanitized scent to fill my nostrils. 

      “What is going on? Is anyone here?” I fire off questions, the plain walls and sterile atmosphere causing me to feel trapped. I run to the door, yanking and pulling on the handle, with no luck. Resting my head on the door, the cool temperature slowing my racing heart, keeping the panic at bay I close my eyes and take some deep breaths. 

      Straightening up, I open my eyes, the woosh of the door coming a second later. Whirling around I notice the open doorway, with the door panel sitting off to the side. Movement out of the corner of my eye comes a second later, before a sharp stings follows. 

      I am losing the feeling in my limbs, I don’t know what I was stuck with, but I know it can’t be good. The panic I was fighting away earlier comes back in full force. My chest feels tight, my palms are tingling, and I know what I start feeling. Dread. I am falling to the floor, having no control over my body, when rough hands grab me. Blackness is rushing towards me, I can feel it sucking me into the black oblivion, the whisper of, “I can’t wait to see what you can do,” following me. 
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        * * *

      

      The clank of metal on metal rings in my ears, the light of the room slowly entering my heavy eyes. A cold weight resting against my wrists and a heavy pressure against my abdomen are the first thing I notice. “Can I please stop waking up in places I do not know?” I mumble to no one in particular. 

      “I am glad you are awake. I am surprised you slept through some of that, but I must have used more sedative than needed. I expected you to be stronger.” An aged man with white hair, and piercing green eyes peer at me, his eyebrow raised in question. 

      “What on earth are you talking about?” I know I look as confused as I feel.

      “Interesting.” A smirk takes over his face, his eyes lighting up in glee. “Your test results came out average, nothing unique or special. Let’s see if you pass the final test.” 

      A surprised yelp leaves me when he moves closer, his weird green eyes appearing brighter. A searing pain radiates down my arm, causing heat to trail behind. “Ahh!” I scream, tears falling down my face.

      Keep it in, I tell myself, don’t let it out. Another cut across my thigh brings me out of my thoughts. “What do you want?”

      “Stop!” 

      Another cut. Another tear. “Why are you doing this?” I cry out, heaving, with tears strolling down my cheeks.

      Minutes pass, maybe hours, I can’t keep track. The number of cuts and devices I have endured have all blurred together. 

      The door flies open, crashing to the wall. “What are you doing?” my torturer asks. 

      The enforcer with the rough grip from earlier barely looks my way before replying in a bored voice, “Sent this way, Sir. Administration said they have seen enough. She isn’t who they are looking for. They said she is barely a blip on their radar.” 

      The enforcer on the left, the one who wasn’t as scary, his eyes were blazing, like a thundering sea. Even though he was looking directly at me, I don’t think he was actually seeing me. Though my body was hurting, one thing I realized was I wasn’t actually scared of this enforcer. I could feel his anger, it was radiating off him, but again, it wasn’t directed at me.

      “Fine. Get her out of here. It wasn’t even fun,” my torturer, sounding bored, replied.

      The enforcer with the thunderous eyes cut a quick glare his way. “Will do, Gregory.” His voice was like ice, lacking any emotion. 

      “Young man, you would do well to learn your place. Sir or Mr. Snow. You will not call me Gregory again. Do you understand me?” My torturer, Gregory, is fuming, his face beet red, his fists clenching and unclenching rapidly as he steps face-to-face with the enforcer with the dark eyes. 

      The other enforcer steps away from the two and comes towards me, his steps hard and measured. He roughly unties my ankles and wrists, shooting pain through my limbs, causing me to call out in pain, tremors shooting through my body. 

      I can hear Gregory and the other enforcer talking, but the words don’t reach my ears. My body is lifted up, with an enforcer on each side, my arms across their shoulders. I can feel my feet dragging along the ground, but I can’t get them to start moving properly. My eyes barely want to stay open. 

      When I finally pry them open, I see we are back in my hallway, with other students looking my way. Some with looks of sadness, others with blank looks, and a few don’t even look my way. 

      I could just imagine what I look like. With the way I feel I imagine I look like I have been hit by a truck. We get to my door, and they push it open. Catherine gets up and rushes over, catching me just in time as the enforcers lets go of me. 

      How she manages to lift me on her own, I have no clue. But she manages to get me into my bed. I feel her leave me, a moment later a weight settles on the bed beside me, a cool cloth cleaning my skin. The gentle touches and the caring from this total stranger causes my chest to hurt. Tears roll down my face, well into the night, and Catherine continues to care for me. “It will be okay, Viv, we will figure this out. I don’t have as much power as some others here, but I know you are something special. I will be here for you.”
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      "Catherine, how does my skin look like nothing happened?" My mouth is hanging open, my pale skin perfectly clear, not one imperfection I know was littered across it just hours before. 

      "Hun, it is just a lotion that the academy leaves in every students room. It wouldn't look good on the academy if everyone walked around as soon as they got here looking like death. Especially the students whose parents come see them after a couple days, it would be hard for them to explain." Catherine's red hair is pulled back into a slick ponytail, showing her bright eyes. 

      "I guess. This is all very strange. I didn’t even know a school like this existed, let alone kidnapped people to be brought here. Why can't I remember what happened yet?" 

      "They must have used a stronger sedative; it should wear off though. Don't worry. But, yeah, the academy isn't well known. You only get brought here if you exhibit magic. You will see people from eighteen or higher at this academy." She stands up and walks over to my dresser, pulling out some black jeans and a black T-shirt, tossing them at me. "Go get cleaned up, throw these on, and we will go get some food. I will explain more when we get there." 
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      We walk down the same hallway as the day before, but we go the opposite way, dread still creeping into my body at the thought of Mr. Snow or that room. I shiver before I can hide it.

      "Hey, Viv, you okay?" Catherine's gentle voice asks with her hand resting on my arm. 

      "Ya. Sorry, stuck in my head a little bit." I try to smile, but I think it comes out more like a grimace that Catherine pretends to not notice. 

      "Understandable. You clean up well though, I didn't really notice before, but your eyes are beautiful." Her smile is genuine, but I don't know how to take it. My eyes use to cause me all types of problems growing up.

      "Umm… Thanks. I must have lost a contact yesterday," I mumble out, looking at my surroundings, instead of at Catherine. I don't want to see the pity I expect. Around me is large foyer-type room, with two large ornate wooden doors leading outside, with a large staircase leading upstairs and another two hallways similar to the one we just exited. A quick glance shows an office, with administration written on the door. 

      Following Catherine we pass through the foyer to another large open space. The Cafeteria. "Go ahead and grab what you like, the school covers it, I am sure you are starving." I grab a couple items, nerves getting the better of me. I can feel the eyes on me. I don't remember why, but something inside is telling me attention is bad. Dangerous. My palms are sweaty, my chest is feeling tight, but I don't know why I am thinking I am in danger.

      Catherine grabs a spot at a table with a woman who looks like she is in her 60s, chocolate brown hair with salt and pepper strands, but her white eyes are what give me pause, unsettling but familiar. I settle in beside Catherine, with the woman across from me staring at me, but I don’t feel the threat from her staring at me. I rub my chest, the pressure from earlier dissipating slightly.

      "Viviana, this is Maureen. She is a well of knowledge and like a mother to me." I can see the fondness that the two women have for each other, displayed across their faces. "Maureen, this is my new roommate, Viv." 

      I smile at the women, enjoying the genuine warmth that radiates from the woman across from me. "Hi Maureen, nice to meet you." 

      "My dear, how you have grown," she replies, the food in my mouth almost causing me to choke. "Sorry dear, didn't mean to cause any harm." 

      I reach for my glass of water, chugging half of it down before I am able to reply. "Wait, we have met before?" My eyes scan the woman in front of me, studying everything from her hair to her birthmark on her left shoulder, to her cupids bow lip. Nothing in front of me is familiar. 

      "A lifetime ago, my dear. You were just a child. I knew this day would come."
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      "What do you mean you knew this day would come?" I am getting tired of asking so many questions, but having no idea what has been happening has made me sound like a broken record.

      "Darling, do you remember anything that happened?" Her eyes crinkle at the corners, sadness pulling her lips down. I glance at Catherine, who is watching me, no judgment on her face, just concern.

      "I honestly can't tell you what happened yesterday, let alone what happened when I was five," I say as my voice raises an octave. I take a deep breath, not wanting to draw attention to myself. "Sorry. Is there something I should know?" My head falls into the palms of my hands, my food forgotten. 

      "Dear, I can't tell you. That won't help anything, but I will leave you with this: When the sky is dark, the grass is dead, the water is still and the wind doesn't blow and you can feel it in your chest, what do you do?" Her eyes implore mine, searching, for what I don't know. 

      "I don’t know what that means. Am I supposed to?" I question, not sure what she is getting at. 

      "Maybe. Maybe not. Things can change. Things happen." She replies cryptically, "How about I tell you about a woman I met a long, long time ago?" I look to Catherine, who just shrugs, she doesn't look concerned, just intrigued with what the woman has to say.

      I nod, "I guess so." 

      "Back before man craved all power, there were a select few gifted with the power of the Elementals. These people were blessed and were called Devas. They had power unimaginable, but they could only unlock it by finding their intended. If the power was used in a way that the original Elementals would deem unworthy, their magic would be taken away until it was earned back. These individuals that were gifted became sought after. Their magic could help towns, farms, flooding. But people started expecting Devas to do all this work for them. 

      Their magic couldn't keep up. They were becoming slaves, taken away from their intended. Man became even more greedy, trying to ensure they stayed in power. They tried to make those who were blessed with this gift reproduce their off spring. It did not end well. The Elementals took back their gifts. Over the years, it is said that a few have been born with the gift, but being born with white hair singled them out, and they never made it far in their journeys," she ends on a sigh, looking down at the table in front of us, ringing her hands. 

      "What happened to these people? There has to be some left somewhere, right?" I ask, surprised how my voice wavered.

      "That, my dear, I do not know. It is rumored that they could be in hiding, but it is also rumored that they are all gone. That man has angered the Elementals with trying to be Gods with their abilities, and they left." 

      "But what does that have to do with now?" 

      Maureen just shakes her head, "Unfortunately, man is doing the same thing again. Those without powers are deemed less than, those with any power are tested for their strengths. If you are deemed powerful yet unworthy, they strip your magic." 

      I gasp, having heard that before. Where have I heard that? 

      "Is that why I am at this school? They wanted to see if I had power?" I ask Maureen, who nods her head. 

      "It is why we are all here. If you can succeed and make it out of here worthy, you get granted a high position of power. That is what everyone strives for." Catherine tells me, her eyes sad. 

      A commotion grabs our attention, my eyes scan the fairly empty cafeteria room, where the sound is coming from. There is a man, early 20s, whose hair just turned white, based on the whispers flowing around the room. He looks scared. You can see the worry lines running across his face. He hurries up and out of the room, the smack of his shoes echoing around the room. 

      Before his footsteps disappear we hear the heavy thud of boots in pursuit. The enforcers race after him, so set on their job they don't notice what the man left behind. On the bench of his seat, where he was squeezing while everyone was watching his hair, water had been dripping from his hands. A puddle sat where he once was. 

      Mouth agape, I scan around me, most students back to what they were doing. No one caring. I rush over to Catherine, still sitting at the table. "Is this a regular thing? What just happened?" I look across the table to see the old woman gone. "Where is Maureen?" 

      "Maureen disappeared in the commotion. It isn't a super regular occurrence, but it happens, unfortunately. If I had to guess, based on what Maureen just told us, that he was just blessed with his Elemental gifts."

      "But why did the enforcers chase him?" 

      Looking down, Catherine replies, "We were just told; if he finds his intended or they create an intended for him, he will then come into his full power. Who do we know who is always after more power?" she ends in a hushed whisper, her eyes now darting about. 

      The president, the man responsible for this academy is who she is referring to. I know this, but I still can't help it. "I hope the Water Elemental finds his intended and can have a full life." 

      Catherine's eyes go wide, panicked. "Shh! You don't want to end up back in the testing room, do you?" 

      I shiver, thinking of the Gregory and his torture room. "I won't say another word," I promise as we gather our trays to throw out the forgotten food. On our way back to our room I whisper, barely audible, "I am getting out of here, Catherine."
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      I lay in bed, snuggled in the blanket. I can hear Catherine breathing heavily, sleeping deeply. She showed me all around the academy. The grounds, while beautiful, still appear like a prison to outsiders, but it is a huge academy with three separate buildings and an open court in the middle. 

      My thoughts stray to Maureen and the story she told us earlier. People were blessed with power from an Elemental, yet greedy people ruined it, like they ruin everything. My blood just heats thinking about all the lives ruined because people can't respect what they are given. 

      After taking a few deep breaths, I think. When the sky is dark, the grass is dead, the water is still and the wind doesn't blow and you can feel it in your chest, what do you do? I have heard it before, but where... 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I am looking down at this beautiful woman with stunning white hair who is laying sprawled across a large bed. The bed looks like a large dark cloud, with her pale skin contrasting against the navy sheets. She has a beautiful man above her, one on either side, and one sitting off to the side of the bed, admiring, watching. Everywhere I look hands are caressing chests, abs, lower still. 

      I know I shouldn’t be watching this, being such a personal moment, yet I can feel myself getting hotter, watching these men worship this woman's body with their lips, hands, words, and cocks. The man on top is setting an impressive pace, in and out, faster still. I can hear the love he gives to her in his words. Sweet nothings whispered into her ear while groans and sighs of pleaser ricochet around the room. Her hands are wrapped around the other two men's dicks, stroking in time with the thrusts. My core throbs, knowing how close they all are, even the man watching off to the side. 

      I can feel the climax in the room building. I can feel my own core clench in anticipation. I don't know these people. Heck, I can't even see their faces. But I can see the love, the devotion they all have for each other. It is such an intimate moment between them. I try to watch their faces but all the faces are blurry, even their voices aren’t completely clear, except the man on top.

      Is this one of the women Maureen mentioned? White hair seems to match... A loud cry resonates around the room, the woman shuddering as her climax powers through her. The song of her cry milks the men of their orgasm too. 

      The three of them lay on either side of her while she cuddles in as the watcher gets up and walks away to come back with a cloth. He then proceeds to clean the woman, as she whimpers as he caresses her. He moves in close, they all move like a wave, like a dance they have all completed a hundred times. 

      My heart hurts, like it is being squeezed by a vice. I yearn for a relationship like the one before me, knowing that it isn't likely. 

      My eyes open, a light streaming in through our door that is swung open. Sitting up, I grasp the blanket to my chest, heart thundering in my ears. I see someone coming into the room, before I can open my mouth to call out a voice reaches my ears. "Hi, Viviana." I know that voice; I just heard it in my dream. My eyes flash up to the eyes I saw the day before, "It's time to get you out of here." 

       

      
        
        The End

      

      

      

      
        
        Want to continue reading? Viviana's Story continues in Elemental Awakening! Click here to know when her story continues and when Catherine’s story begins. Enjoyed this story? Be sure to leave a review!
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      My name is Kathleen Goode, which has got to be someone’s idea of a joke. I’m a witch, and the Brotherhood doesn’t care much for my kind.

      They run everything around these parts. They’re the so-called moral authority of the world, the ones in charge, the ones who call the shots. The men who decided that we womenfolk need to be barefoot and pregnant and silent until spoken to.

      Well, fuck that shit.

      Oh, I play the part for a while. I keep my thoughts to myself. I go to the temple every morning and pretend to worship their judgmental god. I run a boarding house for single women, and I convince the Brothers that I’m a shepherdess for my wayward sisters, keeping their virtue intact until they find husbands and fulfill their destinies as women by becoming wives and mothers.

      Yech. Still makes me throw up in my mouth a little when I say it like that.

      Well, the local temple loves me. They think I’m just a little gem, and when the Brotherhood’s Temple Captain starts coming around, everybody thinks we’re the absolute image of propriety. We’re getting holy house calls, right? Only that’s not quite what’s happening.

      My wayward girls? They’re all witches, and that boarding house is the way our coven sticks together, hiding in plain sight. We work our spells and make our potions in secret, undermining the Brotherhood and being just as subversive as we possibly can. Even better, when the men in the town are sleeping, their women sneak away to my house, and we do things that would make their husbands’ hair turn white. The proper ladies of the town all come flocking, and my sisters and I welcome them with open arms and open beds.

      What can I say? Nobody knows how to make a woman cum like another woman.

      A few men in town catch wind of their wives showing up, and those who we can’t silence, we convert. Our worship sessions in the basement get more fun with the addition of a little willing man meat.

      It’s going so well.

      Then the Temple Captain gets suspicious. When he comes around to snoop, I seduce him. He would lose everything if anybody found out, so I have major blackmail material. I think I have the bull by the horns.

      I am so wrong.

      The pious little idiot trots right back to the Temple, tells his Confessor and voluntarily goes to prison for the sins of the flesh. My girls run into the woods, and I stand my ground, making a scene so they have time to get away.

      My trial is a local sensation. There are news cameras from the city, and people stand on the courthouse steps to jeer me when the constables drag me in for the show. I smile for the cameras, try to make sure they get my best angle, and ignore the hoots and hollers.

      At trial, some of the men who converted to my coven testify against me. I had apparently used my witchy ways and potions and spells to turn them from the good. I guess some guys just can’t handle morning-after guilt.

      One of our converts doesn’t testify against me, though. He actually tries to testify on my behalf, saying what a wonderful person I am and how much good I’ve done in the community with my tinctures and herbs. Bless his little pointed head. Corwin Jones is his name, and he stands tall and handsome in court, looks the judge in the eye, and confesses that he’s a witch, as well.

      I still don’t know what he was trying to prove.

      Anyway, predictably, Corwin and I are convicted and sent to the same prison where former Temple Captain Jacob Harris is doing time. Blackwater Gaol is what it’s called, and it’s about as cozy as the name would suggest. It’s out in the middle of a saltwater swamp where the black oaks hang heavy with moss and reptiles with big appetites live in the water. It stands on a man-made island standing in the middle of the salty water, and it’s tall, dark and imposing. The day we arrive, as our boat is being rowed toward the island where the gaol stands, Corwin catches sight of a black snake that’s longer than a semi-truck. He bumps his shoulder against mine and points it out to me with his chin, his blue eyes wide. He can’t point because of his handcuffs.

      I see it. I’m impressed, but I’m not afraid.

      Witches have a way with the natural world, and it’s funny how the Brotherhood thinks that putting us out here and trusting big, bad, evil nature to keep us hemmed in is somehow going to work. Witches don’t quiver in the dark and hide when the night birds call. We call back. These snakes and crocodiles were meant to be an added means of keeping us contained.

      Heh. Reptiles and me, we have an understanding.

      We’re brought through Blackwater Gaol’s water gate. Besides Corwin and me, there’s another convict on our boat, a surly-faced man from another village who’s been convicted of adultery. I don’t know what happened to his lover. I hope she got away. Or maybe it was he? I don’t judge.

      The gate opens into a parade ground where a squad of Brothers in black tactical jumpsuits are waiting. There are six of them, wearing visored helmets with the golden sigil of their order big and bold on their chests. They have rifles in their hands and batons at their sides, and they’re led by a monk who could only be the warden, Brother John.

      Brother John is heavy-set and fat, with a bulbous nose and a gray monk’s tonsure that probably doesn’t take much work to maintain. A bald man doesn’t have to shave his pate. He’s in brown cowled robes held shut with a rope belt, and he clasps his hands primly beneath the swell of his belly. Our guards push us to stand in a line, Corwin on my left, the adulterer on the right and me in the middle. They take our handcuffs off and hang them on their belts.

      Brother John holds out his hand, and one of the guards gives him the condemnation scroll. He unfurls the parchment and reads the contents.

      “Corwin Jones. Witch.”

      My boy lifts his chin and firms his square jaw, his blond curls sticking to his forehead from the swamp humidity. “Aye,” he answers proudly.

      “Kathleen Goode,” he reads, and smiles. “Witch.”

      I toss my own blonde hair back and nod. “Here.”

      He looks me in the eye for a long moment, staring at me as if he thinks I’ll be intimidated. I stare back. I win, because he blinks first.

      Brother John looks down again. “Lucas Mason. Adulterer.”

      The man hangs his head and doesn’t answer. That sort of automatic submission makes the warden smile. “I see that you are already repentant. That’s good. It will make your time here pass more swiftly.”

      I’m not sure how guilt affects time, but okay.

      He tucks the condemnation scroll into his sleeve and looks at us sternly. “You are guilty of heinous betrayals of the faith and of the society in which you live. You are here to be punished for your sins and, in the case of the adulterer, reformed and returned to your village. There is no reformation for witches.”

      “Damn right,” I say. Corwin smiles.

      The guards aren’t as amused, and one of them hits me with a baton, the blow landing on the backs of my knees. It knocks me forward so I land on my hands and knees in the mud. The guard steps forward and puts his foot on my back, pushing me flat. If we were back in my basement, I’d think a little fun is about to get started, but that’s not what these boys are about.

      Not yet, anyway.

      Corwin breaks rank and grabs the man, pushing him off me. That brings the rest of the guards down on him with their batons, and the end result is Corwin in the mud, too. I look over at him, and he’s wincing from the abuse, his nose bleeding.

      That’s my Corwin. Brave and stupid to the last. Bless his hot little hands.

      “Respect,” Brother John intones. “That is what you will show while you are here. We know we cannot save your miserable souls, and if it were up to me, we would just end you and spare the world your darkness. But we are tasked with containing you for the duration of your miserable lives, until the Evil One comes to take you to his fiery home. If you show respect, you will be kept in something similar to comfort. The opposite is also true. The quality of your life is in your hands. You have both just earned a night in solitary confinement.”

      “Good,” I grunt. “I like privacy.”

      “Laugh while you can,” the warden says. “You won’t be laughing long.”
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        * * *

      

      Solitary confinement is three enclosed spaces in the basement of the main building. The cells are basically holes scratched into the ground, with metal slab doors. dirt floors and cinder block walls. There are puddles where the groundwater has seeped up from the swamp beneath the island, and there are clouds of mosquitoes. I can hear scratching in the walls, probably rats trying to get in.

      “See you in the morning,” says the guard who’d brought me here. “Or maybe sooner.”

      I turn my back on him as he closes and locks the door. I kind of hope he will come back, and maybe bring buddies. A good old prison gang bang might be just the thing to pass the time.

      The silence in the cell is thick, and as the night wears on, it seems like the darkness gets deeper. I’m normally not bothered by things like that, but when morning comes, I’m pretty happy to get out of there.

      A guard takes me up to the parade ground where the rest of the prisoners are waiting, standing in rows. I see Corwin at the end of the second row, his face covered in mosquito bites and bruises. He’s watching for me, and when I come out into the light, he looks relieved. I wink at him and take my place in the third row.

      There’s a platform set up in front of the parade ground, equipped with a stock and a lectern. My old friend Temple Captain Jacob Harris is bolted into the stocks, stripped to the waist. His back shows marks of old beatings, and we are obviously here to witness him having another session.

      I guess that’s what the Brotherhood calls “reform”.

      Brother John gets up on the platform and starts preaching, and I ignore everything he says. Instead, I look around at my fellow prisoners. They’re all dirty and gaunt, and the clothes they’re wearing are nothing but rags and tatters. Most of the inmates are women, but there are a few men who stand together in a separate row off to the side of our main group. They have a prime location to see Jacob’s whipping, which is now underway.

      “Face forward,” one of the prisoners near me hisses, “or you’ll be next.”

      I turn and watch the beating continue. Jacob’s face is bright red, and he’s struggling not to cry out as Brother John flogs him with a short whip, the lashes landing across his bare back. I remember putting fingernail scratches on that broad back, and I feel bad for him. I’m the reason he’s here.

      Scratch that. His idiotic adherence to piety and the old saw that confession is good for the soul is why he’s here. It’s not my fault that he decided to go to the Temple and come clean. More to the point, by my lights, is that I’m here because of him. He should be feeling bad for me.

      I’m not so upset for him anymore.

      When the beating is over, they unlock him from the stocks and drag him, insensible, into the building behind the platform. I’m thinking that’s where the infirmary is, because the stone structure is smaller than the one whose basement I’ve been enjoying for the last several hours. I hope he’ll be okay. I could make a salve for those wounds that would keep them from scarring, but I doubt they’d let me. Besides, the masochistic twerp probably wants the marks.

      Brother John starts pontificating to the group of men, and I see Lucas Mason, the other man from the boat that brought me here, standing with them. I guess that’s the adulterers, and I’m with the witches. I prefer my companions.

      I can only count six guards, which can’t possibly be right. We witches outnumber them three to one. Despite their numerical disadvantage, they look confident and unbothered. They think they’re absolutely in control. I guess it’s the rifles that make them feel that way, and the fact that we don’t have any weapons.

      Well… we don’t have any weapons they can see.

      I don’t feel any anti-magic effects on this jail, and I don’t see any charms or sigils that would prevent me from using my powers. It’s confusing, because all of these witches with me should be able to just summon an elemental or some other conjured beastie and fly out of here. I can’t figure out what’s keeping them from acting.

      I roll my neck and stretch my arms, and in the process, I draw a little sigil. It’s a simple spell, just a water purification spell, and I can feel the magic rolling out of my solar plexus through my hands. It slides out into the air, and the spell goes off. The puddle at my feet turns crystal clear.

      Nobody seems to notice, and nothing blocked the magic. So why are all of these other witches so cowed?

      After the warden finally gets as sick of the sound of his voice as the rest of us, he goes into the smaller building, and the guards point their guns at us.

      “Into the tower!” the leader barks.

      Now that he mentions it, I guess the main building sort of does look like a tower, but a square, short one. We witches are marched in single-file, and the adulterers are taken into the smaller building. I guess they’re too good to be housed with us. The tower is made out of concrete shaped like stone blocks, sort of like the architect was trying to mimic castles and dungeons. There’s one room in the center that reaches all the way up to the very top of the tower, and a skylight lets in a sorry beam of sunshine, too filtered through the filthy glass of the window to be much good as illumination. The cell blocks are stacked in rings around the central room, and the bars are made of what looks like sturdy steel.

      The guards pull one of the witches aside. She’s a huge woman, broad as an ox, even though she’s not fat. She’s built like a mountain. She could lay some serious hurt on a person, and she could probably take the guard who’s talking to her and break him in half over her knee. I really don’t want to have to tangle with her.

      It’s pretty obvious that she’s like the halfway step between guard and inmate, because after he talks to her, she comes marching over to me.

      “Kathleen Goode?” she says. Her voice is surprisingly light. I expected something throaty and deep, but she could do voice-overs in cartoons.

      “Yeah,” I nod.

      “Come with me.”

      She leads me to an area on the bottom floor. There’s a desk there, and a row of lockers. The woman takes me to one of the lockers and raps it with one thick knuckle.

      “This is your locker. Take off the clothes you’re wearing and put on the uniform that’s hanging inside. You’ll also find a bag of supplies.”

      “What supplies?” I ask.

      “Sheets, two towels, a wash cloth, a toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, and soap.” She gave me the stink-eye. “That’s all you get, so you’d better take care of it.”

      “I like the deluxe treatment,” I say. “What’s your name?”

      “My name is Barbara, but everybody calls me Babs.”

      She opens the locker and stands there, watching me. I get it, it’s prison. No privacy. The guards hang around and watch me. I take off the pantsuit I was wearing at my trial, which is now soiled from mud and sweat, and change into the prison’s uniform: black jeans and black tank top. Even the underwear I’m given is black. There’s no bra, but that’s okay. Damned things are binding.

      “Right,” Babs says as I stick my feet into the black slip-on sand shoes the prison supplied. “Let’s take you to your cell.”

      She leads me up metal stairs that ring and clang with every step, the noise echoing off the concrete walls. The cell I’m taken to is on the third level. The stairs reach a circular walkway that runs around the central shaft, and the cells are shaped like truncated wedges, the narrow part dominated by the steel bars of the door. Babs takes me to cell 13, which I take as a good omen, and opens the door for me.

      There’s nobody in here right, but one of the two beds is already made. The top bunk has sheets, a blue blanket and a thin pillow. Apparently my cell mate is still out in the common area and I have the bottom bunk. I sincerely hope my soon-to-be best friend isn’t built like Babs.

      The bottom bunk has a similar blanket and pillow, and a mattress that isn’t quite big enough to cover the springs. It’s not even two inches thick, and it’s covered with cracked vinyl, like the mattress from a crib that someone threw away. For all I know, that’s exactly what it is. Good thing I don’t really like to stretch out anyway.

      Babs says, “Make your rack and I’ll take you back down.”

      “I don’t have to stay in my cell?”

      “Not if you don’t cause trouble.” She shrugs her giant shoulders. “We usually hang out in the common area until curfew, then we get locked in at night.”

      “Do you know my cell mate?”

      “Of course. Her name’s Con.”

      “Connie for Convict?” I ask, because I can’t help myself.

      Babs clicks her tongue in annoyance. “Connie for Constance, if you must know. You’d better watch that mouth of yours, Goode. You’re going to get in a lot of trouble that way. But I expect you already know that, since you already spent one night in the hole.”

      I make my bed, and the fitted sheet is far too large for the pad that’s serving as my mattress. I tuck the excess in, but it occurs to me how those lumpy and awkward folds could easily conceal things.

      “Do we ever get to go outside?”

      “Every morning for roll call,” she nods. “Just like this morning.”

      “Do we interact with the male witches at all?”

      She sniffs. “There are no male witches. Just men who want to claim our power.”

      That at least tells me that Babs is a witch, too. “I don’t know. I’ve known some…”

      Her voice turns hard. “I said there are no male witches.”

      Her dark eyes flash, and I can literally see lighting in the irises. Storm witch. Not good to cross. Choosing the path of least resistance for once in my life, I back down.

      “Right. I’ll remember that.”

      Babs nods at me. Her mouth is one of the only little things on her, and she has it pursed so it’s even smaller than normal. I hold my tongue and follow her back down to the common area.

      The first floor common area, the base of the shaft that runs through the core of the tower, is set up with three sets of picnic tables, one television, and a ping pong table with no net, no paddles and no ball. I guess we need to beg the guards for the equipment or something. I’m pretty certain I’m not in a position to ask for anything, so I just follow Babs to one of the picnic tables.

      A gorgeous redhead with a braid down her back is playing chess with one of the male inmates, and a guard hovers nearby. He doesn’t have a rifle, but he has his baton and a pistol. Babs nods to him, and he walks away to hover by another chess game on the other side of the room.

      Babs sits beside the redhead, leaving me to sit beside the man. Both players look up at us in annoyance.

      “Connie, this is Kathleen Goode. She’ll be your new cellie.”

      The redhead looks me over with emerald, cat-like eyes, and I know a shifter when I see one. How the hell did she get locked up in here? Our eyes meet, and she smiles slowly. She’s the cat, and I’m the canary. This could be fun, as long as I end up getting eaten the nice way.

      “Hi,” she finally says. Her voice is just a sexy as the rest of her. I think I’m jealous.

      “Hi,” I answer.

      The man says, “I’m Malcolm.”

      He offers me his hand, and I shake it. There’s an immediate tingle, and I can feel the magic in him. He’s powerful.

      I can’t take it anymore. “Okay, I have to know. What gives?”

      “What do you mean?” Malcolm asks.

      I lean into the table and speak softly. “We’re all still in control of our magic. Why are we sitting here and letting them keep us prisoner?”

      Connie shakes her head. “You’ll find out.”

      “How ‘bout you tell me, cellie?”

      “How ‘bout you shut your mouth and listen before you get us all killed?” Connie snaps. “I saw what you did out there. You’ve got the smell of magic on you, and the hex dogs are going to find you tonight. Lucky me, we’re in the same cell.”

      Babs speaks up. “You can stay with me tonight.”

      “Thanks, Babs.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What’s a hex dog? And you can move around at will?”

      “We can move around if Babs or the guards say we can move around,” Connie answers. “And as for the hex dogs? You’ll find out.”

      They go back to their chess game, and it’s clear that nobody’s going to tell me anything. I want to go wandering around, but nobody else is getting up, so I think I probably have to stay where I’ve been planted. I look around, though, and see Corwin on the very top level, leaning over the railing and looking down the shaft. I wave to him, and a man standing beside him, another inmate, glares down at me. He puts a hand on Corwin’s shoulder and pulls him away from the railing and into the cell.

      One of the guards turns on the television, and the sound is loud. It echoes and bounces off the concrete walls so that the other inmates start shouting so they can be heard. The din completely conceals any noises from upstairs, and I wonder what’s happening to my boy.

      I risk it. I stand up and head toward the stairs. A brunette with only one eye grabs my wrist and stops me.

      “Leave ‘em be,” she advises. “It don’t do to stick your nose where it don’t belong.”

      “He’s my…”

      “Ain’t nobody your nothin’ now,” she says. She shakes her head. “You got a lot to learn, pumpkin, and you’d better start learnin’ it.”

      I try to pull my wrist away, but she won’t let go, so I cast a spell with my other hand that gives her a hard shock. She releases me with a yelp, and all of the other witches move far away from me.

      Fine with me.

      I charge up the stairs to Corwin’s level, determined to help him. He’s special to me, and I don’t want some bastard touching what isn’t his. The racket from the TV almost drowns out the yelling from the guards, but I can hear them clattering up after me. I pick up the pace until I reach the cell that Corwin got pulled into.

      I am unbelievably relieved to find that my boy is not being violated when I get there. The guy that grabbed him is jawing at him like there’s no tomorrow, though, and what I’m hearing sounds really unhinged. Corwin turns to me with a smile just as the guards make it up to our level and grab me. As they pull me away, I can hear my boy calling after me, but I don’t see his face.

      I’m dragged down the stairs none too gently, going backward. It’s terrifying, because I’m positive I’ve going to get dumped on my head. The guards don’t drop me, though, and they drag me through the common area and out into the yard to the basement door.

      Looks like I’m heading to solitary again.

      They haul me into the basement and toss me into one of those stinking, bug-infested holes. This isn’t the one I was in before, and it smells like piss and rotting meat. I cough on the stench.

      “Think you can do whatever you want?” one of the guards taunts. “Think again. You’ve used magic twice today. I’m glad you’re going to be down here where we don’t have to hear you screaming.”

      I don’t know why, except that I might have lost it just a little, but I scream in his face. He winces and steps back from the sonic blast. I add a little magic to the sound and scream again, and he dives for the door, slamming it shut.

      “Guess you heard it anyway, didn’t you, fucker?” I shout. He walks away, dabbing at the blood trickling out of his ear.

      I cast to remove the stench and dry up the standing water, and then I do the only thing I can. I sit on the dirt floor and swat mosquitoes, planning all the terrible things I’m going to do someday to the Brotherhood and Jacob Harris.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up in the middle of the night to the sound of an animal sniffing at the door to my holding cell. There’s no light here, but I can see the metal slab door opening. A patch of darkness that’s somehow deeper than the darkness around it slips into the cell with me, and it takes up the entire bottom half of the door. I hear a soft growl.

      I have no idea what this thing is.

      My instincts tell me to hold very, very still. I hope that it’s like one of those monsters that can only see you when you move. Unfortunately, the way it’s sniffing, I’m pretty certain it can smell me just fine and doesn’t need to see me to figure out where I am.

      It approaches, and I realize that I’m looking at a huge black dog made of shadows. It opens eyes like glowing coals, red and shining, and huffs at me. It takes another step toward me, and the telltale smell of sulfur reveals its true nature.

      This must be what they call a hex dog. I know it as a hellhound.

      It comes closer, and it starts to wag its tail, but stiffly. One of its ears rises, pricked up to listen to me, but the other stays flopped against its head.

      “Jiggy?” I ask.

      My old friend starts wagging his tail more rapidly, and he trots forward. His hot breath sears my face, and I pull away from his muzzle. He’s just trying to be friendly, though, so I hug him around his massive neck. He pants in happiness and wags that broken tail even faster.

      When he was just a pup, my master sent him to me to help me learn some of the finger points of witchery. Jiggy was rambunctious and stupid, not too unlike me, and he crossed Sebek and got a broken tail and scarred ear for his trouble. He might not win any hellhound beauty contests, but I’d know him anywhere.

      I scratch his neck. “Can you take me to my girls?” I ask.

      He nods his huge head and then points his snout at his back. I’ve known him for years, so I know what he wants. I climb on top of him, and he shakes once. His shadows surround me, and we become one with the mist rolling out of the swamp.

      Jiggy carries me through the prison walls and out into the black oaks. I take one last look and promise Corwin that I’ll be back for him when I can. In the meantime, I have a coven to reunite, and it’ll be no more Miss Nice Witch.

      If the Brotherhood wants a war, they’ve got one.

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tiegan Clyne has been writing for longer than most of her friends have been alive. Armed with university degrees in Spanish, anthropology and history, she writes reverse harem and LGBTQ fantasies with dark, kinky edges and mystical elements. She also sometimes writes harmless fluff pieces about magical animals and the witches who love them. She loves music, could not stop writing if you paid her, and is a crazy cat lady in training.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join Tiegan Online

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tiegan’s Tigers (reader group):

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/654717788313017/

      

      

      
        
        Tiegan Clyne and JA Cummings ARC and Beta Team:

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/708725879589776/

      

        

      
        Read More of Tiegan’s Books

        author.to/TieganClyne

      

        

      
        Tiegan Clyne writing as J. A. Cummings

        Cummings’ Crickets (reader group):

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/224474201619690/

        Read More of J. A.’s Books

        author.to/JACummings

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nicked

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Prequel

      

      

      
        
        (Avarice: House of Mustelid)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Emma Cole

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Nicked – A Prequel

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A group of four hunters, known as a quad of Enforcers, are on the hunt for a thief making trouble for the Ghost Clan. Unbeknown to Vaughn, Bane, Iliam, and Lorca—the thief aka Avarice, is their mate. In this short story prequel, they find out what the consequences are when they don’t follow orders.

        18+ due to content – Reverse Harem/WhyChoose

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Vaughn

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      "You sure about this gig?" My quadmate Bane was getting on my last nerve. This was the third time he'd asked since we'd arrived in Ghost territory. Not to mention the twenty other times from when we took the job up until we got here.

      "Dude, this should be a cakewalk. We catch this 'Avarice' asshat that's been robbing the Ruscov family blind, then we can get on with hunting down our bondmate. I swear I felt something when we came through town." Where Bane was our resident pessimist, Lorca was our glass half full member. 

      He wasn't wrong though. And as quad leader I didn't want to be irresponsible and get their hopes up, but I thought I'd felt the spark of a mate bond already. When I'd caught sight of the back of a female in a hooded sweatshirt with a lock of white hair escaping it, I'd had an insane urge to follow. It felt as if I were being tugged by a rope, leading in her direction. Unfortunately, we'd been under orders to pick up the slim dossier on the thief and set up immediately.

      We'd been hired because we were one of the best groups of hunters. Only the single quint group held a higher success rate by one catch.

      "Alright, let's get set up and then we can go over the dossier over dinner. Illiam? You mind ordering pizza while we sort the rest of this?" I redirected my team to get on task and lead them away from the mating talk. I'd gotten a bad feeling about this during our conversation, but I couldn't pinpoint why.
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        * * *

      

      I adjusted my balaclava to help hide my face and tucked a black beanie over my snow-white hair. Over that I put up the hood on my snug-fitting sweatshirt, angling it to shade my violet eyes. Tonight's job was paramount to retrieving the leverage my uncle held over a forger. He was using the man's family as collateral to force his compliance, and it was my mission to get them out of the crossfire. The little girl and her mom hadn't asked for the man in their life to dip his toes into organized crime. Unfortunately for them, a toe-dip is enough for the Ghost Clan to swallow you up. It didn't use to be so– awful. Sure, we'd been shady when my parents ran things, but the locals were terrified and the tariffs my uncle kept imposing were slowly strangling the town. No one could afford them.

      I concentrated on stealthily escaping the compound and my mission to liberate the innocent. There wasn't a lock that could stop me, hence the Ghost Clan legend. The ability didn't appear in every generation, but when it did, it was usually heralded by the telltale albinism I carried.
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        * * *

      

      Iliam

      Something was off with Vaughn. I could feel it. Rarely was any of our intuition wrong, and mine was just as in tune as our quad leader's. We all sat absorbed in the information as we went over our packets and inhaled the pizza I'd ordered. 

      According to the information in the dossier, the target was suspected to be a Ghost. That meant this was an inside job and a betrayal to the entire clan. I'd imagine the Regent would want to keep it quiet that one of his own had turned on him. There had been whispers about goings-on that the leaders who oversaw the shifters wouldn't approve of happening in the region. If they were true, then it was some pretty devious and nasty shit. The Therian Council rarely got involved unless it was something that would expose the supernatural to the world at large.

      A grunt from Vaughn had me narrowing my eyes at him, and I was done pussyfooting around. As second, it was my job to keep the peace and step in when it was warranted.

      "Spit it out already. What's going on?"

      Surprisingly, it was Lorca who answered. "This is giving me hives. It looks like it's all set up and the target is all but gift wrapped for us." He glances up from his packet, addressing Vaughn, "This may as well say they know who it is and where they'll be tonight, but they're calling us in to handle it? Why?"

      Vaughn tossed his set of papers on the hotel suite’s table. "We can't back out now. If we do, we can be sanctioned and sent to the Council. In the meantime, we'd be sitting in the Clan gaol." We all gave a shudder at that. Any clan prison isn't a place you want to end up, especially if you were an Enforcer. 

      "We're being set up as executioners." Bane had the right of it. We'd all come to the same conclusion, glancing uneasily between us.

      "Let's do what was requested and get out of the area. We can't refuse unless we have something legitimate to take to the council. And if we refuse, we'd have to make a run for it. The Regent would never let us leave if he thought we were a threat."

      We all nodded in agreement without enthusiasm. Usually, we were antsy to get started; tonight we were somber but determined to finish our job. 
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        * * *

      

      I had the mom and kid cloaked, and we'd made it through their small house and down the stairs without a hiccup. I'd used a sleeping powder on the guard at the rear, a quick burst of breath and some rope, along with a handy shed to hide him in, and voila– a clear escape. Or so I’d thought. The fine hairs all over my body were standing at attention, my alter’s intuition sensing something I couldn't. I silently stopped the females in my charge, so I could better focus inward on what my animal was trying to tell me. 

      I was so shocked at what she was telling me that I nearly dropped my cloaking. Frantic was an understatement; she did not want me confronting or even seeing who was hunting us. 

      That settled it then. It was going to take everything I had to pull it off. I’d be lucky to make it to the safehouse with my cargo. My talents were amazing, but they came with a price. Severe lethargy and a need for sleep soon followed any large expenditures.

      I could sense hesitation in the mother when I had her pick her daughter up and face the southernmost wall. A family portrait hung just to the left of us, a bittersweet memory of better times gone by. This wall was the closest to the wooded area behind the house. On the other side of the small copse, our getaway vehicle awaited our arrival. 

      Gathering my energy, I harnessed and bent it to my will, pushing it through the hand I clasped tightly and into the girl. With the faith of the desperate, the woman followed my lead, and we sunk through the paint and plaster to emerge from the outer wall. The rush of air that escaped her was the only indication she hadn't been sure we'd make it. 

      I could feel the exhaustion coming on and urged my feet, and hers, to move faster. My alter screeched at me not to turn. I obeyed, not looking back even though I could feel the hunters’ attention on us.  She'd never acted this way before, and I could only assume it was something she was doing instinctually. Regardless, I wasn't about to argue with her. 

      We broke through the other side after I checked that we were clear and made our way to the nondescript station wagon I had stashed off the road. Functioning through sheer strength of will alone, I used my alter’s enhanced night vision to guide our way until it was safe to turn the headlights on. 

      My uncle had gotten too bold in his position as Regent, a place he held only until I found my mates and became eligible to take my right to rule. I knew he had to be aware that I was the one undermining him. So far, he had no proof. By bringing in the hunters, and a quad at that, he could only mean to catch me in the act. Were I caught, it would be treason, and I highly doubted he'd wait for the Council to decide my fate. It was only a matter of time before the inevitable happened and he set his trap better than I could escape.
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      She's our mate. Out loud I reiterated, "She's our fucking bondmate! What the actual fuck is happening here?"

      My anger and frustration were directed firmly at our illustrious leader. This is what’d had him so twitchy since we pulled into town. 

      "Tonight confirms it, yes." Vaughn, for once, seemed at a loss. We'd been searching, and now we were in one hell of a pickle if we tried to claim her.

      Quietly, Iliam asked Vaughn, "Is she who I think she is?" I glanced back and forth between them. Adding it all up, I started to shake my head in denial. 

      "She’s the Ghost Clan's Anassa in-waiting, and we've been called to commit regicide. And she's also apparently our bondmate." The palpable fury in Vaughn's voice had my hackles up.

      It dawned on me then why he'd made us scout unnecessarily before we entered the house. "You knew! You sensed her, and you made us let her go. We could have–"

      A sharp motion from Iliam cut me off, and a slow clap drew my attention to our audience outside. Of course, we'd been well and truly set up.

      None other than the Regent himself and a contingent of his personal clan soldiers awaited us. The man wasn't physically imposing, especially for a shifter. Hair just long enough to curl and a Van Dyke beard the same sinful black as his hair and eyes. They complemented his slim figure and the vicious delight in his gaze.

      "My, my. This couldn't have turned out better had I planned it. Even I couldn't have imagined this turn of events. I'd only planned to lay the death of the little bitch at your feet. Now, now," he chastised, twitching a finger side to side like a metronome when we bristled at the threat to our bondmate. "I have leverage over the brat. All I have to do is arrest you for letting a thief go. Bad things happen to enforcers in gaol. Once you're gone– it's only a matter of time for her. Bond in place or not." 

      The Regent was gleeful in his madness, for that's what it surely was. He must’ve gone mad to consider such actions, let alone try to implement them.

      "The Council won't stand for this, and you know it." Vaughn spoke with confidence, but knowing him as I did, I could tell he was concerned by the tension in his body.

      "And who is the Therian Council going to believe? An Enforcer Quad who let a mark go for no apparent reason? Or the Regent who hired them to apprehend a thief?" The Regent tsked and shook his head as if we were naughty children to be reprimanded. "Arrest them."

      I waited, as did we all, for Vaughn to give the order to resist, but it never came. I glared at him in silence as our hands were bound behind us until a hood obscured him from my vision. We were searched and divested of our weapons and communications devices and corralled into the back of a vehicle. When we were secured and the transport under way, he finally deigned to explain himself. 

      "There were more in the area, and we likely wouldn't have made it out. We’ll have a better chance when they think we're compliant and locked up." I didn't agree, but he was the leader and Iliam hadn't jumped in either, so it was probably a good course of action even if it chafed.

      "Lorc, I want you to shift and hide. As soon as those doors open, we'll make them come in to get us. I want you to run, get to the Council and tell them what happened. Get our bondmate first if you can." Vaughn's directive chilled my soul. 

      We’d never split up, not since we'd formed our Quad. Lorca's denial was swift to come.

      "I'm not leaving you all. We'll get out. Together." The easygoing man could be stubborn as a mule when it came to those he cared for, and I could just hear the stiff set of his jaw in his voice  

      "Lorca, there won't be a chance after we get within those walls. Not without assistance. The Regent only has to kill us to make our bondmate ineligible to rule. Not to mention other consequences for her." Iliam's prediction wasn’t idle. We all knew it. Without us, our mate would slowly die. Even if there were a way to counteract that, she still wouldn't be able to continue the bloodline. The Regent could, and probably would, petition the Council to be named Anax, a new king instead of a queen.

      "Fine. But I'm getting her and coming for you. The Council will drag it out, and I'm not taking that risk." Lorca was pissed, but at least he wasn't arguing anymore. Not much anyway.

      Vaughn wasn't done though. "Get a message to the Council, then you can get our bondmate and come for us. The Council must know in case we fail."

      In case we die, he means. 

      The rest of the ride went by in silence after Lorca shifted and hid. The rest of us quickly did a partial shift and freed our hands, before shifting them back and playing possum. 

      The soldiers not being amused was an understatement. 

      "Where's your fourth? Don't make us come in there!" The soldier had balls, but he couldn't hide his anxiety.

      "We have hoods on, you dumbass. How are we supposed to know where he went? Better yet, how did you lose a prisoner?" I taunted them, getting the expected reaction. 

      Finally, it was go time. Ripping off our hoods, we attacked. The reinforcements didn't take long to arrive, and that part hurt like a bitch, but Lorca got away. I smiled through my bloody teeth and spit in the face of the soldier in front of me. It was lights out after that.
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        * * *

      

      Lorca

      My weasel form was small, but it was fast with my shifter magic, and it blended in with the forested area I'd escaped into. A plus to being hidden from the majority of the populace was seclusion– even the prisons. The bad deal was I'd be shifting back naked, and our hotel was probably crawling with soldiers waiting for me to show up.

      Plan B it was. Steal a cell phone and call the Enforcer's HQ to get a message to the Therian Council. It took hours of hanging around a park, but I finally got my chance when a lady left hers on a bench to chase a toddler across the playground. 

      I ended up leaving my message with the Commander who wouldn't give me the Council number. It wasn't ideal, and the man was an ass, but it's not like I could do anything else about it at the moment. He assured me he'd get a message to the Council himself and that two teams were being sent to straighten everything out. Thank fuck we had a pristine record. He'd been uncomfortably interested in our bondmate– asking more questions than. I had answers for in regards to her. Worried the Council might not act quickly enough, if they didn't understand the importance of the issue, I complied. 

      Clearing the call log, I left the phone on the ground under the bench to avoid being seen. Determined to find my bondmate and rescue the rest of my Quad, I set off to get what information I could and find some damn clothes. 
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        * * *

      

      Vaughn

      It had been twenty-four hours in this hellhole, and we'd been individually interrogated for most of them. They wanted our missing member in a bad way. We were in separate cells, me across from Bane and Illiam. I'd only woken up a short time ago after passing out from the beating I'd received. My panic was instantaneous when I only saw Bane and an unoccupied cell. 

      "Where is he?" Bane just looked at me, devastated. 

      "They took him again after they threw you in. We should have fought." He was resigned, and that in itself spoke volumes.

      Had I fucked up? I still didn't think we would have all survived. But this? This was maybe worse. 

      It was hours of guilt-ridden anxiety before they returned with Iliam. The guards were silent as they threw his motionless body in his cell and shut the door with a clang. Instantly, Bane was reaching through the bars, trying to get to him.

      "Ils. Come on, man. Wake up." Bane could just reach his hand, and the grip that he had on our wounded quadmate was barely returned.

      "Iliam, no, you have to shift. Fuck, I'm so sorry." Grief was already settling in. There would be no medical care given, and judging from the wet rattle, Iliam needed immediate intervention. Even our advanced healing couldn't fix this. Especially if he wasn't able to shift. "Bane, can you help him?"

      "He's not absorbing it. I think he has something stopping the change." Panic colored Bane's voice, and there wasn't anything I could do to help. 

      I started yelling for the guards, panic tainted my voice. When they came, I thought they were actually going to help Illiam. Instead, they took Bane. He tried to reason with them, we both did, but they refused to acknowledge our pleas and wrestled Bane out of cell and down the hall.

      I was an utter failure. I'd let my Quad down and made the wrong call. 

      "I invoke my right." The strained words escaped from Illiam, barely audible. 

      "Iliam, no!" He couldn't do this when there was still a chance. I was terrified he'd be lost to us forever if he went this route.

      "I invoke my right to the Order of the Wraith." The demand heralded the magic that sped Iliam's death. 

      If he was found worthy, he would join the Order as a Wraith Guardian. If he was found lacking, his soul would burn eternal.

      His body disappeared when the magic was gone. My Quad brother was gone. I waited hours for Bane to be brought back, nearly losing the non-existent contents of my stomach at the blood and gore that covered him. He was barely conscious, and on the way past my cell, I caught his bloodshot eyes.

      "He invoked the Wraith." Bane's eyes briefly widened before he did the same.

      They didn't even get him in the cell before the ancient magic took over, as if it had been lurking in wait, after taking Iliam. That fit with the legends– in the hopes of being reunited, members of the same Enforcer group would choose to follow their comrade.

      My thoughts and heart went out to my bondmate and last Quad member, and I could only hope that they found each other. 

      The guards tried to get my cell open, but it was too late.

      "I invoke my right to the Order of the Wraith." The magic hit hard and fast, and I was gone a moment after the final word fell from my lips.
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        * * *

      

      The asshole had upped the stakes. He'd penalized nearly the entire Clan for harboring fugitives. I knew it was a trap, but that money wasn't his. The narcissist had everything converted into gold and was having it transferred to the Manor's treasury. Hitting the security truck en-route was going to be my only chance to retrieve it and reverse the effects his greed was having on my clan. Something was affecting me as well. My alter had been in a tizzy all day, and it was making me antsy.

      I didn't bother to wait until the truck was out of the city, knowing it was to my advantage to strike now. At a stoplight, I darted under the truck and quickly chewed through a line that I immediately discovered was the fuel line. Yuck. 

      I retreated to the curb and stayed as hidden as possible while I made my way to the car I had left on the only highway leading into Clan lands. I shifted and dressed before I headed out to intercept the transport truck. 

      The truck had made it further than I'd thought it would, but the driver had still had ample warning and pulled off at a service station. I waited for the first guard to check out the issue while the second stood watch. The cursing that rang out had a satisfied smile curving my full lips.

      The driver came out from under the rig and stomped off to the mini mart, leaving the second guard alone. I took my chance that my cloaking would hold even with the protections I'm sure the Regent had demanded be in place. I had my sleeping dust handy in case things went tits up, but so far so good. I slammed the passenger side door and gained the attention of the guard who came running to investigate. As soon as he opened the door to check inside, I blew the dust in his face. A quick flip of his legs, and I shut the door to hide his awkwardly positioned body.

      Not wasting time, I went around the back and used my ability to unlock the door, pulling it shut behind me without latching it. The gold coins and bars were secured in another safe inside the truck. After making short work of the lock, I hefted the heavy ass things out and into bags I had brought along. Who knew what tracking devices or charms were being used. It was a gamble just taking them. 

      The yelling in the cab clued me in that I'd run out of time sooner than anticipated. I had most of the gold, and it would have to do. I slipped out as carefully as possible and at least got the door shut, if not locked. The weight of the bags was a bitch to carry but being cloaked at least let me walk quickly instead of having to sprint. 

      The shouts increased in volume with a clang of the doors being opened to reveal the empty vault. I lugged my bags across the bridge to where I'd left my car. 

      Now to figure out how to return the money. 

      I slowed for a red light when my alter went rabid. I lost control for a moment, and sailed directly into the intersection full of traffic. The airbag deployed, but it didn't help the minivan that T-boned my driver's side door. I lost consciousness moments later, the wails of my alter following me into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Lorca

      Something bad had happened, and I had a feeling it was my Quad. I'd managed to get a phone and in touch with the Commander again, and he'd only kept saying I needed to meet the teams for news. Trying to find my mate hadn't gone well as of yet, and I was out of options to quickly resolve the situation on my own. Against my better judgment, I met up with the Trio and Quad from HQ.

      I'd barely made into the hotel parking lot when my fears were confirmed.

      "Enforcer Lorca, you are under arrest for aiding and abetting the thief known as 'Avarice', escaping the Ghost Clan Regent's custody, and desertion of your Quad. You will stand trial with the Therian Council House post haste." The Quad leader didn't appear to enjoy arresting me. It was ingrained in us during training to uphold our duties, but we didn't always have to agree with them. 

      "Not without my quadmates. We will all face the Council together. Were you able to remand the rest of my Quad or detain Avarice?" I held out hope, small as it was, that my Quad was away from the Regent's reach.

      The leader blanked his expression and motioned one of the others to cuff my hands. I evaded him and demanded again, to know where Vaughn and the others were. 

      "I called for help and you're arresting me. I'll deal with the charges with the Council, just get the others out if that gaol." They didn't understand, they had to get my quadmates out of there. 

      "I'm sorry to have to bear the news, Lorca." He dropped the formality and let his empathy show. "The Regent has claimed that the other members of your Quad attacked the guards when they arrived at the gaol and sustained extreme injury when they were subdued." He swallowed hard before he finished. "You're the last alive."

      The devastation was bad enough that I nearly buckled to the ground, but the Enforcer's held me up. "Did– did you recover their bodies? I'd like to request a proper burial for them." It wouldn't do any good to proclaim their innocence; they were gone and beyond that now. I could only hope our bondmate was alive and I could get to her.

      "Rumor is that they all Invoked." A tinge of awe infused the leader’s words. I could understand it as I was shocked myself. Why did they Invoke? What the hell happened in there?

      At least I had an exit plan when it was time. I wouldn't leave my Quad brothers. "And Avarice?" I tacked on the last in hopes that he'd have enough sympathy to tell me. "She's our– my, bondmate."

      That got his attention. His eyes narrowed on mine, and I could feel the fury emanating from him. "There's some bad shit going down here. She was picked up in a wreck a few hours ago with the gold she stole out of an armored truck bound for the Regent's treasury. She's fine," he answered before I could interrupt. "Seems her alter went crazy while she was driving. If she's your Quad's bondmate– I'd imagine she felt it." The man was pitying now, but so was I.

      "We weren't bonded yet. We'd only just found out while she was helping a woman and her daughter leave the area. She was our target." It was a Hail Mary, but maybe I could sway the man. "Is there any way you get her to the Council for trial as well? If she goes to the Regent's gaol, Anassa in-waiting or not, I doubt she'll make it out. Her only chance is for us to bond, otherwise…"

      "As a favor for a fellow Enforcer and his bondmate, I'd try. For the circumstances and shady shit going on– we'll make it happen. Right?" He glanced from one Enforcer to the next, gaining agreement from each. 

      "Thanks, man. Really." 

      Maybe my bondmate and I could survive. Only time would tell.

      The End
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review.

      
        
        Avarice: House of Mustelid (Wicked Reform School Series) is available now on pre-order!
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        No girl can defy the Alpha.

        When Saoirse Hunt refuses to marry the man her pack’s Alpha has chosen for her, she becomes one of the “thrown away girls”, sent to prison for the great crime of wanting to choose her own mate.

        But first, the two bounty guards who come to collect her have to get her there…

        As she goes into her first Heat, there will be nothing simple about transporting this prisoner for the two guards she knows only as Blue and Gray.

        She’s determined to escape.

        And yet, once the two of them have bonded on the road…

        Will she be able to leave them behind?
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      My brother Alan tapped on my bedroom door. “Saoirse?”

      I debated whether to answer him or not. He knew I was in here.

      I didn’t have anywhere to go.

      I leaned my forehead against the glass of my window. Outside, our yard was shadowed by the trees; the moonlight was thin, the moon itself a sliver barely visible through the wispy clouds that floated across a black sky.

      I could’ve used a full moon tonight. Wolves feel strongest under a full moon.

      Goddess help me.

      I lived in a world where the gods were the only ones who mattered, though.

      “Sosh?” he asked again, using his pet name for me, the one from when we were little kids and he couldn’t say Saoirse.

      Which, to be fair, was true for ninety-eight percent of America, as well.

      That name, in his soft, broken tone, dug into my heart, and I heaved a sigh as I turned and headed across the carpet. I leaned against the door, knowing my twin was right on the other side. “What is it, Alan?”

      “You’re alright,” he said, an edge of relief in his voice.

      “For now,” I said, but something unsettling wormed through my stomach at the realization he thought I might hurt myself in here. “Does our father really think you’re going to talk sense into me?”

      There was a pause for a second. Then he said, “You know I’d get you out of here if I could, Sosh.”

      “I know.” But I hated him a little bit because he couldn’t help me.

      I hated myself even more, because I couldn’t help me.

      “You could just marry him,” he said. “He could meet an untimely end...”

      As if it would be that easy to murder an alpha.

      “He’s going to meet an untimely end compared to mine,” I said. The man my father had picked to marry me to was so much older than I was.

      “Just come out and say you’ll do it,” Alan said. “It buys us time. You know that…”

      He trailed off. Our father and the pack alpha had agreed that if I didn’t agree to marry Robert Bell, I could starve in my room until the Shifter Guard came to take me away.

      In the world of the wolf packs, defying the alpha was a crime.

      Even if the alpha was a worthless asshole determined to marry you to another worthless asshole.

      They’d thought I’d bend long before this. But hunger had faded into nothing but emptiness over the past few days. I felt faint, but somehow that just made me more stubborn. They’d rather let me die than let me control my own life. They’d rather send me away to prison than let me choose my own mate.

      My father said fated mates were nothing but a fairy tale, that I’d find love where he told me. But I couldn’t give up on the idea that there was someone out there meant for me, someone gentle and kind.

      “Where’s Mom?” I asked.

      There was a long pause on the other side of the door. I could feel him sigh. “Sosh…”

      My lips tightened as I nodded. She didn’t want to see me, because she wouldn’t defy my father. She’d told me the whole time she was growing up about her love story, about how her parents chose her spouse for her, and it ended up so happily.

      Except I’d seen enough to doubt that happily-ever-after.

      “Sosh, please,” he said from the other side of the door. Desperation made his voice break. “Just say you’ll do it. We’ll figure something out later.”

      “What are they going to do, lock me up forever?” I asked. It didn’t make sense to me anyway that the prison would go along with this, that they would lock teenage girls away for daring to want their freedom.

      “Our father says that after you’ve been in prison for a while, no one will want you anyway…”

      “You’re not helping, Alan,” I snapped.

      The sound of tires rolling over gravel drew me to the window. I pushed aside the filmy curtains and watched as a long, sleek muscle car came to a stop.

      After a second, the doors opened, and my heart stuttered in my chest, waiting. These would be the men who were taking me away.

      Who were taking me to prison.

      The two men who rose from the car were beautiful. That was the thought that struck me first, even though the rise of fear. The one who closed the driver’s side door was tall and broad-shouldered, his dark hair tousled, and his features were roughly handsome.

      He looked across the top of the car at his companion, who was slender—especially for a shifter—with sharp features. When he moved, it was with catlike grace.

      Then, as if they both sensed me, they looked up. Their gaze went to my window.

      I froze there, with my fingertips tangled in the filmy curtains. They were too far away for me to see the color of their eyes, but I could almost feel their gaze, as if it soaked through my skin. My skin flushed hot, as if I were embarrassed.

      I jerked back from the window, then moved rapidly away, so they wouldn’t be able to see me anymore. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror at my dresser. Sure enough, my pale skin was suddenly flushed as if I’d blushed, my delicate cheekbones touched with pink in a face surrounded by masses of dark blond hair. I touched my cheek tentatively, studying my face in the mirror. My amber eyes were dilated, the pupils small in a sea of dark gold. Was that...embarrassment at being caught watching them? Or something else altogether?

      “Sosh,” Alan said again. “Last chance. Please… I don’t know what will happen if they take you away.”

      My twin cared for me, but suddenly I wasn’t sure if those were his words or our father’s.

      “The trouble is, I know what will happen if I stay,” I said softly.

      In the distance, I heard my father call him.

      There was a faint thump as Alan’s forehead bumped the door. I could picture him standing there, his dark eyes closed in frustration, his jaw set.

      “Sosh…” he said, and there was raw emotion in his voice that I hadn’t heard for a long time, since before our pack beat it out of him.

      “I’ll be fine,” I promised him. “I’ll see you again one day.”

      “I’ll find a way to get you out.”

      “I know you will.”

      I didn’t. But he had to keep moving, and maybe if he believed that, it would help for now.

      There was no reason for both our lives to end tonight.

      “Bye.” His voice came out brittle. He was trying to collect himself, and he had to, because our father called him.

      “Goodbye.” I couldn’t hear anything on the other side of the door, but I was sure he’d moved away. I felt alone.

      My overnight bag was open on my bed, exposing a few other clothes, a book, photos, my toiletries. I’d packed a bag, although I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to take it, and I ran my hand across its contents absently, trying to think if there was anything else I should even try to bring. I didn’t think I’d be allowed to have much.

      Dread churned in my stomach. I didn’t know anything about what was coming, but I knew it wasn’t good.

      It was supposed to be enough to keep girls like me in line, after all.

      My gaze fell to the knife on my nightstand. My hunting knife—every shifter knows how to make the most of their kill when they wake with it in the morning—must be what Alan feared I’d hurt myself with. He must be able to imagine me slitting my own wrists rather than facing the two choices that life offered me.

      There was the faintest sound behind me. I whirled, grabbing the knife off my nightstand.

      The slender guy from the car slammed me into the wall. He grabbed my throat in one hand, my wrist with the knife in the other, pinning me against the wall. His fingers squeezed almost painfully tight on my throat, but his focus was on the knife in my hand.

      “Drop it,” he murmured into my ear, his voice low and intimately close. “You don’t want to hurt me, lass.”

      He had an accent, a Scottish accent that I hadn’t expected in such a warm, roughly masculine voice.

      I hesitated, then released my fingers. The sheathed blade fell to the floor.

      “How’d you get in here?” I looked from the knife to his face as his grip on my throat eased.

      I’d wondered what color their eyes were. This close, I could see they were gray, a shade flecked with silver. Combined with his sharp but handsome features—cheekbones so high that it hurt to look at, a short, sharp nose, a nicely-shaped mouth above a firm jaw—it gave his face a mischievous cast.

      “I picked your lock,” he said. “Should I have asked you to let me in?”

      “You might be less likely to be knifed that way.” My voice came out steady, despite the fear beating in my chest, and I wondered why I’d just said that. I didn’t need to make him mad.

      “I’m fast,” he promised me. “I was never in much danger.”

      Those gray eyes seemed to bore through mine, and I felt the same wayward flush of heat, as if the intensity of his gaze overwhelmed me.

      “If I’m not dangerous, there’s no reason to take me to prison,” I said. My voice came out hot. “And yet, here you are.”

      “No one said you were dangerous,” he said mildly. “Just...disobedient.”

      He released me, taking a step back and reached down to pick up my knife in one quick, practiced movement, his gaze never leaving mine.

      “And for that, I deserve to be locked away with criminals?”

      “It’s not up to me to decide what you deserve,” he said, but his gaze was kind. “Come on, lass. Time to go.”

      The other man, the one with the big shoulders and the dark hair, loomed in the doorway. He was even bigger than I’d thought when I watched him from the car.

      “Do you need help with the girl?” His accent was American, as boring as mine.

      “Do I ever need your help?”

      “Yup.” The dark-haired man’s gaze locked with mine. He had piercing blue eyes. “Often.”

      “I’m just trying to convince our new friend here to come along quietly,” he said.

      Blue Eyes studied me. “Her family is waiting downstairs. There’s a lot of them.”

      Her family? He could talk to me. I met his gaze, my chin tilting up under the pressure of his gaze.

      Maybe he saw that, because the next thing he asked was, “What do they expect from you?”

      It took me a second to find my voice. “Surrender.”

      It’s what I’d expected from myself, honestly. I’d thought that I’d have to cave eventually. I knew I was making things worse and yet I couldn’t stop hoping that somehow, I’d come up with a way out of this situation. And yet time had kept spinning on, and I’d settled into a trap I’d made myself.

      “You think you could go down there now and tell them that you changed your mind and we’d just drive off,” Blue Eyes said.

      I stared at him, my lips parting. It felt like my stomach had just dropped.

      The first man glanced from me to him and back again. “You could,” he said. “Don’t mind him. He likes playing with people’s heads.”

      Blue Eyes finally ripped his gaze away from mine. I hadn’t realized that I’d all but stopped breathing until I drew a shuddering breath.

      “Tick tock,” he said, patting the watch around his wrist. “If you’re going to be a good girl and accept the life they chose for you, you’d best walk out this door and go beg them for it.”

      He stepped to one side, sweeping his arm toward the door.

      I looked to the man with gray eyes, and he stepped back, raising his hands—one of which still held my knife casually—as if I could just walk out of here and we could pretend none of this ever happened.

      We could pretend I hadn’t run from dinner with my parents and the alpha and his wife, that my father hadn’t caught me—in the driveway I’d just looked down on—that I hadn’t fought my way to hide in my bedroom, knowing that he could break down the door if he wanted to.

      But he didn’t want to.

      I’d embarrass the pack if I didn’t go willingly to my own wedding.

      “Well?” Gray asked. “Are you coming with us?”

      “I’m not sure why you make it sound like I have a choice.”

      “You know you do,” he said. “Even if it isn’t much of one. And I don’t like to drag a girl screaming out of her house.”

      Blue grunted. “Gives me tinnitus.”

      Gray rolled his eyes, just faintly, before he schooled his face. “That’s what they expect too, I imagine, if you don’t give in. They expect you to be dragged out of here screaming the whole way and begging. They expect you to leave all your dignity behind as well as your childhood bedroom.”

      He spoke like he’d seen it happen a dozen times before, and an icy chill swept down my spine.

      My childhood bedroom. It made me look around, seeing it with new eyes, the way these men must. I’d never see this room again: the canopy bed where I’d spent so many hours reading, the bookcases with books stacked on top of others because I’d run out of space, the ribbons and certificates hanging on the wall from all the little competitions in school that hadn’t mattered to my parents.

      “I’ll go willingly,” I said, and I swear, for just a second I saw relief flash across Blue’s face, no matter how cold he was. I looked at my bag. “Should I…”

      “You don’t need anything where you’re going,” Blue said.

      “Sure.”  Gray zipped the bag up, then shouldered it, giving Blue a look. “You never know.”

      Blue shrugged. “If it makes her happy.”

      My lips parted in a faint, bitter laugh. If it makes her happy. Sure.

      Blue reached into his jacket and pulled out a pair of handcuffs. “Come here.”

      “Really?” I asked. What was I going to do?

      I couldn’t run. I was on pack land. There was nowhere to run.

      “Really,” he said. “Come here.”

      I did, and he slipped the cuffs around my wrists. The cold metal seemed to burn against my skin.

      “If you try to shift wearing these,” he said, “they won’t break. You’ll do a lot of damage to yourself. Do you understand me?”

      I stared ahead of me, and he tugged on the cuffs, drawing me against his body. I froze, my heart suddenly beating fast, as he murmured into my ear, “Do you understand me? I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

      I couldn’t make sense of the way my chest fluttered, the sudden throb between my thighs, even when I was terrified.

      But I wasn’t terrified of him, at least, not exactly.

      “I understand,” I whispered.

      Gray gave me a look that I could’ve sworn was sympathetic, just before Blue grabbed my shoulder, the heel of his hand pressing painfully into a bruise even though his touch was light, and steered me ahead of him out of the room.

      The hallway was empty. Together, Blue’s hand still on my shoulder, the three of us went down the stairs, down the familiar blue-and-bronze rug. As kids, Alan and I had played on these stairs, pretending we were zoo animals as we peeked out from between the twisted wrought-iron bars. Clearly, I’d had childhood premonitions of the future.

      There were a lot of people in the living room—my extended family all lived on pack lands—and they turned to watch me go. Their faces were hard, for the most part. Shifters can’t afford to show much weakness in our world.

      In the distance, my mother wept. I craned my head to try to see through the crowd, hoping for a glimpse of her, but she must be hiding in the kitchen.

      Alan must have been with her, because he suddenly burst into the living room. Maybe he’d been trying to cajole her into saying goodbye.

      He stopped in the doorway as the gazes turned his way, his chest heaving. My heart dropped at the sight of his face. He couldn’t afford to look weak in front of the pack. Not even for his twin.

      “Last chance, Saoirse,” my father said, looking away from Alan to me. His hazel eyes were the same shade of mine, and they looked light against his deeply tanned and weathered skin. “You don’t need to do this.”

      I could’ve said the same thing to him.

      Blue let the two of us stare at each other for a long minute. The air felt tense and heavy around us.

      Then, when I didn’t say anything, Blue pushed me gently down the last two steps. My legs felt clumsy beneath me, as if they might falter, but then we were out the front door, crossing the front porch and then the gravel yard.

      Gray opened the car door. Blue stopped when we reached the car, and I looked back at the house where I’d grown up.

      Then, before either of them could remind me, I ducked into the backseat.

      It was time to go.
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      I leaned against the window, watching the familiar terrain of pack lands flash by.

      “How long is the drive?” I asked. I hoped it was a long time; I could manage the drive to the prison. It was what would come after that scared me.

      “It’s about twelve hours,” Gray said. I didn’t think Blue would’ve bothered to tell me. “Plus stops.”

      Twelve hours. Good. I leaned against the window again, letting my eyes drift closed. For twelve hours, I was safe, more or less. I dozed off for a little while, and I only woke when a sharp voice cut into my dreams.

      “How long were you hiding in your room?”

      “Three days,” I said.

      “Have you eaten in the last three days?” With my eyes closed so I couldn’t see his bleak expression, Blue’s rough voice sounded warmer, somehow.

      “I had a granola bar in my desk. I’m not even hungry anymore, though.”

      There was a pause. Then Gray said, “We’ll stop when we get off pack lands. Someplace safe.”

      “We’re always on someone’s pack lands,” Blue muttered. “And we’re not the most popular people.”

      “You’re not,” Gray said. “No one likes you.”

      Blue gave him a long look. Then he twisted in his seat to look at me. “Do you need water?”

      “Does it matter to you that you bring me to prison alive?” I asked.

      “Yep,” Blue said. Then he added, “We’re sent to bring two shifters back to the prison, we bring two shifters. If it’s not you, it’s us going in.”

      “Why would anyone sign on for a deal like that?” I demanded.

      Blue and Gray exchanged a glance, but didn’t answer me.

      Then Blue twisted in his seat, holding out a water bottle to me. “Drink up. It’ll help tide you over until we can stop.”

      I reached out for the bottle, taking it with my cuffed hands awkwardly. I had to struggle to unscrew the plastic top.

      “What are your names?” I asked.

      Gray started to open his mouth, but Blue cut him off. “You don’t need to know our names.”

      “Rules,” Gray explained, his voice conciliatory.

      Blue snorted. “Common sense.”

      Despite the rough way he spoke, he glanced back at me. I lowered the bottle and met his gaze. His icy blue eyes were cold, but beautiful, surrounded by thick, dark lashes.

      He stared back at me, frowning slightly. I couldn’t look away from his eyes though, which seemed to hold me. Long seconds slipped by, and that strange phantom heat washed over my body again, until I bit my lower lip.

      Gray dared look away from the road at us, and then he smacked Blue in the shoulder.

      Blue startled, as if he’d been as lost as I’d been, and turned his frown on Gray.

      “We’re off their pack lands,” Gray said, as if nothing had happened. Maybe nothing had happened; maybe it was all my imagination. “Keep an eye out for a diner off the highway.”

      “You want to bring her into a diner?” Blue asked skeptically.

      Gray didn’t look back, but I could tell he was talking to me when he asked, “Are you going to run?”

      “I don’t have anywhere to go,” I said.

      “That doesn’t always stop people,” Blue muttered.

      To be a lone wolf was to succumb to madness.

      Or so I’d always heard. Now I wondered if that was true, or if it was just another thing the packs said to keep us in line.

      Gray arched an eyebrow. “Do you think we could take her down if she ran? Or are you scared of the five-foot-nothing half-starved girl?”

      Blue scrubbed his hand over the scruff across his chiseled jaw. “Do you really expect me to fall for your bullshit?”

      “Yep,” Gray said. “You usually do.”

      There was a long pause. Blue glanced back toward me again. I wasn’t sure what he saw on my face, but he twisted back to face front, crossing his arms with a faint huff of irritation.

      “Fine,” Blue mumbled. “I could go for a burger.”

      “He’s really a nice guy,” Gray confided to me. “As long as you don’t run.”

      “Don’t tell her I’m nice,” Blue said. “You’re never going to get used to this job, are you?”

      “Hope not,” Gray said lightly.

      It had the feeling of an old argument, and they dropped it as if it was.

      “Take the next exit,” Blue said, tapping the back of his knuckles against the glass on his window as if to indicate the sign.

      A few minutes later, we bounced across the gravel parking lot of a truck stop. Blue came back to open my door, and he sat on the edge of the bench seat. “Hands,” he said shortly, and I held out my cuffed wrists.

      He caught the center of the cuffs and pulled them toward him, before he slipped the key into the lock. “Try to run, and I’ll kill you,” he warned me. “Despite what I said about keeping you alive, it really is just two bodies that I need to bring back.”

      His words chilled me. I ducked my head to avoid his gaze, shocked at his threat. Part of me had thought he was…kind. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      “Two?” I questioned, raising my chin.

      “Yeah.” He didn’t offer any more explanation, but stood from the car. “Get out.”

      I rubbed my wrists absently, although he hadn’t put on the cuffs too tight in the first place; it still chafed me to wear them. I hated the idea of being cuffed.

      I wished I’d been born human. No matter how much we shifters believed we were special, I’d rather be free than special. If I were human, I wouldn’t be bound to my pack and to my family, no matter what they did to me.

      “Are there packs in prison?” I asked.

      Blue touched his finger to his lips, glancing around the parking lot, even though there was no one near us.

      Then he leaned into me, and his breath against my ear sent a ripple of nerves down my spine. “Don’t talk about the packs, don’t talk about prison. For right now, we’re three humans getting a late night meal and not attracting attention. I won’t hesitate to drag your ass out of there, even if it means you do starve.”

      I stared up at him. The way he spoke was always so mean, and yet there was something in the way he looked at me that made it feel like it was all an act.

      “You got it?” he asked, his voice impatient.

      “I’ve got it,” I said. “I’m not stupid.”

      “Smart girls don’t end up in cuffs,” he said.

      My jaw tightened.

      “Follow your own advice,” Gray told him over the top of the car. “Come on. Let’s get her fed and get out of here.”

      But Blue leaned into me, one more time. “You try to start something, you try to get help, and it’s not going to end well for you.”

      “I’ve got it,” I told him, putting my palm on his chest and trying to push past him, but the man was built like a brick wall. “All I want is something to eat. No trouble.”

      He snorted, as if I looked like trouble to him.

      Irritation flared in my chest. I shouldn’t expect him to understand, though. My own family saw me as nothing but trouble, because of the one time I dared to go against their will.

      I started past him, and he touched my back, a small familiar gesture as if we were old friends. His hand pressed a bruise, though, and I winced.

      It was Gray who saw, and he stopped suddenly. “Saoirse,” he said, and my name sounded sweeter on his lips than I would have expected. “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” I lied. I didn’t even know why I lied. Maybe they’d feel sorry for me, and maybe… maybe I could find a chance to escape. The thought felt so reckless that I almost didn’t dare think to it.

      Gray gave me a long look. Blue pulled away from me, almost flinching himself, as if it bothered him that he might’ve hurt me.

      Together, the three of us crossed the dark parking lot and went into the diner. Inside, the place was almost empty; there were a few lone truckers scattered throughout the diner, and a waitress busy behind the counter filling a cup from the soda fountain. In one corner of the diner, a desert case revolved endlessly, showcasing pies and cakes, and my mouth instantly watered so much that my stomach felt sick.

      Blue was watching me, with that intensity again, and I ducked my head to avoid his gaze before I followed Gray. Gray slid into one side of a booth, and Blue mockingly gestured to the other, as if he was inviting me to sit gallantly.

      Once I slid into the booth, Blue slipped in beside me, blocking me in. His big shoulder bumped against mine, and my chest lifted at the feel of his warm, hard body against mine, no matter how foolish that was.

      “Can I get you anything to drink while you look?” The waitress passed laminated menus to each of us. She was brisk, no-nonsense, disinterested. She didn’t seem like the kind of person who would help a teenage runaway.

      Blue’s warnings had gotten my mind turning with possibilities, though.

      “Black coffee and ice water, please,” Blue said. He turned to me.

      “Oh, just water is fine.” I felt stupid, startled. We never went to restaurants growing up. My pack didn’t like to spend much time around humans. And I wasn’t used to making any decisions for myself.

      “I’m getting a milkshake,” Gray said, but I didn’t take his meaning until the waitress had left. He’d been inviting me to order one too.

      “A milkshake,” Blue muttered. “You’re an overgrown child.”

      “Mm. There are worse things.” Gray said. “Besides, I doubt the coffee here is any good.”

      “Hipster werewolf,” Blue mouthed at him, so quietly that no one could have heard it outside our booth.

      The two of them might mock each other, but it seemed like they had a deep bond. I wondered what that was like.

      We ordered our food when the waitress came back with our drinks. Then Gray pushed his milkshake across the table toward me.

      “She doesn’t need that,” Blue said, intercepting the glass with his palm and pushing it back toward Gray. “The sugar will make her sick after not eating.”

      “He’s always like this, in case you were wondering,” Gray said to me, using that confidential tone that made me feel like we already knew each other well, even though it was an illusion.

      I smiled, just faintly. Even though it wasn’t real, I liked the way Gray talked to me, as if we were friends. “I was, actually. Can I go to the bathroom?”

      Blue sighed. “All right.”

      He got up, and he went ahead of me to the women’s room. He pushed open the door, and I froze in horror as he glanced around. I imagined he was making sure the room was empty and looking for exits.

      Then, satisfied that I was sufficiently trapped, he waved his arm in a grand gesture of invitation.

      “I’ll be just outside,” he warned.

      Thank Cain for that. I’d thought he was going to follow me in.

      As I used the bathroom, I glanced around, trying to see an exit that he hadn’t. The truth was, I couldn’t imagine any way I could get far from these guys. I definitely needed food first; I was so weak I wasn’t sure I could even shift, and I was willing to bet they were fast. I couldn’t beat them in a footrace through unfamiliar territory.

      Where the hell would I even go? I had to figure that out too. But now, at least, I could try to search the bathroom for anything that might help me. I left the toilet unflushed so the noise wouldn’t alert Blue to expect me to come out.

      Then, moving as quietly as I could, I eased open the doors to the storage cabinet in one corner of the bathroom. It held extra rolls of paper towels and toilet paper, a few extra hand soaps, a bucket of cleaning supplies. A lot of miscellaneous stuff had been thrown in here, as if it was the lost-and-found for the women’s bathroom as well: on one shelf there were heaped a couple of sweaters and jackets, a handful of lipsticks, a small bag. I searched through it rapidly, and as I shifted the pile, I knocked a pair of wayward sunglasses off the shelf.

      I froze as the sunglasses hit the floor with a thump.

      Then, behind the other stuff, I caught a glimpse of metal. A two-inch knife, the blade tucked away in the handle.

      My lucky day. My heart hammered as I shoved it into my pocket.

      “You okay? You faint in there?” Blue asked.

      I was already whirling to flush the toilet, then rushing to wash my hands. I closed the cabinet door while the flush would drown out the sound.

      “I’m fine,” I called back. “Knocked something over.”

      “What?” Blue asked, his voice irritated.

      When he came through the door, I expected him, but I still looked up genuinely startled from the sink.

      His big frame filled the doorway.

      “What did you say about not attracting attention?” I demanded in a hiss. I turned off the water and reached for a paper towel.

      “What did you knock over?” he demanded.

      “The air freshener on the back of the toilet,” I said. I didn’t bother to look. I’d noticed the floral-printed can when I walked in.

      Blue snorted. He crossed his arms over his chest. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing,” I said.

      It wasn’t a lie.

      I didn’t have a plan, not yet.
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      “You said two bodies,” I said, when we were back in the car.

      “You should get some sleep,” Blue said, instead of answering. “It’ll be a while before you get through In-processing, once we arrive. Long day.”

      I was still curious why anyone would take a job like theirs, where if they failed to bring someone into the prison, they went instead. Unless the two of them didn’t have a choice. “Do you know that from firsthand experience?”

      No one answered me. I glanced toward Gray, who seemed like the nicer of the two by far, but his attention was fixed studiously on the road.

      Whatever. I closed my eyes and nestled my head against the cool glass window. I needed time to think, anyway.

      There was nowhere for me to run, was there?

      Even in my isolated pack, stories had reached us about omegas who lived freely, not bound to any pack. But I wasn’t sure how to find them.

      And if I didn’t? It wasn’t as if being part of a pack had brought me much joy, had it? Yeah, my pack said lone wolves go mad. But maybe that was a lie.

      Still, the thought of being helpless—and not even being able to recognize I was in danger—made me sick to my stomach. As an omega, when I went into heat, any alpha in the vicinity would scent me. They’d be drawn to me, and I’d be drawn to them. Even if they wanted to hurt me.

      I’d not started yet. My mother said it was better to marry someone before my heat began, because once it did, I’d need a man. I’d need an alpha.

      And my virginity was one more thing that our pack owned, that they could trade away to another pack.

      I floated between sleep and wakefulness, sorting through vague plans. I had the knife, sure. It was a comforting weight in my pocket. But what was I going to do with it? I couldn’t picture using it to hurt Blue or Gray. They might be my captors, but they were kind, in their own way. Victims in this whole mess too, if they really would be imprisoned if I escaped.

      Guilt tightened my chest at the thought. What would it cost them if I escaped? Maybe I should be smart and just look out for myself. No one else is going to do it, a voice whispered in the back of my head. It’s time to just take care of yourself.

      But I didn’t want to hurt them.

      I felt Blue twist in his seat, as if he was checking on me. I kept my eyes closed.

      “She’s sharp,” he said, his voice soft, as if he didn’t want to wake me.

      “Yeah,” Gray said. “Seems like a waste.”

      “Don’t go all soft on me again,” Blue warned him.

      “It’s just that if she’d been born anywhere else…”

      “I know.” Blue sounded resigned.

      “Do you think she even knows about the Freed?”

      The Freed? My heart began to beat a little faster at the thought, and I forced myself to focus on breathing softly, easily, as if I was asleep. They might sense the change. Even in human form, wolf shifters have keen senses.

      Blue snorted. “No. She looked pretty hopeless.”

      “She did.”

      “If she thought she could run, that she could head north and find the free omega enclave in the packless territories, then she’d have tried to claw her way out, I bet,” Blue said. “I think there’s some spirit hidden under all that…”

      Blue trailed off. I wished he’d keep talking. Hope had sparked in my heart at the mention of the packless territories. I didn’t know where I was running to, exactly, but I’d be able to scent unmarked land when I found it. I’d just have to avoid being captured on any other pack’s territory. I’d have to hide my scent, move fast…

      “Maybe they’ll hit the prison again,” Gray said, after a minute.

      “Don’t say that,” Blue warned. “You know what’s going to happen if the Warden thinks you’re sympathetic to the Freed.”

      “As if things can get so much worse.”

      “You know they can,” Blue said sharply. Then, in a gentler tone, he said, “We both know how bad things can get.”

      That tone makes me feel something unsettling, as I try to imagine what they might’ve been through.

      “All right, well, let’s focus on what we’ve got to do,” Gray said. “I wish they hadn’t sent us to get two of them at the same time.”

      “He’s on our route.”

      “His pack had a lot to say about him. He’s got quite the taste for violence…soft spot for the ladies, though.”

      Oh really?

      “I don’t like having the girl with us and him at the same time. If things go south…”

      “If things go south, we’ll figure it out. Just like we always do.” The words came out quick, pat. Then, he added, “We’ll protect her.”

      For a few long seconds, silence hung between them, and I barely breathed. Of course they’d protect me. They had to deliver two bodies, right? But as much as I told myself that was what they meant, I couldn’t help feeling like it meant something more.

      I dozed off then for real, but I woke up a bit later, startled out of my sleep by one of their rough voices. It took me a second to understand what I’d heard through my daze. One of them had asked, “Anything feel…off…about her to you?”

      The question hung there. Yes, there was something off. The way my body had responded to them from the first time I locked gazes with Blue and Gray…there was definitely something going on.

      It wasn’t just my body, though. The stop at the diner had been because they needed to deliver me healthy; it seemed they couldn’t stand what my pack had done to me, couldn’t stand for me to be weak and miserable.

      Guilt twisted through my stomach. The energy from that food was what would power my escape, because I’d been too weak to even try just a few hours ago.

      “Yeah,” Blue said finally. “I think maybe she’s on the verge of her first heat.”

      “We’ve got to get her there ASAP,” Gray said. “It wouldn’t be right… she shouldn’t feel that for the first time like this. Not with us.”

      “Yeah—“ Blue twisted in his seat suddenly, as if he’d sensed the change as my heart started to pound. “You’re awake there, huh? Eavesdropping?”

      “Heat?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant, but there was a hitch in my voice.

      Blue and Gray traded a look full of fear themselves, as if they’d just walked into a conversation they weren’t prepared for.

      “I don’t know, lass,” Gray said. “I’m no expert.”

      “I wish we could skip this guy…” Blue ran his hand through his hair.

      “Yeah, if only there were a fairy godmother for shifters,” Gray said. “Seems like we’re out of luck on wishes.”

      “What guy?” I asked, sitting forward.

      “He’s just the other prisoner we’re picking up to transport. You don’t need to worry about him.” Blue had his usual quick, dismissive tone. Then he added, “You don’t need to talk to him.”

      “Pretty close quarters to ignore someone in,” I said. Even though they managed to ignore me.

      We skirted a city—cities were neutral territory for wolves—and then, once pines rose around the highway, we pulled off, down increasingly rural roads. I leaned my head against the window, watching them. We were heading north as we left my Florida pack behind. Closer to the Freed?

      When the car stopped, I looked out curiously, but I didn’t see much around me but trees that seemed to press in.

      “Stay put,” Gray warned me, looking back.

      Blue opened my car door a second later. He dangled the cuffs from one finger, looking almost reluctant. “Come on. You know the drill.”

      I shifted toward him at the same time as he swung into the bench seat, which brought my shoulder bumping his. I flinched away, and something sparked in his face.

      He smelled so good. The same heat between my thighs that I’d felt earlier throbbed, on the verge of being an unbearable ache.

      “Show me your back,” he said. His voice was gentle, but commanding, and a shiver ran up my spine. I didn’t want to show him. Maybe he would feel sympathy for me, maybe he’d let his guard down. And yet…I didn’t want him to pity me, to see me as nothing but a girl he had to rescue. They’d been right before we walked out of my family’s house; at least I could cling to my pride. That would be enough of a fight in prison.

      “Now, please,” he said, a faint note of steel under that gentle tone. “If you’re hurt, we need to know.”

      “It’s nothing,” I mumbled, but when he raised a finger and mimed me turning around, my resistance felt futile anyway.

      I shifted, turning my back to him. In the front seat, I heard Gray sigh, and I wondered why.

      Blue’s fingers skated under the hem of my shirt, raising it up to my shoulders. I wasn’t sure what he saw; I’d looked at my back in the mirror once, then avoided looking again.

      Usually, only male shifters were whipped for disobeying the alpha, but when my father caught me in the driveway and pushed me to the ground, the alpha had only been a few steps behind. They’d tied my hands over a low-slung branch of a tree in a front yard, the tree I used to climb when I was a kid.

      When I’d dared to look in the mirror, my back had been livid with welts and wounds, still oozing blood. But it wasn’t bleeding anymore.

      Blue went still behind me, but we were so close that I could feel his heartbeat quicken, that I could feel him tighten with rage.

      “I thought you must have been beaten, from the way you flinched…” he began, his voice flat and cold. Despite the way he spoke, his thumb stroked gently across the skin between welts. His touch felt so good, slightly painful but in a way that was pleasant, almost healing, that it made me tremble, my thighs beginning to shake.

      He went on, “But I didn’t expect they did this to you.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, easing away from him. “It’s already healing.”

      He tugged the hem of my shirt down. “Where you’re going, no one will ever hurt you like that again.”

      A laugh tinged with other emotions—bitterness, nerves? I couldn’t even tell—slipped out of my mouth. “In prison? I didn’t know that was a kinder, gentler place.”

      “You’ll be on a block with other thrown-away girls,” he said. “It’s different there. Hands.”

      For a second, his anger had felt so protective, and now he was back to being cool and indifferent. I twisted to give him my wrists, but a strange sense of betrayal had settled into my skin. It didn’t make sense. I barely knew this man; I didn’t even know his real name.

      “Jesus,” Gray said. “Other thrown-away girls. You’ve got a real flair with words.”

      But that wasn’t even what bothered me. It was the truth.

      There had been something about Blue’s stern, caring voice that had sent a thrill through my body, though, that had stroked the throbbing heat there to an almost unbearable level, and then he’d taken that away from me.

      Even now, he’d locked the cuffs on, then shifted away from me out the door, and it felt as if he was taking himself away from me, the warmth that made me feel better when he was close to me.

      If this was my heat, playing tricks on my head, then maybe it was a far more powerful thing than I’d ever realized.

      “Be right back,” he said, and then he closed the door. He touched the key fob in his pocket, and the locks all activated in the car with a beep. Through the window, he warned me, “I’ll hear the alarm if you open a door or break the glass. And remember what the cuffs will do to you if you shift.”

      As if I could forget.

      Blue and Gray strode down the road away from me, and I watched them go. Blue was tall, broad-shouldered, the picture of an alpha, really, in his jeans and fitted shirt. Gray was more slender, but the way he moved was mesmerizing, and his leanly muscled body was sexy and athletic. Then they followed a bend in the pines just ahead, and I lost sight of them.

      I didn’t know how long they’d be gone. I quickly threw my leg over the center console and slipped into the passenger seat. It smelled faintly of Blue up here, of the same scent of his body that I found so magnetic when he was near me. The pockets in his door were empty except for a water bottle like the one he’d given me. I leaned forward to open the glove compartment with my cuffed hands, fumbling with the latch as I hoped it would open but didn’t really expect good luck.

      It opened, falling open onto my knees, and I grinned in triumph even though I hadn’t found anything yet. I dug through the glove compartment, past the owner’s manual in its leather case and an array of maps, looking for anything that could help me. There was a small leather bag, and I pulled it out and hastily unzipped it on my lap to find a small emergency kit.

      Deep inside it was a spare handcuff key.

      How did these guys stay alive? They had to transport far more dangerous prisoners than me. Were they just sloppy because they trusted me for some reason, the same way I kind of found myself trusting them? Hell, were they trying to let me escape?

      Stockholm syndrome, I told myself sternly. I’d read about that before. You just want to be able to trust them. You have to be smart.

      I didn’t want to hurt them—I wouldn’t, I could feel that in my bones when I imagined using the knife on one of them—but in the end, they were still the ones taking me to prison.

      If they were a pair of assholes like my father and the alpha, I’d uncuff myself, run, stab one of them if I had to.

      I hastily packed everything else away, making sure not to drop the key, stealing glances at the moonlit road ahead. I didn’t want to be discovered with the key.

      When I glanced up this time, I saw bodies moving down the road toward me. I didn’t have time to look at them twice. Instead, I hastily closed the glove box, then swung back into the backseat. Had they seen me moving through the windshield?

      I tried to still my breathing, closing my eyes, drawing slow breaths through my nose and exhaling through my mouth. I had to slow my heartbeat down. I’d been so frantic at the thought of being caught by them that my heart had hammered in my chest.

      The key felt sharp in my palm, I was clutching it so tightly that the tip dug into my hand. The key was my chance, an unexpected miracle.

      I opened my eyes again and leaned forward in my seat, trying to prepare myself to play a role. They’d expect me to be curious about this man who was joining us. I’d had so many questions already. I wondered if he’d make it easier or harder to escape. Blue and Gray had made it sound like he was dangerous.

      Through the windshield, I could see them coming closer. In between Blue’s tall frame and Gray’s slighter one was a man close to Blue’s height, his head down and his wrists bound behind him, which drew back his powerful shoulders.

      Then Gray opened the car door across from me, and Blue pushed him down into the seat.

      The man’s glittering eyes met mine. They were bright green, magnetic—or maybe full of madness—in a face that was otherwise handsome, with a faint scruff of dark blond hair across his jaw and tousled hair above. When his gaze met mine, my heart stopped beating, and his lips arched up in a faint smile.

      “You can’t leave me like this for the ride.” He had to sit forward, with his hands cuffed behind his back, and it looked uncomfortable, especially with his size. “It’s cruel and unusual.”

      Blue settled into the driver’s side. “That really doesn’t matter to me.”

      My lips parted, and Gray looked back at me. “He’s tried to strangle guards before, Saoirse. It’s unavoidable.”

      “You don’t need to explain things to her,” Blue said.

      “Maybe I want to,” Gray shot back.

      The man next to me said, “Saoirse.” He said it slowly, as if he was rolling the word around in his mouth, as if it was delicious.

      It did sound delicious in his warm honey voice, to be honest.

      “Shut up,” Blue warned him.

      The four of us drove off into the night. I craned my head to look at the pines vanishing behind us, wondering at the fact that I’d never seen any signs of the pack who lived here. What had this mysterious man done that his pack handed him off in the middle of nowhere? What was he capable of?
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      I wasn’t sure about the man with the glittering gaze, or about the way my body seemed to respond to his presence, just like it did with Blue or Gray. Suddenly I knew why my mother had been in such a hurry to marry me off before my heat.

      Because if I weren’t in cuffs, if these men weren’t my captors, I’d have mounted Blue and Gray and even Mr. Crazy Eyes over there without any hesitation. That was the danger, I guessed, in being an omega. I thought that the intensity of that sensation would be reserved for mates, but I wanted Blue and Gray already in an intense way that defied sense.

      “So, Saoirse,” the man said, flashing me a smile. He had to look over his shoulder at me a little, since he was leaning forward due to the cuffs, but there was something sexy about that. “What’re you in for?”

      I ignored his question. “What’s your name? You know mine. Doesn’t seem fair.”

      His smile widened. “Does anything about this situation strike you as fair?”

      He had a point, but he was already going on. “My name is Reed McKinney. Pleasure to meet you, Saoirse.”

      “Shut up,” Blue warned, glancing back at us. “Saoirse, he’s a sociopath. You don’t want to talk to him.”

      Reed rolled his eyes. “Hurtful.”

      “Maybe I do,” I told Blue, feeling a spark of heat ignite in my chest. “At least he told me what his name is.”

      “You don’t need to know our names,” Blue said.

      “I prefer psychopath, not sociopath,” Reed said to me in a confidential tone. “Sociopaths are disorganized, antisocial. That’s not me.”

      Blue snorted. “You’re not antisocial? You’ve killed more than your fair share of people.”

      “And so have you, I’d wager,” Reed shot back. Looking to me, he added, “I’d be happy to fit into society, if society weren’t so damn terrible.”

      “Right now, that’s pretty hard to argue with,” I said.

      “Oh, let me guess,” Reed said. He cast a critical eye over me, and I felt my cheeks heat faintly as his gaze sharpened. He looked at me as if he liked what he saw, his eyes roaming my face first, then down my body.

      He seemed to pause for a second on my fists on my knees. I had the strangest sense he saw through me and knew about the key I gripped in my hand, as if the man could read me.

      His gaze drifted back up to my face. “Resisting the alpha’s advances? Not resisting the alpha’s advances, and becoming inconvenient? Refusing to marry?”

      “Maybe she’s an ax murderer,” Blue said. “I told you to shut up.”

      “Maybe she should have been an ax murderer,” Reed shot back. His gaze went back to me. “What do you think, Saoirse? With everything they did to you…”

      “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” I said. “I just want to live my own life.”

      “Mm.” Reed cast a critical eye over me one more time, then turned his attention to the road, looking over Blue’s shoulder. “Speaking of. We’re coming closer to Freed territory.”

      Blue shook his head, refusing to answer, but my heart raced at the thought.

      “Not that it matters right now,” Reed murmured, his nostrils flaring. “She’s in her heat, isn’t she? She’ll need to mate. She won’t want to be alone until she has.”

      I shook my head, rejecting his words, even though the way my blood burned through my body, my core clenching, made me think he spoke the truth.

      “I could help you with that,” Reed said, his voice low and sexy. “If you choose.”

      “No, you bloody well can’t,” Blue said.

      “You’re going to let her go to prison where there will be no release for her?” Reed asked skeptically. “Well, that seems like the cruelest cut of all.”

      “The need will fade once she’s not around any alpha,” Gray said. He gave me an encouraging look. “If you do feel anything, it’s not… going to last forever.”

      “Oh, she feels something.” Reed gave me another one of those looks that seemed to go right through me, and a strange, tingling feeling swept across my skin. My knees clenched together, revealing far more than I meant to, and Reed laughed out loud. If he hadn’t been laughing at me, it would have been a nice-sounding, boyish laugh.

      Just then, there was a pop outside the car, followed by a whap-whap-whap sound that seemed to be coming from the front right tire.

      “Fuck.” Blue exploded, slapping his hand against the steering wheel.

      Gray leaned forward, drawing his gun from the small of his back. He and Blue exchanged a glance, as if they expected this might be the prelude to an attack.

      Reed smiled to himself.

      “Stay put,” Blue said, again. He pulled over to the side of the road and got out of the car, and Gray did the same. Gray moved quickly to the trunk of the car, and when he had closed it, I glimpsed a long barrel, like he’d gotten a shotgun or a rifle. I couldn’t see exactly.

      Gray stood watch as Blue knelt beside the tire, and then I lost view of him as he began to set the jack.

      “Want to get out of here?” Reed tilted his head at me curiously.

      “Obviously,” I said, wondering what game he was playing. “Did you set this up?”

      “No,” he said, and I thought he meant it. “I wish.”

      “Then how would we get out of here?” I asked.

      “We.” His lips twitched in a widening smile. “I like the way you think. I was right, wasn’t I, little Omega? You don’t want to be alone?”

      “No wolf wants to be alone,” I shot back. “It’s not just because I’m…”

      He studied me for a second. “You never felt it in your old pack, did you?”

      I didn’t owe him any answers. And yet, despite myself, I found myself saying, “No.”

      “Is that why you wouldn’t do what you were told? You wanted to hold out for true love and fated mates and something beautiful?” He said it in such a mocking tone that anger flared in my chest.

      “Maybe,” I said. “Maybe I just didn’t want someone else to make all the decisions for my life. I didn’t want to be told what to do by a bunch of assholes.”

      “Ah, I know that feeling,” he said. He jerked his chin toward me. “From the way you’re sitting, they made you pay for it. Why didn’t you give in then?”

      “I don’t know.” I still didn’t know where the strength had come from to resist. Surely they’d all thought I’d give in.

      Even I had thought they’d win, in the end.

      But here I was, going off to prison. I’d been thrown away because I hadn’t broken. That sure didn’t feel like a victory.

      Reed was watching me, and his gaze seemed to tingle across my skin, although I couldn’t quite read his expression.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I hope you find what you’re looking for,” he said. Those words were so unexpected that I felt myself frown slightly, at the same time as an unexpected warmth blossomed in my chest. “And I hope we both find some freedom. Let’s help each other, Saoirse.”

      The car tilted as it went up on the jack, and I found myself sliding toward him, inch by inch. “I’m open to any ideas.”

      “It’s a bad idea to put a car up on a jack with people inside it,” he told me. “They must be feeling pretty desperate. If I kick the window out—and I can, I’ve done it before—at the same time as you bang yourself into that side, they’ll lose the jack and the car will fall. They won’t be able to get the jack back under it, so they’ll be limited to chasing us on foot.”

      I could picture Blue pinned under the car, and I hesitated. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

      “Then you’re going to get hurt,” he warned me. He studied my face, before he sighed. “You got a better idea? Better yet, you got a weapon?”

      I had the knife in my pocket. I wasn’t sure I trusted Reed to tell him about it, though. He was willing to hurt someone to get free, and I wanted to protect Blue and Gray even more than I wanted to escape.

      “Is it true,” I asked slowly, “that if they don’t bring us to prison, they take our place?”

      He shrugged, as best he could, his big shoulders barely moving. “Might just be a story the Shifter Guard spread to make themselves sound more scary. What does it matter, anyway?”

      I shook my head. It mattered to me. They’d implied they had enemies already, just driving through pack lands. I wondered what would happen to them in prison.

      “Saoirse,” he said, his voice low and intimate. “Talk to me. What’re you scared of? More scared of than prison?”

      “Nothing,” I said, studying the moonlit night outside.

      “Look at me,” he said.

      Despite myself, I found myself meeting his gaze. I found it less unsettling now, but it was still magnetic. He had beautiful green eyes, lush-lashed; they were surprisingly vivid against his tanned skin. There was a roughness to his features, his big jaw and a nose that looked like it had been broken once upon a time, but he was still handsome. Maybe it only made him more handsome.

      “Saoirse,” he said again, his voice low, but this time there was an edge of lust in it, and in the way he looked at me. “Did you know that you’re driving us all crazy?”

      He meant with my heat. I had thought I was the only one who was losing my mind, but I could see it in his eyes. “I’m not trying to.”

      “I know,” he said. “That’s part of what makes you so…”

      He shook his head, breaking off the thought. “You could, you know. You could use it against them.”

      He didn’t have to indicate Blue and Gray for me to know. “They’d break if you teased them, I’m sure they would.”

      I bit my lip at the thought; it was all too easy to imagine myself up against that car, out in the cool night air, with their hands and mouths against me, caressing my skin, satisfying this heat that burned through me…

      “And then we’d have our chance to escape,” he murmured.

      Something about that felt so wrong that it broke my fantasy. I shook my head.

      “For someone who says she doesn’t want to go to prison, you’re awfully picky,” he muttered. “Why?”

      Because I don’t want to hurt them. I didn’t dare say it aloud. I barely knew them, and anyway, it was probably just my body talking. I’d been told a hundred times that fated mates weren’t real.

      And yet when I imagined myself with them, I couldn’t imagine betraying them at the end.

      “Because I have a better idea,” I said, the idea crystallizing even as I said that. I glanced toward the guys outside. I couldn’t tell him about the knife. I didn’t trust Reed not to hurt them.

      But I held my palm out. The key seemed to twinkle under the moonlight, and Reed grinned so big that it crinkled the skin around his eyes in a way that was very sexy.

      “I could kiss you,” he said, when I’d unlocked his cuffs, and then he’d done the same for me.

      And then he leaned toward me and did just that. His lips were soft, warm against mine.

      It was the first time anyone had ever kissed me. For a second, I froze.

      He started to pull back, and I glimpsed how his eyes had gone tender. They didn’t look crazy at all anymore.

      I swayed toward him, kissing him back. His lips caressed mine open.

      He held his hands behind his back still, as if he hadn’t been freed of the cuffs.

      So there was nothing to warn Blue that he was loose, as Blue suddenly wrenched his car door open. He yanked Reed out of the car bodily. I could feel his possessive fury sizzle through the air before he slammed Reed into the ground.

      Reed exploded into motion, and I saw the oh-shit look flash across Blue’s face as he realized Reed wasn’t chained anymore, right before Reed clocked him.

      Gray threw open my car door. “Saoirse, are you okay?” he asked.

      His face was so earnest that it wrenched my heart.

      But that didn’t stop me from bolting.

      “A little help!” Blue shouted from his side of the car, and so instead of chasing me, Gray ran around the back of the car, slipping the stock of his gun into his shoulder.

      I ran. I didn’t want to leave any of them to the nightmare scene behind, and my heart was racing furiously, afraid for all of them, but I left the angry shouting behind and raced into the woods.

      By the time I’d gotten pretty far into the pines, it was silent. I should shift now, while I had time to outpace Blue and Gray before they could shift, and yet I knew I wouldn’t think clearly as a wolf. I couldn’t stop listening for the crack of a shot behind me, but thank god, I never heard one. I didn’t want Reed to get hurt either. I hoped he’d managed to get free.

      How did I get free of them and escape north? Blue and Grey would be big wolves, bigger than me and likely faster too.

      I heard a rushing sound ahead of me in the distance, and it took me a second to figure out what it was.

      Water.

      I ran for it.
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      I plunged myself into the cold water, knowing I’d have to get away from this point to escape them. They’d lose my scent in the water, but that wasn’t enough.

      The water just ahead of me seemed to move fast. I’d found the edges of a river, and I was half-submerged now, but it would be a rough swim from here. I didn’t know what was downstream.

      But there were reeds at the edge of the water. I hastily reached for one and found it hollow in the center. Relief flooded my chest. Finally, luck was turning my way.

      I wrenched at it, but I couldn’t pull it loose. I grabbed the knife from my pocket and opened it up, sawing at the reed until I had a tube I could twist free.

      I moved quickly through the shallower water, as fast as I dared, even though the rocks I had to move over rocked underneath my feet. I had to get away from the spot that was my obvious entry point.

      In the distance, I could feel them coming for me, as if we were connected.

      When I scented them in the air, I plunged myself into the water, using the tube to breathe. I miscalculated, trying to get the tube’s opening as close to the surface of the water as I could to avoid being detected, and accidentally drew in a breath of water. Icy-cold water filled my mouth and I breathed it in, feeling it burn through my lungs.

      I surfaced abruptly, sputtering, as panic rippled through my body. Even as I was coughing, I could hear Gray in the distance. “You hear that?”

      I focused on my breathing, letting myself cough up the last of the water before I managed to get it under control again. The water rippled around me as I settled back under the surface, and I squeezed my eyes shut, straining all my other senses.

      Please don’t find me.

      In the distance, even underwater, I could hear Blue and Gray talking, even though it felt far-away and muffled.

      “Shit. If we go back without the girl…”

      “At least she’s free,” Blue said. “She didn’t deserve to be here.”

      “I know,” Gray said. “but we don’t deserve to be there, either.”

      “At least we bought ourselves freedom for a little while.” Blue said. And then, his voice betraying his emotion, “Fuck. You know what they do to runners who go back in…”

      Oh my god. It wasn’t just an urban legend. They really were going to prison.

      I waited until their voices—and their presence, which I was eerily attuned to—had faded away into the distance. The cold seeped through my muscles, then faded into an ache as if I was losing strength.

      I finally sat up, before drawing a deep, gasping breath. The cold night air felt so good now that I could breathe freely.

      I pulled myself out of the water, my legs weak underneath me so that I staggered through the rippling surface. The water seemed to pull at my water-logged clothes, trying to drag me back under, and I hit my knees in the soft mud at the bank of the river. I had to get warm. If I had the strength to shift, I could run, keep moving north. My wolf would naturally try to stick to unmarked territory.

      I had to find my way to the Freed.

      Yet even as I started to pull off my wet clothes, I couldn’t stop thinking about what Blue and Gray had said. They’d brought a lot of convicts to the prison, and apparently, they had enemies. Blue’s voice kept replaying in my ears. You know what they do to runners who go back in.

      I let out an anguished groan as my desire to be free and my desire to protect them warred within me. Reed had encouraged me to be selfish, and I knew that made sense on some level.

      But did it matter if I was free, if I hated myself? If it cost other people their freedom?

      Goddess help me. I dragged my sodden t-shirt back over my head and traced my way back through the woods, my wet shoes squelching with every step.

      I emerged onto the road just as their car started to pull away. I glimpsed Blue and Gray in the front seats, their faces tight with tension. They didn’t see me.

      I could just melt back into the woods and disappear.

      I hesitated, on the verge of doing just that.

      Then I ran forward, waving my arms, stepping into the circle of light glowing from their headlights. Blue slammed on the brakes, angling the wheel, and the car slid to a stop just a few feet from me.

      In a second, the two of them were both out of the car. Blue held his gun trained on me, but Gray was at my side in a few steps.

      “Saoirse,” Gray said, a question in his voice. He held his hands out as if he was trying to calm a wild animal, before glancing at Blue. I wasn’t sure which one of us he was more worried about. “Why’d you come back?”

      I licked my upper lip, reluctant to confess. “I heard what you said. About what happens to runners.”

      Blue and Gray exchanged a glance.

      “She’s too tender-hearted for prison,” Gray said, his voice soft.

      I thought for a second they’d let me run, and my heart leapt. Maybe there was some kind of plan we could all come up with together, something that would let me have my freedom without costing theirs.

      “So am I,” Blue deadpanned, even though it hardly seemed true.

      He holstered his gun and in one smooth move, was on top of me. When he caught my wrists and yanked them behind me, his touch still sent a shiver of desire through my body, no matter how rough it was. Maybe it was so strong in part because of how he touched me.

      “It’ll be alright,” Gray promised me, but then the cuffs were cold against my skin, and dread settled into my stomach.

      It wasn’t going to be alright.

      From the day I was born, a helpless girl to be married and mated at the convenience in my pack, it was never going to end alright.

      In the car, Reed glanced at me skeptically, then shook his head.

      There was silence in the car, the only sound the hum of the tires over the road, and then it began to rain, big drops that splattered the windshield and drummed against the roof. Every time Reed or I said something, we got nothing but silence in turn, or a brusque warning from Blue to shut up.

      I’d thought they’d appreciate what I’d done, at least, but they didn’t. Gray turned the heat on full blast, though it did little to ease the tension of my muscles rippling with constant shivers from my cold, wet clothes.

      After a while, Reed bumped his shoulder against mine. Just the heat of his body against mine was comforting.

      “I bet you wish now you’d just let me kill them,” he said. “We’ll see how you feel about that soft heart of yours in the long run.”

      I stared out the window, looking away from him.

      The miles spun away under the wheels, bringing me closer and closer to the end of the road.
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      Gray was the one to get me out of the backseat. He opened my door and helped me out, his hand hovering near my shoulder but not touching me, as if he was keen not to hurt me. That seemed funny, given the circumstances.

      I gazed around at the moonlit space around me. We were in a concrete loading dock, basically, a narrow stretch surrounded by high barbed wire fences. In front of me was a brick building. I glanced around frantically, my nostrils flaring as I tried to capture every scent, tried to figure out this place I found myself in.

      Softly, in my ear, Gray murmured, “My real name is Jude.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at him, my lips parting. I’d felt betrayed by him, and yet somehow, that he gave me his name seemed like…everything. Not just an acknowledgment of what I’d done, but a promise for the future. Like I’d see him again.

      Or maybe I just desperately wanted some hope to cling to.

      Grey gave me a wink, and then he nodded to the female guard who came toward me. They’d already dropped Reed off at another checkpoint.

      “Good luck,” he said, his voice dry.

      When Blue and Gray drove away, and Reed was gone to the men’s side somewhere, I felt alone.

      The next several weeks passed in a monotonous blur that all blended together. Blue hadn’t lied when they said no one would hurt me here. I was in a cell block that was all thrown-away girls, kept far away from more hardened inmates and from any males.

      The heat faded away without anyone near me to trigger it, the way those three maddening men in the car had teased my body with their very existence.

      A week or so into my time there—time that stretched endlessly in front of me—I got a roommate, a fresh arrival with bruises across her face and spirit in her eyes anyway.

      In this place where a lot of people already seemed to feel like they’d given up, she and I soon became fast friends, and some of my loneliness faded. We had nothing to do but read, to work out in the little gym we were given access to, to walk in our yard. From there, we could just glimpse the men’s yard in the distance, and I always wondered if Reed was out there somewhere, if one day I’d feel him looking back at me, even through the distance.

      And then one day, months later, everything changed.

      In the middle of the night, during the midnight shift change, a few young women ran into the cell block and began to unlock doors. “Get up,” the girl at the door shouted at me as she swung the door open. “If you want to be free.”

      Some of the girls hesitated.

      My new roommate and I didn’t.

      Even though fear tightened my stomach, I left everything behind. I tried to get the other girls to come out of their cells, the ones who were reluctant.

      “It’s the Freed,” I promised them. “It’s our chance.”

      But some of them had packs that had promised to come for them, or end dates on their sentences, so not all of them came. In the end, I couldn’t hesitate.

      I knew what I wanted.

      Those of us who were leaving passed through the loading dock and clambered into the truck that waited there.

      My roommate grabbed my hand and held it tight, her fingers laced around mine. The two of us traded a tentative smile, even though I was sure her heart was beating just as frantically as mine was.

      The truck lurched off into what I hoped would be a new future.
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      We drove long enough that we knew we’d escaped the prison, at least.

      When the doors were finally opened, we stepped out into dawn breaking. Frost seemed to cling to the air, making it hurt to breathe in. We were somewhere colder than I’d ever lived before.

      “Welcome to the Freed.” The girl who had unlocked our door spread her hands out.

      We were in the yard of a makeshift camp. There was a real house, but there were also tents spread out across the grass, as if the place had grown too fast for everyone that needed to find shelter here.

      “Saoirse.” It was a familiar voice behind me, and I turned to find Reed. There was a tentative smile pulling across his lips, and he rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Reed?” I asked uncertainly.

      The other girl was still talking, and my roommate gave him a curious look, then squeezed my shoulder as she walked past. “I’ll make sure we get a room together…you’re stuck with me now.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I had so many questions about the Freed, and yet now that we were here, they all died on my lips as I studied Reed. The abashed look on his face didn’t make sense. “How did you escape? Did they just rescue you too?”

      “No,” he admitted. “I’ve got something to tell you.”

      “Okay.” My voice came out harder than expected, given how overwhelmed I was to be here. “Go ahead.”

      “I think it’s better if I show you,” he said. He held his hand out to me. “Come on?”

      I gave him a skeptical glance, and yet I still reached out and took his hand. His strong fingers wrapped around mine.

      He led me up the front steps to a wide front porch, then into the building. Inside, the place hummed with activity. Shifters were studying maps, working on laptops, charting plans on the boards that hung on the walls.

      It looked like a command center for a war.

      “What’s going on, Reed?” I asked.

      “We can’t go on like this,” he said. “You know what the world out there is like. You’ve seen the worst of what the packs can be.”

      “Yes… that doesn’t tell me what’s going on.”

      “Welcome to the resistance, Saoirse. It’s time to remake our world.”

      He paused, his back against a door, and then he pushed it open.

      I followed him into what seemed like an office, full of maps on the walls and charts that showed prison staff—I knew some of those faces—and yet, what drew my eye wasn’t any of the stuff in the room.

      It was the two men who leapt to their feet from the desks.

      Blue.

      Jude.

      “What is this?” I demanded.

      The three of them exchanged a look.

      “Now it’s a rescue,” Jude admitted. “Before, it was a test. We took the rest of the girls, but we were really there for you…”

      All of the puzzle pieces came together for me in a second. The knife. The key. Even the conversations I’d heard…

      “Why?” I demanded.

      “We just….moonlight as runners,” Blue admitted. “Our real job is here in the resistance.”

      “Girls like you don’t belong in prison,” Reed said. “They belong here. In the fight.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me…” I trailed off. I understood why. They couldn’t risk having their missions uncovered. As runners, they could pick out anyone who should be here instead. I said, heat in my voice, “I hope you’re not giving every test case a knife. You’re going to get gutted.”

      Blue’s lips tilted up at the corners. “This isn’t quite the reunion I’d hoped for.”

      “You—“ I sputtered, staring up at him as he crossed the room to me. His smoldering gaze held mine. “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Aaron,” he told me. He stuck out his hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Saoirse. Now that we can meet properly.”

      I stared at him, debating how to respond, then took his hand in mine.

      The second I did, a sudden tingling seemed to spread across my skin, and I gasped.

      “Oh.” Aaron’s eyes widened. I studied him, trying to focus despite the way my head was suddenly swimming. His pupils dilated slightly, the bright blue of his eyes taking me over in a way that was magnetic. He gazed at me just as intensely as I stared at him.

      I wanted to press myself into his arms.

      My heat. I hadn’t realized it would come over me so suddenly when it came back, but there it was, a flood of desire and need washing through me.

      The two of us were still gripping hands as if we were going to shake politely.

      I used that hand to drag him toward me, pulling him down. I pressed my lips against his in a tentative kiss. I wasn’t used to kissing anyone, and yet I wanted him with a wild, desperate throbbing.

      I expected him to resist.

      But after a second, his hand cupped my cheek, as he kissed me back. His lips were firm and commanding as he caressed mine open. My lips parted as the tip of his tongue danced across my upper lip, and I tilted my face up to him as my body swayed against his, giving in.

      Even through our clothes, I could feel the press of his cock against my thigh, as his body responded to mine.

      “I didn’t think the heat came on this fast—” Jude said, a frown in his voice.

      “Maybe Aaron is her true love and fated mate and something beautiful,” Reed said, amusement in his voice.

      That sparked the memory of that day in the car, but it also sparked something else. Something else that was half-memory of that day, and half here in the present, in the desire that burnt me up like fire from the inside out, a raging sense of longing.

      I broke away from Aaron long enough to say, “I don’t think he’s my only fated mate.”

      Aaron cleared the desk with one sweep of his arm, quick and decisive.

      “That’s fine,” Jude said to no one in particular. “You’re the one who’s going to have to fix the filing later, Aaron.”

      Aaron lifted me easily onto the edge of the long desk. His blue eyes smoldered as he gazed into mine, stepping between my legs. “Shut up, Jude, and make yourself useful, if the girl wants you.”

      “The girl does,” I said mockingly, feeling my lips arch up in a smile. My thighs wrapped around Aaron’s hips.

      I let myself fall backward on the hard wood of the desk, as the three of them came to me, covering me with kisses and caresses.

      It was just what I’d dreamt about every night in prison.

      But now, it was real.

      Now, I was Freed.

      

      
        
        The End
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      Enjoyed The Freed? Be sure to leave a review! You can also sign up for my newsletter here to receive news about more about Saoirse and other stories in the world of Freed, plus I’ll send you more free stories to introduce you to my other books!
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        Deep within the walls of Highborn Asylum, Letty has been told she’s crazy, insane, and magic isn’t real. All of that is disrupted with ‘that boy,’ another patient named Olivander who refuses to leave Letty alone.

        There’s something about him that draws her in, but while he seems to know her, she has no memory of him.

        What else has the Asylum stolen from her?

        Discover the mysteries, and dangers, of Highborn Asylum, in Letty’s epic journey.
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      I don’t tell them when the walls are humming. They stopped caring a long time ago.

      “The walls aren’t humming,” the doctors would say.

      “But they are,” I would insist. “Can’t you hear them?”

      Except no one else could. Only me, the freak.

      How long had I been here? Who knew? Not me.

      Perhaps forever.

      Where was here? Highborn Asylum. The same four walls and the same rooms, the same things, the same everything. Sometimes I stared at the sign in the hallway for so long, the letters stopped looking like letters. Highborn Asylum started to look more like a made-up word. Maybe it was made up. Maybe everything was. Maybe there wasn’t anything outside this place. Maybe the entire world was this building, and nothing else.

      Stop fantasizing, you know they told you to stop it. You know what they’ll do if they know you’re daydreaming.

      Where are my pills? I need my pills. The walls are humming again. Shut up, walls. I can’t hear you. I’ll just be louder than you.

      BZZZZZZZZZZ!

      “Violet?”

      I looked up and realized I was making the sound out loud as I stood at the counter for my little white cup of pills. The worker has a cautious expression as he jiggled my cup to get my attention. My hand shot out and took the cup, and I resisted the urge to tell him the walls wouldn’t shut up.

      I told them to shut up and they are still being loud. Rude.

      Tapping my fingernail against my cup, I tipped it over my mouth and dry swallowed my pills, feeling their gross flavor as they went down, and then presented my empty tongue to the worker to approve of so I could leave. A few steps away from the line, someone came up beside me.

      “Walls being noisy again?” that boy asked me. That boy. The only one here who actually listened to me. He was also the only one who knew I could hear the walls, which meant talking to him was dangerous. I didn’t want them to hurt me again. They couldn’t find out.

      Ignoring him, I shuffled past that boy, my long hair over my face, and my shoulders hunched to make myself as small as possible. The freezing cold hallway made every sound echo along the bare structure, including that boy’s footfalls behind me as he followed me out of the lounge.

      “Go ‘way,” I mumbled, lifting my hands and connecting my sleeves to keep my fingers warm. My hands felt weird. Empty. Dead.

      “Did you forget my name again?”

      I could barely remember my room number and my name, there was no capacity inside my damaged head to retain more than that.

      “It’s Olivander, but the way. I should probably get a name tag so you’ll stop forgetting.”

      He’ll go away. Just ignore him.

      I beat my fists together inside my sleeves and lowered my chin to my chest as another worker passed me in the hallway. Don’t look, don’t see me. I promise I can’t hear the walls.

      “Olivander,” the worker said, making me jump and hug the wall. “Are you bothering Violet again?”

      Yes. He is absolutely bothering me.

      “No, sir,” that boy answered with no shame. “I’m just walking her to her room. You know how she gets lost.”

      I do not get lost. I like walking around. It helps me clear my head.

      “See that that’s all that you do, okay?” The worker left, his white shoes making a muffled squeak on the polished floor. I focused on the sound so intently, I didn’t notice that boy sneaking up on me until he spoke next to my ear.

      “Stupid staff here,” he said, and I sprang away, slamming my shoulder into the wall. “They’re always acting like I’m two seconds away from kissing you.”

      Would he do that? Why was my heart beating so fast with him next to me? Stop it, heart! You’re as bad as the walls.

      Hummmmmmmmmmmmm.

      Gritting my teeth, I turned my nose to the wall and lifted a warning finger to it. “Be quiet, you stupid wall!”

      “Letty,” that boy said as he stepped beside me and splayed himself against the wall, his long blonde ponytail letting loose a few strands that he tucked behind his ear. “You know that you hearing the walls isn’t a bad thing, right?”

      I scoffed so hard spit fell from my lips. “Goes to show what you know. Do you see anyone else in this nuthouse listening to the walls? No, of course you don’t. Only me, the freak.” I put my ear to the wall, my eyes facing that boy. A smile worked its way up his mouth, and he stared at me in a way I didn’t understand. We hardly knew each other, but he always gave me these looks. Looks like there was a time when I used to remember his name. “Why do you call me Letty?” I asked him in a mumble, picking at some of the cement cracks on the wall. “No one else calls me that. My name is Violet.”

      His gaze dropped and he stared at my hands before he answered. “You said it. I don’t remember when.”

      I pushed off from the wall and squinted at him. “I never said that.”

      “You don’t even remember my name, how would you know what you’ve said to me?”

      I grumbled under my breath, because he was partially correct. Plus it wasn’t that I didn’t like being called Letty. It actually felt right to me, especially the way it rolled off that boy’s tongue, like he was praying. Violet always made me feel like I was in trouble. I just didn’t want him assuming we were friends, because we weren’t.

      “Say my name. Just once, and I’ll leave you alone, I promise.”

      I’ll admit, while I didn’t really know that boy, something inside me was certain that that was a promise he wouldn’t keep.

      “Ol…” The word stuck in my throat like the dry pills. My fingers twitched inside my sleeves. I wanted… I wanted to touch him. To run my fingers through his hair. To kiss him.

      What the hell was wrong with me?

      Swallowing, I looked down at the polished floor. “Olivander.”

      Saying it out loud, it felt familiar, almost like I’d heard it before. When was the question.

      Olivander’s hair fell over his eyes again, almost hiding his hopeful expression, until he tucked it behind his ear again. “Do you remember me, Letty?”

      I wanted to cry. Of course I didn’t remember him, I had no memories outside of this place, and the fact that he expected me to know him was overwhelming me. Freeing them from my sleeves, I brought my fists up and started banging them against my skull.

      Worthless brain, worthless girl. Not good for anything. Can only forget where things are and hear the walls hummmmmmmmmm.

      SHUT UP!!

      Beat my brain in, beat it until it stops being useless.

      “Letty, no! Stop.” Olivander grabbed my arms and fought with me to lower my fists, pulling me into his arms so I’d stop hurting myself. His arms closed around me, and something about it started to calm me down. It was nice, being so close to him. I scraped at my knuckles with my teeth, my fists pinned between us. “Letty,” he soothed, his large hand sliding up my cheek and running through my hair.

      HUMMMMMMMMMMMMM.

      The walls were shouting at me, demanding to be noticed above Olivander’s soothing words in my ear. I shoved him away and brought my leg up to kick against the wall.

      “SHUT UUUUUP!” I shouted, the air crackling around me, and then an explosion took me with it.
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      I sat on my bed, bandages on my arms, hazy and uncertain how I’d gotten there. I’d taken my pills, and then… I guess I’d gone to my room? But how had the bandages gotten there?

      “Hey,” someone said in my doorway, and I looked up to see a blonde-haired boy in the doorway, his long hair pulled back into a ponytail. He also had bandages on his arms, and a few on his neck and face. Why was he talking to me? I’d never seen him before in my life.

      “Hi,” I said awkwardly, tugging on my bandages. I didn’t feel like talking, I just wanted him to go away. “You new here? Hope you’re not as batshit crazy as the rest of us. But then again, you wouldn’t be in here if you weren’t.” I stood and he watched every movement I made like the way cats study their prey. “I’m Violet.”

      His face fell, almost as if I’d punched him in the stomach. “I’m Olivander. Nice to meet you, Violet.” He turned, standing there for a few seconds clenching his fists, and he was off down the hall, his shoes echoing on the tile.

      What a weirdo.

      I put on a clean white jacket from my Asylum assigned wardrobe and left my room, the floor cold on my bare feet. Checking down both sides of the hall, the boy was already gone. Good riddance. It wouldn’t be good to make friends with someone who causes trouble, and he seemed the type.

      I navigated through turns and doorways, hiding my face behind my hair whenever someone passed me. If they stopped me, they’d ask me if I heard the walls, and I didn’t want them to know the answer was yes. The small hum was still there, as it was every day, reminding me why I was locked up, for being certifiably bonkers.

      One of my only refuges here was at the end of my journey: the library. It didn’t have much, mostly books from before the 1980’s, but I had no idea how long ago that year was, they didn’t tell us things like that. I could only tell it had been awhile by the obvious aging on the books, the covers flaking off, and the pages turning yellow and brittle.

      The librarian, Harper, sat at his desk as usual, flipping through a cookbook. He always said he was trying to learn how to cook to please his wife, but I’d never been told if it was working or not. He eyed me with a smile as I came in, but he worked for the Asylum and would tell on me as quickly as any of the other workers, no matter our friendship.

      “Good morning, Violet,” he said as I walked past him. “Going for the books about dogs again?” I gave him a half-hearted chuckle and kept walking until I was further inside the library. The shelves were all at waist height so we couldn’t hide behind them and do something we’d get in trouble for. That also meant that Harper could see what section I was in, and under the strict orders of my doctor, I wasn’t allowed to read fiction books. I’d get lost in the fantasy, and what with me always making up things like magic is real and the walls make noise, indulging those fantasies wasn’t healthy, or so said my doctor at least.

      That meant the only thing I could read was non-fiction. Textbooks, manuals, how to fold paper to look pretty, how to sew, and everything you ever wanted to know about animals. Giving Harper a very casual glance, he was safely nose-deep in ‘Mastering the Art of French Cooking’, so I grabbed the giant ‘Encyclopedia of the Dog’ book and sat down at the end of the shelf, in the small spot that Harper couldn’t see. Right in front of my feet was some of the fiction section, old books about elves and dragons. I peeked around the shelf one last time before reaching for the book I’d been reading, ‘Dragonflight’ by Anne McCaffrey.

      My fingers ran over the bumps and creases on the aged cover. I’d been waiting a week to read the next chapter, I was practically chomping at the bit for more. I opened the dog encyclopedia across my lap and placed the dragon book on top of it. The advantage of the squeaky floor here was I’d be able to hear anyone coming so I could quickly flip the encyclopedia pages to hide the fiction book and pretend I actually cared about how Dutch Sheepdogs have a life expectancy of fifteen years.

      Enough workup, it was time to read more about Lessa. Last time I’d read, she was prepping for her dragon’s mating flight. I flipped the book open to my earmark and the chapter was about sending the new dragon hatchlings somewhere else so they could grow up. What? When had her dragon laid the eggs? Had I skipped too far? That was definitely where I’d last earmarked the page.

      Damn it. Why did this keep happening to me? I kept losing time. I never knew what I’d remember or what I’d forget. Maybe… I recalled Olivander’s face in my doorway. He’d displayed more emotion than a stranger should’ve had. I stood up, put the dog book back, and slid ‘Dragonflight’ into my back waistband. It was a risk, but I hoped my reputation of not stealing would mean Harper wouldn’t search me. My bare feet made no noise on the floor, and he didn’t look up as I left the room, too absorbed in French cooking.

      Adrenaline running through my system, I scurried down the halls and tried to swallow down my fear that Harper would follow me, find the book, and report me to my doctor. I knew exactly what she’d do if she thought I was fantasizing again, and I didn’t want that to happen.

      The adrenaline was souring into pure fear and I could feel sweat pooling on my skin as I searched for Olivander. Something inside me needed to see him, an instinct I couldn’t explain. He wasn’t in the cafeteria, the lounge, or the hallways. I didn’t know his room number, and just as I was starting to panic about asking a worker for it, I pressed my face against the atrium glass and saw someone out there. I hurried to the door, yanked it open, and stepped into the enclosed space full of dead plants and depressing trees.

      It was definitely Olivander standing there, his hands shoved into the waistband of his Asylum issued pants, and he turned when he saw me. I ran to him, the last few steps before I got to him dislodging the book from my pants, and it fell to the brush covered ground as I threw my arms around Olivander’s neck.

      “Letty,” he whispered, holding me as closely as he could, and I tightened my arms around him in response. He was warm against my cold body. Warm, and safe. I stroked his long blonde hair, his ponytail coming undone under my fingers.

      “I think I’ve forgotten a few things,” I said against his shoulder. He choked out a laugh and sunk his fingers into my long hair. I pulled away, regretting it instantly, and stepped back to retrieve the book where it lay in a pile of dead leaves. I brought it up and showed it to him. “I was reading this, and there are parts I don’t remember now. It made me wonder.” He met my eyes over the paperback, the heat from them enough to warm my freezing toes. “What else did they make me forget?”

      As an answer, he closed the distance between us, took my cheeks between his two warm hands, and he kissed me, his lips as smooth as velvet, dancing over mine and drawing a groan from both of our throats. He rested our foreheads together, breath ragged, stroking my face with his fingers.

      “Everything, Letty,” he answered. “They took everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivander and I ended up back in my room, and I shut the door as he sat down on my bed, looking it over and straightening the pillow a bit.

      “Have we…” I started, gulping and looking away as he stared back at me. Could he see how flushed I felt? I waved a hand around to indicate what I was getting at.

      “Have we what?”

      I sighed, rolled my eyes, and crossed my arms over my chest. “Have we ever, you know…” I waved my hand again and one corner of his mouth curled into a devious grin. He wasn’t going to help, he wanted me to say it. “Have we ever had sex?”

      “Yes,” he answered simply, his eyes looking me over as if the hospital outfit I had on wasn’t there. He brought that heated gaze back to my face and my flush deepened. I let out a breath between my teeth, trying to slow my heartbeat. Well, that answered that. “Don’t worry, I never did anything you didn’t ask for. Or beg for, more like.”

      My eyes widened and I turned my face so I didn’t have to look at him. That wasn’t helpful.

      “How many times?”

      He shrugged, rolling his eyes towards the ceiling in thought. “Hard to say. With how many times you’ve forgotten me, and how long I’ve been here. Enough where I’d say I’m pretty good at pleasing you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      It wasn’t. I was just worried about the fact that I’d forgotten all of it. Why had he kept coming back if I kept forgetting him? Was he some stalker weirdo who got off on that kind of thing?

      “In case you’re wondering, our first kiss wasn’t in this place. It was before you came here. So you can stop thinking that I’m a weirdo who enjoys it when you forget about me and I have to make you fall in love with me again. And again. And again.”

      “You could stop trying,” I pointed out, and he chuckled again.

      “Not a chance. You may not be my soulmate, but I’m never going to give up on you, Letty. None of us will.” Us? My eyebrows raised with that revelation and he pressed his lips together in hesitation. “Yeah. Ahh. This story is a bit complicated, Letty. You’d better sit down so I can tell it.”

      I sat beside him, eager to re-learn who I was, and who we had been to each other.
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        * * *

      

      The hallway floor was cold and bare, turning my legs into icicles as I stared at the Highborn Asylum sign. It was just starting to look like gibberish when someone’s shoes squeaked up to me.

      “I remember the first time I met you, Letty.”

      I looked up at him, noting his long blonde ponytail, and hopeful blue eyes. “Is it right now? And I’m not Letty. My name is Violet.”

      A deep, heavy sigh came from the boy, and he turned around, leaving the way he’d come.

      Hummmmmmmmm.

      “Be quiet,” I whispered, the squeaks of the boy’s shoes stopping when he heard me.

      “Walls being noisy again?” he asked, walking back to me.

      I continued studying the sign. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I can’t hear the walls. Walls don’t make noise. That’s magic, and magic isn’t real.”

      Sighing again, he sat down next to me, splaying his legs to match mine. “You’d think I’d be tired of this after all this time.” I let him talk, I didn’t much care. This was a loony bin, after all. People talking about spaceships and elephants as they ate breakfast was a normal day. “Sometimes I wish I had Saul’s excuse. At least he’s your soulmate. I’m just one of the boys who fell in love with you.”

      I sighed too, letting all of this roll over me like the floor cleaning machine. “Why aren’t you my soulmate then, if you love me so much?”

      He turned his head to look at me, searching for something that he wasn’t going to see. “Wish I was. It’s not really that simple, considering what we are.”

      “Freaks?” I offered, and he gave a half-hearted laugh.

      “That’s one word for it. Most people just call us witches.”

      Now it was my turn to laugh. “Don’t be absurd, magic doesn’t exist.”

      As if on cue, someone approached us, shoes squeaking, and I kept my eyes down, giving the person one quick peek that showed they weren’t one of the Asylum workers at least. He came closer and his face looked familiar, drawing me back to the boy beside me in alarm.

      They looked the same. This other boy had black hair, but their faces were the same.

      The boy beside me scrambled up and let out a shriek of surprise, running up to the black-haired boy and hugging him for dear life.

      “Guy! I thought you’d never find us again.”

      ‘Guy’ the black-haired one, let the other boy go, staring at me like I was a ghost. “Letty?” He came at me, falling over my body and pulling me into his arms. “Oh my god, Letty! I’ve missed you so much. Are you okay? Olivander, tell me she’s okay! Did they hurt you?”

      An uncomfortable whine curled out of my lips and he let me go, straightening and watching me scurry down the hall on my ass until he was a safe distance away from me. The blonde boy helped Guy up and gripped his arm.

      “Guy, she doesn’t remember us. They took her memories.”

      What were they talking about?

      I mean, sure, I’d indulged the boy’s insane monologue about me, but that was the crazy talking, right?

      Guy’s eyebrows knit together and he studied my confused expression with increasing anger. “What about you, Oli? You good?”

      “Not that I would remember if I wasn’t, but yeah. The spell you put on me let me keep my memories every time they tried to wipe me.”

      Guy nodded and he stalked towards me, ignoring my attempt to get away, picking me up and slinging me over his back. I sucked in air to start screaming but found nothing was coming out. “I’ve removed your ability to speak, Letty. Just until we get out, I promise. You can’t alert the guards that we’re here.”

      I’ll alert your junk that my foot is going to kick the shit out of it.

      Guy laughed under his breath, hauling me down the hallway with Olivander behind us. “You kick my junk and then I can’t use it on you later, so you’d better decide which you prefer. Vengeance or sex.”

      I stopped short, certain he’d read my mind, then sent him a quick thought back. I’ll take vengeance, you psychopath! Your junk isn’t getting anywhere near me without you losing it.

      He grunted, adjusting me on his shoulder. “Disappointing.”

      “Stop flirting and get us out of here,” Olivander hissed.

      Guy took me back the way he’d come, past the library and into a part of the building I’d never been to. How were all the doors unlocked? Shouldn’t there be someone stopping us? I didn’t want to have to explain this to my doctor. She’d definitely give me a treatment as punishment. I whimpered at the thought and caught Olivander’s eye over Guy’s shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, Letty,” he assured me without stopping our trek down the hall. “We’re getting you out of here.”

      Out? Out of the Asylum? But I’d never been out of the Asylum. I didn’t even know what was out there, what the world looked like, or anything like that. Still, his words answered my long-lasting question about whether or not the Asylum was the only thing in existence and there was nothing else.

      We veered off to a room and Guy’s arms loosened before he set me gently on my feet. I stepped back and smack him across the face. He snorted out a laugh and felt his jaw.

      “Yeah, I deserved that. Not the first time you’ve slapped me, kinda feels like old times.” I lifted my leg, ready to make good on my promise to punish his junk, and he held out his hands to protect himself. “Now, now, Letty. We still have to escape. You want that, right?” I nodded. “Then lay off my tackle, feel me?” Another nod. He grinned at me, twisting my stomach into knots, and snapped his fingers. The air in the room grew warm, a burst of it coming from behind me and tossing my hair around.

      I turned to see… well, I didn’t really have the right word for it. I searched through my limited memories of the fantasy books I’d read. Portal? That seemed accurate. A piece of the room wasn’t the same anymore, it showed grass, mountains, all tinted orange. I stuck my hand into the portal and felt warmth, in complete contrast to the never-ending chill of the Asylum.

      Noises down the hall brought me back to the boys, and Guy had his head tilted as if listening to them. “We have to go.” He grabbed me again, lifting me into his arms, and we stepped through the portal. The Asylum disappeared around us until we were standing in fresh, green grass with the mountains in the distance. Guy put me down, turning back to the portal that now showed the dreary Asylum room, and he snapped his fingers again, making the portal disappear as if it had never existed.

      With it gone, I twisted this way and that to stare at our surroundings. The air was so warm. The smells were so intoxicating. Everything felt fresh and new. I knelt down and ran my fingers through the green grass.

      “It’s not dead,” I whispered, noting my voice had come back. “Is this what grass looks like when it’s not dead?”

      “How’d you know the grass was dead if you’ve never seen it alive before?” one of them asked me. Their voices were so similar, I knew I’d have to be looking directly at them to see who had spoken. I shrugged, because I never knew how I’d know the plants at the Asylum were dead.

      I sat down on the grass, reveling in the coolness of it, the way the ground felt underneath me, and I stared up at my rescuers. “How do you two look the same?”

      Guy raised an eyebrow at me and ran a hand through his black hair. “We’re twins. You don’t know what twins are?”

      Shrugging, I danced my fingertips over the grass. “I’ve lived in an Asylum my entire life. They didn’t exactly have a class on ‘things you should totally know.’”

      “But you haven’t been there your entire life. You’ve been there for three years.” My hands stopped, my eyes shooting up to their faces. Three years. I had a vague understanding of time, but even with that, I knew three years was a very small number. “We found you a year ago,” Olivander continued. “I went inside to get you out, but Guy never came back.”

      Guy reached a hand up to grip his brother’s shoulder. “At the precise moment I’d planned on going in, the Asylum wasn’t there anymore. We didn’t realize it changed locations, and it took me all this time to find it again.”

      But how? None of this made sense. How could a building change locations? How did that portal show up?

      “Magic, Letty,” Guy answered, reading my thoughts again.

      I scowled up at him. “I don’t appreciate you reading my thoughts like that.”

      He shrugged. “Can’t help it.”

      I rolled my eyes and stood up. “Magic isn’t real.”

      “We literally just went through a damn portal and you’re still going to believe that?”

      “I have to believe it. Because if I don’t, then that means…” I stopped and looked away, my stomach turning with fear. “Then that means I really am crazy. It means I am a freak, just like they told me.”

      “If you’re crazy, then I’m a chicken sandwich.” I rolled my eyes and watched Guy hold his hand out, a flame bursting from his fingers. “You’re not crazy. You never were. You’re… and I say this with complete irony, by the way. You’re a witch, Letty.”
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        * * *

      

      The twins answered every question I had as we walked across the grassy field, including every facet of our relationship, because apparently I’d been working up to date both of them before I was taken.

      “Is that normal for… witches?” I swallowed the bitterness in my mouth over saying that word like it was completely normal. I was fighting my programming, as Guy had called it.

      “Quite normal,” Guy answered in front of me. “The magical world is much more accepting of all lifestyles, even if you were with Saul as well as both of us, if your connection to him wasn’t platonic.”

      Saul. They’d mentioned him several times but hadn’t elaborated enough. The man who was supposedly my soulmate, but also apparently it was completely platonic. What was the point of a soulmate if you weren’t romantically connected? Did it just mean we were destined to be BFFs forever? That sounded boring.

      “Why isn’t Saul helping you save me?” I asked when the twins had stopped walking right on the edge of a dirt… was the word ‘road?’

      “Saul believes you to be dead, as does your mom. Well. Our mom.”

      “Our mom?” I shrieked with disbelief. Why would they have kissed me if they were my brothers?

      Olivander rubbed his neck and wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Yeeah. It’s a little complicated. We’re not technically related. Our mom married yours before she died, and your mom took us in. She’s pretty great. Like you.”

      “Could’ve mentioned we were kind-of-siblings earlier,” I grumbled. Would’ve been better to know that before they said we’d kissed, among other things.

      Guy snorted a laugh and I shot him a glare for listening in on my thoughts. “What, are you mad that Olivander has had sex with you? I’m mad I haven’t. We can’t both be mad. Would make it hard to even the score.”

      God, these two. Every sentence from their lips made it really seem like they were desperate to get into my pants. I wasn’t sure I wanted them to. But I also wasn’t sure I didn’t want them to.

      The soft grass was gone, and I didn’t have shoes on. Guy knelt for me to mount his back, and he carried me across the road, his fingers tight on my thighs.

      “Where are we going exactly?” I asked after a few minutes when it was starting to feel really hot all of the sudden. Why was I so warm? Was it because of that bright thing in the sky? The sun?

      “We’re going to your mom’s house,” Guy answered. “I made sure the portal took us close, but not too close. We’ll have to walk the rest of the way; we should get there in the morning.”

      Olivander chuckled to himself as he walked beside us. “Too bad your mom isn’t here, she could take some of this grass and make it into shoes for you.” I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to work out how that was possible, and he grinned at me. “Magic, remember?”

      Right, that.

      We switched to a contemplative silence until the sun was almost down and they found a small cave by a river for us to sleep in. I didn’t know what they were thinking about during that walk, but I was still trying to wrap my head around all of the day’s events. Also trying to wrap everything around the fact that I wasn’t crazy. Plenty of things to absorb.

      Guy waited for Olivander to lay out his jacket for me to sit on before gently setting me down.

      “You have magic too,” Olivander continued as if we hadn’t stopped talking hours before. “It’s why you hear the walls hum like that.”

      “Let her breathe, man,” Guy chastised, sitting down and clapping his hands together to form a fire in front of us. “She’s been processing as best she can, but it’ll be awhile before she can accept the magic thing.”

      Studying Guy with increasing irritation, I took in his black hair, slightly shorter than Olivander’s, not long enough for a ponytail but enough where it fell into his eyes. He definitely had an air about him that said he knew how hot he was. “I’m really going to have to insist that you stop reading my mind, please. We might be kind-of-siblings, but I don’t know you. Not really. And I’m still not sure how I feel about this whole siblings relationship thing. We might’ve been sheltered in the Asylum, but they taught us enough to know that siblings don’t date each other.”

      “We’re not siblings,” Guy said, meeting my eyes over the hair covering his face. God, the look he was giving me made me feel tight all over. Shit, did he hear that? “Olivander and I fell in love with you long before our moms were married. There’s nothing wrong about the way we feel about you. And I can’t not read your mind. It’s part of my magic, part of my very self. Not doing it is like not hearing. Not seeing. You’ll be able to put wards up against it if you feel like you need to, once you’ve regained your powers, of course.”

      That was comforting. I certainly didn’t want him to know all of the thoughts that kept running through my head every time either of them looked at me. Staring into their blue eyes only made me wonder what it had been like between us, in the memories I’d lost. Kissing them, touching them, them touching me. Lots to imagine. I cleared my throat and looked away, hoping the fire would remove some of the tension inside me as it warmed me up.

      When would I meet Saul? Platonic or no, I was eager to meet my soulmate.

      “Here,” Guy said, handing me a phone with almost no pause from my thoughts ending. That was definitely going to become annoying. “This is Saul. You’ll probably know it’s him when you see him, with the whole soulmate thing, but I figured you’d want to see.”

      The picture on the phone screen showed a tall man, thick with muscles, a square chin, long white hair, and red eyes. He was even more handsome than the twins, and some part of me lamented that our connection was merely platonic.

      “It’s a good thing it is,” Guy responded, taking his phone back and staring at the fire. “If there was romance there, you’d never look at me or Olivander ever again. He makes us look like frogs standing next to a stag. We can’t compete with that.”

      They most certainly could. It definitely wasn’t Saul that was making my stomach flutter, my cheeks flush. That was the twins.

      Guy stiffened, his eyes traveling up me until he met my eyes, making a shiver run over my body. “Not fair, Letty. You can’t think things like that when we still need to get to know each other again.”

      “Damn it,” Olivander swore. “You really need to stop doing that, Guy. I can’t hear half of your conversation.” Guy’s intense focus on me had my skin heated, but I still felt cold without a blanket on me. They both automatically stood when I shivered again, this time from the chill.

      “I forgot to bring a blanket, I’m sorry, Letty.” Guy took his coat off and knelt beside me to lay it across my chest. Every touch of his fingers on my shoulder burned my skin.

      “We can huddle for warmth, if you’re okay with that?” Olivander asked on my other side, and once I’d nodded, they laid down beside me and waited for me to lower myself to the rocky cave floor. Guy had already put his arm out for me to rest my head on, and I felt my stomach flutter when I laid out between them, moving to my side so I was facing Guy. Olivander huddled against my backside, making sure he wasn’t touching anything, but still keeping me warm.

      It felt nice, being in the middle of them. I had a feeling we’d done this before, but I’d forgotten, just like everything else. Every kiss, every touch. Some part of me wanted to get my fill of everything Guy and Olivander had to offer, just in case I forgot them again. But could I, was the better question. Maybe it was too much for one day.

      Guy’s soft chuckle made me look up at him, my current thoughts making our closeness much more intimate. “You never could shut your brain off. Always pondering this and that, unsure how you should react.”

      “Still can’t hear her thoughts,” Olivander grumbled behind me.

      I looked down at Guy’s shirt collar, and back up to his eyes. “I was contemplating letting both of you kiss me, just in case.”

      “Funny, this morning you were eager to make me go away, yet again,” Olivander pointed out, something just barely brushing my hip, his hand I hoped. Or maybe I didn’t.

      My breath caught in my throat as Guy reached a hand out to brush some of my hair off my cheek. “I’m definitely not thinking that now.”

      Guy folded into me, whatever was holding him back now gone, and he lifted my chin up before pressing our lips together, slowly capturing them over and over until a whimper came from my throat. He broke off, stroking my hair, resting our foreheads together. “God, I missed you so much, Letty.”

      Olivander pulled me onto my back, hovering over me and kissing my lips, forcefully staking his claim to them, to me. He nibbled at my bottom lip and slowly released it from his teeth. “It’s been so long since you let me do that. I could kiss you all day and it would never be enough.” He dove for my lips again as Guy started kissing down my neck, and someone’s fingers traced around the top of my Asylum issued pants. I almost pulled away, but I wanted this. I wanted them. I grabbed Olivander closer to me, sinking my fingers into his long hair, and that hand at my waist slowly started to reach inside…

      A loud crash interrupted us, Olivander’s hands frozen on my breasts and Guy’s more than halfway inside my underwear. They scrambled up, helping me stand, and down the path outside our cave was a group from the Asylum. They hadn’t seen us yet, but I’d know those uniforms anywhere.

      “How did they find us?” Olivander hissed, grabbing his jacket up from the floor and putting it on my shoulders.

      Guy was concentrating on the group and I slipped my hand into his, tightening our fingers together. “It’s the meds in Letty’s system. They’re magical, so they can be tracked. Damn it. We had no idea they could do that. We’d have taken precautions.”

      “Too late now,” Olivander said under his breath. He leaned over to peer out of the cave. “Think we can make a run for it?”

      Guy shook his head and squeezed my fingers. “Not with Letty being barefoot. I can’t run fast enough with her on my back.” He let my hand go, and my stomach fell from the look on his face. There were too many of them, they were too close. “Oli. If they catch us, they’ll wipe us too. I don’t have enough magic left to re-up our protection against it. We’ll forget the Asylum, we’ll forget how to find it. We won’t be able to get her back again. She’ll be gone, forever this time.”

      “I should beat you to a pulp right now, Guy,” Olivander said with a glare directed at his brother, his hands clenching into fists. “I didn’t spend an entire year in that place to lose her after a few hours.”

      It was up to me, then.

      Guy held out a hand to hold Olivander off, turning and reaching for me with his other hand. “No, Letty, stop thinking that. You can’t do it. We’ll find a way to escape.”

      Even without the ability to hear my thoughts, Olivander guessed them, and he looked like I’d slapped him. “Letty,” he whispered, and that one word tore at me.

      I didn’t remember my life with them. There was nothing in my head. But even so, I knew them. I trusted them. And I had to believe this would all end up okay.

      I lifted my hand, running it up Guy’s smooth cheek, and I eagerly stepped into his embrace, with Olivander holding me from the other side. “Promise me you’ll find me again.”

      They pulled at me when I stepped back, but I pushed their hands away, running out of the cave and turning back to them for one last look I knew I wouldn’t remember.

      Run, I sent to Guy, and he nodded, giving me the courage to leave, running back to the people who had held me captive, but I knew the twins would keep their word.

      Guy and Olivander would find me again.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t tell them when the walls are humming. They stopped caring a long time ago.

      “The walls aren’t humming,” the doctors would say.

      “But they are,” I would insist. “Can’t you hear them?”

      Except no one else could. Only me, the freak.

      How long had I been here? Who knew? Not me.

      Perhaps forever.
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      Enjoyed this story? Be sure to leave a review! And keep your eyes on the sky for the preorder of Weird: A Reverse Harem Paranormal Romance (Highborn Asylum Book 1) for more of this epic tale!
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        Vampire Uncaged, A Faeted Vampire Story

        A Paranormal Prison Romance

      

      

      

      As a Marine, I don’t want my wife to think I’ve died in battle. And I sure as hell don’t want her to know I’m now a bloody vampire. If she discovers me hiding at a U.S. defense unit for paranormal vets, I could lose all control. Her very scent will make me want to pounce out of this new, hard skin at her in lust.

      

      As Ben’s wife, I’ve longed for the day he finally comes home from battle. Now I see for myself that he’s a vampire devouring the blood of another woman, his donor, and I fall to pieces. But my husband is intent on showing me in every breathtaking way he still wants me. Because of his pledge of devotion, I’ll do something neither he nor the facility imprisoning him will see coming. Just wait.
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        Camille

      

      

      

      The existence of vampires plasters every news avenue, from the Diamond Springs Gazette to CNN. With the initial reveal, I’d caught a glimpse of my husband on the five o’clock news. The Marine who I’d supposedly buried five years ago is very much alive, but no longer human. Answers? Yes, I demand them, which is why I’m glaring up into the pseudo sunny face of Paranormal Defense Officer, Corporal Anderson. I kick out my hip, adding a bit of attitude. “Take me to Ben Santos. I’m his wife. He’ll want to see me.”

      Corporal Anderson steps away as he lifts his cell to his ear, speaking in hushed tones, but he appears unfazed as if he’s been expecting me. I suppose nothing is a secret when I’ve learned vampires use a form of telepathy to communicate. I’d learned this information after I’d spoken to Tricia, my good friend since high school. She, strangely, turned out to be Queen of the Fae and mated to Master Vampire Sergeant Riley Sweetwater, who once-upon-a-time happened to be my husband’s best friend.

      While Anderson continues his tense discussion, I watch out the blackened window, spotting a line of construction trucks cutting a swath through PDU lands and leaving a trail of dust in their wake. What are they building?

      “Okay. Sorry about the interruption.” Anderson deposits his phone into his breast pocket as he gives me a once-over, adding a heavy sigh.

      I’m not sure who he’s just spoken to, but I sense his supervisor has overridden Anderson’s instincts. “Something wrong?”

      “I advise you to come back tomorrow after I clear an issue.”

      I jab my finger in the air, and I’m sure smoke’s rising from my ears. “I’ve waited five excruciatingly long years to see my husband. I’m not waiting. One. Minute. Longer. Take me to him. Now. We’ll work out issues as they spring at us.”

      My insistence seems to bother the corporal, as he resets his hat no less than a dozen times. After a final breathy beat, he leads me down a narrow corridor and stops at a code-locked door.

      He leans in, putting his eye close to an electronic pad. The scanner streams a green line across his retina. “The Master has debriefed you, but I want to caution you. Let the vampire come to you. Ben hasn’t seen you for five years. Like any POW, he’s dealing with extreme emotions. Your very presence could trigger his primal instincts.”

      I shudder and wrap my arms around me. Riley explained vampire politics and biology. But I believe he withheld a few critical details as he spoon-fed me, the delicate human. “Is there anything else?”

      “Be prepared. Ben may reject you. He may not remember you’re his wife. He may not believe you’re real…”

      Has Ben forgotten me? If he rejects me, I’ll die inside all over again. On the tail end of that thought, I can’t wrap my brain around all he’s endured after being turned and assumed dead. What has such loss done to him? The memory of our last time together reminds me I, too, have suffered without him.

      “I want nothing more than to have Ben back in the same condition as when he left. Five years ago, he was my love, my new husband, but right now, I’d take him in any condition.”

      “Be careful what you wish for…”

      I raise my chin at Anderson’s comment as we enter another dimly-lit corridor, willing myself to be brave. “My husband needs me. So if you don’t mind losing the chitchat.”

      Anderson harrumphs.

      His full stride propels me to catch up. The hallway extends past a set of double doors we squeeze through. I assume the empty chair flanking the entrance belongs to the missing guard. Who’s running this place?

      “Ben’s in here, at the end of the passage, but stick close to me.”

      We enter the chilled room that’s so cold it feels like a morgue. A black canvas curtain, giving the illusion of flimsy privacy, separates each cell. I suppose the men know each other intimately, as they’ve shared everything, even death, and rebirth.

      I shiver. A mixture of sorrow and a drafty chill grips me, but I force myself to face my two biggest fears: Ben’s rejection and his hunger for my blood. “It’s freezing in here.”

      “Vampires don’t need heat, air, water...”

      “Only blood,” I murmur under my breath.

      Anderson pauses between two empty cells. He stares down at me with big blue eyes and a warm smile, which seems sincere or expertly practiced. I can’t tell the difference, and, frankly, I’m getting antsy at all his stopping and starting.

      “Is there a problem?” I blink up at him.

      “Remember, these men are vampires and not criminals. They’re United States Marines who oversee the Vampire Transition Program. These cells stand in as temporary housing, while the construction of custom homes takes place. And, vampires hear everything, even the earthworms crawling beneath these floors.”

      I gulp and make a mental note while my throat’s tied in a thousand knots as we proceed to the jail portion of the PDU. Ben must know I’m here if he and his coven are connected telepathically and have acute hearing. But, if so, why hasn’t he shown himself?

      The base is as large as Diamond Springs and practically a city. I have suspicions explaining the reason the walls are several feet thick, and the blackened windows keep out the sun. I’m convinced top-secret horrors resemble those that exist on the pages of a Bram Stoker novel, minus the fog. If word of the existence of vampires hadn’t leaked, I suspect the world would still be in the dark, including my knowledge of my husband’s survival. In a way, I wish I were blind. I’m not sure I’m prepared to face Ben, but my feet have other plans, as my heels clip-clop alongside Anderson.

      “Is Ben able to go out into the daylight?”

      Giving me a slight grin, Corporal Anderson tips his head. “Vampire traits are classified.”

      The secrecy piques additional questions. Will the military regulate our reintroduction? Sequester me as a method they’ll use to control Ben? I hug my chilled arms tighter, wanting Ben’s arms to replace mine so badly. Will he be warm? Will he be the man I remember?

      I fight through a frightening shudder. “When will Ben be discharged? I want him to come home.”

      “Depends.”

      Anderson doesn’t elaborate on anything, which grinds me the wrong way. Figures the PDU has deemed him the designated everything-is-perfect-but-I-am-lying-through-my-big-white-teeth greeter.

      “What do you know?” I blurt.

      On a dime, he spins, grabbing my arm in a near bruising grip quicker than a blink. I don’t think Anderson is any more human than my husband, although he looks the part.

      “I’ve witnessed more than I ever wanted to see. I’m trying to protect you, Camille. I’m trying to protect these men and myself. If they should lose control and word gets out they’ve harmed a human, we could all end up dead, and it might not be vampires who’ll be delivering the killing blow.”

      I stiffen as fear coils around me like a crisp fall wind, one lacking moisture and clinging to the promise of snow. But my mind stalls on the word human, as if vampire soldiers have the right to harm other paranormal creatures.

      It’s too much to wrap my brain around at the moment. Plus, I believe Anderson is Other Kind as well as hinting at a cover-up by our government. “You’ve made your point.”

      “Good. This way.” He tosses his head in the direction of Ben’s cell, adjusting his cap to sit low over his brows.

      I admit my eyes are a little too wide, and tears threaten, but I expect my shocked reaction. Behind parted privacy curtains, most of the men kick back in various states of relaxation, earbuds attached to their MP3 players, watching television, reading actual hardbound books, seemingly behaving as orderly as any military person confined to their barracks. A few cell doors are open as well, allowing the men to mingle. Several men prop themselves on the same bunk of a shared cell, watching a show on the TV. Seinfeld.

      I smile, more to myself than to anyone. We all crave normal.

      “Don’t stare. It’s a trigger,” Anderson warns.

      A trigger for what? Will I be discouraged from looking at my husband? I trap my questions behind closed lips, but my mouth fills with cotton. I’m not sure if my knees will continue to hold me up as I near the last cell on my left. I recognize a few of these men, as they were part of Ben’s squad, but they don’t acknowledge me. Has their master warned them not to intrude? If Riley’s so intertwined with his coven, why hasn’t Ben called me these past years? Why has he yet to reach out to me, if he’s not technically a prisoner? Indeed, Ben’s aware I know of his existence, as Riley would have communicated to him. Does Ben need blood to survive? Who is his donor? Does he drink from a plastic cup or suck from a pulsing vein? I suspect the reason the military allowed me here has something to do with Ben’s survival.

      My legs feel boneless as we reach a cell completely shrouded by thick canvas curtains. How am I to feed my husband when I faint at the sight of blood? It’s my last thought as a growl percolates from behind the cloth.

      “This is Ben’s cell. Don’t get too close to the bars until you’ve calmed. Let him come to you.”

      I stare into Anderson’s eyes, expecting to see a different color since he’s aware of my radiating fear. Or perhaps he’s judging me off his anxieties. Either way, I must defend my husband. “This is my Ben. He’d never hurt me.”

      “Let’s hope not. I have hexed cuffs in my pocket, or—“

      He taps his firearm as if he’d use the gun if I were in danger.

      I inch closer, the drape of cloth brushing my fingertips. “Promise me you won’t use your weapon.”

      Instead of acknowledging my request, he juts his chin toward a partially open curtain exposing a few men. A bit of laughter wafts through the cell as the comedy sitcom streams. “I’ll be right over there.”

      Just his touch of confidence in my husband serves to calm me. Maybe Ben hasn’t changed all that much. I lower my shoulders a tad, and I take a much-needed breath. Behind Ben’s curtain, I hear cloth rustle and bedsprings shift. I’m positive my husband is awake. A noise resonates from within, sounding almost feral, which Tricia has debriefed me to understand. A hiss precedes a growl, which precedes an attack. The sound is more of a purr, which Tricia’s explained signifies pleasure. With all my focus and hope rolled into a nervous ball trapped in the pits of my belly, I grip each panel, exposing a single vertical steel bar.

      “Ben? I’m here. It’s Camille. Your wife.”

      I spread the curtains with trembling hands, pledging my strength to accept my vampire husband. But as my brain attempts to wrap around what I see—A somewhat emaciated, skimpily clothed male, who’s too thin to be my Ben, but who’s positioned himself between a woman’s bare legs, his head flush to her exposed thigh.

      I scream.
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      Snaked around a female donor, my fangs plunged gum-deep against her bare inner thigh, my primal hunger shatters into a thousand pieces. Before I realize the sound of my wife’s voice isn’t a well-coddled illusion, but her terror-filled scream, I shove the donor to the floor and white-knuckle the steel bars. I open my mouth, drawing up my fangs so I can speak. “Camille, my precious Camille.”

      “Your mouth. On that woman. Your teeth. Your eyes.”

      I spin, shame darting through me as I swipe at the blood dripping from my lips, but when I face Camille, I know I’m too late to reverse what she’s seen.

      Blatant betrayal shines in her accusatory expression. She shakes her head too fast, her blond ponytail beating her shoulders as she staggers away from me. Shock apparent by her big blue globes.

      She hugs her arms. “I never believed you’d died. I waited, I hoped, and I prayed you’d come back to me, but this… You must be truly dead to be so alive and to have never once reached out to me. Never once gave me the briefest clue you existed. Do you know how many times I’ve sat against our tree, pleading for a sign? Wanted to find something there you’d left for me?”

      A warm droplet falls from my lip, trails down my chin, but when I glance to the floor, it’s a bloody tear. “I want to talk to you. I want to tell you everything, but…”

      She eyes the cadet, who’s fixing her pants in my peripheral.

      “It’s classified. I’ve heard. But my husband wouldn’t let anything come between us. Not the US government, not even death.”

      I jerk the door, quickly realizing I’m locked behind bars, as I’m protecting the cadet from the other vamps, her blood as attractive to them as spring blooms are to a desert hive. “It’s not what you think. She’s a donor. Food.”

      Any remaining blood painting Camille’s cheeks a peachy glow turns ashen. “Now I know what happened to the guard—”

      Before I can demand the cadet to unlock the cell door, Camille’s legs buckle, and she crumples as her eyes roll back.

      Anderson’s faster than I’ve ever seen him as he dives, grabbing her before she slams onto the concrete floor.

      He eases her gently into his lap as he stoops. “Ben, stay back. Cadet, head to the infirmary. That’s an order.”

      Fuck if I’ll let a lower-ranked officer tell me what to do. “Give me the keys. Now.”

      While the donor fumbles in her pocket, Camille’s eyes flutter as she attempts to bring me into focus.

      I snag the jangling keys as soon as they’re exposed. In a blur of speed, I kneel over my wife as I shove Anderson and send him sliding down the hallway.

      He’s knocked out, his limp body propped against the far wall, but I know him. He’s as quick to heal as I am. Even though he acts human, I believe he’s something else.

      “Ben, I’m sorry,” she murmurs.

      Hell, she’s the last one who should be apologizing. A disapproving groove cuts her forehead, and I don’t need telepathic abilities to interpret what she’s thinking: My husband’s a cheater, a freak, a violent monster, a vampire who can’t control himself. He deserves to be locked up. He’s a danger to the world. But I’m too screwed up by his loss to do what’s right for me and leave his sorry vampire ass.

      I rock her, cradle her head to my cold dead chest as I’ve dreamed of our reunion every night for five torturous years. “This isn’t how I wanted it to go down. I love you so much.”

      I stroke her beautiful blond locks, wishing I could right any negative experience she’s endured, including the shit I’ve put her through, as well as holding accountable the one who created that new scar above her brow. Yeah, I’m melodramatic, but this is my Camille. “I’m here, baby. I’ll never leave you again. You don’t know how many times I tried to escape and come home to you. You don’t know how I’ve suffered to protect you. I need you to believe I’m protecting you now. I’d never hurt you.”

      But I’m not sure, even accidentally, I’d never harm her. Anderson’s unmoving, and the donor hasn’t managed to retreat as swiftly as I wish she had. As I’d imagined the female cadet was my wife, lying under me, nourishing me, loving me, did I inadvertently take too much blood from the donor? I can’t risk feeding off Camille and killing her. It’s my biggest fear.

      Camille tries to sit, collapsing back into me.

      She blinks several times, regaining her strength with each passing moment. “Why didn’t you call for me to feed you? Why her, when you promised to love only me?”

      Her level questions startle me, but I find the courage to tell her the truth. “It’s because of my love for you, I fed. I couldn’t risk losing control with you.”

      Her hair drifts over my arms as she shakes her head. “You’re not a loose wire. You’re not losing control now.”

      The thing is, every nerve in my body is vibrating with lust for her pumping blood, desire for her wet core. I want to take her, claim her, consume every ounce of her flesh until she is inside me, part of me, and we are one for an eternity. “I didn’t want you to see me like that, like this,” I hiss. “I’m so sorry.”

      She raises from me, using her sleeve to wipe away the crimson residue remaining on my mouth. Then she presses her lips to mine.

      Soft, warm, hurried at first as I open, letting her in, greeting and encouraging her tentative exploration. “That’s it, baby. I’ve missed this, missed you so damn much.”

      I shouldn’t pick her up. I shouldn’t grab a fleece blanket and wrap her. I shouldn’t cuddle her close, our unbroken kiss on the verge of lighting us both on fire as I escape my quarters. I shouldn’t descend stairs until we’re deep in the catacombs of the underground beneath the PDU, and I’m confident our intimate reunion won’t be interrupted, nor will we be quickly found. But I’m a vampire, and she’s a human—my woman, my wife—and no man will come between us.
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        * * *

      

      Camille

      

      Ben presses his lips against my neck, every savage kiss, every hungered pant heightening my shock and pleasure. “I can’t believe you’re alive.”

      “When I get done, you’ll have no doubts, Camille. I’m going to fuck you so thoroughly; you’ll believe we’re still in our wedding chambers.”

      Ben’s words evoke memories, and he doesn’t disappoint. As if he’s living a lifetime in every moment, he fingers each button of my shirt, slipping the plastic disk through the hole until I’m bare and my nipples tight, waiting, wanting him to suck me. “Will your teeth hurt when you strike?”

      He shakes his head, his soft auburn-tinged hair swishing about his ears. He bows over my body, easing me back onto the blanket and the makeshift pillow he’s plumped under my head. “No, baby. Nothing I will ever do with you will cause you pain.”

      I feel so safe, so happy. My smile crimps my cheeks until they tingle. I didn’t realize until now how, in losing Ben, I misplaced the old me, the smiling me, the sunshine that used to burn so bright inside of me. I wrap my arms around his neck and twist my legs around his hips, pulling him so tight to my body, I gasp. “I want you inside me. I never want to leave here.”

      In a blur of speed, Ben’s disrobed, bare, and very erect, standing over me.

      I stretch my arms toward him, trembling in anticipation. I wave him forward, widening my legs to allow my husband entrance. “I’m never getting used to your speed.”

      He settles his weight over me but stays silent, and for the briefest moment, I realize he’s tentative about our mating.

      “You won’t hurt me,” I assure him, shaking my head.

      As he finds his spot, I realize he’s warm, or at least lukewarm. “I thought you’d be cold.”

      “There’s a lot you need to know about me. My body temperature is a steady eighty-six degrees, only ten degrees lower than humans.” He lifts my chin, anticipating my next question before I can even get it out.

      “You thought because I’d died I’d be like a zombie, dead and cold. I still feel everything. I still cling to my memories of us. In fact, as a vampire, I’m able to know every memory of every other member of Riley’s coven.”

      I place my fingertips over Ben’s mouth. Strangely, the mountains of questions don’t seem as important now. Or maybe, in the back of my mind, no matter how fantastic this time is, I don’t trust the peace, the pleasure.

      Temporary.

      I finally settle on the truth. “I don’t want our first time together after so long to have anyone here but the two of us. Not politics, not what you’ve missed, not what I’ve missed, not even your master.”

      “Excluding Riley is trickier.” He glances away.

      I catch the darkness floating behind his eyes, but I don’t want to cause him pain. He can’t help what he is any more than I can help than I’m human. I pinch his chin, letting my thumb rest in the dimple there. “Make love to me, as you are. I don’t care if a billion vampires see how much I love you, miss you, and want you. But this time, let it be between the two of us.”

      His crushing mouth lands on mine as if I’ve accepted him in some fathomless way when he’d thought I’d run screaming. He doesn’t take his eyes off mine as I feel him hard at my slippery opening. So incredibly engorged, slickness painting his tip.

      “I haven’t done this…”

      My heels find purchase in his butt cheeks, and I pull him into me, sighing out my pleasure. “Oh, Ben…”

      When he enters, he shudders, sweat tackles his shoulders, and beads of perspiration dot his forehead. He groans as he begins to move, in and out and in and out. But as he pumps into me, as his lips draw up over his fangs, as he moans, I know how long it’s been for him when he comes.

      “Again,” I tell him. “You’re not human. Again.”

      “No, I’m not. I don’t have to wait to catch my breath. Now, I’m taking away yours,” he purrs.

      My breath catches as erotic tremors ripple through me. My husband knows my body, every tiny nerve, every hidden button that evokes pleasure from me. He flexes his hips, moving again, deepening his thrust. “Oh, my God, Ben. You’re so good.”

      Faster, inhumanly fast, he teases the nerve bud inside me, rocking me, exploring my folds with his thumb, and finding an entirely new rhythm.

      “I’m, I’m…” I cry out, his speed pulling a gasp from me.

      In a blur, he’s knelt between my legs and staring up at me, his blue eyes mixed with red. “Your eyes are almost purple.”

      “As purple as your clit, which I plan on licking until you scream.”

      He works his fingers inside of me as he laps at my clit, drawing me closer and closer to a bliss-filled climax. White dots fill my hazy dream state as I think this man, my husband, my vampire is finally here with me. He loves me. He’s not dead. He’s not lying in a coffin in the middle of the town cemetery. He’s home, and we’re going to be together forever.

      “Come, baby.”

      His command sends me over the edge as I grip his hair with my hands, tugging until I hear him purr as he works his way up the length of my body with a feral hunger that should terrify me. But this is Ben. My protector. My pleasure master. “Ben! Oh, Ben…”

      I stiffen, allowing the ecstasy he’s giving me, giving us both, to irrevocably bind us together. He retakes me, burying himself deep and pinning me with his weight, his desire, his love. I prick his shoulders with my nails, pulling him against me. My toes curl as wave after luxurious wave sends me sailing and carries me off to the edge of the world.

      His lips find mine, slower this time, sure, calm. I’m tingling from my roots to my toenails and everywhere in between. I shouldn’t push this, but I find I’m still hungry for my vampire. I mumble, drunk on all the tender caresses lavished on me, and his love. “I never want to stop. I want you inside me forever.”

      He murmurs against my mouth, “As many nights as we’ve lost, I think I can make arrangements.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ben

      

      Asleep, Camille’s sated from our lovemaking, her soft, sleep-laden breaths, causing her chest to rise and fall under the weight of my arm. No longer are her cheeks pale but painted a peach-colored blush. Her warmth seeps into me, bone-deep, soothing my very soul—if I have one. She does, and I don’t want to screw that up for her. She’s also alive, with a human lifespan ahead of her, and babies if she wants them. She’d always wanted a big family. A dream of hers I’ll never fulfill.

      As if my body’s temperature can drop further, a chill rattles through me. How can I survive without Camille? How can I survive with her when she faints at the sight of blood? I don’t want to let her go. But that chill I label “selfish”… By keeping her here, selfish is precisely what I am. If we flee this place and exist as a couple only in the dead of night, I’m depriving her of sunlight, of life.

      I don’t want to rob her of anything, which means I must decide for her. An impossible decision for both of us if I’m honest.

      With fluid movements, I plant a feather-light kiss on her beautiful cheek as I roll away, tucking the blanket against her back to replace my body. I’m immortal. She’s not. I don’t want this underground, dangerous life for her, so I must do the right thing. The only thing I should have done. From the beginning.
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        Camille

      

      

      

      A shadow stretches across the earthen floor inside the torch-lit underground. The click of a handgun is as expected as the disappearance of Ben. I’d felt his pain, even though the love we’d made could have fueled the glorious sun. He didn’t bite me or cause me pain. Quite the opposite. He is my Ben, honest, honorable, gentle, playful, and oh-so-very passionate.

      “Camille, are you okay?” Anderson, along with his men, stands poised, flashlights and guns raised, the steady beads fanning red and gold arcs into the depths of the underground.

      Anderson’s face falls when he meets my gaze.

      He knows I’m hurting, bold tears streaming down my hot cheeks as I sit perched on the nest Ben made for us. “Where is he?”

      Anderson shakes his head, but his side-eye betrays him. He knows where Ben is.

      Classified.

      My heart sinks further, and the icy chill of the catacombs permeates me to the core. Maybe Ben and I aren’t so different, both of us uncertain about how to embrace our new life as a couple. I suspect it’s hard for him to see me as both his lover and food.

      “Ben told you where to find me, didn’t he?”

      “Yes. Before he left.”

      Anderson’s smile is nothing more than a flat line, the disappointment and betrayal just as apparent by his deep-set eyes.

      “He’s a good man, my husband.”

      “The best of them.” Anderson offers his hand.

      I take hold as he helps me to my feet, wrapping the blanket around my shoulders. I lean into the yoke of his arm, burrowing into his side more than I should. Comfort is what I’ve needed—still need. But as I stand upright, I have to respect Ben’s choices. He is a good man, even though the decision he’s made for both of us is dead wrong.

      “Thank you for seeing Ben as both human and vampire. For treating him with respect, and for your kindness.”

      “I wish I could do more…”

      Anderson’s somber tone gives me pause, and I glance behind me, into the darkness, thankful to know the truth. My husband is a warrior, a hero, free now. I mouth the words, wishing in some way Ben could see through the dense walls, “I love you. I always will. Forever. And then after...”
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        * * *

      

      Camille

      

      At work, the keyboard under my fingertips is as inanimate as I feel. For this past month, it’s as if someone from above is pecking out my daily routine: wake, shower, drive, work, eat, work, drive, sleep. I barely sleep, though. Memories of Ben and I twist up in my head. Some are of our shared time together, intimate and bliss-filled, as if we are riding on pink puffy clouds. Others confirm my aversion to blood will prove to worsen his wasting. On those nights, I wake up sweating, breathless, and alone in my fret-filled panic. The hollowness inside me leaves my belly swirling, as my nerves are nests of vipers. One gray day seems to blend into another, yet I’m dotting my i’s. Existing. Surviving, if this is what this is.

      Movement pulls me from my reverie, and I glance up.

      “It’s lunch. A few of us are heading over to Diamond’s Diner. Want to join us?”

      The girls from my office stand over me, but their swaying body language reveals their growing impatience with me. I grab my lunch, holding up my bag that reads: Live Your Truth.

      The signs I’m failing myself are everywhere. I’m pushing away opportunities in exchange for holding onto my misery. I’m cheating myself, but I’m ignorant of the facts and what I can do about it. I press a weak smile onto my face. “Thank you. Maybe next week?”

      “Sure, next week…”

      It’s the same every day. I’m thankful they continue to include me in their group, having been privy to the news of the existence of vampires, including my husband, just as much as everyone else. I haven’t told anyone I saw Ben, talked to him, held him, loved him, but, somehow, I think they suspect.

      Lunch bag in hand, I hope today is the day I can eat an entire apple without throwing up. I tell myself I’m okay, or I’m going to be okay, buy my mental insistence hasn’t tricked my feeble appetite as much as I wish it had.

      Outside, sunrays shoot warmth right through my sweater. I welcome the seventy-degree day in the middle of fall. Autumn leaves crush underfoot as I stroll to the large beech tree on the far side of the town park where Ben and I picnicked the day he asked me to marry him.

      As I approach, even from forty feet away, the tree’s silvery cambium layer has grown, so it borders the heart-shaped groove Ben and I cut into the tree. Ben heart Camille. But as I draw closer, I spot a fresh mark, which I read out loud. “And then after…”

      My throat twists, and hot tears spring as I visually search the park. He can’t come out during the day, which means he’d been here sometime last night. I palm my heart with one hand, hoping he can see me as he certainly saw me the morning I’d said those words, deep in the caverns under the PDU. I lean in and press my lips to the carved letters, leaving a peachy lipstick kiss for Ben to see, either tonight or when he returns. “Oh, Ben. There must be another way…”

      I dig my apple out of my favorite cushioned bag, taking a crunchy bite, allowing sweet juices to slide down my aching throat, nourishing my spirit and body. I brace myself against the sturdy, smooth trunk and glance across the park where I spot a turquoise Ford Thunderbird. It’s a 1966. I know because I rode in that very car as Homecoming Queen when I’d switched schools late in my junior year. The vehicle no longer belongs to the sheriff. It’s his daughter’s. The Sparkles salon owner, Stacey Miller, has emblazoned the side with her sassy motto: My hair is comin’ down!

      The slogan could have said anything. Live your life. Make today memorable. Go for it. Ben’s still taking chances on me. He’s always risking his life by chancing being seen. He still loves me. Maybe even waiting for me to make a move, one I’ve been so desperately rejecting.

      Our house won’t be tolerable knowing Ben is alive, out here, alone.

      ...cells are temporary housing…

      I recall Corporal Anderson mentioning housing. Is Ben at the PDU? On-site, somewhere in the direction of where the construction trucks headed? Is he still taking sustenance from a stranger when I should be the one feeding my husband? For better or worse and in sickness and health, we both pledged ourselves to each other.

      I’ve been selfish, allowing myself to remain trapped inside my foggy machinations, thankful for the dark clouds while he’s still suffering. If given the opportunity, I’m sure I’ll learn to work through the sight of my blood, the prick of pain as I’m a strong and capable woman. I will not faint, or I will, but Ben will be there to catch me every time. We’ll support each other.

      I gather my lunch bag, knowing what I need to do. It’s out of my character, but that’s the lesson, I believe. Sometimes you have to bust out all the stops and fly off into the unknown to have a forever worth remembering. Sometimes you have to put your fears behind you or face them head-on. As I hurriedly traipse across the park and slide into my SUV, I realize I have one stop to make before I welcome my forever, whatever that will be. The PDU isn’t home. It’s still a cell, even a prison. I’m breaking out my husband. One way or another.
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      Horn blaring in the distance, I’m thrust awake, although, as a vampire, my dream state is more of a hazy suspension. I check out my surroundings, expecting to be wrapped by vertical steel bars. Still, even though I have no problem seeing in the darkness, a full minute ticks by until I make sense of my homey surroundings, and the honking morphs into an annoying trill before it fades.

      Legs and arms held out, I sprawl atop a queen-sized bed. The new cushion absorbs my weight as if I’m floating on a blow-up raft down a lazy river. Everything about the on-site housing is surreal. White cotton sheets twist around my restless legs when I spot the downy pillow to my right. The fluffy mound is undisturbed as if waiting to cradle Camille’s pretty head.

      Camille.

      Mentally, I kick myself for etching our tree, marring something that holds such perfect memories. I shouldn’t make promises when I’m unsure she’d want to take a second chance with me after what I’d put her through. What I’m putting her through.

      Again.

      Or maybe I’m sabotaging my future and laying blame on myself for giving up my humanity to serve my master. Camille’s smart and has figured out my loyalty. She probably hates me.

      I shouldn’t hope for an us, when I stripped her choices when I left her, deciding she was better off without a vampire as a husband. Especially after having my humanity stolen from me. What the hell is wrong with me?

      My belly complains from hunger, but I tell it to quiet down as I fed last week. Or was it the week before?

      I stroll to the front room, thinking of catching up on some mindless comedy when I spot a few of my vampire comrades perched on their porches, curiosity drawing their crimson stares toward something in the distance.

      Night filters through protective windows. The sun is but a memory when I step outside. Dusk casts the PDU vampire base in amber shades. For a few moments, I try to make sense of what I’m seeing.

      On the horizon, a single black SUV blazes toward the vampire housing, kicking up debris. A curl of tan smoke precedes a line of trailing security cars, their blue and red lights strobing against the sparse scrub brush that spans the outer limits of the PDU’s protective fence line.

      “Ben, your heart’s pounding like a jackrabbit’s, your breathing’s racing to catch up. What’s going on?”

      Master worms his way inside my head, our psychic connection stronger than graphene, and as if Riley’s part of my vampire DNA. I hone my stare toward the unfolding scene. Vampire eyesight is eight times more powerful than a human’s, and a smile pulls at my lips, reaching to my eyes. “Camille’s here.”

      “There? On-site? She’s the one who blew past the guard gate and shattered the crossing arm to smithereens? She’s the one who told Anderson to fuck off? Well, I’ll be damned.”

      I can picture Riley, one palm pitting his hip, while he runs his free hand through his unruly dark hair, completely caught off guard at Camille’s tenacity to reclaim what’s hers, or to part peacefully. I won’t let myself believe the latter. Risking her life to tell me to go pound sand isn’t her way.

      Warmth settles in my chest as pride fills me to the brim, and I laugh out loud. I jab my hand in the direction of the SUV, letting every vamp within earshot know who’s heading our way. “Here comes my badass wife!”

      Riley deepens our connection, allowing him to witness what I’m glimpsing.

      “I told you once you gave Camille a sign, suggesting you were the one holding back and not her, she’d come for you. I’m not saying a human-vampire relationship will be easy, as Other Kind are still fighting for human rights, which votes next month in the senate, but I think you need to let Camille decide what’s best for her.”

      I step farther out onto my landing, widening my stance as she comes into view. “Says the man who’s married to the queen.”

      Riley chuckles. “I’ll call off the dogs…”

      He’s gone from my head but not before the SUV slides around the corner, heading straight toward me. In a puff of leafy debris, she slides along my gutter, the tires butting the curb.

      I expect her to leap out, but she stays seated, her hands still locked around the steering wheel, head held straight as if she’s looking at what’s ahead of her instead of in the rear-view.

      I need to start picturing my future.

      My pulse soars, beating on my chest bone to the point of pain. Inside my mind, emotions heighten—fear like I haven’t felt before. What if she’s here to tell me to fuck off? To tell me she wishes I had actually died?

      No. No, Camille’s not here for that.

      The vehicles following her park along each side of the street, obviously having heard Riley’s command, but not taking any chances since Camille’s human in a vampire encampment.

      I hold up my hand as Anderson gets out of his vehicle. “Give us a minute. Camille’s come here to talk to me. Let’s show her some respect.”

      The pop of her door opening draws my attention, and I lower my arm, staying put, although I want nothing more than to fall at her feet and beg her to take me back.

      She scrambles out of the car, sporting her favorite blue jeans, which she’s tucked into her knee-high brown leather boots. These are the ones I adore, which make her appear wholesome and taller than she is. A simple black collared shirt buttoned to just above her cleavage exposes a pumping vein. Look away.

      Only I can’t. My natural urge to take Camille consumes me just as it had since the very first time I’d seen her.

      Suddenly, I’m warm—hell, molten for her, and she has no idea what she’s doing to me. “You want to come in?”

      Anderson heads my way, stopping behind Camille. “You’re fine where you are, Mrs. Santos.”

      She gives him a sideways glance. “What I have to say won’t take long, and I want to do it face to face. In the open. But I don’t need anyone speaking for me. Is that clear, Corporal?”

      “But, Camille—”

      “Stay out of this, Anderson,” I hiss, a growl rumbling from deep inside as I widen my bare feet, feeling foolish as I do it because Anderson’s spot-on in his positioning and recognition of the tense scene. Camille’s put herself in danger by coming here, but she’s also brought a caravan of backup.

      The crowd expands, a few vampires leaching out onto their driveways to get a better look.

      “Show’s over. Everyone goes back inside. That’s an order,” Anderson barks.

      Enforcement, in both human and vampire forms, emerge from the vehicles. Our master crowds our thoughts, backing up my order. Our hive minds having no choice but to obey.

      Once satisfied the vampires have returned to their homes, Camille strolls to the back of her car. She lifts a bag marked with a big red bullseye. Hugging it to her body, she climbs the steps to my landing.

      She’s so close, and I can practically taste her as my body begs me to claim what’s mine.

      I push a tentative smile on my face. “You found me.”

      She lifts her finger to her lips, nibbling on the skin as she used to when she was nervous.

      Her blue eyes catch the porchlight as she hugs herself. “It wasn’t hard to do after I found the message you carved into our tree. I knew you were close. Then I remembered the construction truck. I figured, the PDU isn’t letting their soldiers roam freely until after the Other Kind rights bill passes.”

      She’s smart, caught up on policy, and I’m sure Tricia’s keeping her informed. “What I did to you was wrong,” I say boldly. “I’m a royal ass.”

      “You’re not royal, but you were Ben, my protector, as always.”

      I scout the military she’s brought with her, at least twenty well-armed men. “You don’t need protecting.”

      “I don’t, but I do need you. No matter if you think I’d be fine without you, I’m not. Losing you is like losing myself. Call it codependent, messy, twisted, a sad state. I don’t care. You’re the only man I’ve ever loved since the first time I watched you catch the football and make the game-winning touchdown.”

      I recall the scene—the ball arches high, sailing toward me, the leather landing between my open hands. I pump my legs, crossing the goal line and making the touchdown. The crowd roars, but I stumble over my own two feet when I catch Camille staring straight at me, waving her pompoms high in the air. “You were supposed to be cheering for the other team. Your squad members didn’t approve.”

      She flips her ponytail. “I couldn’t help my response. I was as attracted to your looks as I was your skill, your absolute control, how your team members respected your tenacity and grace. Even when you fumbled the earlier play, they still put their trust in you.”

      That time also reminds me of redemption. Of rising and beating the odds, like I’m doing now and have done. If she’ll give me another chance. “How could I resist your pretty blue eyes scoping me out for the entire game? Not a chance. Every time I looked, there you were—your pretty smile all for me. I knew I had to have you, but I’m this now. I’ve pledged to serve Riley as a vampire soldier and a member of his guard. I’ll still have military missions that will call me away. I can’t promise the world we live in will be easy for you, as you’re married to a vampire and a soldier. I can’t promise we’ll be accepted anywhere, even here on site.”

      Her warm palm lands on my cheek. “Nothing worth fighting for is easy. But we’ll find a way to make us work. It’s how we started, both on opposing teams. Our differences didn’t stop us then. It won’t stop me now. There’s just one issue.”

      I catch the flick of her eyes, landing on my mouth before she glances away. Deciding right on the spot, I’m not hiding who I am, I swallow hard. “I haven’t fed on anyone else since that night in prison. Riley’s working with scientists, and I’ve entered a program in hopes of testing synthetic blood, but it’s a long way off.”

      Her eyes widen, and she leans up, pressing her lips to mine. “I won’t have anyone else feeding you except me, which is why I’ve bought these.”

      From her bag, she slides out a package of black silk sheets, which I scrutinize suspiciously. “Black?”

      “They didn’t have red. I want to be your sole blood donor, but offering doesn’t mean I want to see blood every time you feed. In all honesty, I may well have to serve you by lying down rather than sitting upright, if you don’t mind.”

      I barely notice as the guards disappear, driving back the way they came, leaving Camille and me alone. “You sure about this? About loving me, about the blood?”

      “You were my first, you’ll be my last, and I’ve never been surer of anything. I want you now, here, forever. The question I need to ask is, will you have me? Will you take me home with you?”

      I gather her up, a joyful squeal bursting from her lips as I rush us inside, locking the door behind us. I haven’t noticed before, but the kitchen table, the place settings for two, the dual recliners, the matching bath towels, the queen-sized bed, and every minuscule aspect of my life includes her, my beautiful Camille, and will forever.

      And then, after….

      I don’t worry about her heightened anticipation or fear as I lay her down beside me, growing hard and ready. My incisors pierce my gums, elongating.

      Reaching up, she teases each one of my fangs with her tongue, humming against my lips. She stretches her neck, presenting herself to me. “I’m your wife, your lover, and you’re my vampire uncaged. Make me yours all over again.”

      Her breaths fan my neck in quickened pants, her heart pulses against my chest as she snakes a long leg up to my thigh, pinning our bodies. She kisses my mouth, deepening the kiss as she spears my hair with her fingers before breaking away. “White sheets, huh?”

      A moment before I take her virgin vein, I whisper, “Don’t worry, I won’t waste a drop.”
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        Finding out I was a demon was a huge shock. But when I finally stumble onto the truth about my family, I realise the crappy day I was having was about to go down the toilet completely. Who knew being royal would be a sin?
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      I knew, from the deepest, darkest pits of my stomach, that this was a bad idea. You know those premonitions you get but completely ignore? Yeah, it was one of those. But I needed chocolate, and that overruled common sense. So I left the house—and the partial sanctity of my fucked up family—to venture out.

      I walked around the small convenience store, piling my goodies into a bag and deciding to get out of the place ASAP. Nothing bad would happen. It was just my over active imagination on a very crappy day.

      But leaving was easier said than done when you had an old lady talking about her piles in front of you in the checkout line. 

      I so didn't want to hear how the doctor had to poke those bitches back in. I turned, throwing a bag of popcorn into my basket, too. Comfort food.

      "Lalalalalala," I sung, mentally counting anything in my immediate eye-line to stop me from focusing on this dotty old lady.

      Finally, she moved away from the counter, and I emptied the load of stuff to be checked out, cursing the lack of self-checkout machines in this place. The young female cashier looked up at me as I arranged it all just so and took out my reusable bag from my pocket.

      "Time of the month, huh?" Her cutesy, sing-song voice was just a little too saccharine for my liking. I wanted to stick my finger in her eye. I refrained.

      "Nope, just hungry." I watched as her hands worked automatically, pushing the goods through the till and down to the packing area.

      The cashier's eyebrows shot to her bleached blonde hairline. "If I ate all this stuff, I'd be as big as a house and one giant zit."  

      She whizzed through the remaining stuff as I glared at her. I wasn't in the mood for this shit. So I loosened my face out of my scowl and made myself giggle. She looked up at me as I zapped my card on the contactless contraption. "Yeah, you probably would. It doesn't affect me all," I lied, trying not to pull my tight jeans out of my arse for the fiftieth time that night. 

      The woman blushed, and I smiled, as I gathered my purchases. "Have a good night," I chirped. My smile dropped a moment later, and I needed my chocolate more than ever. Bitch. There should be rules about not talking to people at three am.

      The foreboding feeling returned as I made my way to my car. I glanced around, but knew I was completely alone in the small car park. I quickened my pace, anyway. It was simply my restless imagination, that was all.

      I was metres away from my car when it happened. 

      What the fuck happened, I have no idea. But one second, I was alone, the next, I wasn't.

      A humongous man appeared in front of me, just like that. Like, abracadabra, hottie alert. 

      "What the fuck?" I stumbled, almost dropping my food. And I stared. A lot. I couldn't help it. This man looked like he was right off the set of a fantasy film where they get naked a lot.

      The man quirked his eyebrow, and my panties twisted right there. I was fairly sure this was a dream. Maybe I'd already eaten my chocolate haul, and this was a sugar overload hallucination.

      "You're Carina." His voice was deep, sexy, and perfect. And also so very familiar. I searched my brain, but nothing came up.

      "Who the hell are you?" I said at last, noting how I sounded breathless. Get it together, Rina.

      A nervousness tickled the back of my neck. This fucker appeared out of thin air in front of me, and he knew my name. And I was completely in lust with him and his broad shoulders and touchable forearms, and the way his dirty blond hair fell across his forehead, and...

      Stop. Stop it, you moron.

      "I like this incarnation. It suits you." His smile transformed his face from holy hell, to fuck me now.

      I needed to regain the upper hand in this situation. My mind swam until at last, I found my voice again.

      "Listen, pretty boy. I have chocolate here I need to eat, so if you'd excuse me?" Probably better things to say, but there you go.

      He looked over my shoulder, and I followed suit. There was nothing there except a car in the distance, probably owned by the bitchy cashier. The rest of the darkened car park was empty. Given that it was stupid o clock in the morning and only insane people were out buying chocolate at this time of night, it wasn't a surprise.

      "We don't have much time. You need to come with me. We can protect you, Your Highness."

      The world spun a little right there. Another person had said those exact words to me this morning. 

      Nope, can't be true. It was simply a coincidence. What I needed was to get away. I should have listened to my gut and stayed at home in the relative safety of bickering cousins, senile aunts, and drunk uncles with big moustaches.

      I looked around me, scoping out the place. I was feet away from my car. All I needed to do was get the best of him, and I had a fighting chance of getting out of this parking lot with my head still attached to my body. Because for all I knew, he was a loon.

      I took my chance when he glanced over my shoulder again. I kicked him straight in the balls and darted to my right to make it to my car. I had the door open in seconds and was moments away from freedom, when I felt hands around my waist. And those hands felt divine and familiar, and my brain was fighting with my body to fall back into him and sigh.

      "Fuck, no." I was held against a strong chest before being turned around. 

      "Calm down, Carina. I won't hurt you." His green eyes were intense, and his mouth was set in a hard line.

      "Why are you doing this?" Today was too much. I was close to tears, but I swallowed down a sob. My hands fisted into his t-shirt, my bag hooked around my wrist, and I was very aware of his hard chest underneath. I was ashamed of myself. I was being attacked, and all I could think was how right it felt in his arms. Like I'd been there a thousand times before.

      "We will protect you. We are sworn to you, but we need to go, now."

      And with that, the air shimmered around us, and the world went dark.

      I held onto my chocolate for all I was worth.
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      The world was off kilter as I stumbled out of the man's arms. I looked around me, not knowing where the bloody hell I was.

      What was happening?

      My brain was lagging, and I forced it to catch up, ticking the things off in my mind.

      

      Sexy man? Check. 

      Abducted? Check.

      No idea how I shimmered? Check.

      No idea where I was? Check.

      Chocolate? I looked around and was relieved to see the bag right next to me. Check.

      

      I made a beeline for the haul, digging out my favourite bar and devouring it.

      The chocolate gave me a little strength, considering the last time I'd eaten was breakfast—right before my father had passed away. 

      A tightening of my chest had me gasping for air. I wasn't ready to deal with his loss right now. Would I ever be? Unshed tears clogged my throat.

      Not that he was a great father. Nope. He was an asshole of the biggest kind. It was knowing the secrets he'd held until his dying breaths. The rambling of an old man, I'd put it down to—but honestly? They...scared me. 

      And maybe, just maybe, they weren't fiction after all. 

      I turned around finally, knowing I'd come face to face with my captor. He was standing there, right where we'd landed, and was watching me intently. He was so close, I could see the flecks of black in his eyes as they danced mischievously. 

      "Feel better?" He looked down at the screwed up wrapper in my hand. And I dropped it back into the bag.

      He smiled then, and he looked like a wolf. I shuddered and knew I was going to hell for wishing he'd ravish me now. 

      Long moments of silence extended, and I wondered whether this was a weird form of torture. Because being next to this gorgeous man had my heart rocketing in my chest, and I was pretty sure I might croak at any given time.

      "My name is Jaz. You'll have questions," he said at last. 

      Did I have questions? My mind was blank right now. Maybe too much had happened today, and my circuits were going into meltdown? And his name was Jaz. My brain played with the word, and I realised it actually suited the formidable beast in front of me.

      When I didn't open my mouth, he turned slowly and went to sit in a chair by the wall. I finally took a good look at my surroundings. The walls were stone, the floor was stone, and the furnishings were basic and sparse. It looked like I was in a medieval castle.

      "Where the fuck am I?"

      He sat forward in the basic wooden chair, his elbows resting on his knees. "This is your castle." He watched me intently. 

      I looked around again, attempting to be diplomatic in my answer, but failing. "Look, whatever this illusion is of you disappearing and reappearing and turning up in this weird stone room, I'm impressed. Seriously. You should put this shit on YouTube. But today isn't a good day. I want to go home." 

      No, I didn't want home. Home was toxic. Home was family I didn't want or like. But he didn't need to know that right now.

      "Your father was a guardian, like I am." 

      My father. The fact that he was even mentioning him made me immediately nervous.

      "He was sworn to protect you, as I am." 

      He pushed his fingers through his hair, and I was struck at just how soft it looked.

      "Your father was supposed to guide you, and eventually, tell you everything. He chose not to. He thought he could protect you by keeping you ignorant. Then he was killed before he could share everything with you—"

      "Woah, woah. My father wasn't killed. Maybe you've got the wrong person." This was getting fucked up. "My dad died of cancer."

      "Six weeks ago, he went on a mystery mission. He didn't tell the Elders what he was doing, and he was gone for almost two weeks."

      I shook my head, attempting to dislodge the memories from the vault. This wasn't true, was it? No. No. This was some elaborate hoax, and I was falling for the lies. But he had taken a holiday, he'd said.

      I looked at Jaz where he'd stood up now. He moved closer, and I was very aware that he was maybe a good ten inches taller than my own height of five foot seven inches.

      "We don't know what happened. He failed to report. But he came back sick from silver poisoning. The symptoms are very much like cancer. Your doctors wouldn't know the difference."

      "This is all bullshit. You expect me to believe this?" I turned on my heel and marched over to a window. There was a small slither of glass in the tiny opening, and I looked out. I was maybe three storeys up, but the landscape was foreign to me. Just where the hell was I? My castle? Fuck me.

      "Buddy, you need to bedazzle me out of here and take me back to my car. This is nuts. You're nuts."

      "Don't believe me yet? That's fine. We do this in every incarnation. All you have to do is listen to me." 

      "No, I don't." I said, turning around to face him. "This isn't my life—"

      My words cut off in my throat as he strode over and grabbed me by the shoulder. Both hands now held my upper arms in a strong grip. Fear snaked down my spine and made my legs not respond to my fight or flight plan.

      "You are the royal heir to a demon kingdom. Your real parents were killed when you were days old. This has happened in many of your past lives, and we have been your guardians in all of them. You have been protected from this all your current life, but for some reason, the guardian who we assigned to be your father betrayed you. He told those who seek your powers your whereabouts, and that puts you in grave danger." Jaz shook me gently. "Do you understand me? This is of the utmost importance. We need to keep you safe. We need to protect the people of your kingdom. You need to take the throne, so we can overthrow your enemies."

      I didn't know what to say to that. My father had betrayed me, and he wasn't even my dad? I took a deep, shaky breath. Demons? Powers? Jaz must be mistaken, right? But there was that weird part of me again. The part that found Jaz so familiar to me. The part that had listened to my father's death ramblings and believed him, no matter how outlandish they had been. 

      Jaz's biting fingers loosened into a soft caress. I looked up into his eyes, and his mouth lifted into a slight smile. 

      "Trust me, Carina. I will give my life to protect you. And you have given yours to protect me in the past."

      "Why?" My voice broke on the one word so I repeated it, stronger this time. "Why?" 

      "Because you're beautiful, and I want to. Because I'm loyal, and you're my queen."

      Well, shit. I glanced over to my bag of chocolate and wondered if all the sugar was going to be enough to dim the ache I felt at this almost stranger's words.

      "We need to act fast. We don't know how much your father told your enemies." His voice was still soft, but his fingers lifted into my hair. "You get your silver hair from your mother."

      It was a simple statement, but one that completely floored me. My mother. I'd never had a maternal figure in my life, and the father I had was apparently not my blood?

      "What about my family? Aunts and uncles, cousins. Who are they to me?" 

      "Nothing. Demons who were hired to surround you in this life. Protect you until otherwise told. You have no blood relatives. Not anymore. That's what makes you so valuable. That, and your abilities."

      "Fucking demons." I couldn't believe I was buying into this, but it actually felt...right. "I always said Aunt Tricia and Uncle Atticus were straight from hell. Apparently, I've been right all along."

      The small chuckle from Jaz had me grinning, too.

      "Come." He took my hand, and then I was following him across the room and out the door. "We need to make plans. We don't know who might have seen me come for you, and I need help in protecting you."

      How the hell had I managed to end up like this? In a stone castle, with a sexy protector, and with demon blood. 

      "I haven't got any powers." I was practically jogging to keep up with him as he moved down a dark stone staircase.

      "When your father died, the enchantment he gave you to hide your powers stopped working."

      "So...what sort of powers do I have?" I was sucking in air like I was doing a full cardio workout. It definitely wasn't anything to do with endurance. I had a stitch the size of the Tower of London.

      "Nobody knows until they appear for you," he said.

      "And I'm apparently a demon, correct?"

      "Yep." We'd made it down to the bottom of the spiral staircase, and now we were outside. The moonlight lit the way as we hurried across a grassy area. I didn't have a chance to look around too much, but apparently, this was all mine? Shit.

      "Where are we going now?" I pulled my jeans out of my arse again and cursed my decision to wear them today of all days. I should have known I'd be suffering after my chocolate indulgence—

      "Shit, shit, shit." 

      I stopped, and Jaz was immediately on alert. He pulled out a small sparkling dagger and quickly surveyed our surroundings. 

      "Woah, I—"

      "What have you seen?" His whole demeanour had changed.

      "Nothing. I left my chocolate back up in the sky, in that castle. I don't suppose you fancy going back for it for me, do you? I would, but I'm still sucking in oxygen like it's going out of style." 

      He stood stock still for a moment. I couldn't see his eyes, and I was very aware that we might be in a whole lot of trouble right now. I expected him to be annoyed. What I didn't expect was for him to burst out laughing.

      The sweet sound was louder than any of nature's creatures of the night that might have been with us. 

      I waited for long moments before he finally stopped.

      "You, Queen Carina, are one of a kind." He pulled me to him, and his lips met mine in a fierce kiss. 

      I'm fairly sure my heart fluttered, nipples puckered, and my lady bits roared to life after an age in hibernation.

      And I was pretty sure I was about to ask to have his babies if he hadn't suddenly pulled back. I stood there breathing hard as he held me at arm's length.

      "Did you hear that?" Jaz's voice was a whisper, and his gaze was everywhere but on me.

      I screwed up my eyes, attempting to send blood north to my ears. I could hear fuck all, if I was being honest. I looked back at the man in front of me and wondered if he'd realised he'd made a big mistake and was now making an excuse. 

      I could see his side profile, and he looked like he'd been chiselled by heaven's sculptor. Yeah, he'd definitely had second thoughts.

      Then, it hit me. Literally, something hit me. In the arse. And it hurt like a motherfucker.

      And then, it was chaos.
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      Screams, shouts, howls, and roars. I heard it all. And none of it made sense to my frazzled brain.

      I reached down to touch my backside and found an arrow. A bloody arrow. I pulled it out, and something in my mind admired the feathers at the end. And then I realised my bottom was numb, and my legs were fast catching up.

      "No!" My legs gave out, and I was falling to the grassy ground. Before I could completely fall, Jaz caught me and pulled me close. 

      "I've got you. It will wear off soon." He half carried and half dragged me along with him. "We've been ambushed. They knew everything."

      It was a simple statement. But it didn't quite encompass what I was now seeing. 

      There must have been a dozen people at least. And creatures. And fuck knows what else. 

      I was in a nightmare, and I couldn't escape because I couldn't feel the lower part of my body. "What do I do?" 

      I felt rather than saw him glance down at me. "You just allow yourself to finally be you." 

      Easier said than done. A weird looking troll thing ran at us, and Jaz stopped dead and turned, using his dagger to slice across the creature's belly. It yelled out in pain, squirted black blood into the air, and crumpled to the grass.

      I stared, not knowing whether to laugh hysterically at the situation I found myself in, or cry because I was paralysed by a goddamn arrow.

      We started moving again. "You said 'we' were sworn to protect you. It might be a good idea to find your buddies right about now," I shouted into Jaz's ear.

      "That would have been a good option to have," he said, slicing another creature at the throat this time. "Unfortunately, we're on our own for the time being."

      I happened to glance down at Jaz's legs. His feet were now bare and sprouting fur.

      WTF?

      I didn't have any time to contemplate this new development before a huge thing—demon maybe?—barrelled into us from the side, and I felt the wind knocked out of Jaz as we both fell to the ground and rolled.

      In moments, we were surrounded by at least three big dudes in some sort of black armour. My legs were tingling now, and I wondered if I would get the feeling back before I got my head cut off by these psychos. 

      "Carina, descendent of Mika and bloodline of Serpantia, you have been found guilty of treason and are sentenced to life imprisonment. You have no right to appeal." 

      The words were a blur, and I struggled to sit up as Jaz was held down by two solid men with spiky pink hair. 

      "Wait. This is all a mistake. I'm not sure what's going on, but I can disappear again just as easily." I wasn't beyond begging. I was well and truly up shit creek.

      "You have been a fugitive of our laws for twenty-four years. There is no mistake." A woman stepped forward. She was dressed better than the rest of our attackers, who were either in armour or in some sort of camouflage. She had silver hair, much like my own, but the similarities stopped there. She was tiny, with large ears which made her look like an elf. I wasn't sure what was real anymore, but right now, I wasn't putting anything out of the realm of possibility. 

      "We would always find you, Carina. My detectives work overtime to get fugitives like you off our streets and into a secure facility."

      "I'm not a fugitive. I've never even gotten a parking ticket, for fucks sake." I had almost all the feeling back in my legs, and I scrunched up my toes, just to be sure. "This isn't happening. What this is," I pointed to the mass of weirdos surrounding us, seemingly at this woman's beck and call, "is all bullshit. And you're wrong. I'm innocent. Please let me and my friend go."

      "Your bodyguard will be put to death." 

      "No!" I sprang to my feet, and everyone stepped back. I came to the sudden awareness they didn't know if I had any powers, and more than that, what exactly they could be. They were nervous. "You will not harm him." The big shit had gotten me into this mess, but he didn't deserve to suffer. And he'd gotten under my skin anyway. "Let him go. Now."

      There was a murmuring as they discussed whether to take me seriously. I attempted to play on it. "Before every one of you regrets it," I said quietly.

      Jaz was dragged to his feet and let go. I looked him up and down quickly. He seemed in one piece, so I moved to stand next to him. The dagger he wielded was nowhere to be seen. 

      "Let us go. Now." I was pushing my luck, and I knew it. The woman who seemed to be in charge here looked at me carefully.

      "No, I don't think you have your powers yet. And when you do, we'll be in a better position to take them." Her head turned slightly to the creature beside her. "Finish him."

      "No—" I was too late, as a thug from the side of us stepped forward and planted Jaz's dagger into his side. I managed to grab him as he crumpled, but he was too heavy, and I fell with him.

      The wound oozed with blood. "Goddamn it. Tell me you'll live," I whispered into Jaz's ear.

      "Don't worry about me, you need to look after yourself if I can't."

      "Yeah, well, that isn't going so well at the moment, is it?” I looked at the silver dagger poking out of his body and winced. "You're a fucking wolf thing, and you carry a silver dagger? Do you have a death wish?" Jaz didn't respond, but his lip quivered in amusement.

      And basically the reality of it was the mean doggy I kissed earlier was slipping away.

      Shit. What do I do?

      I looked back at the group of people and the woman in charge, my eyes narrowing as she started talking. 

      "He will die before sunrise. Come with us, and he has a chance to survive."

      "No, she's lying, Carina. I will die regardless." But I didn't think so. I saw his colour had changed for the worse. This was going to be the second death I’d witnessed today, and the second time I couldn't do a damn thing about it.

      I closed my eyes, feeling the weight of everything on my shoulders. It was building, escalating to a point which didn't even make sense anymore. My brain switched off as I became angry. Whatever was happening, I was trusting it completely.

      "Everything will be okay," I said as I held Jaz's hand. I knew he'd die if I didn't do something. I just didn't know what. Yet.

      "Listen, Carina. If you're taken to the facility, you will need to fight to survive. But remember," he gasped, and I didn't know if he could carry on talking. "Everyone is your enemy. Find a friend. You have at least one."

      I bent and brushed my lips across his. "I'm okay. I haven't had enough chocolate today, and I'm pretty pissed at the world. And who needs friends?" I got a hint of a smile from him, and then it was gone, and pain was in its place.

      "You will be taken to a high security facility. Come quietly, Carina," The woman said, and I instantly hated her high tones.

      I climbed to my feet. I didn't feel quite myself anymore. Something, somewhere, had changed. I turned to face the woman, and all who looked at me gasped. 

      The warriors, big creatures with large weapons, looked unsure of themselves. Whatever I was capable of, whoever I was supposed to be, I guess I was stepping up.

      I took my time looking at everyone in front of me. I had one chance. And even I didn't know how this was going to turn out. Or whether I would fall flat on my face.

      They were scared of little old me? Well, they fucking should be.

      "Here's the deal. You can take me, if you free Jaz. Otherwise, I start killing you all." The woman hesitated. I wasn't sure if this decision was above her pay-grade or something, but she had exactly two seconds to decide. 

      A heat built inside me, raging hot, setting my blood on fire. I pointed at the ugly fucker next to the woman. 

      "This is her fault you die." A moment later, my hands were encompassed in fire and so was the creature. I heard his screams in my head as I ripped out his soul.

      And I knew exactly what I was doing and what was happening. 

      Moments later, he'd burned out. He was a pile of red ashes on the ground. Creatures backed away from me, and I really couldn't blame them.

      "Save him," the woman bit out, and someone rushed to Jaz and pulled him up onto unsteady feet.

      I turned to him. "Disappear, Jaz. I got this." He was shaking his head, but I held up my hand. "Go, I need to know you're safe."

      It took a moment, but he eventually nodded. And then he was gone. Surprisingly, I didn't feel alone. I'd been fighting for something my entire life. This was no different.

      Well, except maybe a couple of things. I was innocent and going to prison. I was a demon who'd always tried to do the right thing as a human. And it actually looked like I was an evil fucking bitch who could steal souls and burn fuckers up.

      I smiled at the woman in front of me and saw a bead of swear appear on her upper lip. Yeah, my inner bitch was finally coming out.
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      Thank you for reading this story. Please consider leaving a review. (Friendly note: for every review that's left, an angel gets their wings, an ugly duckling turns into a beautiful swan, and an author gets their caffeine fix. All because of you! Give yourself a pat on the back. Now, go forth and buy more books…)

      Want to read more of Carina's story in the Queen of the Damned series?  It'll be coming to pre-order very soon. You can follow my Amazon page or newsletter for details.
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      The gods are real, and they don’t care about us!

      Kristen should be enjoying her final year in college, but everything changed when the dark elves invaded. The invaders destroyed the world as she knew it. America fell, and the magical occupiers now rule with an iron fist.

      Caught up in the rebel factions, Kristen is captured when a mana shipment meant for the sick and injured freedom fighters runs afoul.

      Kristen must keep her wits about her to handle her entrance into the Supernatural Prison, and a strong right hook to ensure she survives to fight another day!

      Escape into Captive Souls by USA Today bestselling author Tina Glasneck, a Hell Chronicles story from the series readers are calling “riveting.”
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      “The end of the world shall begin with the mutant, by flame and sword, through the fires of Muspelheim. The inevitable cometh even when unbeckoned.” – Dreki Edda 9, Stanza 1
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      The gods were real, and they didn’t give a flying fuck about us.

      “Are you sure we’re at the right place, Fyre?” I asked the buzzing dis who decided to tag along. She buzzed around me like a little sprite and seemed to know what was happening in all the surrounding neighborhoods. Today, her hair color and style, which seemed to change according to her mood, glimmered with light like that of a firefly or flying embers.

      Usually, the small entity gave us directions, but this time, it must have been something she needed to see.

      “Remember what I said. The dark elves are doing bad things to all of us,” Fyre warned. “I need to take a closer look.”

      I kept to the shadows with my friends—Chi, Ola, Graham and Emili, and my boyfriend, Rust—behind me. We hunkered down in the alleyway, and their camouflaged faces stared back at me.

      The museum district was another quadrant we’d searched, where only rubble remained. Although a large swath of what used to be Richmond was now a no-go area, this was a mission we had to complete.

      A year had passed since the ground opened up, and the devil came to Earth to enslave humanity and screw us over.

      We watched trucks move in and out, unable to see what they were delivering.

      The plan was simple: we’d steal part of the latest shipment of mana, the most powerful of medicine on the market, and get Rust to deliver it to those in Shanty Town. We’d been watching this spot for over an hour when finally, the long-awaited armed truck loudly rolled forward.

      I saw the blue light from their helmets and heard them speaking in Elvish, which I still couldn’t understand.

      “Kristen, they’re talking about the drop,” Emili whispered to me. “One is to stay outside, while the other goes to get help unloading.”

      Luckily, Emili had studied the runes, and without Sif—I shook my head. I couldn’t think about her right now. She, who’d disappeared without a sign of being alive. We’d failed to locate her body, and no one who knew Sif had seen her since. There’d been no spray-painted directions, not even a message with a carrying pigeon: nothing, nada, zilch. I didn’t know if she was thriving in a penthouse in the city’s heart, or if she’d been dragged to whatever hell these things had come from.

      These monsters, although humanoid in appearance, sought only our demise. Tonight, the guards had found another set of humans to pull into their web. Clad in full black riot gear, their assault weapons in position, and ready to fire.

      Then, I heard them: children singing and skipping along, led by a different sort of guard. This one was shapely, clad in bronze-and-gold armor. She played a flute, and her brass-colored hair fluttered behind her as she skipped along. It was like she was the Pied Piper leading the throng of playful children away…to their deaths.

      “Change of plans,” I whispered. “Ola, you create a distraction. Emili, you and Graham, get to the end of that line and grab the children. We can’t let them take them. Chi, with me to the rooftop.”

      They each pulled up their bandanas to cover their faces, leaving only their eyes visible, and with a quick nod, we all made our way.

      I’d taken point. Someone had to lead. Why not me?

      But that had never been my goal. It all started with loud emergency alarms blaring around town—first, I’d thought tornado, until the fighting started.

      The world was ending as I knew it, as elves descended on the city.

      I was distracted.

      All I could think about was surviving, me and my friends. Everything up until then was almost irrelevant.

      Anger fueled me. And I had a whole list of things to be upset about, including my prior inaction.

      As quiet as we could, we inched to our spots. Graham, before the invasion, used to be the athlete of the group. He had the stamina to grab and go, but the children were more important than the mana. Their lives were in danger now.

      “I still can’t snipe,” Chi said.

      “Yeah, but you can be my second set of eyes to make sure we don’t get caught, and Rust, you grab the mana.”

      I practically flew up the fire escape’s stairs of the four-story building to my perch overlooking the street.  From my vantage point, in a prone position, I looked through my rifle’s scope. I saw Rust moving toward the right, as Graham ducked to the left. And Ola moved to the middle of the street. That girl never believed in hiding. Instead, I watched her cup the air, creating neon glowing sigils that floated.

      “What the hell?” Chi asked. “Is she pulling something out?”

      “No, I think she’s summoning. That is something we all need to learn. You think she can teach us?” I truly would have loved to add something to my arsenal. The dancer's leaps and jumps could only get me so far, as well as how to bitch slap someone with a gun, but that was for another battle.

      I squinted, and then I saw them: a pack of spiky-haired hounds. Their eyes glowed red, and foam dripped from their mouths. “What are those?”

      Ola had a magical association, and despite all of the tension in Richmond, mindless violence by the oppressors against us, Ola had a jarring connection we didn’t.  But she was one of us, whatever she was.

      I frowned. “Hellhounds?” If they caught us using magic, even if we were just magic adjacent, the punishment would likely mean treason. It wasn’t something I worried about. The main thing was to get the mana.

      Ola clapped her hands, and the pack broke into two groups and charged forward.

      It was just the distraction needed. The soldiers focused on the dogs. I took a deep breath and concentrated on the soldiers, picking them off one by one.

      “Go help Graham and Emili,” I told Chi. “The guards are moving toward the pipe player.”

      “What about you?”

      “I have to keep an eye out on Rust.” I scanned the area, still not seeing him, like he’d up and vanished. “You know the deal. We’ll meet back at the safe house. If I don’t come, it’s because it isn’t safe to.”

      It was our one rule: never endanger the lives of the only family we had.

      I ducked down and moved back toward the fire escape.

      Fyre hurried back to me. “They are taking the fairies to drain them,” she buzzed. “We have to stop them.”

      I frowned, not understanding. Panning the area, I saw what Fyre meant. The dark elves were unloading what appeared to be a bunch of downtrodden fairies, leading them out with silver chains. Unlike pixies and disir, small in stature, these fairies were human in size, with large wings that protruded through their clothes.

      My gaze finally landed on Rust. With his hands raised, I noticed he held a satchel of what must have been the mana, but a guard had him pinned down on his knees.

      I didn’t have a clear shot. The guard stood right before him, and at this angle, if I took it, I could likely hit Rust, too. Dammit to hell!

      Killing the guards meant our basic survival, as we rebelled against those in power to regain a society we’d lost. The war might have officially ended according to the peace accords out of what used to be Washington D.C., signed by our former President. But he’d been deposed, and now the rebellion continued.

      “Sorry, Rust,” I whispered. Pushing back the lump in my throat that felt like cotton on the back of my tongue, I pulled the trigger.

      A loud boom suddenly rocked the building on which I stood, and I crashed through the roof. Coughing, I sputtered, tasting blood in my mouth, while the grit of dust and pulverized concrete covered my face.

      I should have been happy that I’d landed as soft as one could through a roof. I rolled to the side and glanced at the fire ballooning from the other side and leaned in to listen.

      I didn’t have much of a chance if those things showed up to end me. I’d been too careless.

      My ribs ached, as did my head. I pulled my weapon to me and cradled it tightly. It was all I had to protect the entire world.

      The sound of approaching jackboots combined with spoken Elvish rang in my ears. Rapidly blinking and gasping, I squirmed away from the fire into a far corner, covering my body with a soiled tarp.

      If I ever needed to believe in a deity, it was now, for they’d gotten us into this mess.

      The pain beckoned me, and into its clutches, I crumbled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It took death to appreciate life.

      I came to with an IV of mana in my arm, and Ola was wiping the sweat from my brow. My muscles ached like my body had been through the ringer. “What’s going on?” I asked, my throat parched, my mouth tasting like cotton candy. Weird.

      “Hush now,” Ola chastised. “I’m happy to have you back.”

      “Back?” That was a strange thing to say. I leaned forward, my head swimming. “What’s happening? I glanced around the room and noticed that I was at Rust’s apartment. Unlike my hovel, his place was sterile in design, reflecting his Tier-B status. Stainless steel, clean lines, white walls, and exposed brick meant home to him.

      “Where’s Rust?” My lips and chin trembled uncontrollably. My vision blurred.

      “He’s at the fire station, working like he’s supposed to be. Remember our rules: everything is supposed to look normal, be normal. You scared the crap out of us when you crashed through the roof.”

      I didn’t recall much: the echoing sounds of jackboots, Elvish, and the glowing red eyes of a hellhound.

      “Hellhound?” I asked.

      “That is how I found you. They let me know.”

      Ola’s connection with these mythical beasts was foolish. I didn’t know how she could trust anything that these gods of hers sent her way, but if one allowed her to save me, maybe I should be a little bit grateful.

      I moved to pull the IV from my arm.

      “Don’t,” Ola said. “You need to keep it in there until this bag drains. It’s the only thing keeping you alive. We had to do a transfusion.

      “A what now?”

      Let’s be honest here. The thought of carrying dark elven magic in my body made me feel violated, like I didn’t have a voice or a choice. Could I be myself with their toxin pumping through me?

      “You would have died from your injuries if my hound hadn’t responded to my voice and licked your wounds.”

      “You let a dog lick me?” It might have sounded like I had a thing against pets, animals, or such. But it wasn’t the dog, per se, but the gods who owned it. They’d continued to curse us by not assisting with the continued prayers, pleas, and even sacrifices by more than just a few.

      “His saliva helped to seal your wounds, and he carried you back here to Rust’s apartment.” She shook her head as if not knowing. Her pink cap flopped to the side.

      “Where’s Rust?” I asked again, and again she ignored me.
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      I’d spent the past three days holed up in Rust’s apartment. The mana made it as if my recovery was almost instantaneous. And since then, I’d spent my days here drowning my troubles, questions, and mistrust away with my new friends named Jack, Jim, and Hennessey. The streets were too hot for me, and I still wasn’t sure how Rust had made it out of that fiasco alive, with the mana, and uninjured.

      The alcohol helped to keep the nightmares away.

      Living in a warzone, it was how I coped.

      Forever had a meaning, and with our fingers interlaced, our moans of pleasure resounded. Life in these four walls was perfect. Muted sunlight filtered into his luxurious bedroom. Lying on his bed, on the double-stuffed mattress, my gaze took in the man who made me stutter.

      Rust affectionately traced his fingers along my inner thigh, and I giggled, my breath hitching, my pulse raced in anticipation waiting for him to take me to wonderland. My body tingled wherever he kissed and teased, and I was hyperaware of his nearness and my wanting him to come ever closer.

      The soft music played, the singer crooned, “Where were you when the end began?”

      And I tensed, and not from the pleasure I was receiving from my boyfriend. Today marked the first anniversary since they’d invaded.

      “You okay, babe?” Rust leaned forward and kissed me again. My hands trailed along his broad shoulders and tasted his delicious mouth that promised me decadence, and so far, he’d delivered.

      He’d helped me to survive this.

      In his strong arms was my home, and I was safe.

      Rust and I made it through the end of the world and still thrived.  The ground had quaked, and the elves invaded with weapons. Mass murder, fire rained down from the sky until humankind bowed its knee.

      We’d lived through Hell, and the reigning regime brought with it a titanium fist.

      But now, I tried to wear blinders.

      Love was sacred, after all.

      Fears were part of PTSD, and there were no promises of tomorrow.

      He’d always been handsome, and under his scrutiny, it was as if I were bewitched and wanton, having his love all to myself. It was easy to get lost in those evergreen-colored eyes.

      Kismet had brought us here, and despite the world going to the shitter, I’d found happiness.

      I smiled, enjoying his attention and adoration.

      Love swelled, my toes curled, and waves of my pent-up desire’s release lapped over me.

      Bringing his head up from the apex of my thighs, he rose to nuzzle my neck.

      Kissing me again deeply, passionate enough to resurrect the dead. It said forever-love without words. Every second of life had been wasted until this new beginning.

      Emotions hung between us.

      This was not how sex usually went.

      “Kristen,” Rust panted, “I need another favor.”

      “Favor?” I asked, pulling away.

      “Yes, I was out drinking last night when the Fire Chief said he could get me into the morgue tonight, so I need you to make the run for me instead.”

      At the fire station, as a firefighter, he had options for sure, and a future.

      I’d made runs for him before, but that was the exception to the rule. But I trusted him and trusted the good he wanted to do.

      One year since the apocalypse, so what could be wrong with another short run to Shanty Town for him? I adored him, and he loved me.

      He didn’t mind the baggage, and when I’d been searching for hope, he’d reached out his hand and saved me from drowning in despair.

      But the fear in his eyes. Was it for me, for us, for them?

      “You don’t need to worry. Just like last time. You’ll drop it off at the shop.”

      The last time had been about delivering medicine to help those who couldn’t afford it.

      A gale wind off of the River whipped around the high-rise, howling outside. As one of the B-Tier, Rust lived on the ninth floor. He wasn’t high enough to touch the sky, but he had enough clout and points to get away with most things, unlike me.

      I hesitated, and he moved over to the drawer of the matching onyx side table.

      “I was going to save this until later, but this I want you to have.” Rust turned, and in his hands, he held an ‘Amber’s Jewels and Gems’ ring box.

      “Amber’s Gems?” I grinned broadly. The local retailer was the place my dad had bought every ring I’d ever owned, until the rebellion, until he’d died. I pushed back those tears. This was supposed to be a happy time.

      “Well, I wanted this to be as perfect as it could be. That store means everything to you.”

      I nodded. “And what is this supposed to be?”

      “My promise to you. I mean, we’re young now, but I want forever with you. Truth be told, I don’t know how that looks or even what the future holds, but I want you in it.”

      If things had continued as we’d planned, we’d have graduated from college this year, and a world of opportunities would have been ours.

      “I love you, and don’t you ever worry about that,” I said, and he slid the ring onto my fourth finger. I watched it sparkle, to then seep into my skin.

      “I’ve placed a cloaking spell on it so you can always carry me with you.”

      He pushed up from the bed, moved toward his closet, and opened his fire-station-supplied satchel, removed vials, and then passed them to me. I lifted the vial to the light and ogled the blueish liquid. Mana.

      “You won’t get caught,” he assured me. He then pulled on his khaki pants and a crisp white button-down shirt.

      “Leaving me here?” I asked.

      A grimace was his response until he hid it behind a casual smile. “You can show yourself out. I hate to eat and run, but the sick aren’t going to heal themselves.” The vials rested next to me. “Don’t forget: Deliver this before curfew.”

      “I have to make it to my callback today,” I said.

      “You’ve been trying to be a dancer for months. This delivery is more important. You could do some good, and art isn’t what this world needs. Trust me.”

      We’d always done this dance.

      He offered a paradise that I couldn’t enter without him.

      I nodded. It was easier to appease Rust than to cause an argument. Plus, my friends, Chi, Emili, and Ola would meet with me later.

      And Rust was right. It wasn’t like I was going to get the internship. I was a simple Tier-C, and he was a B. I should have been happy to even be allowed to be there with him.

      Love didn’t ask questions; love didn’t wonder if he had my best interests at heart or his own.

      Instead of asking, I nodded my agreement and turned away. Relationships required a dance, not a requiem.

      I heard the apartment door snick closed behind him. Seeing that I still had time before my new item on my to-do list, and losing Rust wasn’t part of that, I stared at the spot where his ring rested.

      All I wanted to do was believe him and in the happy ever after he was promising, but our lives were so intertwined that I wasn’t sure happiness was truly there.

      Love came with a cost, dues, and it was time to pay the entry fee.

      Rising from the bed, I moved and gathered my rumpled clothes from the floor. I had a delivery to make.
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      I walked in a swarm of people, and armed soldiers observed us. They gripped their weapons, and like a pendulum, stalked left and right in search of something, or someone.

      Their tactics, surprise patrols, and arrests had increased over the past few days.

      In this place where either cameras, eyes, or both were on you at any time, it was hard to be part of the rebellion. The police had been absorbed into the guard, and now only soldiers watched over us, all obedient to the invaders’ orders. Supposedly, there was no more “Big Brother.” One was either for the invader or against them.

      But then, some walked the line in between.

      And we all had reasons for participating.

      I pushed away any thought as to arrests, prisons, or anything else that might be picked up on an emotional scanner. The last thing I needed was to be plucked out of the group of pedestrians.

      Misstepping, a young man wearing tattered clothes bumped into me, turned to look over his shoulder, and ducked deeper into the crowd.

      “Stop!” a soldier called out, and the young man was then quickly felled by a light taser.

      He must have been human for the light taser to be used. Maybe he’d done something petty. He seized on the ground, and out of his hands fell a loaf of bread still wrapped in the Le Pain, Tier-B, paper wrapping. A tier he surely did not belong to.

      It must have been close to the end of the month, and the arrest quota needed to be filled. Nervousness wafted like the stench of raw sewage. I gulped, pressing down anything that might resemble fear.

      In this world, fear was a sign of guilt, a symptom of something larger than the desire to survive.

      There was a way to survive the overlord’s oppression and being unmemorable was one of them.

      Confidence was the key. Not too proud, not like one owned the street, but that one didn’t have to crawl along it.

      And not getting caught.

      Neon lights flashed; electricity flickered as dusk settled.  The bell chimed, and everyone stopped to stare at one of the large jumbotrons overhead which depicted two supernaturals sparring—a vampire and a were shifter. The gladiatorial-style games of supernaturals sparring were interrupted—magic was illegal everywhere except in that ring.

      The scene changed to depict one of the Dark Elven Generals, flashed his pinched face on the screen, and Elvish, English, and Spanish subtitles scrolled underneath.

      Everyone stopped like a clock and tilted their heads upward to watch the screen. We were required to gaze upon it with admiration, to honor the news of the Overlords and their might.

      “Your city is now safer, as the magical rebellion led by the apostates has ended,” the prim and properly coiffed blonde news anchor stated. The inflection in her voice proving that she’d either left her humanity behind or truly believed their propaganda. “Our leaders have embraced our new ways to ensure your safety and that of our community. We continue to find ways to improve our relationship. Our reward system has been updated, and new credits placed on your account for your patriotism. Honor the Elves. If you see the spark of rebellion, report it for your chance to be blessed by the Overlords for a chance to win an increase in caste tiers.”

      An audible gasp moved across the sidewalk, and the bell chimed again, signaling the return to normalcy.

      “Thirty minutes until curfew,” the AI announcer said, and the cacophony of the crowd returned.

      I pulled the collar up on my black wool coat and strutted along with the other pedestrians of C-Class, always blending in with the non-bright color mélange of despair. Always orderly, never capturing attention, slow and steady like it was a simple stroll meant to be enjoyed.

      One foot after the other.

      No clenching hands, back straight, head up, stepping with purpose.

      Above ground, there could be no shuffling. That was a sure sign that one belonged in Shanty Town, underground.

      The more I lied to myself, the more I tried to act like everything was okay, and I wasn’t on the list the soldiers had. Magic was forbidden, and to be magical, well, that only ended with a one-way trip.

      Dusk marked the vampire hour, and close to curfew.

      Most recently, a band of ruffians had attacked the Elven soldiers, and now they responded with vampires and solar-powered robotic dogs. I’d even heard they’d launched drone-like birds that caught those hiding, even under concrete and metal. Nothing could be hidden in this world, and no savior was coming to get humanity out of this mess.

      Taking a steeling breath, I pushed through the fear that tickled at the back of my skull.

      I was privileged enough to be able to walk aboveground. Not all could still inhale fresh, polluted air, or be allowed to view the moon’s rising.

      Wasn’t that what it was supposed to be when the invader became the Overlords? The simplest freedoms were ripped away and replaced with brutality. I tried to ignore the screams of a woman snatched right off the street and thrown into the back of a hovering police van—hmm, that was new.

      Squinting, I noticed just a few feet away stood an armed group of five tall elven guards, decked out in black riot gear—emblazoned with a fiery V on their chests. Unlike other guards, this was an elite vampire unit, according to their insignia. But one could never tell as their faces were also covered with black-and-blue light, glowing inside.

      “You,” one called out and went to pull a woman out of the pedestrian mass, who walked a few steps in front of me.

      I watched.

      “No,” she screamed, and as the soldiers went for her, she quickly produced an encircling cerulean blue magical force field, and while holding it with one hand, light sizzled from her fingertips, zapping the soldiers coming closer.

      But they didn’t stop, as if what they wore was magic resistant, or at least to her magic.

      “Athena,” she screamed, begging, and the guards laughed in response.

      “She thinks the gods will listen.” Out of the hovering police van, a soldier in the same black riot gear stepped, but his insignia was in white glyphs. He raised his gloved hand—the fingertips glowed gold, and the glyphs on his chest lit up, swirling with the same cerulean, mixing with cobalt and silver. The brighter they grew, the more the woman seemed to struggle with keeping the force field stable, until it flickered and collapsed, and she fell to her knees.

      “Looks like your goddess was busy.” I heard one of the guards say, pushing down on the woman’s shoulder to keep her from moving.

      And just like that, the magic-user was shackled with neon-glowing handcuffs, rumored to stop any magical—either active or latent—use.  The visible skin on the woman’s arms puckered with pus-filled boils. The malefic rash, if not treated, was deadly.

      “Yes, she is otherworldly,” the Elf guard confirmed.

      Otherworldly was the derogatory term they used to dehumanize magic wielders. A way to separate them from their humanity.

      I caught her pain-filled gaze, and the Elf guard and two of his vampire cronies dragged her toward the back of the police van.

      “Another shitless rebel,” a guard snarked.

      “Another rebel who falls. The intel was right. Hail the Overlord. Hail the Elves.”

      I walked on, steadying my step, forcing my rigid gait to ease. Vertigo threatened to undo me.

      I still had a delivery to make.
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      Rounding the bend, I moved toward one of the entries to the subterranean Shanty Town entrances. Swiping my card, I moved through the gate and bounded down the stairs.  The countdown to curfew could mean the difference between being caught and living another day.

      With the lack of natural sunlight, electric signs glowed, flickered, and popped. Overhead lighting on exposed wiring hung carelessly and swung with the slightest of vibrations.

      The stench of sweat, urine, and human and animal feces intermingled with that of street fried foods and exotic spices. Before, Richmond had been a multicultural city filled with people from every walk of life, and just like above, the same as below. The caste system wasn’t based on the color of one’s skin, but one’s economic wealth and usefulness. The impoverished before was still the impoverished now.

      The financial wealth was only a part of the caste system, though, and everyone wanted to rise higher to escape what it meant to be part of the five tiers, scaled A through F.

      And that meant even snitching to get ahead. It was something I always needed to be cautious of, but tonight there was no time to zigzag. With only a couple of minutes to spare, I had to make my delivery and return to my allotted tier in time.

      Unlike above ground, I raced through these narrow and maze-like aisles until I found Madam Petulia’s aluminum sheet-made shop.

      A voice interrupted me. “You got something for me, miss?” She peeked up at me with dirt on her pox face. She stretched out her hand, begging.

      I recognized the marks on her arms, the washed-out gaunt fiend’s face. But she was only one of a couple who loitered around.

      I’d known Madam Petulia, the once-renowned psychic, for years. How she’d managed to remain free after having her face, name, and number plastered all over everything for years remained a mystery to me.

      Madam Petulia Poultices, at least that was what she called them, were to treat those in Shanty Town of their illnesses, like most, above ground, didn’t give two flying shits about the poor. They carried the burdens of the Overlords and were considered easily replaceable.

      “Kristen,” Madam Petulia called out and moved toward me. Her hair was bound up in a sunflower-yellow headscarf. She was decked out in bright yellows that reminded me of what warmth of the Caribbean, and how life used to be.

      “Sorry I’m late. Soldiers.”

      Madam Petulia nodded and stretched out her hand. Unease had her shoulders clenched up around her neck, her body rigid, her smile was also brittle, ready to crack.

      I reached into my jacket and retrieved the vials of mana, that said to help even the weakest heal, and was highly illegal to possess without the right credentials (i.e., only those in law enforcement, soldiers and the like), were able to possess the substance. It gave them the upper edge to keep regular people like me in our place.

      “I know you are risking a lot for us, but we thank you.” She patted me on the arm like what I thought my mother would have done if she were around. Family was something I never should’ve taken for granted, but now, the only family I’d found was from friends I’d known from the neighborhood before the invasion.

      “You must hurry back above ground or miss curfew.” She took the vials and slid them into a satchel, before ushering me back toward the shop’s doorway.

      She didn’t have to tell me about the consequences. If caught, I’d end up in a place where no one would find me.

      “May the gods be with you.” Her brow crinkled, and I saw the worry tighten her face. Every mission, every moment, wasn’t something promised for tomorrow. If I didn’t steal the mana to help others, they’d die—people I’d just attended college with, who didn’t have enough points to rise higher as I did.

      “And you.” I nodded and hurried back toward the exit, and with the stairs in sight, relief flooded me.

      This was almost over. The guards were putting on the heat, trying to stop an uprising. Right now, I didn’t care about rebels—all I wanted was for those sick to be well again.

      To hope.

      Suddenly, I heard jackboots on the stairs descending in front of me. Soldiers raced forward, robo-dogs bounded up the aisle from the rear.

      “Cease, Kristen Sumner, you are under arrest. Cease,” their automated voices announced.

      I dropped to my knees, placed my hands behind my head, and stared down at the muddy ground.

      I’d been ratted out.

      And when the glowing cuffs came, I could only hope that I was strong enough not to squeal, too.
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      It all happened in a whirlwind.

      I used to know how things with due process worked, but with the Overlords, the Constitution had gone out the window.

      The magistrate’s office wasn’t a judge’s chamber or a courtroom like I expected. Instead, since I wasn’t higher up the caste system, I wasn’t to be granted a trial. I was dragged before a magistrate’s desk in a tiny, cramped office. Her tight dreadlocks, tired cold gaze, and monotone voice left me with little hope. “Kristen Sumner, you are charged with possession of a controlled substance in violation of Code 656.92A, as well as possession with the intent to distribute a controlled substance in violation of Code 659.31, subsection c. How do you plead?”

      Standing before her, I cleared my throat. “You see, what happened was—”

      “This is either guilty or not guilty,” she interrupted. “No elaborate discourse. The guard’s report is pretty simple, and that, combined with the surveillance and eyewitness testimony, leaves little room for you not to be guilty.” She leaned forward. “But if you’d like to give up the one who provided you with the drugs, maybe a better deal can be negotiated. After all, one like you wouldn’t have access. This controlled substance is not made or mass-produced. Each vial has a number on it, stating its origin. We can either track that information down and bring in all who’ve touched these vials, or we can listen to your words and you could receive a less harsh sentence.”

      My entire life, no one had ever wanted to listen to my words. No matter how much I pushed, tried, begged, or cried. The only one who’d ever given me a chance was the one who’d placed me in a situation to lose the life I’d fought so hard to create.

      What sort of sentence might the magistrate pass down? I was a first-time offender, never accused of a crime, let alone found guilty of one.  But there wasn’t an attorney present to even give the appearance that this entire hearing was fair.

      “Let’s be honest,” I shrugged, “no matter what I say, you’re going to find me guilty and lock me away.”

      “There are other options.”

      Even the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse thought they helped, and maybe the longer explanation was to give me a choice. Instead of making the run, I should have been turning pirouettes, making sure I was on beat. It didn’t matter how graceful and promising I’d once been. One misstep proved damning.

      This was my crossroads.

      “Other options, like what?” I hoped she’d mention work release, a slap on the wrist, and maybe even my doing home arrest.

      “If you are willing to admit where you got the stuff, we can send you to a level-one facility, where the only difference between your life here and there will be a high chain-link fence.”

      “And the other option?”

      “At Grave Warden Prison, you’ll be surrounded by thick walls topped with barbed wire, electric hounds guarding the perimeter. I cannot advise you on which avenue you should take.”

      Life was filled with imperfections, an unchoreographed dance, and I had to try to figure out the steps. I’d imagined my life in many different ways, but snitching wasn’t one of them.

      All of those hours at the bar, the pointed toes, bruised and scarred and bloodied feet. The dreams of being on stage dashed. “I guess you should get going on that judgment then. Sounds like Grave Warden is going to be my new home for a while.”

      The magistrate thinned her lips and shook her head. She glanced over the charges, ruled on incarceration, and banged her gavel. “Life it is.” She scrawled her signature across the document, and called over the waiting guard, “Next,” and he moved to my side, pulling me toward the door.

      I’d created this mess.

      And my happy ever after was one that I’d need to imagine.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The bald male guard took me to the back for processing, a small narrow room with white walls and motivational signs mixing with directions. The “You can do good” sign juxtaposed to “Warning: All calls are monitored” ones might have thrown me for a loop, but this place wasn’t there to give me the warm fuzzies.

      “Shivers, you’re up,” he called out in the room, and a back door opened, then two female guards entered. The first of the two who appeared was stout and stern-looking. “Shoes off.” She glanced down at my marble-colored flats.

      “Uh, I’m going to need those. I have high arches,” I said. “Those are medically necessary.”

      The second guard cocked an eyebrow, but otherwise remained neutral in her expression, and snapped on white gloves. “Stand with your hands on the wall, and arms and legs stretched out,” she ordered instead.

      Neither of them seemed to want to listen to me. I did as I was ordered and closed my eyes as her hands, with solid pressure, started to pat me down. Her fingers tangled in my bleached-white hair, touching my scalp, to quickly descend to my décolletage, across and between my breasts, along my ribs,  buttocks, and in between my thighs. It felt as if she’d touched every inch of me, and all I could do was stand there.

      “Shivers, cavity search,” she said and backed up.

      “That’s not necessary, surely,” I argued. The officer came up behind me and kicked my legs even further apart.

      “May the elves be generous in caring for you,” one of the guards said and beat on the bus’s ceiling as if announcing good intentions.

      It didn’t take long for me to be stripped from everything. Finished with processing, and given my new orange jumpsuit, I slipped my feet into the cheap tennis shoes. Now, shackled together, packed inside the Department of Correction and Modification’s white bus, we were hauled out of the city’s center toward the new facility that once housed the baseball field and its adjacent properties.

      The bus was segregated into different compartments, with officers seated in the rear and upfront. There must have been some high-ranked prisoners here to garner so much firepower.

      “I’ve heard that the best you can do when you get there is to find a family to join in their magical blocks,” my seatmate said. She’d been weary-eyed, her face forlorn and mouth ungenerous.

      There must have been a mistake. I wasn’t magical at all. I shrugged. “I’m not going there to make friends.”

      “Then don’t look this way when you get jumped. You’re either going to have to make your bed with these monsters watching over us or those monsters in there. At least inside those walls, they have enough power to keep us from the true pain—the games.”

      “Monsters?” It didn’t take long for magic and otherness to be outlawed. Most remained oblivious to our plight. When the dark elves came, they knew to divide and conquer was the best avenue of success. Now, there weren’t many lively folks patrolling the streets. One was either a part of the rebel faction or aligned with them.

      “When they came, the supernatural world remained mostly quiet—as if ordered to remain silent, to stay underground. And then they were gathered together, herded away. Some to the prisons and some on to the games.”

      “Games?” I asked.

      But before she could answer, a guard yelled, “Quiet,” chastising us.

      I looked at my seatmate, and she raised her index finger, making the internationally known symbol for murder.

      We were all burdened with our failures, misfortunes, and misfires.

      But with the invasion, the city shrank back as the elves forcefully relocated everyone into the hilly and historic inner-city.

      Rumors had circulated for months as to what happened at the Grave Warden Supernatural Prison. Supposedly, it was the place those who wielded magic went to die.

      With two to a seat, I sat in the front of the full bus, next to a window, covered in wire mesh. The bumpy ride through the city was done mostly in silence. I watched the scenery drift by as the bus moved down the paved road. Each mile hitched up my anxiety. I twiddled my thumbs in hopes the motion would relieve my trepidation. Glancing across the aisle to my right, I watched as one prisoner rocked back and forth, while someone else two rows up lowly cried. In so much silence, whimpers could still be heard.

      But there must have been a mistake.

      I had no magical powers. There was nothing within me that could cause either magical damage or absorb magical blows or devastation.

      We’d once been a bustling city of over two hundred thousand people spread out over sixty miles.

      The gates for the militarized Inner-City Border parted, and the bus rolled through. I was distracted by the scenery. I’d not been this far from the city center. Before the invasion, the city had been vibrant, but out here, these parts were modern ruins, buildings encased with evidence of past battles. Curled barbed wire rested in this dead zone, as well as signs that cautioned about land mines.

      We’d left the polished city behind, and now, out here, this part was war-torn like those pictures from the Second World War.

      Buildings were abandoned, broken, and some were burned out. Jagged cinderblock walls crumbled. Vines crawled up that which remained as if nature sought to reclaim that once taken.

      Peering out the bus’s front window, I spied the prison looming in the distance. This large, clean-lined massive building seemed out of place in the industrial landscape. A newer, massive compound took the place of the older buildings, of what was once the old bus station and its surrounding bus depots.

      Apprehension was just my mind creating a fear of what might happen on the other side of those walls.

      Large, armed guards walked the perimeter, while others were visible in the observation towers.

      This place might not be too bad, I thought. Since it was new, that meant surely better treatment, upkeep, right?

      We moved through several gates. The bus came to a grinding halt, and the guard jumped up like an old retired marine.  “Stand up,” he ordered.

      We shuffled off the bus. Our chains and shackles rattled loudly. Herded into processing, and after another strip search, and the holding cell, inmates were called in to medical, one after the other.

      But from down the hall, I heard the torturous screams.

      Inside, there seemed to be a mix of humans and elves. The guards handed us over to the medical staff, and there we now waited.  Still, my bus mate stayed practically attached to me. “What’s your magical power?” she asked. “Is that how you got caught?”

      It still bothered me as to how I ended up here, and how the guards knew where and when to find me. Someone had snitched me out, but still, the rules needed to remain in place to protect the others and relinquish all contact to the rebels. It was easier not to break them or place them in danger by asking questions.

      “I don’t have time for this. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “For you to end up in this part, waiting for the doctor, they are surely going to test you and see.”

      The door opened, and a nurse called my name, “Sumner.”

      I didn’t know what to expect or how much the woman from the bus knew, but I did know that this was my chance to plead my case. I wasn’t magical. There was no reason for me to end up in this place.

      “Jump up on the bed,” the nurse ordered. Her blonde hair was shorn, her complexion an unhealthy gray, as well as what should have been the whites of her eyes. I flinched. Was she terminally ill? Did she have argyria? I broke eye contact and stared down at my swing-socked feet. “You’ll get used to seeing a lot of things here that are new to you.”

      “Like you?”

      “A Supernatural Prison has everything in here from fairy godmothers to leprechauns, all those who could use magic, like you.”

      “I’m human,” I sputtered.

      Our conversation was swinging back and forth like a pendulum. I had no idea how she came to that conclusion.

      “Your bloodwork says something quite different.” She took my hand and jammed a needle into my arm, filling up a tube.

      I winced, clenched my teeth together, and watched the vial fill up with purple blood. Dumbfoundedly, I stared. The nurse held the vial to the light, and it freaking shimmered.

      She passed me a card. “You’ll need to keep track of this, memorize your number, and find your place. And if you want to hear a simple tip, because this supernatural stuff seems to be new to you, you’ve been drafted to the games, as well.”

      “Is this something I should be happy about?”

      “It makes it so you have the right to solitary confinement, and then to train, or would you rather be a part of the general population?”

      The way she asked assured me I’d probably end up dead before I even made it to general population.

      “I’m trying to help you here. I’ve seen blood like yours before. Until your blood congeals with whatever it was that you had infused in your system, you’re too weak for general population, but you can become strong enough to stay alive in the games and win a place on the Hawaii Block.”

      “Hawaii?”

      “It’s like a crapptastic vacation, where all you have to worry about is commissary, and not getting shanked.”

      I had to do everything I could to survive. “Okay, nurse, sign me up.”

      “Great, you’re a smart cookie. The best advice I can give you is to find a team that will be willing to show you the ropes. The turnaround here for earning and keeping your spot isn’t an easy one. But the rewards are better than what you can get out there on the streets.”

      She then grabbed my folder, filled out and signed a couple of forms, and sent me on my way.
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      I tugged at the iron collar around my neck. Just like the fairies I’d seen at the initial heist.

      The nurse hadn't mentioned why I'd received it, but once behind the walls, things changed: no longer were the guards in all of this paramilitary, space marine unit apparel. Instead, maybe they'd realized that it made more sense for humans to care for humans. Out there, everything screamed invasion, but inside, it was like we'd stepped back in time to Y2K, right before we thought the world was going to end.

      As a small tot, I could still recall the sheer panic, the cold sweats, and shaking until I was numb. My mother and siblings gathering can goods to store in the basement, while we all wondered how the world would end by lacking one zero in a computer clock. Airplanes were supposed to fall from the sky, debt magically erased.

      Then when nothing happened, we'd had to eat all of those beans: bean pie, bean soup, bean bread. Heck, eggs and beans.

      To this day, I couldn’t stand the stench of beans cooking.

      Following the guard in a line of inmates, I shuffled after them. Clutching my pillow and a welcome bag of toiletries, I wasn't looking forward to this huge introduction. Even now, I could hear the noise of female voices mixing in the distance. An alarm buzzed, and the iron door separating the hallway from the living quarters slowly rolled back. The stench of burnt beans hit my nose, and I winced. My stomach somersaulted.

      “Kristen Sumner, follow me. The others, follow Officer Kotov to the mess hall.” The others broke off and I marched along with the officer. Following him, I watched how he moved as if power was a part of his body. His steps were determined. I lowered my gaze and watched my feet. I didn't need any trouble.

      “I am Officer Oberon, and I will be your guide to prepare you for the games.” Up until now, I'd paid little to no attention to him. For a prison officer, I expected his black-and-silver hair to be military short, but instead, it cascaded over his shoulders. Handsome in that smoldering sort of way. I shook my head, wondering where that thought had come from. He was broad-shouldered, and when I peeked up again, I saw him staring at me with piqued curiosity. A light stubble covered his square jaw.

      “I’ve taken the bet to turn you into the best fighter here.”

      I wasn’t much of a fighter and knew less than the average person of what it meant to survive in this world.

      “I hate to say that you’ve wasted your money.”

      “No, I know a thing or two about potential, and you have it. I can smell it on you, in you.” He leaned his head back and sniffed the air. “Whatever you have coursing through your veins now mutates.”

      My mouth went dry. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You might not now, but you will. You see, the longer the fairy blood mixes with your own, it changes your DNA, my dear. Gifting you with skills you never knew and unlocking abilities you have yet to discover.”

      I chuckled. “So, I won’t have to train, that’s good to know.”

      “That is not the way the Fae gifts work. Most humans who take the blood die from the toxins, but not you. I wonder why.”

      I remained quiet as he led me to G Block. A large G was painted on the wall next to the sliding gate, and someone had taken the time to create and paint a colorful phoenix on it. It was the most beautiful thing I'd seen since I'd arrived.

      The gate slid open, and in I walked. The area was empty—three stories with barred cells.

      Three tiers all painted in different colors: red, green, and yellow. Maybe that, too, signified something.

      I followed him up the flight of stairs to the second floor, painted in the mustard yellow. “Since you are new, you will need to be tested to see where you go, and I will help you with that. But there are factions here. Uncomfortable factions. It is said that there are those here who bear the curse, and they seek nothing more than to kill, murder, destroy, and you will walk in their den.”

      “Single bunk?”

      “Everyone starts in solitary to gauge your talents. You are talented, yes?”

      The way he asked made me even more uncertain of what I’d gotten myself into. I glanced around the sparse room: a single bunk, a stainless-steel toilet-sink combination, and barred windows that allowed some filtered sunlight to float in.

      I plopped my pillow on my bunk.

      “Now that you're settled, let's get started with why you’re here.”

      The “why I was there” was irrelevant. “I'm just paying my debt to society.”

      Without much thought, it seemed like this place was a maze. We walked up one corridor to then walk down another—a labyrinth of repercussions? Maybe.

      Finally, we exited into a gymnasium-like room busy with prisoners sparring. The prison door clanked shut behind us with a loud click. The concrete walls had peeling paint, but it was filled with weapons. The clutter of weaponry included pikes, spears, pole axes, swords, everything a medieval armory needed, but nothing automatic like what this modern girl might be proficient with.

      It didn't look right at all.

      They gave prisoners weapons? What was the use of anyone making a shank then?

      “Pick your poison.” He pointed at the large wooden weapons rack that rested against the white, scuffed wall. “Here in the weaponry depot, you will choose the weapon used to defend your very life.”

      This wasn’t like entering a kitchen and yanking a random knife out of the knife block. My weapon out there in the real world had been a hunting rifle with a scope. Melee weapons that required hand-to-hand combat were out of my wheelhouse. It didn’t particularly matter if they were pointed, edged, or blunt. To me, they were like shoes that I might swat something with, but that was it.

      “Uh,” I started.

      “The thing about picking a weapon is finding one that speaks to you. I wouldn’t even try the one stuck in the stone, though.” He grimaced. “Just a little humor.  No one has been able to pull that one out.”

      I moved over toward the rack and stretched out my hand. It all felt utterly silly at first until I heard a slight humming that came the closer my hand moved toward the handle of a sword. The handle had runes etched into it.

      “Oh, a good choice. Many have tried to use the sword, sing the kenning of the Laevateinn, Lord of the Fairy’s Frey’s sword. It must be meant for you.”

      “Uh, doesn’t he need it?” I pulled the sword out from the rack, and a sizzle of energy moved through me. From everything I remembered of my Norse mythology, the god Freyr was the goddess’s Freyja’s brother, but also the god of plenty. Why would his sword work for me?

      The bell chimed, and those who only a few seconds ago were sparring, were now sizing me up, and their gazes were hostile, their auras a fiery red.

      “That’s new,” I said to myself. In all of my time of Ola talking about energy and having some sort of clairvoyance, I’d never understood. I thought auras were what you’d get only on video games to tell you the health of your character. But like all the other stuff coming my way, this was new, too.

      “I might have forgotten to say that everyone has longed for that sword. Possessing it puts you automatically as the contender to beat.”

      I dropped the sword with a quickness. It clattered to the ground, spun around, and levitated like it was trying to float back to my hand.

      They surrounded me, ready to jump me.

      I turned to Officer Oberon, who grinned in delight. He raised his arm and sliced it down in the air like he was chopping an invisible cement block. “Now, fight!”

      I had no choice, no training, and it would only be a moment before I got my ass handed to me.

      I was right. But it was from the ones surrounding me. They didn’t take a swing, but waited.

      The ground shook, like an earthquake’s tremors cascaded over the arena. The crowd then parted to reveal a beast of a troll. It moved like a predator, swinging a large mace. It was as if he was possessed by an evil spirit. His marbled skin cracked, every muscle outlined. His eyes glowed orange. He must have been here for a while as his face showed scarring. His lips thinned out to reveal sharp, razor-like teeth.  He was as tall as a tower. I leaned back to look fully upon him. The ground thudded beneath us as he beat on his shaved head.

      Frozen before him, he swung back his arm, knocking me to the ground. My arm burned where his mace hit, but no blood seeped through my clothes. I cried out in pain.

      He went to swing again, and seeing the mace come ever closer, a voice I barely recognized as my own surrounded me, whisking by to form a protective force field around me. For every swing, the force of it seemed to bounce back on him until he teetered and tottered on his feet.

      And collapsed with a loud boom.

      An audible gasp moved across the crowd, and their heavy, anger-fueled gazes rested on me. “That’s one way to introduce yourself.” The one from the bus nodded her head, thinning out her lips. Unlike before, there was no kindness in her face now, just indifference.

      Instead of joining a faction, I’d at least made it so I didn’t have as big of a target on my back.

      I heard Officer Oberon sigh. I wasn’t sure if he’d lost that bet or not.

      “Enough. Looks like we have to take you to Medical, inmate.” He moved to my side, helped me up. And with a snap of his fingers, my prized sword floated back to its place in the stone.

      “That was Xi who you took down. The champion here. Not sure if that was good of you or not. Very interesting about the force field. Did you know you could do that?”

      I remained quiet, clenching my teeth as the pain from my arm seemed to radiate through me.

      He carried me along to Medical, gates opening and closing before and behind us with an incessant buzzing. The more we walked, the more I thought I must be losing blood after all.

      “I’m…a little bit woozy,” I slurred.

      “Yeah, Xi’s weapon must have had some of her troll toxin on it. Never trust a troll.”
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      Back in Medical, the lights burned from overhead, and I awoke on an otherwise comfortable doctor’s bed. White curtains hung along one window, blocking some of the natural light, as the unnaturally bright lights above sought to replace the sun’s beauty. I leaned forward, unsure of how long I’d been out.

      Dressed in a hospital gown, a little discombobulated, I looked to my left and right. The room was no larger than the average living room, with space for five beds.

      Glancing to my left, I spotted Rust, battered and bruised next to me. How could that be?

      I swung my feet out of bed and rushed to his side. “Rust, love, are you okay? What are you doing here?”

      One eye was swollen shut, and the other one barely opened. He stared at me in fear, groaning. I tried to touch him, but he flinched instead.

      “Don’t say anything, Kristen. You don’t know me. We don’t know each other.”

      “Why? I’d never deny you. What are you doing here? How did you get here?”

      “They’re doing experiments on people, things, everything, and convinced there’s a pocket of supernaturals they need to bring down for the elves to fully ascend.” He stopped and squinted. “How are you so fit?”

      I moved my arm, touching where the mace should have done serious damage and found nothing but my normal, whole arm completely intact—no broken bones, bruising, or anything else.

      “The fairies create the mana; they’re drained of their magic, which is then bottled and used for the elves.”

      This wasn’t news. It was what Fyre had told me what seemed like only yesterday.

      “Something tells me that you know more,” I countered.

      “The mana is only a carrot to find the supernatural population in their midst. They want to open up a portal between realms.”

      “What type of portal?” Portals to another realm? Well, that would be new information helpful for the cause, should I find a way to communicate to the rebel forces.

      “One that will usher pure, unadulterated evil.”

      I took his hand. “We’ve already survived the apocalypse. What more could they do to us?”

      “Never ask that question.” He raised his hand to cup my cheek. “I love you, and I must protect all that we might one day have.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, sensing his pain.

      “We’re just experiencing round one, love, and if we’re going to survive, we have to do it together.”

      “Psst.” I heard from the other side. “Kristen?” I recognized that female voice and saw Sif resting on the bed. Her usual vibrant self seemed weaker, dazed and confused, and tortured. Even while just wearing the prison’s orange jumpsuit, what I could see wasn’t good. Her body bore bruises like she, too, had been battling.

      “You’re alive.” I sighed in relief.

      Just then, the wall imploded, spewing concrete shards around the room, and a giant, as large as King Kong, reached in and snatched Sif away.

      “Sif!” I screamed.

      But it was too late. Sif was gone.
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      There was something about being lectured by Dad that made it worse than anyone else.

      “That’s the importance of the prison. The impure are a menace to our society.” Dad was pacing in front of the dining room table where Mom and I were sitting. His dark brown eyes somehow seemed even darker when he spoke of the half-breeds.

      “David, please calm down.” Mom stabbed her fork at the chicken casserole she’d made and sighed. “You don’t have to convince us. We know and support you wholeheartedly.” Her shoulders sagged, and she lowered her head, letting her strawberry blonde hair fall forward.

      “I know, but damn, Cheryl.” He stopped in his tracks and threw both hands up in front of his chest. “All these sympathizers are sprouting up everywhere, and a few are even guards in the prison. That’s dangerous.”

      Dad always complained about sympathizers of the hybrids out in the supernatural world, but it’s apparently getting worse. The thing was, if our leaders had told the truth about why those nasty half-breeds were so dangerous, people might have sung a different tune. It’s a secret that only a few at the top knew, and if it got out now, it would devastate our little supernatural world. Few knew they were actually stronger than us, and that’s why the prison had been spelled so no magic could work inside. “But if the truth was told…”

      “Now, Aaron, stop that right now.” Mom’s blue eyes widened and she threw her fork on the table. “You know that can’t happen because that would let them know what they were capable of. If you keep that up, we’ll have to wipe your memory.”

      “Stupid humans are the ones who say, ‘The truth will set you free.’” Dad dropped his hands and shook his head. “That’s bullshit. The truth can change lives and empower the damn tainted. They aren’t good enough to lead us, and I’ll be damned if they start now.”

      Crap, I hadn’t thought of the repercussions. There was no way in hell I’d listen to a hybrid; they may be stronger than us, but definitely not as smart. Honestly, they aren’t supposed to exist at all, and that’s why we have hunters tracking down the few in existence. Then, our law enforcement searches for their parents. It’s against the law to interbreed, which is punishable by death. You’d think that would be a deterrent enough.

      “You’ll see what they are really like when you begin next week.” Dad plopped down in his seat and grabbed a glass of water. “I’m counting on you to help me rein all this shit in.”

      I was both excited and nervous about becoming a hunter and guard for the prison, but now that I was twenty and had no life direction, my parents intervened, and here I was, following in my father’s footsteps. Footsteps I wasn’t sure I wanted. That was the problem; nothing seemed to call to me even if I agreed with the Elite Pure-Breeds that ran our community.

      For some reason, I lacked the passion dad and mom had for carrying out the law, but hell; the pay was good, and I could finally get my own place here in New Orleans. The rent down here was fucking ridiculous, and I itched for freedom. “Of course.” It drove my parents crazy because I was a man of few words. I’d learned from all of the interrogation stories Dad had told that the more words you use, the more fucked you became. That KISS acronym was my golden rule; Keep It Simple Stupid.

      “I’m just glad to see you move in some sort of positive direction.” Mom took a small bite of the casserole and chewed. “You’re following your father’s path, and it’s one of the most important positions that someone can have. There are others who would kill for this opportunity.”

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t an exaggeration. Mom was a prosecutor for the Elites due to her ability to read essences. She could tell immediately if someone was guilty or not, and it helped her with case strategy. She’d had to try someone for killing a guard recruit hoping to fill their spot a time or two. Getting in was a prestigious honor and one that opened many doors. “Yeah, I know. Just worried people won’t think I earned the right.”

      “You can tell them to come talk to me.” Dad grabbed his fork and pointed it in my direction. “I’ll set the record straight. You had the highest marks in the testing; even higher than mine.” Dad’s mouth spread into a grin at that. “It shows we’ve taught you well.”

      Of course it wasn’t due to my intelligence, aptitude, or abilities. Why even try when it doesn’t matter at the end of the day? It’s not like I was one of the few who could track essences, which made me useful both in and out of the prison. Of course, it had to be due to my Dad’s rare abilities of controlling the elements. I tried to focus on the taste of crumbled crackers, mayonnaise, and chicken but couldn’t get my appetite back. I grabbed my glass of water and tried to swallow the lump down.

      “You both probably should go to the shooting range this weekend to brush up. We don’t need Aaron misfiring and shooting the wrong person.” Mom finished the last little bit on her plate and wiped her mouth with her napkin.

      “That’s actually a great idea.” Dad leaned back in his seat and smiled. “It’s been a while since I’ve even gone to the range. It can be a father son outing.”

      That sounded like Hell on Earth, but I knew better than to say that out loud, so I just nodded my head. I hoped I didn’t regret this decision.
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      The past few days flew by, and all too soon it was Monday. I dreaded going into the prison since I wasn’t sure what to expect. To be honest, I’d never seen the prison. No one does or knows the exact location unless you work there. It’s some sort of protection so that the free half-breeds can’t determine its location. In fact, once you quit or retire from the prison, your memory’s wiped so you can’t remember the location.

      We were on Interstate 10, heading toward the northeast part of New Orleans. I had protested riding with Dad, but I had no clue where to go, and he refused to tell me. So here I was, staring out the passenger side windows, watching the cars and trees as we flew by.

      “Now, I need you to not make any mistakes.” Dad’s hands clutched the steering wheel so hard the knuckles turned white. “I’m risking a lot by taking you on.”

      Somehow I managed to keep my snide remark to myself. It had to be due to my years’ worth of self-restraint. He didn’t get me this job. The Elites were the ones who made the hiring decisions. Granted, I’m sure it helped that I was his son, but it couldn’t be the only reason. “Got it.”

      “Okay, I just have to make sure we’re on the same page.” He glanced over at me, his dark eyes meeting mine. “You can’t half ass it like you’ve done all your other jobs. You aren’t the only one at risk now.”

      I wanted to reach over and punch him. Maybe the money wasn’t worth this after all. My teeth ground together as I nodded. It wouldn’t be wise for me to speak at this point.

      He sighed and turned his attention back on the road.

      Doing my best to avoid his gaze, I turned my attention back to the scenery around us. We were driving over Lake Pontchartrain, which was definitely out of the heart of the city. “I thought the prison was close by.”

      “That’s good.” Dad nodded, and his shoulders seemed to relax. “It validates that the location is still under wraps.”

      Did he really say that? I guess it was better than ‘on the down low’.

      The car once again fell into an awkward silence, and I rubbed my sweaty palms down my black pants. At least the uniform wasn’t too uncomfortable. It was a black shirt with black pants, an improvement on my first job out of high school; a stupid hot dog outfit.

      “Being selected for both a hunter and guard is rare.” Dad tapped his fingertips along the steering wheel and grinned. “Your tests showed similar high marks in both areas, so you’ll split your time fifty-fifty.”

      He’d told me this a hundred times. The only conclusion I could come to was that he thought I was either deaf, dense, or had memory issues.

      We’d been in the car at this point for forty-five minutes. How much longer was this going to take? I was worried that I might not get there with any sanity left. “How much longer do we have left?” At this point, there was no excuse for me not knowing.

      “Around fifteen more minutes. It’s in Abita Springs.” Dad grabbed his phone and checked his emails.

      Had I done that when I was driving, I’d have endured, at minimum, a thirty minute dissertation on safety, but since it was him, it was okay. That figured.

      I’d only been to Abita Springs a time or two, and it was for camping. There is a lot of forest and wildlife in the area.

      The rest of the car ride was taken in silence, which didn’t surprise me. My parents and I had a strained relationship, to say the least. We all loved each other, but they’d grown up with immense pressure to become something, constantly striving for the next achievement, and they placed the same damn pressure on me.

      Dad turned down a gravel road that narrowed to one lane and the trees thickened on both sides. “We’re almost there.”

      It was so isolated here that I couldn’t help but wonder if we were even heading to the prison. Dad continued down the road for another five minutes with only trees passing us by. After a few minutes, a large, modern building came into view. The concrete walls I was expecting but not the multitude of glass windows. If I had to guess, it would’ve been a college, not a detention center for some of the most lethal supernaturals in the world.

      “Weren’t expecting this, were you?” Dad’s attention was focused on me and my reaction.

      “Not at all.” The whole time, I’d pictured a human prison and this didn’t have that feel at all. At least from the outside. “If they are so dangerous, how does this contain them?”

      “Because there is a spell inside that eliminates all magic.” Dad’s eyes brightened, and a smirk crossed his face. “They aren’t so lethal without their powers.”

      “But what about us?” There has to be some big people in there that could probably whoop my ass even if it hurt to admit.

      “Don’t worry.” Dad smirk somehow got bigger. “There are always workarounds for the privileged.”

      I wasn’t sure if that comforted or worried me, but it didn’t matter. I had to stop whining and face this situation like a man.

      There was a small parking lot to the left of the building and Dad turned into it, pulling into the first spot closest to the building. “Perks of being a warden.”

      As I climbed out of the car, I glanced around. There was a large steel fence surrounding the building, and at the top, there were four sets of circular wire with thick jagged spikes coming out of it. Two were set horizontal to the top of the gate, one coming out each way, and there were two other sets situated at forty-five degree angles. I’d expected just one large circular mass of spikes like I’d seen in the movies. “That’s different.”

      “The spell may remove their magic, but they are still built stronger and more athletic than a human, so extra precautions in some places are warranted.” Dad brushed past me and headed toward the main entrance.

      My stomach lurched, and I hesitated. I wasn’t sure what I’d gotten myself into, but I was already in too deep. The best thing for me to do was to move forward. I took a steady breath and followed my Dad inside.
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      As I walked through the main entrance, I was surprised to find that the place was airy and open. I’d expected it to be grim and dark, but it almost felt as if I had walked into any convention center in New Orleans.

      There were two guards stationed behind a desk. One sat in a chair and focused on multiple television screens while the other stood with his arms crossed. His eyes landed on Dad first than slid over in my direction. “Is that the new guy?”

      “Yeah, that’s my son, Aaron.” Dad straightened his shoulders and stared the guy down. “Aaron, this is Rufus.” Then he pointed over to the man who was watching the cameras. “And this is Gerald.”

      Gerald glanced away from the screens and nodded his head in my direction. “Nice to meet ya.”

      “Uh… It’s nice to meet you too.” It was strange. Dad and Mom were social and had a lot of friends, but not me. Sure, people enjoyed being around me due to my parents' social position, but true friends, ones I could count on… there wasn’t one.

      “I hope this isn’t going to be a conflict of interest.” Rufus ignored my existence now and focused on Dad. “Do the Elites know?”

      “Of course they know, and it won’t be.” Dad turned my direction and slapped me hard on the back. “Here he’s just the same as anyone else. If you have a problem with the decision, please send me an email, and we will address it accordingly.”

      Rufus shoulders seemed to sag at those words. “No, no problem. Just was concerned for a moment. If the Elites made this decision, then I trust their judgment, but he won’t be given any slack.”

      “Like I said, he’ll be treated the same as anyone else.” Dad lowered his voice and narrowed his eyes in Rufus’ direction. “If I have to say it one more time, you and I will  have a problem.”

      “Of course, sir.” Rufus turned his small, beady eyes in my direction and frowned.

      Great, this guy already had a problem with me.

      “Rufus here is the head of the guards.” Dad arched an eyebrow and took a few more steps toward the men.

      “That’s right. I’ll be in charge of your training.” Rufus smirked and ran a hand through his carrot colored hair.

      This was getting better and better. “For both the guard and hunter?” Can this day get any worse?

      “Hunter?” Gerald’s attention strayed from the televisions and focused back on me.

      Did I say something wrong? “Uh… yeah.”

      “Aaron will be splitting his time fifty-fifty.” It almost appeared as if Dad was puffing his chest. “And no, Rufus will only be training you in the guard position.”

      At least that was a small reprieve. I’d take what I could get at this point. “Oh, okay.”

      “I’m going to take him back to the badging office and find someone to give him a tour of the place. Tomorrow, he’ll be ready to begin training after he’s read all the SOPs.” Dad turned toward me and tilted his head to the door.

      “Of course, sir. I’ll coordinate with Mac on the training schedule.” Rufus buzzed the door open.

      “Go ahead, son.” Dad motioned to the opened door. “I have to badge in.” He walked behind the guards’ desk where there was a sliding door with a place to scan a badge in front of it. He scanned his badge, and it dinged while the retractable doors slid open for him to walk through.

      I hurried through the opened door before Rufus changed his mind and shut it on me. Hell, maybe that would have been more of a blessing than a curse. As I made my way through, the open airy feel was still there. “This sure doesn’t feel like a prison.”

      “Oh, it is.” Dad raised his eyebrows, which caused his forehead to crease. “But this prison is different from any other in the country.”

      It was hard for me to buy that. Everyone liked to think what they did was different or unique, but in truth, it wasn’t. “How so?”

      “Come on, I’ll show you.” We walked down a long hallway that was lined with windows. It was a beautiful day outside. The sky had a few puffy, white clouds, and the sun was shining high.

      At the end of the hallway, there was a door leading outside. It had a different feel than the rest of the place. It was a standard hollow metal door that I’d imagine was in every single prison.

      Dad slid opened a hidden compartment to the side and pressed a button. A camera slid out from behind the wall, and an electronic voice filled the air. “Please stand in front for retinal scan.”

      Since he was already in position, the camera flickered, and a red laser beamed out, hitting him right in the eye. “Identity identified. Welcome, Warden Andrews.” The camera slid back into the wall, but the voice continued. “Please enter your password.” Another slot opened, and a keyboard slid from the wall.

      Not missing a beat, Dad reached out and quickly typed in his password.

      “You have passed validation. You are now allowed to continue.” The keyboard slid back, and there was a loud, vibrating click.

      “Here we go.” Dad opened the door, and it was nothing like I’d ever seen before.

      I’d expected a concrete workout station with bars around it, so what I saw left me breathless. There was grass everywhere with huge trees, and several yards off was a cornfield where numerous people were working; both men and women. “What the….”

      “See, I told you.” Dad grinned, and we stepped outside.

      “Good morning, Warden,” A loud voice called from the side. “They’ve only been out here about thirty minutes but have already worked up a good sweat.”

      “Good, good. Are the others already out and tending to the other gardens and animals?” Dad stepped toward the man and waved for me to follow.

      “Yes, sir. We got them out here at 7:30 this morning. No time for playing around.” The man’s gaze landed on me. “Who’s this?”

      “Oh, this is the new kid.” Dad slapped me on the back hard. “Just showing him around.”

      “Well, that’s unusual. You’ve never given any other new recruit a tour.” The man reached up and scratched his chin. He was close to my Dad’s age, at least from what I could tell.

      “That’s one reason I like you so much.” Dad laughed and glanced back to the workers. “You’re blunt. This is, in fact, my son, Aaron.”

      “So he’s continuing the family career.” The man’s face relaxed and almost seemed friendly. “It’s a very worthy cause. My names Dennis.” He reached out his hand, and I held mine out as well shaking his hand.

      “It’s nice to meet you too.” I couldn’t keep my gaze from the workers. “This is amazing.”

      “Well, this place is top secret, so it’s not like we can have food trucks deliver here. That would be a nightmare. The main part of their job is tending to the crops and animals, to feed them and help out the pure breeds that go without.”

      That was an interesting concept and a good cause to serve. Maybe it won’t be that bad, but for some reason, something sat hard in my stomach. When something looks too good to be true, it normally was. So what was the catch here?
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      After touring the grounds, I still couldn’t process how big this prison actually was. They were growing corn, potatoes, vegetables, herbs, and had a section for livestock, such as pigs, cows, and chickens. It was huge, but when you think of how many supernaturals were here, it would take all types in order to feed them adequately. They also had cabins, on complete opposite sides from one another, with a place where the vampires cooked for the prisoners since they couldn’t walk out into the sunlight. One was for the men and the other for the women. There was a separate fence around those that stood over twenty feet high with four sets of barb wire just like the front on top. There was a cut out door that locked into it that the guards could open so the prisoners could come and go.

      It was strange to see all these supernaturals, doing manual labor and not utilizing any of their powers. And since I didn’t have my badge yet, my magic was being suppressed as well. That was a neat little fact Dad filled me in on.

      “So you now see why this place is special and sacred.” Dad genuinely smiled which was a rarity at the best of times. “I’m going to be honest, son. I’m a little jealous that you get to be a hunter. They wanted me to stay here and use my powers as a guard, but damn… to be out there tracking someone down sounds exhilarating.”

      That was something I couldn’t relate to. Yes, I was glad for a good job, but the hunting side made me nervous. It was one thing taking a prisoner in, but it was another thing killing the parents. I wasn’t sure I was cut out to be a killer even if it was for the greater good. “Yeah, it’s something.” See, I hadn’t lied.

      “Let’s take you over to Mac so he can give you a briefing, and then we’ll get you all badged in.” Dad swiped his card and opened the door that led back into the building.

      I hadn’t expected Dad to spend almost all day with me. It was already half over since the prisoners were all held outside. “I don’t want to cause you to fall behind on anything.”

      “Oh, no, you aren’t.” Dad once again patted my back, but this time it was a little too hard. “Do you really think I’d slack on my duties?”

      Of course he turned this into something I didn’t fucking mean. “No, of course not.” If I said anything else, it would make the situation even worse.

      “Good, because this job is important, and no one can slack.” He paused and grabbed my arm, turning me toward him. “Do you understand?”

      Something inside me seemed to toss and turn and fight back, but I squashed it down. Fighting back with him never accomplished anything. “Got it.”

      The rest of the tour, silence seemed to echo around us, but in reality, only our footsteps were making noises on the slick linoleum floor. We walked down a long hall that had two doors on the left while the right side was floor to ceiling windows and turned right at the end of the hallway. There was a door to the right a few steps after the intersection, and Dad reached over and opened it.

      As I walked in behind him, I saw rows of black lockers running parallel to the walls. It almost reminded me of my old high school’s locker room but on steroids. The lockers weren’t staggered like school but long, running from the ground to the top. Instead of dial locks, they had a place to scan a badge. “What is this?”

      “This is where you store your personal items while you’re on the clock and a place to leave your guns and armor when you head home.” Dad motioned around the room and took a few more steps inside. “Since you won’t have a desk, you’ll be assigned one of these.”

      That didn’t sound like a bad deal. I hadn’t thought about it, but he was right. I wouldn’t have an office like Dad so I’d need to store my keys and stuff somewhere.

      “Come on, badging is right down the hall and Mac is supposed to meet you from there.” Dad turned around heading back out to the hallway.

      I sure hoped I could remember where everything was tomorrow morning. Following Dad, we turned back into the hallway, heading further down. There was another room to the right opposite all the windows that had the door propped open. The words ‘Badging and Essentials’ was etched in black.

      At least one door was labeled appropriately. Right now, I’d take the small wins. As I entered the room, I noticed a lady sitting at a desk to the left behind a computer. She had long, dark hair and bright green eyes. “Warden.” She bowed her head slightly, and her focus moved to me. “And son. So this is the new guy, huh?”

      “Yes, the Elites determined he was a good fit here.” Dad forced a smile and motioned for me to move closer to her. “I’m going to head out from here. Mac will be picking him up soon, Marsha.”

      “Perfect. This shouldn’t take long at all.” She turned her focus back to the monitor and began entering information into the computer. “All right, Aaron. I need your address.”

      “It’s the same as Dad’s if that makes it easier.” I hated to admit it, but damn.

      “Oh… okay.” She did a few more taps and turned back to me. “Please stand over here,” she said as she pointed to the middle of her desk, which held a camera and some other type of device next to it. “First, we’ll take your picture.”

      I positioned myself in front of the camera and waited for the flash.

      “Don’t you want to smile?” She arched an eyebrow as she looked at me.

      “I didn’t realize this was a portrait.” I couldn’t hold back my words, which surprised me. This day had been long, and even though the prison was something I hadn’t expected, something didn’t sit right with me.

      Her eyes widened, and her mouth partially dropped open. “No, it’s not.” She pushed a button, and the camera flashed. “Okay, now step closer for your retinal scan.”

      “Is it necessary?” The thought of letting a laser hit my eyes bothered me. Maybe I’d watched too many movies, but I could just see something going wrong that made me lose my vision or worse.

      “Yes.” Her tone was hard, and her body tensed. “Someone can steal your badge, but it’s a lot harder for them to steal your eyeball.” She huffed and crossed her arms, which emphasized her bosom. “Are you always going to be this difficult?”

      Not having a good retort, I stepped up to the laser and sighed. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “Good with me.” She dropped her arms and hit another button on the computer, activating the red beam.

      It took only a few seconds for the scan to complete. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but all I could see was red for a moment out of my right eye.

      Someone stepped through the door, and I turned around.

      It was a man who appeared to be in his thirties. He was dressed in black just like me and he scratched at his scruff as his attention landed on me. “I’m Mac.” His blond hair brushed across his shoulders.

      So this was the man who would be training me. “I’m Aaron.” At least he looked nicer than Rufus.

      “Well, I figured it wasn’t Marsha.” Mac smirked and winked at the girl.

      “Hey, Mac.” Marsha giggled and flipped her hair.

      All of a sudden, I felt like the third wheel. “Uh… Is my badge ready?”

      Her smile dropped as she focused on me. “Yeah, hold on.” She turned to the printer and grabbed the badge that was sitting there. “Here, and here is your holder.” She opened a drawer and pulled out a retractable badge reel.

      “Thanks.” Now I felt kind of bad. I hadn’t meant to be a smart ass to her. When I took the badge in my hands, both her and Mac’s essences sprung to life. Marsha’s tint was a dark gray, so she was a vampire. My gaze turned back to Mac, who had an earthly brown, which meant a wolf shifter.

      “Yeah, thanks for helping my new recruit out.” Mac saluted her and grinned. “We’ll be going, but I’ll see you around.”

      This was odd, seeing two different species flirting with one another. With how the world viewed hybrids, everyone went out of their way to not seem overly interested in another species.

      I followed Mac out of the door, and we turned down the hallway again toward another door on the right. There were three other men in the room we approached. The guy on the left had a red essence, which indicated he was a dragon shifter, and the man on the right was an earthy brown like Mac. But what caught my attention was the man in the middle.

      He was handcuffed, and his shoulders slumped. His essence was like no other I’d ever seen. It was a brownish gray, which I’d never encountered before. It was as if he was both vampire and wolf shifter… he was a half-breed. The first one I’d ever encountered.

      “Good job.” Mac stepped to the one on the left, which was closest to us. “You got him back here faster than I expected. Hell, it wasn’t even a full fucking day.”

      The guy laughed and glanced at me. “It was an hour short of a full day. Hey, new kid.”

      “All of you can go to fucking hell,” the hybrid in the middle spat out. “One day you all will pay, and I’ll be the one to find you four and make each of you suffer.”

      Wow, I was already lumped in with them, and I hadn’t even been here for a full eight hours.

      “Go take him out with the others.” Mac narrowed his eyes and took a step toward the hybrid. “Remember your place. You aren’t the only one who has threatened us, and you won’t be the last. You’re scum, and we’ll make you work like the menace you are.”

      “You piece of shit.” The man’s face turned dark crimson, and he pushed toward Mac. But the men on the side held him back. “You think you’re so much better… Ohhh…” He fell down onto his knees.

      What the hell just happened? I glanced at Mac and saw him pull out a needle. “Get him in his assigned bunk before he wakes up.”

      Both men nodded and dragged the man in the middle out by his handcuffs. A trail of blood was left from where the cuffs dug and cut into his hands.

      My stomach rolled, and a salty taste filled my mouth. I hadn’t expected them to treat the half-breeds that badly, but I’m not sure why. They were a menace to our society, so they didn’t deserve respect… but somehow, it didn’t feel right to me.

      “That was probably the best way to explain what we do.” Mac grinned, delight evident in his brown eyes. “We are the ones who hunt the hybrids down and keep our society safe. We are the judges and executioners. And now me and you are going on a job together.”

      My heart began thumping, and I licked my lips. “But I rode with my Dad.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve already talked to the Warden. I’ll drop you off at the house.” He grinned, the predator in him showing. “Right now, we have a hybrid to track.”

      Something in my heart screamed now, but this was my future. The longer I waited the harder my heart would get in the way. Today was the first day of my new life… of my new me.
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      Meet Helle’s harem in this alternate POV of their first meeting, a companion to the forthcoming supernatural prison RH, A Shift In The Verdict.

      

      Charged with murder and revealed as the Fenrir, the secret daughter of Loki, Helle’s life as a normal human is changed forever. Cuffed with magic, Helle is thrown head first into a world where Norse myths are real and the very worst of them inhabit Asgard Penitentiary. But she won’t be going to the prison alone. Three vargar—Norse wolves—have been assigned as her guards. Whether they’re guarding the other inmates from her, or her from them remains to be seen…
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      “Stop it,” Bjorn snapped at Magnus as the youngest of the three vargar assigned to guard the girl paced from one end of the processing room to another, his shoes irritatingly loud on the austere concrete. There was a single window in the room: three feet by three feet, barred, and warded by rune spells for good measure. It was specifically designed to contain magical prisoners while they awaited transportation from courtroom to prison, and entirely bare. And it was grating on all three of them, the ward spells pressing down on their inner vargar. “Pacing isn’t going to expedite the trial,” Bjorn added, resisting the urge to grind his teeth. “It takes as long as it takes.”

      As frustrated as he was himself, Bjorn wouldn’t resort to pacing. Instead, he stood in the middle of the room, his big arms crossed over his chest and his attention alternating between his sulky pack members and the door the prisoner would enter through.

      Magnus spun, a snarl curling his usually charming face, but Bjorn ignored him. This assignment had unsettled all three of them—Bjorn, their alpha, Magnus, the youngest, and even Valr, who leant silently against the wall in a foul temper. Unlike the other two, he had no interest in being the girl’s guard. Or rather the newly awakened Fenrir’s guard, because no matter how innocent and harmless she might appear, the girl was the daughter of Loki, a vargr like them—a wolf like them—and she had the power to bring about the apocalypse.

      But even if Valr would rather be elsewhere, when the Allfather gave a command, you didn’t ignore it. Especially not when it bought them access to Asgard Penitentiary, the place where Erik—Bjorn’s brother, Magnus’s lover, and Valr’s best friend—went missing a year ago.

      Their bond as a pack was tentative, and they were only working together until they found out what had happened to Erik, but Bjorn would do anything for these men. Even if they tested his temper and composure most days, they were his packmates.

      The door clanged open, and Bjorn snapped his gaze up, his eyes flaring in surprise at the woman escorted in, her hands bound in what appeared to be a scarlet ribbon but was in fact a containment spell formed of mountain air and water from the deepest Asgardian sea, ancient tree roots and and lightning harvested from Thor’s most brutal storm. Its harmless appearance was an illusion; she could throw every bit of magic she possessed at those bindings and the ribbon wouldn’t even fray. It was so legendary it even bore a name: Gleipnir.

      “I didn’t do it,” she said breathlessly to the guard who hauled her into the room. “He didn’t even die; he winked at me and vanished.”

      Bjorn watched her closely, her pale face flushed and tear stained, her icy eyes at once terrified and defiant. She was small and curvy, her shape accentuated by the too-small T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms she’d been given, and the azure light of a spell wrapped around her neck, this one in the guise of crackling lightning.

      This woman was Ragnarok? The apocalypse herself? This short, teary, pleading woman was prophecised to kill Odin?

      Bjorn eyed her sceptically, concerned that the Allfather had made a mistake. But Odin didn’t make mistakes. And if this woman, Helle Aven, was truly the Fenrir, that made her Loki’s son. Which made Odin as good as her grandfather. And yet she was still fated to slay him.

      “Helle?” Magnus swept past Bjorn, his voice too breathy with awe to go unnoticed. Bjorn gave him a look, echoed by Valr as he pushed off the wall to stalk closer, but when Bjorn glanced back to Helle, her icy eyes met his, and it felt like Thor’s hammer slammed into him, knocking all the air out of his lungs. He tensed his whole body, fighting the automatic urge to stumble back in shock as an inner thread wound around his bottom rib and tugged sharply.

      It felt like … but it couldn’t be … she was the Fenrir, a prophesied killer, the end of the world in vargr form. Fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to bind Bjorn to a woman with that destiny.

      His nostrils flared as Helle’s gaze jumped from him, to fair-haired Magnus, to dark and brooding Valr. “What is that?” she breathed, her bound hands shaking in front of her.

      The male guard looked between them in confusion, but didn’t comment on it; Bjorn outranked him. A lot.

      “A mating bond,” Magnus breathed, his blue-violet eyes glowing with wonder. “There’s a bond between us.” He cast a glance at Bjorn and Valr, and added, “All of us.”
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      The woman was shaking. Helle, Valr knew, but didn’t care enough to use her name. He didn’t care to be here at all; he was only in this court house because it brought him one step closer to finding Erik. As for the supposed mate bond, Valr couldn’t feel anything. No soul bridge, no tug on his inner being, no warmth surrounding him. Magnus was deluding himself—he might have been twenty-six, but he still acted like a romantic teenager and a sentimental fool, and the sparkle in his violet eyes was testament to that. Not to mention his soft, breathy voice.

      Valr didn’t have time for romance or pretty women; he’d rather be back home, training with the other warriors and hunting with the other vargar. Instead he’d formed a pack with two men he barely knew, and he’d come here, to pick up an oblivious, helpless woman who just might turn out to be the end of the world.

      Valr sighed, crossing his arms over his chest and scowling as she swung her gaze to him, shrinking back at whatever she saw in his eyes. Uncompromising death, most likely. He was born for it, honed in the icy tundras where vargar were trained to fight as both wolves and men.

      He was glad when her eyes darted back to Bjorn, their leader and alpha, though she didn’t look any less scared of him, and no wonder. The man was huge, his arms as wide as tundran tree trunks, every inch covered in ink from his ankles to his chin, and his black hair was a mix of loose strands and tight braids that somehow made him look even more masculine, more savage. At least twenty years older than her, and giving off a vibe that he was not to be fucked with. Helle inhaled a quick breath, her throat bobbing.

      Valr’s sensitive vargr nose picked out the scent of her fear in the air and his mouth quirked up. They weren’t going to hurt her—the opposite, in fact. Especially Magnus, who was already panting and desperate to worship her. Guarding Little Miss Ragnarok, their Odin-given task, made them her protectors. As much as they could protect her in a maximum security prison built to contain children of gods and myth, anyway.

      Bjorn signed a leaf of papers that handed custody of Helle Aven to them, and as the woman tried to back up a step, deciding the prison guard who’d escorted her in was safer than the three vargar, Bjorn took hold of her cuffed hands and gave her a smile as he tugged her closer. It wasn’t a comforting smile, more an exposing of teeth—in the time Valr had known the alpha, he’d never seen him give an easy, charming grin—and Helle shrank back. Refusing to budge from her spot near the door, however tightly it was sealed, however unlikely her escape from them was.

      Valr smirked as she dug her heels in, satisfaction and amusement curling through him as she gave a last, panicked attempt at resistance. But she’d been sentenced to eternity in Asgard Penitentiary. Eternity, or until they deemed her safe for release. Valr’s smile deepened. She’d look even more scared of them when she found out that little tidbit.

      “Stop fighting,” Bjorn commanded, his voice so full of ringing dominance that Valr winced, gritting his teeth as he fought to urge to drop to his knees and beg for mercy. Magnus wasn’t as strong; he ended up on the cold concrete floor, swearing at the thud of his knees on stone.

      Helle … Helle didn’t drop to her knees at all. No, she blurted, “Make me,” and blushed like crazy. But she didn’t avert her eyes; she raised an eyebrow and cocked her chin defiantly at Bjorn.

      Valr grinned widely, wishing he had snacks to watch the show with. Either Bjorn had met his match, or Little Miss Ragnarok was about to get her ass handed to her.

      Bjorn’s face darkened. “I give orders; you follow them,” he bit out, his voice low and threaded with command. “You’ve been sentenced to eternity in Asgard Pentitentiary for murder and treason—”

      “There wasn’t even a body!” she protested, albeit at a whisper, seeming to finally sense the power of the alpha. Or at least succumbing to his intimidation. “And treason? Where do you think we are, Henry VIII’s court?”

      Bjorn’s mouth flattened into a thin line. “Where do you think you are now?”

      Helle shrugged, something about the gesture vulnerable. Her shoulders looked small suddenly, and Valr felt bad about smirking at her fear. But she was nothing to him—why should he give a shit about her being afraid? And she was the one who’d dragged him out of his life to be her fucking prison guard. And she was a murderer on top of that. No, he’d show her no compassion.

      Magnus scrambled up off the floor, his blonde hair wild around his face as he gave Helle a gentle smile. “You’re in Asgard, Mistress.”

      “Magnus,” Bjorn warned in a growl.

      Valr snorted loudly. Mistress? Magnus had fucking lost it.

      Helle laughed abruptly, and then sobered all at once. “Oh great,” she breathed when she realised Magnus was serious. Everything she said was soft, diminished, Valr had noticed, no matter how sarcastic her retorts. “You’re all as mad as the judge. He thinks Odin and Thor are real.” Almost to herself she breathed, “This isn’t a Marvel film.”

      Magnus laughed warmly, taking a step closer, his hands out before him like he was approaching a spooked horse. “No, Mistress, it isn’t.”

      “Magnus, I won’t warn you again,” Bjorn rumbled.

      Magnus just ignored him, his eyes on Helle. “We’ll protect you. Even if you are Ragnarok, you’re a vargr, too. You’re the Fenrir. You’re ours.”

      Helle was looking at him with pity now. “You’re deluded.”

      “You’re the one that’s deluded,” Valr disagreed with a low laugh. “Here’s the deal, Little Miss Ragnarok,” he said stepping forward and drawing her full attention. “You think you’re human? Guess again. You’re not even an ordinary Asgardian. You’re Loki’s daughter. You’re a vargr—a wolf. And like it or not, you’re a killer.” She opened her mouth, no doubt to plead her case again, but Valr cut her off before she could begin. “The highest judge in our realm condemned you. You’re guilty. And you’re going to Asgard Pen. Get used to the idea or don’t—it makes no difference. You’ll be locked up anyway.”

      Helle was breathing quickly, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Shit, if Valr had given her a panic attack… “This is all one big delusion,” she breathed, maybe to herself.

      “I doubt you’ll be saying that when you shift for the first time,” Valr muttered, and her eyes flared with even more panic.

      “Come on,” Bjorn cut in, tugging her closer by her wrists but catching her against his broad chest as she stumbled. “Valr is right, and it’ll be easier on you if you go willingly.”

      “We’re your guards,” Magnus added gently, that soft smile still on his boyish face. “We’ll keep you safe.”

      Valr rolled his eyes. “And keep Asgard safe from you.”
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      Helle looked terrified, and Magnus wanted nothing more than to take her hand, pull her into his arms, and promise her that everything was going to be alright. His mate. Sentenced to eternity in Asgard’s worst prison.

      His mate, the end of the world. But Magnus didn’t care about her being fated to bring about Ragnarok; he only cared that every jumping breath from her lips fired another arrow into his heart, every flood of fear in her eyes had him bristling with protectiveness.

      She’d looked at him—at all of them—with that same fear, but Magnus would prove to her that she could trust him, that she could trust her whole pack. Because it was her pack, whether or not Bjorn or Valr wanted to admit it. She was their mate—theirs, not his. He knew they’d felt it, and she’d felt her bonds to all of them, too.

      “You’ll be safe,” he promised Helle gently as they climbed out of the long, wooden boat that had piloted itself from mainland Asgard to the craggy island the penitentiary sat atop, looking more like a fairytale castle than a prison with its white towers and spires. “We’ll make sure of it.”

      “That’s not very reassuring,” Helle whispered.

      Magnus frowned deeply, but it was no wonder she didn’t trust them; she’d been pulled out of her human life, arrested for murder, put on trial for being the future slayer of Odin, and hauled off by three strangers to spend the rest of her life in prison.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you, Mistress,” he whispered, ignoring the warnings Bjorn had given him about calling her so. She was the Fenrir, daughter of Loki, and his mate—of course she was his mistress. She was his everything. “I know we’ve only just met, but you’re my mate. I’ll devote my whole life to keeping you happy and safe.”

      She gave him a sideways glance, an edge of pity in it that Magnus didn’t like. As if she thought he was wrong.

      “Can’t you feel it?” he asked quietly as Bjorn and Valr secured the little boat to the shore. “The mating bond?” He brushed a mental hand against that luminous bridge spanning the distance between their souls, invisible and spiritual but incredibly there. Helle straightened, flashing him a wide-eyed look. “You can feel it,” he breathed, a smile splitting his face.

      “I don’t see why it would make you … devoted to me,” Helle muttered, stiffening as Valr stalked closer, a scowl on his face as he regarded Magnus. He did this several times a minute, looking at Magnus like he was nothing more than a fuck up. At first, Magnus had thought Valr was sneering at him because he was bisexual, but he’d long realised it wasn’t homophobia making Valr mean; he was just bitter and scowling and cruel. Whatever had made him that way, Magnus didn’t know. He wouldn’t bother asking; Valr would just bare his teeth.

      “Whatever he’s saying to you,” Valr snarled at Helle, “just bear in mind that he’s a sentimental fool. He can’t make promises. None of us can. Bjorn’s our alpha—he’ll keep the worst of the inmates from you, but no promises about the rest of them.” For once, Valr didn’t smirk; he said it grimly. “Don’t fuck with the valkyries.”

      Helle snorted, and then inhaled sharply at what she saw on Valr’s hard face. “Valkyries aren’t real,” she breathed, a shudder moving through her body. “They’re a myth.”

      Valr’s mouth flicked up in amusement, but Magnus couldn’t stand the panicked look in Helle’s eyes; he pulled her into his arms and lowered his mouth to her ear. “Trust us.”

      Helle shook her head.

      “I promise,” Magnus swore, “I will keep you safe. I swear it on our bond.”

      Helle looked up at him, stunned, maybe a little baffled, but still brimming with fear, and Magnus couldn’t hold back any longer. He slid a hand into her hair, cupped the back of her head, and laid a gentle kiss on her mouth, trying to convey all his affection, loyalty, and protectiveness.

      Helle made a surprised sound in the back of her throat and jerked back, but while Magnus released her mouth, he kept cradling her head, caressing soothing circles on her scalp with his thumb. “You’re mine to protect,” he breathed, “and I’m yours to command.”

      “Magnus,” Bjorn barked in the steely tone that got Magnus to do whatever he said.

      Magnus laid a final kiss on Helle’s lips, having to fight like crazy against the command just to resist for a bare two seconds, and then scrambled away from Helle with an apologetic glance, wishing he could comfort her more. Wishing they weren’t escorting her into a prison. Wishing she believed him about them being her mates. But she hadn’t pulled away from him when he’d initially taken her into his arms. Maybe because she was so surprised, but still. Magnus took it as a positive sign.

      His alpha’s command hooked into his chest, pressing down on his lungs, but Magnus was able to whisper, “Whatever you need, Mistress, I will provide.”

      He’d do anything to keep her happy, indulge her every whim. And if she decided to take him into her bed, he’d be the happiest vargr alive.

      Bjorn heaved a sigh. “Listen, Helle Aven.” Helle’s icy eyes darted to him, her body tense with fear. “Asgard Penitentiary is full of the most dangerous Asgardians, specially built to contain people with magic. If you want to survive it, if you want to stand a chance of earning your freedom, you need to listen to me. When I give you commands, it’s to ensure your safety.” His expression tightened, a muscle feathering in his broad jaw. “Like it or not, you are the Fenrir. You’re pack now, and I’m your alpha. Like Magnus says, we’ll offer you some protection from the guards and your fellow inmates. Some. I’m afforded a significant amount of power inside the prison, but ultimately the valkyries are in charge. Even I answer to them. Do you understand the position you’re in?”

      Helle looked sick but, slowly, trembling head to toe, she nodded. “It’s … it’s not a trick is it? It’s not a hallucination?”

      “No,” Bjorn replied, softer.

      “I’m supposed to be human,” she breathed, and Magnus was horrified to see tears lining her eyes. As if sensing he was about to scoop her into his arms again, she brushed her tears away and held her bound hands out in front of herself. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself more than anything, and Magnus’s heart ached. His poor Fenrir. He couldn’t imagine how hard the transition from human to vargr must be.

      “Well,” she breathed eventually, casting a glance around at the deserted shore. “I’m definitely not in Kansas anymore.” Her shoulders rounded, her head pulled back as she stood straighter, though she still shook.

      Magnus smiled when she looked at him, trying to convey strength and confidence, sending it pouring down the luminous bridge between their souls to strengthen her. Bjorn gave her an approving nod, compassion in his eyes.

      Valr made a sound in the back of his throat. “Done being dramatic?”

      Helle’s confidence ebbed away. She shrank into herself, her ribbon-wrapped hands curling into fists, and Magnus could have torn out Valr’s throat. “I’m done,” she said quietly.

      “Valr,” Bjorn said in a low growl.

      Valr scoffed and headed toward a set of steps carved into the white rock that made up most of the island. “Just remember what we’re here to do—keep Little Miss Ragnarok here from killing Odin and make sure she serves time for her crimes. Not to fawn over her.”

      Magnus’s chest rumbled as his vargr made itself known, a low warning growl he let increase in volume.

      “Stop it,” Helle said, her voice soft but strong. She met Magnus’s eyes, then Bjorn’s. “Stop … stop fighting over me.”

      And without prompting, she started after Valr towards the stone steps. Towards the prison she’d be lucky to get out of for as long as she lived.

      “Bjorn,” Magnus said worriedly, scuffing his shoes against the shore. “If she doesn’t like confrontation … how’s she going to survive in here?”

      Bjorn didn’t respond.

      He and Magnus followed Valr and Helle up the steps in silence. The closer they got to the prison on the crest of the cliff, the worse Magnus felt. Helle was his mate; if she spent the rest of her life in here, so would Magnus. That reality wrapped around his chest like a constricting band, making every breath tight and short.

      He tipped his head back when he reached the top of the island mount, staring at the stars, drawing a deep breath. He wondered when he’d be able to do so again.

      Helle was staring at the prison ahead of them with dread, her chest rising and falling quickly and her bound hands shaking. Or maybe she was staring at the guards arrayed around the fence, the wings on their silver helmets upswept and deadly sharp, their fur cloaks pinned with brooches shaped to resemble rainbow bridges. The expressions on their faces were stoic, fearsome. To a woman who’d always thought she was human, they must be utterly terrifying.

      “You’ll stay with me?” she whispered, looking from Magnus to Bjorn to Valr, pleading and desperate. “The whole time?”

      “The whole time,” Magnus promised,  moving close enough to brush up against her side as the three of them led her inside.
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        On Draco Space Station, a dragon shifter wants to spread his wings …

        on Earth.

      

      

      Arcadian Savoy III hears a greater destiny calling him, calling him to the place he belongs, to a purpose worthy of his superiority … and his heart. Unfortunately, he’s chained to Draco Station for life unless he can find a way to get free.

      Modified genetically by a gene editing cocktail, Arcadian is more than a dragon shifter, he’s a unique creature with abilities his creators didn’t imagine.

      Getting free of Draco Station is only his first challenge.

      In this short story prequel, step into a spin-off from the world of Dreya Love!
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        Draco Space Station Orbiting the planet Draco Prime

      

      

      

      Arcadian Savoy III gazed at the endless expanse of open space from the observation deck on Draco Station. The view of deep space inspired and enthralled many. Some it drove mad. For Arcadian, the sight filled him with claustrophobic anxiety and lonely despair.

      He flexed his hands into fists at his side and slowed his breath before he lost control and shifted. A silent scream rose from his heart and echoed into his mind.

      I want out of here!

      The urge to flee, to shape shift, break open his great dragon wings and fly away rippled down his back, daring him to act, driving him to find a way off Draco Station.

      Somehow, he vowed, I will find a way.

      He relaxed his clenched hands and took a deep breath. He’d experienced one miracle in his life, a scientific miracle from the laboratories of Pantheon allowing him to shift into a dragon with gold and blue scales and a ten-foot wingspan. That miracle gave him lungs capable of breathing the toxic atmosphere of Draco Prime. That miracle put a ten billion-dollar price tag on his life.

      One I have to pay back.

      But the profound nature of his new identity, his new awareness, eclipsed the ten billion-dollar value. That miracle did more than expand his physical realm, it expanded his understanding of himself and created a new role for his abilities as a dragon shifter. From the moment he first opened his wings, a primal need to find the place he belonged was born, along with needing a purpose beyond mining vulkillium.

      He needed his freedom from Pantheon to explore this new identity. But he didn’t think Pantheon gave a damn about his newly discovered awareness and need for purpose. He laughed with derision. “Pantheon, a heartless corporation with the motto Where Gods Gather ~ Redefining Humanity’s Boundaries Through Science, has only one care in the world.”

      The bottom line.

      “Ha! What do they care about me?” The irony burned his heart with gall, but he refused to accept defeat. He just needed another miracle. And where there was one, another would come. Until then, his life belonged to Pantheon and to Draco Station.

      When he agreed to the DNA altering cocktail, he’d asked Dr. Foster, “Am I going to be the best?” But he knew the answer. He’d be as good as Draco could currently produce, but not the best; the best had only come from Dr. Anthony Lazar, who’d left Draco over a year before.

      “We’ll fix you up, Arcadian. You’ll never regret this,” Dr. Foster replied.

      At first, the doctor was to be believed. During recovery from his dragon transformation, it became apparent his genetics melded well with the new editing. Immediately, his musculature expanded in both human and dragon form.

      When he opened his wings, they snapped like a flag in the wind. His chest expanded, and his legs thickened with muscle and bone. He glanced over his shoulder at the lab techs who monitored this phase of the process from the observation window. Innately he understood just how much stronger, how much smarter, and how much faster he was than all of them.

      You don't know what you’ve created.

      The thought was the genesis for his new awareness. Initially, pride in his genetic improvements was the octane for his life. Being one of the few who could shift to dragon to mine vulkillium made his heart scream with superiority … until the trips to the surface became drudgery.

      Eventually, he understood that Foster, as with any mouthpiece for a corporation, had lied, and regret came for Arcadian in great waves.

      While his ability to shift into dragon remained a thrill, the rules that came with the package were strict. Wings were added because they came with expanded lung capacity, thereby enabling the dragon more time on the surface in the toxic atmosphere. Wings were not given so he could fly.

      You can’t give me wings and tell me not to fly!

      But that’s exactly what they did. Flying was taboo because it expanded reptilian desires, allowing the dragon to override the human, increasing dragon behavior—particularly dragon driven blood lust.

      Blood lust, a term attached to Nate Givens, the one-time poster boy for Draco Station.

      Givens had succumbed to the allure of flying and stirred his dragon brain to deadly repercussions. Free flying ultimately pushed the primal dragon drive to consume Nate’s human neurological system. He ended up killing two people to satisfy his blood lust. But in the end, his humanity reigned supreme and he’d killed himself out of human remorse.

      While dead is better than Draco, I want to live!

      Being a Draco dragon tied Arcadian to Draco Station legally, but that didn’t mean the station was where his heart yearned to be.

      I’ll have another miracle. One will come.

      He didn’t know how, but such was the way of miracles. All he had to do was let it happen. In the meantime …

      Draco Station’s allure failed him. The sleek lines and the seductive colors and décor left him wanting. His luxurious apartment and his extravagant pay as a surface dragon seemed a pittance against the cost to him. The more he explored what Draco had to offer, the more he understood he’d been cheated.

      Lied to and cheated. This isn’t where I belong.

      Trapped on Draco with his disillusionment and discontent, he sought satisfaction with virtual reality games, simulation rooms, showgirls, and gambling tables. After a whirlwind of destructive behavior, he found himself returning repeatedly to the observation deck.

      Somewhere out there is my place to be … where I belong.

      This nagging and persistent lack of fulfillment dogged him even in his sleep as he dreamed of flying free with a purpose beyond mining vulkillium for the uber-rich.

      A purpose I’m meant for—but what is that?

      In his waking hours, he sought a vision of what his purpose might be, where his place might be, where he belonged. While he conjured images and scenarios, the core essence of his purpose evaded him. He only knew he wouldn’t find it on Draco.

      Figuring out an escape became consumptive. First, as a dragon, he wasn’t allowed to leave. Second, the shuttle provided the only way off station for those scheduled to leave. Due to the tightly managed Fly Out list, his chances of getting onboard were slim to impossible. This one aspect defeated him, until …

      One day he went down to the embarking platform. A drinking buddy from The End of the Line bar, Tom McNally, waited to board the shuttle. “Hey Arcadian, keep my spot warm at the bar. I’ll be back next year. Gotta have some Earth time, you know.”

      Arcadian’s gut clenched with wanting, with longing, with a rabid, foaming at the mouth need to escape Draco Station. This longing marched into madness, to where he’d willingly tear down the walls of Draco Station if that would get him off Draco and on Earth.

      His gut twisted and a sweat of desire slicked his palms. Shocked at the depth of his emotion, he gulped and wiped his hands on his pants. Just then, Tom thrust out his hand for a farewell shake. Arcadian fixed a smile on his face and extended his in return.

      They shook, with Tom smiling and Arcadian grinding his teeth. All he could think was how much he wanted to be this man, how much he wanted to walk onto the shuttle and fly through space toward Earth, to never see Draco Station again. He wanted this as much as he wanted life.

      As they shook, his hand tingled. He cocked his head, distracted by the sensation as he answered. “Sure. I’ll look for you then, Tom.”

      Afterward, when the travel deck doors closed, he returned to his apartment with the desire to be Tom McNally still ripe in his heart. Once he got inside, a warmth rushed over him, much like when he transitioned into dragon. He watched his hand as it morphed, not into his familiar dragon flesh, but into human flesh … only not his human flesh.

      Not possible.

      In spite of his thought, morphing chemicals flowed through him and his full body shifted like a strike of lightning. But instead of his wings popping open, instead of the usual flash of scale forming across his torso and limbs, instead of what he expected, something else happened.

      Not dragon, but human. Who, then?

      He stepped slowly to the bathroom, heart pounding, armpits sweating, and turned on the light. The image reflected in his bathroom mirror stunned him.

      Tom McNally, how are you here?

      He glanced at his hand, remembering the tingling as they pressed flesh, and the depth of desire coming from his heart at that moment. The normal process to shift to dragon began with emotion, the desire to shift. Once the mind told the body it wanted to shift, the emotion triggered the morphing chemicals to flow.

      I picked up his DNA—

      He’d wanted to be Tom when they shook hands, and his body shifted into the DNA from Tom based on a new primal imperative. This thought slipped into his mind like smoke, firing the destruction of what he thought he could do. Followed by new possibilities.

      How do I develop this ability? How far will it go?

      His heart ramped up and swelled in his chest. Hot tears rushed to his eyes.

      Is this my second miracle?

      He grinned and touched his chest. “It was here inside me all along.”

      The next day, he lingered in the cafeteria until Shelby came in. She had dark hair and sultry eyes, and he desired her. Unfortunately, she already had two dragon lovers. But he always liked to get a smile from her. “Hey, Shelby. How you doing today?”

      She stopped and gave him a slanted glance, allowing him enough time to move beside her and brush her bare arm as he reached for the napkins.

      “Hi, Arcadian, I’m good.”

      Her gaze raked over him, leaving the heat of desire in its wake. But his arm tingled, like when he morphed into Tom McNally. He licked his lips as the desire to touch more of her blossomed in his mind. “You’re looking sharp.”

      She smiled, enticing. “You know if I could take three dragon lovers, I’d be on you like no tomorrow.”

      “Our mutual loss, then.” He inhaled deeply and caught her scent; it made his mouth water. “Maybe one day?”

      He left to return to his apartment after she moved on. On the way there, he focused on how much he desired her physically, how much he wanted to be her. He rushed to the bathroom through his dark apartment, feeling the burn of morphing chemicals fueling transition through his body. Heart racing with a nauseous combination of anticipation and fear, he turned on the light. He blinked with amazement.

      Damn, I’m her.

      The perfection astounded him. He leaned closer to the mirror and checked out the subtle color striations in her eyes. He palmed her breasts with appreciation and whistled softly.

      Hell, not bad. Not bad at all.

      Her eyes stared back at him in the mirror as his thoughts ran wild.

      If I can be this good as Shelby, I can be anybody.

      He smiled at her face, enjoying her beauty one last moment before beginning the process of shifting back into himself. He closed his eyes and drew up his face in his mind.

      I’m Arcadian. I want to be Arcadian.

      When the chemicals began coursing in his bloodstream and the burning began, he opened his eyes. Like a time-lapse video, her flesh morphed into his own visage. Within seconds, his familiar face stared back from the mirror.

      The impossibility of this swamped him, and yet he’d just watched it happen. “I can be who I want, as long as I have a scrap of their DNA and the desire to become them.”

      Still, he wondered … how? Genetic modification was inherently a wild card. But, as far as he knew, never had a dragon shifter been able to transform into anything but a dragon.

      Until now.

      His heart stuttered and he coughed. Excitement rippled through him, bringing palpitations interspersed with bursts of incredulous laughter. He stood, wanting to fly with exhilaration, and clutched his fists to his chest.

      I’ve got it! I’ve got a way off Draco!

      “Planning. This will require precise timing,” he muttered as an escape idea began to form. “Genetic modification has its pros and cons. What they didn’t plan on was a new genetic ability developing. One that will get me off station and onto Earth.” He paused in his excitement. All thoughts and movements froze as he wondered …

      Is this an unforeseen accident of genetic manipulation? Or is it something engineered? Or is it an evolutionary jump?

      “Scratch deliberate engineering; such an ability would never have been added on purpose. Or, did evolution respond to my desire to leave by developing this ability?” The idea spun in his mind. Astonished, he warmed to his new status.

      I have a secret ability. This makes me even more special.

      He wanted to shout but put his finger to his lips. He recalled the moment after taking the genetic cocktail when he recognized his superiority over the human technicians. Today’s discovery was that realization all over again, only on steroids. The urge to shift with excitement rushed through him, bringing the initial sensations of shifting. He said, “Stop!” The process shut down, the tingling eased, his heart rate slowed.

      What remained were visions soaring in his mind of freedom from Pantheon. A mix of joy and invincibility raced down his spine, and he shouted, “Yes!” as he leaped into the air with a conquering fist.

      I’m free!

      He came down on both feet and dropped into a crouch as he grinned and whispered, “My chains are broken.”

      The next morning, he went to his shift on the surface of Prime, boarding the mining shuttle with a secret smile tucked into his heart.

      The shuttle doctor came by and checked Arcadian’s watch that recorded his surface time. “You doing all right, Arcadian? I see you’re maintaining no overtime. That’s good. Let’s keep it that way, right?”

      A grenade of silence dropped. The unspoken yet explosive words ‘Or be dead like Nate’ hung in the air.

      “No problem,” Arcadian said.

      I’m leaving Draco, but not in a body bag.

      After his shift, he returned home and changed into a shirt with short sleeves. He left on an excursion for more DNA and more data on his ability to change who he was.

      In the hallway, he waited at his door as if just coming out until one of the farm workers passed behind him. He followed him into the elevator and reached for the buttons, but said, “Oh, hell I forgot--” He jumped to catch the elevator doors, deliberately brushing his bare arm against the man’s hand. “Sorry,” he said, and bolted out the doors.

      His arm began to burn and tingle where he’d touched the guy in the elevator. But he didn’t want to morph into everyone he touched—he had to find a way to control this ability. With a different objective this time, he turned his mind off the farm worker. He kept focused on himself and the desire to remain in his own DNA.

      The burning and tingling ceased.

      He returned to his apartment and entered, resting his back against the door. “Arcadian Savoy, Arcadian Savoy,” he chanted.

      His heart eased down. He closed his eyes and focused on his individuality and commanded his body through his emotions. He exhaled slowly, keeping the image of himself in the front of his thoughts. Within moments, chemical delivery shut down, and his body relaxed.

      I did it. Now, what else I can do?

      The thought sent a shiver down his spine, followed by an eruption of ideas racing through his mind. “Slow down, bad boy. One thing at a time.” He exhaled with caution. “Now I know how that works, on to the next part of the plan.”

      After work the next day, he stopped by the library. “Hi, Lois, can I look at news about former Draco employees?”

      Lois was contract labor—a true librarian. She didn’t have much in the way of looks, but she handled the library as though the materials were her own.

      She leveled a steady inspection at him, giving Arcadian a hot spot of vulnerability in his stomach, as though she could see into his heart and pry out his secret. To deflect her inspection, he leaned in and softened his voice. “I’m writing a book about Draco based on its past employees. Fiction, of course, and highly glamorized.” He winked and gave her a smile filled with charm.

      Her steely gaze weakened and she glanced side-to-side before responding. “Don’t tell, but so am I. What’s your title?”

      The library was digital only, with no access besides Lois and her computer. He needed Lois, needed all the data available through her fingertips. He gathered his sweetest smile and winked again. “Well, since it’s after they leave station, I thought … ‘Escape from Draco’. Do you like it?”

      She laughed with an exaggerated air of conspiracy. “Oh, that’s perfect. Let me get you my best files. Maybe we could compare manuscripts sometime?”

      As she tapped on her keyboard, he caught his breath.

      Her best files.

      “I’m just in my preliminary research,” he said. “It’ll be a while before I have anything to share. Hey, out of curiosity, what about characters? Who do you think out of Draco’s alumni would make an interesting character?”

      She grinned, pleased to share. “Oh, that would have to be Dr. Lazar. He’s become quite the eminent and notorious individual since leaving Draco.” She leaned in and crooked her finger to draw him closer. “You know, he left under strained circumstances. Dragged out of here in handcuffs by Dr. Sinclair, or rather Sheriff Sinclair. That was a dark day for Pantheon and Draco Station.”

      He tucked his head and lowered his voice, even though they were the only ones in the library. “I know, right? Pantheon hates it when they get poop on their corporate face.”

      She rolled her eyes and put a finger to her lips.

      “Sure,” he said and waved his hand in negation. “We won’t mention--” He gazed off and allowed silence to settle briefly, then asked, “So, you have all the latest on Dr. Lazar? Sounds like he has the potential for what I want.”

      A secretive nod from her broadened his smile. “I included all the latest on him, up-to-date from the last shuttle.”

      Everything updated about Lazar.

      He took the thumb drive she offered. “Thanks, Lois. You’re a doll.” All the way back to his apartment, elation soared in his heart. He rushed to get through his door.

      Lazar, the one man who can keep me from returning to Draco.

      He plugged in the thumb drive. Not wanting to leave a digital trail of his plans, he pulled out a pen and pad to take notes.
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        Two Months Later

      

      

      

      For the last time, Arcadian gazed out at the expanse of empty space from the observation deck of Draco Station. Within hours, he’d embark on the shuttle as Wesley Anderson, a water plant engineer returning to Earth at the end of his contract.

      From the corner of his eye, he spotted Shelby coming up the ramp. He turned aside and pivoted as she passed to keep his back to her.

      No time for chit chat, today.

      She kept walking, and he checked his watch before moving up the ramp toward The End of the Line bar. He took a seat in the rear to watch the crowd that trickled in after shift change. Right on time, Ron Jackson, a plumber, walked in.

      A shiver of thrill raced down Arcadian’s back. After months of morphing into other people and controlling the process to split second execution, he was ready to leave. His heart sped up with adrenaline and he watched, murmuring, “That’s right, sit where you always sit, order that whiskey.” He silently mouthed the words before Jackson ordered. “Make it a double. Be right back.”

      As predicted, Jackson slid into a seat and ordered, “Whiskey, Mac, make it a double.” Mac brought a heavy bucket glass filled with the amber liquid and Jackson sipped, then announced, “Be right back.”

      Knowing Jackson’s routine, Arcadian sauntered in behind him. He took the stall next to Jackson and waited while Jackson flushed a toilet then exited. Quickly, Arcadian slipped into Jackson’s stall and gently swiped at the toilet handle with a piece of toilet paper.

      He returned to his apartment, so breathless with excitement his hand shook when he set down the DNA laden paper. Everything waited, ready for this moment. He put on a plumber’s uniform and then collected the toilet paper with Jackson’s DNA. He wiped the paper on the back of his hand.

      Eyes closed, heart filled with the powerful need and desire to leave Draco, he envisioned himself as the plumber, imagined the weight of a wrench in his hand, pictured himself tightening a pipe. Having practiced daily for the last several weeks, he’d learned a strong visual accelerated the process, making it happen within seconds. The tingle and burn combined to create a flash that shot across his body as he morphed. He checked in the mirror—the perfect image of Ron Jackson stared back.

      He picked up a clipboard, then stuffed a quick-inject sedative he got from the pharmacy into his pocket. Knowing he would never be back, he exited his luxurious apartment with a sense of accomplishment. He marched to Wesley Anderson’s and knocked, waiting for the door to open to his freedom.

      Knowing he was this close to leaving Draco Station, his heartbeat accelerated like crazy. When Anderson answered the door, Arcadian glanced at his clipboard to hide the excitement in his face. When he wore another person’s DNA, he still felt like himself, necessitating having to hide his emotions and reactions.

      “Uh, Mr. Anderson, I have you scheduled for a routine maintenance check. Can I come in?”

      Wesley smiled broadly. “I’m leaving, so you can have it.” He swung the door wide and motioned Arcadian in. Arcadian entered and spotted Anderson’s passport on the table next to his packed bags.

      Good. That’s all I need.

      “Where’s the bathroom?” he asked.

      “This way,” Anderson said, leading him down a hallway. Arcadian set down the clipboard and followed, removing the injectable sedative from his pocket. Ten minutes later, Arcadian exited Wesley’s apartment wearing Wesley’s DNA and carrying his bags and passport.

      By the time the sedative wore off and Wesley Anderson accused Ron the plumber of accosting him, Arcadian would be on his way to Earth. By the time they discovered Arcadian Savoy III had not reported back to work after his vacation, he’d be lost in the faceless crowds of Earth.

      For the several days flight on the shuttle, he kept to his cabin as much as possible. Once the rocket docked, he and Wesley’s DNA were the first to exit down the ramp.

      At Customs, he had a bright smile for the agent, who blushed when he winked. She stamped his passport, smiling. “Welcome back to Earth, Mr. Anderson.”

      Welcome to Earth. The words and the reality infused him with a sweeping elation so strong he had to fight the urge to shift and spread his wings with joy. Instead, he corralled his emotions and collected his passport.

      Ahead of him, a young man about his size pulled open the door, leaving his DNA on the handle. Arcadian grazed the handle lightly, just enough to collect the surface DNA. Once on the street, he placed that hand in his pocket, sheltering the DNA until he had a private moment.

      The next day, wearing the DNA of the young man he saw leaving customs, he arrived in New York City, traveling on Earth currency he’d won at the poker tables on Draco. Exhausted, he stopped by a coffee shop and ordered a triple espresso. He took his drink to a seat by the window.

      ‘Freedom’ whistled through his mind, bringing him a smile. The espresso left a sharp bite on his tongue, making his mouth water and his lips pucker. Two tables away, a cluster of young girls chatted, tickling his ears with talk of boys and make-up. The sun shone on him through the window, the real thing being a far cry from the simulations on Draco.

      He lifted his face and closed his eyes. In a state of emotional and physical relaxation, he dropped his cup. The pop of it shattering on the tile floor jolted him. Realizing what he’d done, he instantly morphed into the young man again. No one behind him would have seen his transition, but a rough-looking, unshaven man on the sidewalk outside did.

      He saw me.

      His elation collapsed, replaced with fear of capture and being sent back to Draco.

      I have to find Lazar.

      Hands shaking and stomach now sour and jittery from the caffeine, he shot to his feet and walked out the door. The man who spied him talked on a phone, but the side glances he peppered Arcadian with boded ill will. Arcadian dived into the heavy sidewalk traffic in a panic.

      He went several blocks and changed sides of the street twice, not seeing the man anywhere. He reversed direction and took an irregular pattern through the streets, maintaining the general direction he needed to reach Lazar’s address, until his sense of peril receded and his pounding heart finally calmed.

      Whew, that was close. I have to be more careful.

      With Lazar’s address and directions in his mind, he began walking. When he reached the first corner, a drone buzzed overhead, drawing his eye upward. At that moment, a van screeched to a stop in front of him, the side door slammed open, and two men dragged him in.

      Visceral panic bloomed at being assaulted; such violence didn’t happen on Draco. He opened his mouth to scream, but they stuffed it with a bitter tasting cloth. Next a black fabric sack dropped over his head, adding claustrophobia to his distress.

      Before he could shift, everything swam into black.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m telling you, he’s a freak, some kind of chameleon or something. I saw his face change. I shit you not.” The excited words invaded Arcadian’s consciousness through a blur of darkness.

      “I have a line of interested buyers going around the block, so I’m not sitting on him. You want this bad boy, bring the cash and be here within the hour.”

      Arcadian blinked. The black sack had been removed from his head. His hands were bound in front, along with straps lashing him to a stout wooden chair. The word ‘buyers’ echoed in his recent memory. With effort, he asked, “What do you want?” Fear of another person, an unknown emotion to him, skittered down his back. He frowned, uncertain what to do. Earth crime and law had not been on his list of research, only Lazar.

      What have I done?

      The man swaggered back and forth. “I saw you, man. I saw you change your face. And I have one helluva heavy hitter coming to give me a load of money for you.” A chorus of agreement came from the shadows.

      Arcadian glanced about. A large dark building seeming abandoned; two cohorts in the corner; him tied to a chair. A flash of anger rose from his belly, fueled by his indomitable need to seek his place and find his destiny.

      This is not why I came to Earth.

      He flexed his muscles to test his bindings.

      Gonna take a dragon to get out of this.

      During his months of practice in controlling the morphing process, he’d become adept at managing this ability. He closed his eyes and envisioned his form as dragon, imagined his wings opening, his legs expanding with a rush of growth hormones and morphing chemicals.

      His captor turned his back and stared alternately at his watch, then out the glass door. His two companions joined him.

      Arcadian slowly expanded his body until first the seams on his pants gradually ripped, then the buttons popped off his shirt. He strained against the ropes binding his hands and they stretched and snapped. He stood slowly, going to his full eight-foot height.

      One of the men heard and turned. His mouth gaped open and he tugged at the first man’s shirt. That one excitedly pointed out the door. “Look, they’re here.”

      “No, boss,” the second man said. “Look!”

      Arcadian’s blue and gold scales gleamed even in the low light. He stepped away from the chair and flexed open his wings to their full width. They expanded with a pop and he roared as fear manifested self-defense chemicals, turning his voice into a scrap of angry air rushing over dragon vocal chords.

      The first man pulled a gun from his waistband. Before he could shoot, Arcadian rushed him and wrenched the weapon from his hand. He tossed the gun one way and heaved the man against the wall where he landed with a grunt and slumped to the floor.

      The second man lunged for the gun, but Arcadian beat him there and lashed out with one of his wing claws. The claw opened the man’s torso from neck to hip bone, dropping him in a bubbling wash of blood.

      Instinct repulsed him as the blood spilled, yet he snarled, still feeling threatened. The remaining man turned white and ran for the door, screaming ‘Diablo!’ as he sped off. Following close behind him, Arcadian ripped the door off the hinges, ducked through and strode outside.

      A large armored vehicle pulled into the empty parking lot and a man got out, followed by other men with more guns.

      Seeing only one way out, Arcadian lifted into the sky.
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        * * *

      

      At his home in the rich suburbs of New York, Dr. Anthony Lazar stirred his coffee by the kitchen window. He gazed at the manicured lawn as a large dragon shifter landed in the front yard. The beast’s blue and gold scales glistened in the sun before it quickly shifted to human.

      Shock stunned Lazar for a moment.

      This creature is from Draco. What’s he doing on Earth?

      Before he could consider the questions, the doorbell rang. He opened the front door to a naked man, confirming his primary suspicion.

      Draco Station and Pantheon.

      “Help me, Dr. Lazar. Please, don't let them send me back.”

      With no time to think, Lazar glanced right and left, then pulled the man in and shut the door.

      “I’m Arcadian Savoy and I’m from--”

      “I know where you’re from,” Lazar interrupted. This shifter’s arrival sent a wonderful giddy sensation through his belly, brightening his morning. It didn’t take long to surmise some Pantheon shenanigans had gone awry, sending this creature to Earth. He grinned. Catching the multi-level corporation with their pants down made his day.

      Pantheon, what have you done?

      He pushed his mischievous thoughts aside. “You need clothes, Mr. Savoy, wait here. I’ll get you something to put on.” He stopped at the blinds and peeked through as he drew them closed. Quickly, he collected clothing, grinning with excitement.

      “Here, these should fit.” He pointed to a bathroom. “You can dress in there.”

      While Savoy dressed, Lazar made a fresh pot of coffee, busying his hands until he heard the story. He glanced up as the shifter walked into the kitchen, willing his thoughts to calm and motioned to the table. “Coffee?” When they had their drinks, he asked, “Just how do you come to be here, Mr. Savoy?”

      “I couldn’t stay on station, doctor. I didn’t belong there, I couldn’t find my place there. Once I became a dragon, everything changed--beyond my genetics. Becoming a dragon changed not only what I was, but who I was.”  He glanced away, his lips a grim line of determination. “I want more from life than scraping the surface of Draco Prime. Can you make me human again?”

      Lazar paused before answering in order to choose his words. “What was changed in your DNA by the editing cocktail can’t be reversed, you will always remain a dragon shifter.” At the shifter’s disappointed expression and slumped shoulders, he rushed on. “But from what you’ve said, you don't want to lose your dragon shifting. Isn’t that the seat of your new identity?”

      “Yes,” Savoy said, “But in order to be free of Pantheon, I need to be worthless to them.”

      Lazar smiled and patted Savoy on the back. “Oh, I can make you worthless to Pantheon. All I have to do is eliminate your ability to breathe the toxic atmosphere on Draco.” He gazed off, considering the gene editing required. “Yes, I believe that would that solve your problem.”

      Savoy sobbed, his handsome face awash with tears. “You can do that? Yes. That would solve my problem.”

      The man’s earnest words and expression appealed to Lazar. As the one-time master of Draco Station’s genetic manipulation, he had strong opinions on the topic of genetics, now believing modification should only be done to improve the individual. Savoy’s editing satisfied that criteria and would be a challenge, suitably appealing to his rebellious and intellectual nature. “Just how did you get here?”

      In answer, Savoy lifted his hand. “May I touch you?”

      Curiosity piqued, and not sensing any threat, Lazar nodded. The shifter touched Lazar’s cheek, then rubbed those fingers on the back of his hand. Within seconds, he morphed into--

      Me.

      Lazar pulled back. The exactness of the image disturbed him. He leaned forward and peered into the man’s face. “Amazing. You are me, exactly. Is this ability a deliberate modification, or an aberration after the fact?”

      “After the fact, I’m sure, though whether either aberration or evolution, I can’t say,” Savoy said with a shrug. “I discovered I could morph into others, figured out how to use it to get off station, and came to you for help.”

      “But I saw you land. You flew in. Didn’t you think that would attract attention?”

      “Once you change me so I can’t be sent back to Draco, I’m happy to stay here, even if it means being in prison. But I had to fly to escape. Some men captured and held me and were going to sell me for a lot of money.” He frowned. “What manner of behavior is this on Earth? I had to kill a man in self-defense.”

      Lazar grimaced. “Uh oh. That’s not good. Did anyone see you fly off?”

      “Yes. The people who came to buy me, I think.”

      “Then we’re pressed for time in that respect. When will Pantheon notify Earth you’re here?”

      “I just arrived. They won’t know I’m missing for a week, so the news won’t come until the next shuttle returns through the worm hole. Can you help me in time?”

      “Pantheon doesn’t bother me,” Lazar mused. His mind hummed with ideas for Savoy’s second round of gene editing; he didn’t get many opportunities to edit humans since leaving Draco. This and Savoy’s high stakes commitment increased his desire to help.  “And yes, we have time to edit you. But I’m afraid your sighting and activities will bring the law down on us quickly.”

      “I didn’t enjoy killing that man, in fact I found it utterly repugnant,” Savoy said. He grabbed Lazar’s arm. “The blood lust, can you remove that, too? I’m not a killer, I’m just a dragon shifter. I want to fly but I don't want to kill like Nate did.” He glanced off, his mouth and brow pinched. “I’ve never known fear, never been assaulted—you know how it is on Draco, all love and good times. Killing that man horrified me. I never want to feel that again.”

      Lazar searched Savoy’s eyes. The man held hope and sincerity in his gaze. “You’re a genetic anomaly on Earth. You won’t find kinship anywhere; you’ll always be an outsider. You’ve risked all to get here, but have you thought of the difficulties you’ll encounter on Earth?”

      Grief rippled across Savoy’s face, and the words came out thick and grating like gravel. “I could never be happy on Draco, working the surface.” But he glanced up with hope. “I want to use my dragon shifting for a better purpose than making rich people richer. I don't know how, but somewhere, I’ll find my place, where I’m meant to be. A place where all of that you mentioned doesn’t matter.”

      Much of Lazar’s time was spent with government lackeys, corporate fools, and wealthy idiots, where sincerity and genuine desire to help were a novelty. In contrast, a light glowed in Savoy’s eyes, a light of hope and faith and determination, a genuine light Lazar had not witnessed in a long time.

      He has more faith and hope than I do. How can I not help him, especially if I get to spit in Pantheon’s eye?

      “We shouldn’t consider this lightly,” he said solemnly. “I mean, we’re thwarting Pantheon, a powerful entity. And you killing a man and flying about will probably draw out Dreya and her FBI team. Add all that up and--I’m in.” He grinned and rose, motioning Savoy to follow. “Come on, I’ll need a blood sample to start.”

      He opened the locked door to his private laboratory in the basement. He’d be breaking federal law, but the dirt he had on Pantheon and the congressional cabal who collected kickbacks from the black ops station kept him immune. What appealed to him most was thumbing his nose at Pantheon. “They can’t do anything to me,” he mused aloud. He stopped to issue a warning. “But they’ll most certainly come for you, you know. Dreya and her team, they’re edited and they’ll find you.”

      “I remember them from Draco when Nate went flying and killing,” Savoy replied. In somber tones, he added, “I look forward to meeting them.”

      Downstairs, Lazar prepped Savoy’s arm for the blood draw. As the deep red blood filled the syringe, Savoy said, “Once you fix me so I can’t work the surface, I have nothing to run from, Doc. I’m free to find where I belong.” He gazed off and his voice went soft. “I’ve experienced two miracles. All I need is one more.”
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        * * *

      

      For the second time in his life, Arcadian sat with an IV in his arm and a genetic altering cocktail ready to stream into his body.

      Dear God, please let me be doing the right thing.

      Lazar said, “I examined your DNA and found a single gene from the chameleon, whether on purpose or by accident, I can’t say. The ability to dragon shift is permanently hard wired, but your lung ability is a subset of the edits that gave you wings. I reworked the wings edits and removed both the blood lust and the lung capacity to work the surface.”

      A silence settled as Arcadian pondered his situation. But he’d already done the math. If he were sent back to Draco without his lungs, he’d be downgraded to a menial laborer in Purgatory, the fifth level of Draco, and the last stop before hell on the surface of Draco Prime.

      The last time he checked pay grades, working the rest of his life as menial labor wouldn’t pay for his ticket back to Draco. He knew Pantheon, ever conscious of the bottom line, would cut him loose.

      “Are you sure you’re ready to proceed?”

      “Making me a dragon without surface lungs or the killing urge is the third miracle, Doc. From here on, I have no choice but to ride the winds of fate. I don't know where I belong, but I’ve been to hell on Draco, so come what may, my future is on Earth. Let her rip Doc. I’m ready.”
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        Six Weeks Later

      

      

      

      “Arcadian Savoy the third, step up.”

      In the secret chambers of a federal judge somewhere in Washington DC, Arcadian lifted his chin at the sound of his name. His words to Lazar about not fearing prison came back to haunt him, as he had surrendered to Dreya and her team and been legally processed. With the future and his destiny waiting, he dared to stare the judge full in the eye.

      No matter where you sentence me, you’ll not stop me. I’m more than you are--I’m a dragon shifter from Draco. And I’m here to discover where I belong.

      He blinked slowly, unwilling to let fear rise in his heart.  If there was one thing he’d learned since leaving Draco Station, it was …

      You never know how things are going to turn out.

      “Mr. Savoy, having secretly left Draco Station, you are by Draconian law a fugitive and illegal on Earth.”

      He resisted the urge to attempt engagement with one of his bright smiles. Understanding the fragile nature of his future required a more circumspect response. He cocked his head and listened intently.

      “In addition to your Draco Station status, being a genetically modified human being on Earth makes you illegal on Earth.”

      He nodded, agreeing with the judge as the truth had no defense. He was a man with no place to claim, only a destiny.

      “The problem is, no one is willing to pay your way back to Draco Station since you’re no longer able to work the surface of Draco Prime.”

      Before a smile broke free, he ducked his head. He had outmaneuvered Pantheon.

      Best move I ever made. Never going back there.

      Masking his pleasure, he glanced at the judge.

      “It seems, Mr. Savoy, you’re a liability wherever you go.”

      Unwilling to agree with her, yet taking a moment to appear contrite, he dropped his gaze again.

      “As for your Earthly crimes, the court could argue for the death sentence.”

      He held his breath and counted. One, two, three—

      “And yet you are a ten-billion-dollar investment by Pantheon, who insists you not be destroyed.”

      He exhaled slowly, still uncertain where these convoluted facts left him.

      “In spite of your claims of self-defense, per your conviction, I must sentence you. For any other case that would be a simple affair.” She shuffled through papers on her bench, drew one out and waved it.

      “But not so with you, Mr. Savoy. Apparently, there’s a late addition to this mess.” She halted to look over her glasses at him. “That being a Stay of Sentencing entered by the Species Defense Coalition pending establishment of your status as an endangered species.”

      This news stunned him, encouraging a spark of hope to rise. He leaned slightly forward with unexpected anticipation.

      “So, in accordance with the law, both international and … beyond, I sentence you to Purgatory Penitentiary until such time as your status can be further determined.” She smacked the gavel as if happy to have found a place to send him. “Mr. Savoy, is it true handcuffing your hands behind you prevents you from being able to shift to the dragon creature?”

      He nodded, not interested in escaping. His life was a progression of miracles, his sentencing only the latest, all guiding him to his true destination. While he hadn’t expected to find his place in prison, he shrugged, accepting this as an adventure along his path.

      The judge pointed to the uniformed guard. “Handcuff him from behind so he can’t shift.”

      As they removed his manacles and bound his hands behind his back, he smiled at the judge, wanting her to remember him. She surprised him when she added, “Good luck, Mr. Savoy. I wouldn’t want to be you.” When they led him away, he glanced over his shoulder at her.

      I wouldn’t want to be anyone else. I’ve seen Purgatory on Draco Station, and I’ve worked real hell on the surface, so your penitentiary is an upgrade.

      He winked and lifted his chin with acknowledgement, accepting this event as a step towards discovering his true purpose and the place he was meant to find.

      They entered the elevator, the guard’s face filling with a grin as he grunted with glee. “Huh. Self-defense. Right, Savoy. Well, if you aren’t a criminal when you get to Purgatory, you will be when you leave—if you ever do.”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      
        
        TO BE CONTINUED

      

      

      For more of Arcadian Savoy III’s adventures as he searches for his destiny in the Purgatory Penitentiary, look for Magic is the New Black Vol. 2 coming this summer.
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        * * *

      

      Did you enjoy this story? If so, please leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads or Bookbub. This author thanks you.

      And if you would like more of my writing, you can download a free compilation of my works including first chapters from full length novels, short stories, and a little steamy action for dessert! Go to https://www.paranormalromancebookauthor.com/ and sign up for my newsletter Dana’s World and receive Stories No One Else Could Write A Collection by Dana Lyons.
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        “On the border between the Seelie and Unseelie Kingdoms, a dark garden grows…”

      

      

      

      
        
        The Black Garden Penitentiary holds the prisoners of the fae realms—murderers, thieves, and traitors to the crowns of each kingdom.

      

      

      

      
        
        When an attempt is made on the life of the crown prince of the Golden Citadel, justice is swift and brutal; but when an unknown benefactor intervenes, the culprit is hauled away to the Garden.

      

      

      

      
        
        The plot runs deeper than anyone knows, and those at the height of power in the Golden Citadel have their own dark agendas. Liri must stay alive any way she can, but the cards are stacked against her, and enemies are closing in from all sides.

      

      

      

      
        
        Will she be safe behind the ivy covered walls of the prison—or is her fate already set in stone?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One
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      At the border between the Seelie and Unseelie kingdoms, the Black Garden blooms.

      I’d spent my whole life listening to stories about what it took to be sent to the Garden. It was a threat. A cautionary tale. A place that was reserved for the very worst threats to the Summer Court.

      I never thought I’d end up here.

      But if there was one thing I knew for sure, it was that I was never getting out.
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        * * *

      

      “Maeral Orilana,” the guard shouted. “Stand for your sentencing.”

      The enchanted chains that bound my wrists tightened and rose into the air, hauling me to my feet.

      “Closer,” the judge said in a bored voice. He crooked a finger in my direction and the chains obeyed. The toes of my boots dragged over the flagstones and I glared up at the man the Golden Court had tasked with determining my fate.

      I deserved this. All of it.

      At least, that was what I’d told myself. And them.

      “You stand accused of the attempted murder of Adamar Fennen, prince of the Shining Throne and heir to this realm. You have confessed to your crime, and have been sentenced to death.”

      The small crowd that had gathered to watch my sentencing shouted and hissed at me. Cheered the sentence. They believed that I deserved to die for my crimes. They all did.

      If I could have lowered my head, I would have, but the enchanted chains held me fast. My shoulders ached, and the iron burned against my skin. I blinked away the tears that pricked at my lashes; they would do me no good here.

      The chains around my wrists tightened and I gasped at the sudden pain.

      “Though there is nothing that may be said that will change the decision of this court, do you have any final words before your sentence is carried out?”

      Carried out?

      Here?

      Now?

      Was my life going to end on the mossy stones of the Citadel courtyard?

      I swallowed thickly but there was no use in saying anything.

      Adamar. How could you let them take me?

      I looked up at the crumbling stone walls that rose above us, hoping for a sign. Hoping that there would be something…

      The judge pointed to the stones at his feet and the chains dragged me down. My knees hit the flagstones hard and I bit my lip to keep from crying out.

      I could see the blue glow of the executioner’s sword on the rain-wet stones. Heard the sound of his approaching footsteps and the way each link of his chainmail clicked as he strode forward. I knew him… I had seen him in the stone corridor only a few days ago, and now he would take my life and hold my head aloft for the applause of the fae who had come to see justice done on a traitor.

      Traitor.

      “Maeral Orilana, you have brought shame upon your household. Shame upon the guild of which you were a member. You have abused your position in the royal household, and you will die for your crimes against the Summer Crown.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut so I wouldn’t have to watch that blue glow. That couldn’t be the last thing I saw. I tried to lift my head, but the chains dragged me down.

      Every sound was loud in my ears, and I heard the executioner’s grunt as he lifted his sword high into the air. My tears stung as they flowed down my cheeks. Bitter tears for my sister. For my family who would be shamed forever—stained by my blood. For Adamar…

      An owl’s piercing shriek cut through through the night air and I sucked in a breath of surprise. A murmur rippled through the crowd. I knew that cry as well as any citizen of the realm, the Owls of Fennen answered to one family—the only family that mattered in this kingdom.

      “Wait!” someone shouted. “The bird—”

      I dared to open my eyes and almost sobbed to see that the blue glow of the executioner’s sword was not reflected in the black stones in front of me.

      A hushed silence fell over the small crowd and I dared to hope that something had happened—

      “Take her,” the guard barked.

      The enchanted chains jerked me upright and wound around my torso and legs, binding me tightly. I squirmed, but the chains tightened and squeezed the breath from my lungs, leaving me gasping for air as I was lifted off the ground.

      The owl I had heard was perched upon the keystone of the archway that led into the Citadel. It glared down at me with its deep black eyes and I looked away quickly. The judge held a piece of paper in his long fingers and stared at me with an equally baleful gaze.

      “The will of the Summer Throne shall be done,” he said solemnly.

      Pale blue flames engulfed his hand and I watched with wide eyes as the paper he held curled and blackened and then fell to ash upon the stones.

      “What—” I choked out, but my words were drowned out by the hissing and jeering of the crowd. The judge snapped his fingers and my jaw froze. There would be no opportunity to ask what was happening to me now. All I knew was that I should be grateful. Whatever had happened. Whoever had sent the message… They had saved my life. I didn’t know what such a thing was worth, but at least my last memories wouldn’t be of a crowd of fae applauding my death and the sound of my own people calling for my undeserving, traitorous blood echoing in my ears.

      “Take her to the Garden,” the judge said.

      He closed his fist and the pale blue flames crackled and died. He brushed his fingers against the fabric of his richly embroidered robe and turned to walk through the archway and into the Citadel.

      The crowd shuffled after him and the golden owl that had brought the message spread its great wings and I heard its talons scrape against the stone as the raptor launched itself from its perch and flew away into the night sky.

      The Garden.

      A panic deeper than the one that had throbbed in my chest for the last three days took hold of me and I struggled weakly against the chains that held me. It would do me no good… but I had to try to get away.

      One of the guards who had dragged me here to face my judgement placed the butt of his spear against my back and pushed. I floated forward like a balloon and I could only glare at the men who laughed as they saw my anger.

      “You can rest easy now,” one of them chuckled. “Off to a life of luxury in the Garden.”

      “It should have been death,” the second one grumbled.

      “The Garden’s worse,” the first argued.

      I couldn’t ask questions even if I wanted to. The judge’s spell would keep me silent until I had passed the reach of his magic, and there was no way to tell when that would be. My jaw ached. My legs and shoulders ached. Everything ached; from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.

      Death would have been a relief.

      No more loose ends.

      No more conspiracies.

      No more secrets.

      No more shame.

      But there would be no relief for me.
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        * * *

      

      A black wagon with barred windows drawn by two gray horses rolled toward the iron gates of the citadel.

      The first guard pushed me through the gate and I winced as my jaw unlocked and I could finally draw a proper breath.

      “A wagon?” I choked out. I had expected to be spelled away, why would the Summer Throne waste a wagon on the likes of me?

      “No magic in the Garden, girl,” the second guard growled. The sword strike that had scarred his face had taken the tip of one pointed ear with it. He was probably a veteran of some forgotten war I had never heard of—a great soldier reduced to guard duty… or a shitty one who had been given this post as a consolation prize for his service. Whatever his story was, I didn’t like the way he looked at me. He was the one who thought I should have been dead... I’d remember that ugly face.

      The driver leapt down from the wagon and opened the barred doors. The first guard shoved the butt of his spear into the small of my back and pushed me toward the wagon.

      “You’re carryin’ traitorous goods tonight, Beddon,” the second guard laughed. “Better go quick before they change their minds.”

      The driver eyed me curiously and I looked down at my boots instead of meeting his judgemental gaze. I’d had my fill of stares and whispers.

      “Who is she?” the driver asked.

      “Who is she?” the first guard snorted as he pushed me into the wagon. He snapped his fingers and the enchanted chains snaked out and threaded through iron rings that had been affixed to the wooden floor of the wagon box. There were no seats, and The chains wrenched me down to the floor roughly. I fell in a heap and the chains tightened around my torso once more.

      “This is Maeril Orilana,” the guard said. “She doesnae look like much, but she came within an inch of murdering our prince.”

      The guard spat on the ground and glared into the wagon at me. The driver slammed the doors shut and I heard the clatter of the chains that he wrapped around the handles. He murmured a spell over them, and the chains that held me down tightened a little more as his magic rippled through the vehicle.

      “She doesnae look like a murderer,” the driver said.

      “They never do,” the first guard said. “Get ye gone.”

      The driver turned his curious face away from the barred windows and I felt the wagon shift as he climbed up into his seat once more. His whip snapped over the back of the gray horses and the wagon lurched as they leapt forward into a quick trot.

      I stared through the barred window at the dark pines that rushed by and caught the barest glimpses of the star-filled night sky between their thick branches.

      There was a reason I didn’t look like a murderer.

      I hadn’t tried to kill the prince.

      And my name wasn’t Maeril Orilana.

      But none of that mattered now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Black Garden holds all the most dangerous flowers in the Seelie and Unseelie kingdoms. Murderers. Thieves. Rapists. Poisoners. Schemers. Plotters against the throne and pretenders to the crown… And now me.

      The secrets of both kingdoms withered behind those ivy covered walls.

      The guard had been right. I would have been better off dead.

      It had seemed impossible, but the weight of my sentence and the weight of the sorrow I carried had overwhelmed me, and as the carriage rumbled over the pitted dirt roads to the edge of the Golden Kingdom I had slept.

      But my dreams were a kind of torture all their own.

      My sister’s face, covered in blood, hovered in my mind, and her choked screams echoed in my ears as I ran through twisting stone corridors in a vain attempt to escape the nameless, faceless creature who pursued me. I could hear its heavy footsteps and smell its foul breath, but I couldn’t escape. Couldn’t not get away. Every breath I took was ragged in my throat, and my chest was tight with pain and sorrow, and every inch of my body was made up of raw nerves and barely contained screams.

      I forced myself awake. It was a struggle to open my eyes and I shook my head to clear the image of Maeral’s contorted face from my mind. It didn’t matter what I did, she was imprinted on my eyelids, and I knew that every time I closed my eyes I would see her agonized face and hear her calling my name in the dark.

      My waking life had become a nightmare—why should my dreams be any different?

      The wagon stopped abruptly and I was thrown to the floor despite the chains that held me in place. I struggled to get to my knees and groaned at the pain in my feet and ankles. If my feet ever touched the ground again, walking would be painful.

      I looked up through the barred window and squinted at the brightness of the early morning light. We had come a long way during the night, and from the look of the dark, ivy-covered stones that loomed over the wagon, the driver had not wasted any time in delivering me to my destination.

      The man’s face appeared in the window and his violet eyes narrowed as he focused on me.

      “The Garden is too good for the likes of you,” the driver snarled. “Bradwr.”

      He spat on the ground and glared at me.

      Traitor.

      It was going to take some time to get used to the insults. I had to be strong. For Maeral.

      The driver turned away from the window and shouted up to the gatehouse. “Prisoner delivery from the Golden Citadel!”

      “What kind? We wirnae expectin’ any deliveries. Especially not from the likes of you.”

      “An unexpected arrangement,” the driver explained. “A message should have arrived for the warden by now.”

      “No one told us,” the guard shouted back.

      “Y’haftae take her,” the driver said. He stomped around to the back of the wagon and fumbled with the enchanted chain that held the doors closed.

      As they loosened, so did the ones that bound me. I took the opportunity to wriggle my arms and managed to work one hand free. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. Maybe I could take a chance and escape… If I could find my way into the Unseelie lands maybe I could escape—

      The driver flung the doors open and reached into the wagon to snap his fingers at the ends of the chain that were secured to the iron rings in the floor.

      The chains didn’t move and I dared to smile just a little.

      The driver snapped his fingers again and swore under his breath.

      It took him three more tries, but finally, the iron links slithered to life and unhooked themselves from the rings embedded in the rough wood floor. When I was awaiting my sentence, each link of the chain that wrapped around my body had burned painfully against my skin, but now they were just cold metal.

      Perhaps we were far enough away from the Golden Citadel that their magic was weakened—or the Black Garden’s own protections were strong enough to drown out any other magic.

      That would explain the need for the wagon… No magic in the Garden.

      With a grunt of frustration the driver reached into the wagon and grabbed the limp end of the chain with both hands. He yanked on it hard and I stumbled to my feet. My knees gave out as my ankles cramped and I fell against the side of the wagon. The driver pulled on the chain again, and I gritted my teeth against the pain as the feeling began to return to my legs.

      He looked over his shoulder to shout at the guards who were, no doubt, waiting in their gatehouse.

      “Hurry up!” one of the unseen men shouted. “We havnae got all morning. We have some actual prisoners coming in from the Grafmark Ranges… Real criminals…”

      The driver grumbled and wrapped and chain around his forearm. He leaned back to look at the guards.

      “This one is a real criminal—”

      I might have been at a disadvantage—but he was off balance and I had to take my chance while I had it.

      I rushed forward, stumbling as my ankles screamed in pain. The driver turned toward me just as I leapt out of the wagon and planted both feet in the center of his broad chest.

      The weight of the chains and the force of my leap knocked the man off his feet, and he landed on the muddy ground with a surprised grunt.

      “What’s taking so long?” one of the guards shouted.

      “Help!” the driver cried as I struggled to shake off the chains and scramble to my feet. “Help, she’s escaping!”

      The last length of chain fell to the ground with a muffled thud as I pushed it off my shoulder and ran headlong for the forest.

      The driver reached out to catch my ankle, but he missed and was rewarded with the edge of my boot crushing his fingers as I ran past him.

      His strangled cries for assistance had finally caught the interest of the guards in the gatehouse and I heard more shouts as they emerged to see what the commotion was.

      I was almost there. The dark trunks of the pine trees looked cool and inviting, and I was more than prepared to deal with whatever was in there if it meant I could avoid being taken through those ivy-covered gates.

      I could smell the treeline, if I could just get close enough—

      I reached out for the trees, but just as hope flared in my chest I cried out in surprise as a sharp pain lanced through my leg.

      “Not that easy, bradwr,” a man cried out. Braying laughter followed as I fell to the ground so hard and gasped as all the air rushed out of my lungs.

      The world tilted and I had dirt in my mouth and in my hair. My left leg shivered and burned and I couldn’t stop shaking. I managed to twist enough to grab for my ankle, and yelped in pain as my fingers were burnt by the glowing golden rope that was wrapped around it.

      The laughter of the guards echoed off the trees as they approached.

      “She doesnae look like much,” one of them said.

      I looked over my shoulder at the approaching men and pushed myself up onto my feet. My legs were unsteady, and I couldn’t put any weight on the left one.

      “Don’t you touch me,” I growled.

      “Hobbled. I told you these work like a charm,” one of the men said with a cocksure grin on his face. He patted the loops of golden rope fastened to his belt. The same rope that was wrapped tightly around my left ankle. “They said we couldn’t have ‘em, but I got these through a… different source.”

      The second guard shoved the speaker. “You’d best be keepin’ your mouth shut about that shit.” He pointed to me. “Are you sure this is the one?”

      The driver who had brought me to this accursed place came up behind them. He rubbed his chest painfully and fixed me with a deadly glare. “Certain of it,” he said through gritted teeth. “If she’s broken any of my ribs, I’ll be filin’ a complaint—”

      “Shut your mouth,” the first guard said. He pulled another length of the golden rope from his belt and swung it like a lasso at his side. “You’re comin’ with us, girl… This fella says you’re a murderer. But you dinnae look like much of a killer to me.” He said the last words with a sneer, and I felt my chest tighten with rage.

      “Come closer,” I growled. “Find out for yourself.” I hadn’t used my magic on another living creature in years—especially not in anger—but if I had to, I would.

      I raised my hands defensively and tried to call on my magic… Would it even obey me in this place? My palms itched; but there was nothing more.

      “You won’t be able to do any of that here, Darlin,” the guard with the lasso said mockingly.

      Frustrated at myself, I curled my hands into claws—at least those could do some damage if they got close enough.

      The second guard chuckled as his partner smiled grimly swung the lasso faster.

      “Get it over with,” the second guard said. He pulled a baton from his belt and flicked his wrist to extend it.

      “You’re making a mistake,” I said. “I’m not supposed to be here—”

      “Oh yes, I’m sure it’s all a terrible misunderstandin’,” the first guard said grimly. He whipped the lasso faster and then flung it in my direction.

      His aim was wide and I dodged it with ease, and the guard pulled another lasso from his belt. I tried to back away, but the pain in my left leg hindered me enough that I almost fell again, but before I could regain my balance, something struck me in the center of the back and I screamed in pain as every muscle in my body contracted.

      I fell to my knees as the lasso wound around my chest, pinning my arms to my sides, and then tightened enough to make me gasp.

      “That’s better,” one of the guards said. I struggled to keep my eyes open, but it was almost impossible. My body was flooded with pain and my vision was blurring at the edges. The men’s voices sounded impossibly far away.

      I blinked up at the black pine trees and they seemed to sway and shimmer above me. I screamed as the lasso tightened and my muscles contracted again. I fell forward, unable to stop myself as my face slammed into the ground.

      This time—everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      It was the smell that woke me.

      The familiarly sharp tang of Nassia made me recoil as I tried to move as far away from the noxious scent of the herb as possible.

      “Ah, awake. Good.”

      I blinked hard and tried to lift my hand to rub at my eyes, but I couldn’t move. My face was stiff with dried mud and my hands were bound together with a length of chain that glowed red with magic.

      As my eyes adjusted to the strange dark light of the stone chamber I struggled to push myself into a sitting position. I was wet, cold, hungry—and I felt sick to my stomach.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten anything. Worse than that, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been able to keep any food down.

      A voice floated out of the darkness toward me.

      “You have proven to be a very disruptive prisoner, Maeral Orilana. Or should I call you Evadne, instead?”

      “What?” I choked out.

      “But that is the name you are known by in the ranks of the Sapphire Fang, is it not?”

      The dark voice came from the shadows, and I could not see the speaker’s face. All I knew was that she was female.

      Was this the warden? Where was I?

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “You have no secrets here,” the woman said. “There is no need to pretend that you have not done the deeds you have been accused of. Once you enter the gates of the Garden, there is no turning back. No begging for forgiveness. There is no redemption within these walls.”

      I was so confused. So exhausted. And in so much pain.

      I didn’t know anything about the Sapphire Fang—what had my sister been doing? She had told me so little about her life in the Hollow World… and I hadn’t asked for details.

      “If I have no secrets from you, then you shouldn’t need to ask me any questions,” I said through gritted teeth. “Just leave me here and let me be.”

      The woman laughed. “This is not your cell,” she said. “You will be introduced to my Garden soon enough, and we will see how you thrive among the weeds. Word of your arrival will have already spread through the vines. And if there is any truth to your reputation, you will not find it a hardship to take your place here.”

      I swallowed thickly.

      Maeral would have been fine.

      I was fucked.

      My sister had obviously been much more enmeshed in the plot to overthrow the Summer Kingdom that I had ever imagined. As far as Maeral had told me, she had been working in the human cities as a translator. The political dealings the Golden Citadel had with the Hollow World were none of my concern—I’d had my own duties in the Citadel to worry about… I was a healer. Not a warrior.

      What would Mae do?

      “I don’t belong here,” I said shortly.

      The woman stepped out of the shadows and crossed her arms over her chest. She was small, smaller than any fae I had ever seen before. The expression on her round face was stern and her dark hair was pulled back in a tight chignon at the back of her head.

      “That’s what they all say—at first. But before long, they all come to realize that the Black Garden is the only place that they have ever belonged. You will come to that same clarity. In time.”

      The woman snapped her fingers and red sparks flared in the lock of a door I hadn’t noticed. It opened and she turned to walk through it.

      “You can’t just leave me like this!” I shouted.

      The woman looked at me over her shoulder and smiled. It was a cold smile, and I felt something like despair clutch at my stomach.

      “I can leave you any way I like. You are no longer important, or influential, Maeral Orilana—now you are a part of my Garden. And I will do with you as I wish. The rulers of both kingdoms, dark and light, have granted me this power… and you would do well to remember that whatever happens behind these walls, is done with their blessing.”

      The door slammed shut before I could say anything else. The same red sparks flared in the lock and I listened for the woman’s footsteps as they faded away down the corridor.

      The enchanted chains that bound my wrists tightened for a moment as I stared down at them, and then the red glow faded and the chains slithered from my wrists and fell to the dark stones with a clatter.

      I kicked them away and swore under my breath as I rubbed at the sore spots where the chains had made the skin raw and red. When the woman returned I had no doubt that they would spring to life again to hold me captive.

      My stomach lurched and I wiped at my face to try and distract myself from the horrible thoughts swirling through my mind. I pushed myself to my feet and tried to think of what my sister would do.

      My sister.

      Her blood covered face—exactly like mine.

      Her terrified eyes—eyes the same color and shape as mine.

      We had been inseparable as children… But over the years our lives had pulled us apart and it was obvious to me now that I hadn’t even know my own sister.

      I should never have let her into the Citadel that night. I should have known something was wrong. I should have known.

      I touched the stone wall. It was cold and damp and I leaned my forehead against it.

      Whoever had sent the Fennen Owl had overturned my sentence and sent me here. I knew that I should be grateful to be alive, but didn’t know if I should be thanking by benefactor them or cursing them straight to the fiery pit for putting me here.

      But I wouldn’t get that chance.

      As far as anyone knew, I was Maeral Orilana…

      A spy.

      A double agent for the Hollow World who had attempted to murder the man I loved—the Crown Prince of the Golden Citadel.

      Liri Orilana had been left for dead in the stone corridors as the assassins had made their escape. She was a casualty of a war that had not yet been announced—

      I pressed my palms against the damp stones and gritted my teeth.

      Maeral would be strong. She would not crack under the pressure that was coming, and I couldn’t either. All I had to do was keep my mouth shut, and my mind clear. But the warden was right: Maeral’s reputation, my reputation now, would have arrived before I did… I would have to be on my guard, and I had no idea how I was supposed to do that.

      But I was a fast learner, and I had nothing to lose.
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      Three orderlies, two nurses, and a sadistic doctor with a loaded syringe—that’s what it took to sedate me this time.

      Next time, I’ll have to make them work harder for it.

      Tears stream down my cheeks as the wretched serum steals my magic again. My companion dissolves into mist, and the staff exits. With a creak, a groan, and a clank, the door shuts and locks, and I’m left alone—bruised, naked, and sobbing—on the floor of my room. I know from past experience that it’ll be hours before the serum wears off. I won’t see Tiras again until morning at the earliest.

      Tiras used to try to help me when the orderlies caught us together, but after the first time one of them hurt him, I forbade it. It broke my heart knowing he went back into the Ether with a split lip. He was fine again the next time I conjured him, but the guilt still eats at me sometimes.

      With my arms and legs sore from being held down and numb from the serum, it takes a while to crawl back into bed. My empty, lonely bed. I pull the covers over my nude body, though I’ve long since lost all sense of modesty. When big, burly orderlies constantly barge in while I’m with Tiras and wrench us apart, modesty seems pointless.

      It wasn’t always like this. When I first came into my magic as a toddler, Tiras—or Mr. Williams, as I called him then—would play games with me when I conjured him. We’d toss around a ball or have tea parties with my stuffed animals, whatever my little heart desired. No one cared what we did or how long we spent together, not even my parents, because everything was innocence and light in those days. Besides, Mom and Dad weren’t about to deny themselves a free babysitter.

      Things changed, however, when I turned eighteen. I hadn’t noticed when I was younger, but Tiras is gorgeous. Jet-black hair, taut, toned muscles, and an ass so firm it sends my hormones into overdrive. Oh, those nights with Tiras… Those are times of self-discovery and self-gratification. Or, I suppose you could call it conjured gratification. I mean, in a way it’s self-created, but Tiras has his own mind, own thoughts—his own hands. My Gods, those hands…

      That’s when Mom and Dad stopped calling me a prodigy and started calling me a whore.

      The first time my parents caught me, they grounded me from magic for a week. The second time, they sent me to counseling. The third time, though?

      The third time I was committed.

      You see, mages are supposed to use their powers to help others. We’re considered a gift to society because we’re born with special abilities. Tiras, in my parents’ opinion, should have been put to work earning a wage for our family, like most conjured beings were. I couldn’t bear to subject Tiras to indentured servitude, though, especially not once we fell in love.

      Loving a conjured being is forbidden. There’s all sorts of rules against it, hence the asylum and the serum. The asylum isn’t too bad, once you look past the magic-sapping serum and the pyro twins down the hall, who never miss a chance to mock the “nympho conjurer.” I do my best to ignore those two. At least I never killed anyone with my magic. Harm none, bitches.

      Mom and Dad have never visited me here. I’m nothing more than an embarrassment now, a black sheep, a skeleton in their closet.

      A closet named Palmore’s Home for Wayward Mages.

      I lie there in the dark, pondering the possibility of escape. Every once in a while, I think about getting out of here. Running away with Tiras. Being free.

      Then I remember that there are seekers who would find us in a matter of days, if not less, and I know it’s nothing more than a pipe dream. Besides, what would Tiras and I do for food, for lodging, for a living? Tiras has a uniquely—specific—skillset, none of which are marketable to potential employers, and so far, I’ve been unable to conjure anyone other than him. So much for my prodigy status.

      As the serum takes full hold of my faculties, thoughts of my parents fade from me. I drift off into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      I wake as dawn’s first rays break through the barred windows of my sparse room. They cast long shadows on the dingy, once-white walls—and on Tiras’s nude form beside me. I’ve slept off the serum and conjured him in my sleep, something I haven’t told anyone, not even Dr. Palmore, that I can do.

      He brushes a mahogany lock of hair out of my face and tucks it behind my ear with a gentle hand. The corners of his lips are tugged into a frown, marring his beauty.

      “You should let me help you when they come for us. You’re hurt.”

      “If I let you help, you’ll get hurt.” It’s an old argument, the only argument we ever have, but tiresome, nonetheless.

      “I’ll heal as soon as I go back. This,” he brushes his fingertips against a painful lump on my forehead, probably obtained when one of the nurses dragged me off the bed and slammed me into the rough, worn linoleum floor last night, “will not heal anytime soon. This angers me.”

      My hand shoots up to the lump, which I hadn’t even noticed before. “Oh, that old thing? That’s nothing.”

      Tiras places a tender kiss on the lump and wraps his strong arms around me. “Siren, please—I can’t stand to see you hurt because of me.”

      I melt at the sound of my name on his lips. My chin tips up, and I stretch to bring my mouth to his. With one hand buried in his silky hair, I probe his mouth with my tongue. He tastes like exotic spices, though as far as I know he doesn’t need to eat when he’s in the Ether.

      For the next hour we feast on each other, our limbs intertwined, only stopping when the squeak-squeak-squeak of the breakfast cart’s wheels echoes down the hall.

      As if he knows my thoughts, he sighs and strokes my cheek. “I don’t want to go.”

      “I know,” I say, “but if I don’t make you go, they will. At least this way I’m not too drugged to bring you back later.” A bright glow lights my hands, and I dismiss him with a kiss. The sudden cold air against my lonely lips gives me a shiver.

      I scramble out of bed and get dressed just in time. The lock clanks as Ettie, the day cook, turns her key, and the heavy metal door groans when she opens it. As has become her habit, Ettie backs the breakfast cart in and clears her throat before she turns around. She’s caught Tiras and me in a compromising position more than once, and I guess she just assumes we’re more likely to be in bed together than not.

      “Good morning, Miss Siren,” she says as she picks up a tray from the cart. “Waffles for you this morning, hon.”

      “Thanks, Ettie.”

      She jumps when she hears my voice coming from right next to her and not the bed, where she expected me to be. “Good gracious, Miss Siren! Don’t startle an old woman like that!”

      I laugh and take my tray from her shaking hands. “You’re not old, Ettie.”

      “You’re mighty chipper for being dosed.”

      “I’m not dosed.” I frown. “What makes you think I’m dosed?”

      She puts a meaty hand on her hip. “If Mr. Williams isn’t here, then you must be dosed.”

      Geez, she makes me sound like some kind of sex addict. “I slept off the dose they gave me last night. Tiras wanted to leave this morning, so I dismissed him.”

      “Hmph.” With a curt nod, Ettie leaves me, locking the door behind her.

      Fine. Let her think what she wants. I don’t care.

      I pick at my off-brand Eggos until they’re cold, but I’m not hungry—not for waffles, anyway. I crave more of Tiras, but Wednesday mornings are for physical fitness therapy, so I’ll have to wait.

      The class is almost empty today. The pyro twins stay in their room, as do the water mage and the mentalist. I’m grateful that it’s just myself and the windtalker; despite the name, he seldom speaks. We muddle through the tedious yoga program, but my mind is back in my room with Tiras, and who knows where the windtalker’s mind is at.

      Lunch is served right after yoga, and whatever ailment the pyro twins have claimed this time seems to have resolved itself in time for food. They laugh and carry on in the dingy dining hall as though they were never sick this morning—and odds are they weren’t.

      Free hour takes forever to get here. I rush to my room and slam the door behind me.

      Tiras smiles when he appears, and I throw myself into his arms. The embrace stirs a warmth in my groin, and I reach between us. He’s ready, at full attention, and I calculate how much time we have before I have to return to the dining hall for dinner. If we’re quick about it, we won’t get caught.

      With his silky-smooth shaft in my hand, the warmth between my legs becomes a pool, and he moans as I begin to stroke. “Siren…”

      “Shh,” I say. “We have enough time.”

      He grins and lifts me up, wrapping my legs around his waist as he walks me to the bed and lays me down. His knees are both gentle and firm against my legs as he positions himself for entry. I prefer more foreplay than this, but in this place, we have to take what we can get.

      I bury a hand in his hair and pull him closer. He drives me to ecstasy and beyond, and I bite his shoulder to muffle my screams. This excites him even more; my eyes roll back as he pushes into me again and again. The metal-framed bed creaks with a steady rhythm, a sure giveaway to anyone walking down the hallway as to what I’m up to in here.

      I don’t care. Let them know. I have to have him. I have to have all of him.

      He finishes with a final push, emptying himself into me. I don’t know if conjured beings have seed, but if they do, Tiras and I have been lucky. I very much doubt I’d be allowed to keep a half-human/half-Ether baby.

      When he’s done, he rolls onto his side, taking me with him. I’d love to lie here like this forever, but I know we can’t. Still, I missed him during my sessions today, and I’m glad for his touch. “I wish they’d let me take you with to my therapies,” I say as I stroke his toned chest. “Life here would be more tolerable if I could have you by my side all the time.”

      He stiffens. When I look up, his lips are pressed tight, his expression grim. “But would you really want me here all the time?”

      “What kind of question is that? Of course I would. The only reason I’ve ever dismissed you is because other people don’t want me to be with you. Even as a child, I never dismissed you unless Mom and Dad told me to.”

      He disengages from me and stands. He rakes his hands through his hair and paces back and forth. On a normal day, I’d be taking in the sight of his tight ass in front of me, but he’s acting strange. I suspect this day is going to be far from normal.

      “Tiras—I love you. I’ve always loved you. I will always love you, forever. If the rules weren’t what they are, if I could have you by my side at all times, not just here alone in this room, I would choose that over any other thing.”

      “And if the rules weren’t what they are?”

      I blink a few times, confused. “But they are what they are. We can’t exactly change them, especially not from in here.”

      He stops his pacing at the chair by my dresser—far out of reach—and sits with his elbows on his knees. “Maybe we can.”

      “Huh?”

      Amber eyes meet mine across the room, and a thunderstorm brews in them. For the first time in my life, I’m scared of what Tiras might say or do. Not that I think he’d ever cause me actual harm, but I’ve never seen that look in his eyes, either.

      “Do you want me to stay?”

      I cock my head, and my brows draw tight as I try to figure out what he’s getting at. “I always want you to stay; it’s the doctor and the nurses that take away the magic that brings you here.”

      “I know, and they take away your magic because of what they catch us doing.”

      “Well, yeah. It’s kind of frowned upon for a conjurer like me to sleep with their conjured being.”

      “Indeed.” He stands again and goes back to pacing. “So as long as I’m your ‘conjured being,’ we can’t truly be together, then, can we?”

      I’m more confused by the second. Is he—is he trying to break up with me?

      “Tiras,” I say as I get up and cross to stand in his path, “what’s this all about?”

      He grabs my shoulders, and though not painful, his grip is tight. “I don’t have time to explain. I just want to know if you want me to stay. Not just overnight or for a few days. Forever.”

      “Yes, of course, but—”

      The dinner bell chimes, echoing throughout the asylum’s speaker system, and interrupts me. Tiras’s eyes dart to the locked door and back to me, and he lets go of my shoulders. “Send me back, Siren.”

      “Wait, what? You just asked if I wanted you to stay—”

      “Just do it!”

      My hand flashes with light as I dismiss Tiras back to the Ether.

      Dinner comes and goes, and I don’t even know what I’m eating. An orderly leads me back to my room for the bedtime ritual of PJs and pills. Nurse Ryan, the night shift nurse, waits for us when we get back.

      I take my pills—mundane pills, modern psychiatric meds that don’t affect my magic—and show Nurse Ryan my empty mouth. He grunts and presses on the hinges of my jaw, forcing my mouth further open to double-check that I haven’t cheeked anything. Ryan’s a bit of a “Nurse Ratchet” type. Well, Nurse Ratchet with a penis. A dick with a dick, if you will. He’s tall and gangly, with a brown buzz cut and a permanent sneer. I’m pretty sure he hates his job and hates mages, but from what the pyro twins say about him, he probably can’t find decent work elsewhere in this town. Something about an incident at the last hospital he worked in.

      Once satisfied that I’ve been a good girl, he leaves and locks the door behind him; I’m alone again. I want to conjure Tiras for an explanation, but it scares me to think of what he might say when he does come back.

      It’s the first night in my ten years at Palmore’s that I don’t even try to conjure him. Instead, I cry myself to sleep, curled into a tight ball of misery.

      I wake alone, and fresh tears spring forth. I don’t know how I’ll make it through the day knowing my relationship with Tiras is in this limbo. After picking at my breakfast—and eating none of it—I make up my mind to conjure my love at bedtime and get to the bottom of this. We’ll have all night to talk once they call “lights out,” and he won’t make me dismiss him in the middle of the conversation.

      Today’s Thursday, and that means arts and crafts. If I want to keep my magic to conjure him later, I have to behave now. Off I go to play with safety scissors and glue sticks and construction paper and whatever else the arts director has in store for us.

      Arts is rather boring today, more so than most Thursdays, but I think it has less to do with the therapy and more to do with wanting to talk to Tiras, to find out what he’s so anxious about. My own anxiety builds just thinking about it, and I almost want to ask for one of those pills they let me take when the serum’s effects drive me bonkers.

      After arts and crafts is lunch. Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. I force myself to eat one, but I don’t really taste it. I’ve got more important things to worry about besides what flavor jelly Ettie slapped on the bread today.

      Once lunch is over, I have group therapy. Group therapy is different from the arts and crafts because group therapy is where we all sit in a circle and talk about how to use our magic responsibly. It’s all a crock of shit, but if I don’t go, I’ll get the serum for sure.

      The pyro twins are in rare form today. They start in as soon as I enter the room.

      “Hey, nympho! Fucked any good conjured beings lately?” Thomas laughs at his own joke.

      “I bet that's the commotion we heard down the hall the other night,” Tessa says. She’s got a long leg draped over the edge of the plastic chair she's sitting in, playing with a small flame by running it through her fingertips. Her bright yellow-and-orange hair matches the flame she conjured, and her brother has the same terrible dye job.

      “Yeah,” I say as I take my own seat at the far side of the circle, “you’re probably right. You see, I don’t have my own live-in lover like you two do. Must be nice that Dr. Palmore lets you guys share a room.”

      Tessa bristles, and the tiny flame expands to encompass her whole hand. “Bitch, if you don’t shut up with the lame incest jokes, I'm gonna fry you to a crisp!”

      “Calm down, Tess.” Thomas grabs the flame from her hand and snuffs it. “Don't let her goad you into getting serum'd up. She's not worth it.”

      Dr. Palmore walks in just after Thomas extinguishes the flame, so I guess I'll have to wait for another day to see Tess get the serum injection she deserves.

      “Good afternoon, mages. How are we all doing today?”

      We all mumble our replies, but as usual no one wants to be here, so no one's really enthusiastic. Dr. Palmore isn't deterred by our combined apathy. He starts the therapy session right away, and since I was the latest to be caught in the act of misusing magic, he starts today's session with me.

      “Now, I don’t know if everyone has heard, but Siren had a relapse a couple of nights ago. Siren, would you like to talk about it?”

      No, I really wouldn’t, but if I don’t, I'll get in trouble—so I guess I will. I do my best imitation of remorse. “I'm sorry, Dr. Palmore. I just—I just missed him.”

      “But you could have conjured him just to talk, couldn't you? If the core of the issue was missing your conjured being, a little chat should suffice. Don’t you think that maybe the real problem is…something else?”

      Godsdamnit, he's overstepping his boundaries by taking the conversation in this direction in group therapy. This belongs in our one-on-one, not in front of all the residents. He’s also hitting a little too close to home with the line of questioning, voicing concerns that may have been on Tiras’s mind. Ire surges inside me, but I need to stay calm. I lower my head, letting my dark hair fall in front of my face. “You're probably right, Dr. Palmore. It's more than just missing Tiras.”

      He nods. “That's a good first step, Siren: admitting that you have a deeper problem.” To my surprise, he drops the subject and moves on to his next victim—er, patient.

      The session lasts longer than usual today. Dr. Palmore addresses each of our personal “issues” in front of the group. Some days he fixates on one or two patients, and the rest are spared, but not today. He airs everyone's dirty laundry, leaving it hanging on the line for all to see.

      I’m not paying any attention, to be honest. I’m thinking about what Dr. Palmore said, about my true motives behind conjuring Tiras. Do I really only conjure him for sex? Granted, it’s amazing sex, but I do love him—don’t I?

      When group therapy comes to an end, it's almost dinner time. I'm so anxious that the mere thought of meat loaf makes me nauseous. I make excuses and get permission to eat a turkey sandwich in my room. I'm overjoyed when the orderly's key turns in the lock, sealing me in.

      I take a deep breath, sit down on the bed, and wait at least twenty minutes before I try to conjure Tiras.

      My hands don’t light up. He doesn’t come.

      I scowl and try again. Still nothing.

      “Tiras? Baby, are you there?” No response. No magic. No Tiras.

      Something's wrong. Something's very, very wrong.

      I stand up and start pacing. Back and forth, back and forth, just like Tiras did earlier…only I'm here, and he's not. Why is he not here?

      I reach down inside myself, to my core, to where my magic sits, but nothing feels wrong in me. Whatever the problem is, it’s not with my magic.

      Hours pass with no Tiras. I try meditation techniques I learned in therapy, I try straining, I try everything. I don’t know what’s going on, and I’m scared.

      I don’t sleep. When Ettie comes with breakfast, my eyes hurt from crying all night, and my throat is raw. I’ve never been so lost, so afraid, and I’m starting to think he’s never coming back.

      I move through the next week in a haze, unable to function. The words “fugue state” drift in one ear and out the other, and they shove more pills at me. I take them without question. What does it matter whether they affect my magic or not? Tiras isn’t coming back. He’s gone. I did something wrong. I took advantage of him, I didn’t appreciate what I had, and now he’s gone forever.

      Of course, this doesn’t stop me from trying every night after lockdown to conjure him back.

      It doesn’t stop me from failing, either.

      On the sixth night—or is it the seventh?—I finally break.

      I'm about to call for an orderly or a nurse or hell, I'll even take Dr. Palmore at this point, just get me someone who can help me get Tiras back. I'm shaking like a junkie, but it's not for lack of sex. It's for lack of his presence, his essence, his strength.

      Just as I've reached the height of panic, as I'm about to scream for help from whoever will listen, a commotion outside grabs my attention.

      A chorus of sirens—ambulance sirens, not the kind I'm named after—assaults my ears through the closed window. My room overlooks the front of the building, and despite my anxiety over Tiras's disappearance, or rather lack of appearance, my curiosity is piqued. It's odd timing, that's for sure. What mage has gotten him- or herself into enough trouble at this time of night to warrant an emergency ride here in an ambulance? Usually unstable mages like myself are admitted to a hospital wing for a proper diagnosis before they're brought here, and even then, the sirens aren't used.

      The sound draws me in. I creep over to the window and peer through the bars at the scene in the driveway below.

      My stomach drops below the floorboards, and my heart stops beating.

      The crazy mage who's gotten himself committed to Palmore's Home for Wayward Mages in the middle of the night, the one that four orderlies are wrestling out of the ambulance, the one in handcuffs…is Tiras.

      Tiras? He's here—as a patient? How? Did I conjure him in the wrong place somehow? Is that why he didn't show up here? But no; that makes no sense. If he'd appeared elsewhere, the authorities would have detained him and called Dr. Palmore to give me a dose of the serum. That's the easiest way to subdue a conjured being: incapacitate its mage.

      Tiras bleeds from a head wound, and the orderlies don’t seem to care if they injure him further in their struggles. I try to dismiss him back to the Ether to heal. My hand won't glow, and he stays in the driveway. By this time, they've removed the handcuffs and wrangled him into a straitjacket. My heart breaks at the sight of my lover in restraints.

      It's not supposed to be this way. Tiras isn’t human, but he's by no means an animal, and he shouldn't be treated like one. I pound on the glass between the bars and scream until I'm hoarse, but I know it's futile. No one down there can hear me, and even if they could, they wouldn't listen. I’d just get another dose.

      But wait! Maybe that's the answer! Maybe if I cause enough of a fuss up here, cause a distraction, I can get them to set Tiras free. I mean, I'll have to subject myself to a serum injection, but if I can’t consciously dismiss him, maybe—just maybe—I can make Dr. Palmore dismiss him for me. He’ll be sent to the Ether, his body will heal, and he'll be okay.

      Unfortunately, the only sure way to get the orderlies and nurses to swarm my room in the middle of the night is to get caught having sex. Even if they can’t hear me outside the window, the pyro twins are certain to report me if they think I’m making love. Without Tiras here, I can’t do that, though—

      —But I can try to fake it.

      I go to my door, get close to it, and start moaning and screaming louder than I ever have before. I don’t know how good of an actress I am, but it sounds convincing enough to my ears. Thomas and Tessa are laughing so hard down the hall that I can hear them, but I don’t care. This is about getting Tiras to safety, not maintaining my own dignity.

      I can't see the front drive to know if my ploy is working, but within minutes I hear thundering footsteps echo down the hall. The night nurses are making their way to my room, and I know Dr. Palmore won't be far behind. He'll bring the serum, and Tiras will go back to the Ether to heal.

      I get the serum, as expected, but as it starts to take hold—before my consciousness fades, before the nurses leave, and while my door is still open—I see two orderlies drag Tiras's bound, unconscious form down the hall to one of the empty rooms.

      He should have dismissed by now. Why is he still here?

      When I wake the next morning, my first act is to try to conjure Tiras. My hand doesn't glow; he doesn't come.

      Was last night a dream? Am I still under the influence of the serum? I don’t feel sluggish or numb, so I doubt it’s the serum.

      Ettie brings breakfast a few minutes after I wake up, and she’s even more short and curt than usual, bordering on rude. Her lips are pursed, and she turns up her nose at me when I try to ask if she knows of any new admissions that came during the night. I give up on trying to get answers from her. She probably heard about my “performance” to save Tiras, and it upset her sensibilities.

      It's Friday, so that means “nature therapy,” which is really just where they herd all the patients to the inner courtyard and tell us to play nice with each other. Everyone sits at the periphery, and aside from the pyro twins everyone sits alone.

      My inability to conjure Tiras consumes my thoughts, so I’m not paying attention to who’s in attendance at nature therapy. I walk in circles, wringing my hands, hoping against hope that the light will return to them and Tiras will appear.

      Nature therapy ends, and an orderly escorts me back to my room. As he leads me down the hall, I see that the room they deposited Tiras in last night is open. With more strength than I knew myself capable of, I wrench free of the orderly’s grip and rush to the doorway.

      Inside the room, restrained in the bed, eyes glazed over, is Tiras. A bandage covers the gash on his head, so I don’t know if it has started to heal, but from the look of the bruising on his face and wrists I doubt anything on him is healing. He looks like hell warmed over, and I want to go to him. The orderly catches me, however, and drags me back to my own room screaming Tiras’s name.

      He doesn’t answer. I don’t know if it’s because he can’t, or because he won’t. His eyes indicate a recent dose of serum, but maybe he doesn’t want to reply—or does he? I’m more confused than ever now.

      The orderly locks the door but doesn’t call Dr. Palmore for a sedative. I guess with Tiras bound to his bed down the hall, they don’t think I need any serum. Or maybe I don’t need it. I mean, if my magic is gone, then the serum is pointless. Maybe everything is pointless now.

      I can see Tiras's door from the barred window in my own door. They've locked him in, so I don’t know how he's doing. I stay at the tiny window, staring at his room, until I'm too tired to stand. My body slides to the floor, and I drift off to sleep with my forehead pressed against the cold metal.
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        * * *

      

      Ettie wakes me with her key in the lock, and I scramble to avoid getting smashed by the door when it opens. The night spent sleeping on the floor has made me groggy, but not so groggy that I’m too stupid to see the opportunity in front of me. While Ettie is backing the breakfast cart in, I snatch her keyring, shove her against the door, upturn the cart, and bolt for Tiras’s room.

      It takes a few precious seconds to find the right key, but I get the door open before Ettie recovers.

      Tiras is still tied to the bed, but his eyes are clear. Whatever they had him on, it's worn off. Those gorgeous amber orbs are wide with shock. I don’t know if he remembers that I tried to come in last night. I don’t know if he was even aware enough to know I was there. I freeze, and for a moment I forget to breathe.

      “Siren?” His voice is hoarse, like the orderlies had strangled him in their attempts to subdue him. “They let you out of your room?”

      He doesn't sound angry; that's a good thing. I think.

      “I'm out of my room. The permission for me to be out may be debatable.”

      I don’t know why I'm cracking wise. I cringe as I realize that jokes are not what Tiras needs right now.

      Tiras shifts in the bed, but his restraints prevent him from getting into a sitting position. “You shouldn't be here. They’ll punish you for coming here without permission.”

      I glance back down the hall. Ettie is heading for the internal phone system. I've probably got a few minutes before the orderlies descend. “What happened to you? You've been gone for so long, and I couldn't conjure you back.”

      Ettie's voice drifts to my ears. “—in his room right now! Get someone up here before she gets his restraints off!”

      A few seconds, then.

      “Siren, please, I'll explain everything as soon as I can, but right now you need to get back to your room. Don't make me watch them take you, not when I'm powerless to stop them from hurting you.”

      My heart surges at the concern in his voice. My jaw sets as I nod and leave, passing a flustered Ettie in the hallway as I make a beeline for my room.

      By the time the orderlies get there, I'm back in bed, sitting on the edge, hands folded in my lap. Ettie’s waving her arms, gesturing to Tiras’s room and back to mine, but the orderlies just shrug at her. The taller one, Simon, interrupts her.

      “I get it, Ettie, but we can’t call Dr. Palmore to sedate her if she’s not doing anything wrong.”

      “But she stole my keys! She was practically in his room! Don’t tell me you’re not going to do anything about that.”

      Simon shrugs again. “She was in her room when I got here. I'm sorry, Ett, but my hands are tied.”

      “His door is wide open! You know I didn’t do that.” Ettie puts her hands on her hips. The whole scene is almost comical.

      After a few more minutes of back and forth, Ettie gives up, and the orderlies leave, scolding me and warning me to stay put until it's time for therapy.

      I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. The orderlies' words are lost on me, because there is something more important on my mind: Tiras still cares. I don’t know what else is going on, but that one fact is enough to warm my heart and give me hope.

      I know from experience that new admissions don’t get any privileges until they've proven their willingness to cooperate with the program, and even for well-behaved patients that takes a week or more to accomplish. That means I will have to behave and cooperate for a week or more as well. If either one of us acts out or breaks the rules, we’ll both be punished.

      A week without Tiras—another whole week—is torture, but it’s endurable…mainly because I know that Tiras is safe. He may be locked up in this asylum, but he's safe.

      I take my pills on schedule. I go to my therapies. I toe the line, and after two grueling weeks of faking it, Dr. Palmore rewards me with permission to send notes to Tiras. I have to pass them to him via nurse or orderly, but it's a step in the right direction. The first note from Tiras is short, but it’s probably because he has to use mediators too, so he doesn’t want to reveal anything private that could be read.

      Siren, my love,

      Thank you for listening to me. I promise it will all be worth it. We just have to be patient.

      With all my heart,

      Tiras the Deserter

      Tiras the Deserter? His choice of signature is strange, but his words are encouraging. I hold the note to my chest and sigh.

      “Siren, my love.” “With all my heart.” Those two phrases are enough to hold me for now. I hope he receives my note with the same enthusiasm.

      Tiras,

      My heart soars to see you alive and well. I long for the day when the locks no longer keep us apart.

      Siren

      Okay, so I'm not as good with words as Tiras. I got my point across, right?

      Two more weeks pass before Dr. Palmore allows us to sit in the same group therapy sessions. The pyro twins snort and giggle and sneer, but Tiras takes the seat next to me anyway. The heat emanating from his body stirs a fire in my loins, but I keep my hands to myself. I don’t want to jeopardize our fragile accord with Dr. Palmore and his staff. They're letting us be close to each other, and that's more than they ever allowed when Tiras was conjured. It's killing me not to touch him, though.

      We walk to the dining hall side by side, and he sits next to me at the table. A dozen-plus pairs of eyes bore into us, watching our every move. The pyro twins point and whisper. Tiras shuts them down with a glare that would have been terrifying had it been aimed at me. I grin into my mashed potatoes and touch my knee to his under the table. He nudges my arm with his elbow, and when I glance over at his plate, I see the words “jealous brats” spelled out in peas. I giggle and place my hand over his, risking retribution if the orderlies see us.

      “I'm sorry I had to leave you,” he says, squeezing my hand. His voice is so soft I have to strain to hear him. “I still don’t think it's safe to explain, but I promise I will soon.”

      I squeeze back. “It's okay. As long as you’re here now, and you’re here for good, I don’t care about any explanation.”

      “I'm here for good. For you. Forever.”

      Tears spring to my eyes, and I wipe them away with the back of my free hand.

      An orderly escorts the two of us back to our rooms, and they allow us a supervised hug in the hallway before locking us away for the night.

      Dr. Palmore surprises me the next day by delivering my breakfast and morning pills himself. Dr. Palmore never does grunt work.

      “Good morning, Miss Smith. How are you this fine day?”

      Something is fishy. What does he want?

      “Good morning, Dr. Palmore.” I'm not sure what else to say.

      He sits on the chair across the room and crosses his legs. I wait for him to speak.

      “So,” he uncrosses his legs and re-crosses them the other way, “you and Mr. Williams have given me a lot to think about this past month.”

      Uh oh. This could either be really good or really bad. “And what conclusion did you come to?”

      He sits forward and stares at me, his beady black eyes boring into me. “We did tests on Tiras, and yourself.”

      “Okay…”

      “You’re a mage, no question about that.”

      He’s stating the obvious, and I wish he'd just get to the point.

      “And?”

      “And so, it appears, is Tiras.”

      Tiras—a mage? I didn’t think mages like myself could conjure real, live people, let alone other mages. Conjurers pull people out of the Ether…that's how it works, isn't it? So how can Tiras be a mage?

      I'm too stunned to speak. I just sit there with my jaw hanging wide, and I'm pretty sure I'm forgetting to breathe again.

      “That presents us with a dilemma of sorts. After all, you were committed here all those years ago because of what you were caught doing with an Etherkin.” Dr. Palmore sighs. “Or rather, what we thought was an Etherkin. Since the man you were with has proven to be a man, the reason for keeping you here is no longer a valid reason.”

      I'm not sure what this means. Is he going to discharge me and keep Tiras? That might be worse than our previous arrangement.

      “And it seems that Mr. Williams has recovered from his temporary ailment.”

      Wait…Is he saying what I think he is?

      Dr. Palmore stands and strides over to the bed, handing me an envelope.

      I tear it open and pull out the folded papers inside. When I read them, tears fill my eyes. I look up at the doctor, and for the first time in ten years the detachment in his eyes is replaced with kindness.

      “Really? This is legit?”

      He nods. “And Mr. Williams has a matching set of documents.”

      I launch myself at Dr. Palmore and throw my arms around his neck. “Thank you so much!”

      To my surprise, he hugs me back. “I'm sorry we kept you here so long. I don’t know quite what happened, or how it happened, but I’m glad to remedy things for the two of you.” He steps back and gestures at my open door. “Go. Go to him.”

      I don’t need to be told twice. With my discharge papers in hand, I run down the hall to Tiras’s room.

      He's standing in the doorway with a satchel on his shoulder and a wide grin on his face. He's got an envelope in his hand, and I know what the papers inside say without even looking. Tiras wraps me in his arms, and I sink into his embrace.

      “I can't believe this is happening…after all this time.” I tilt my head to gaze into his eyes. “But how? I didn't think mages could conjure other mages.”

      With a smile he takes my chin in his hand. “No, they can't…but they can summon demons, and those demons can choose to give up their demonic powers and become human.”

      “Summon demons…?” I think back on my life with Tiras, and it occurs to me that I never considered that I might not be a conjurer. Summoners are rare, cooperative demons more so, and I guess I never put two and two together. Tiras has an ancient, biblical name, he’s never aged in all the years I've known him, and those stunning amber eyes…I don’t know how I didn’t add it all up before.

      Non-magic humans always talk about how evil and dangerous demons are, but to us mages, they’re just another race. A deadly race from another dimension, yes, but not inherently evil. Mages and demons interact all the time, just through spells and incantations for the most part. The mage community holds summoners in high regard, because they—we, I guess—can better facilitate deals with the demon realm. It’s strange that I got misclassified for so long, though. With how sought-after summoners are, one would think they’d come up with a way to differentiate us from conjurers.

      “Can I summon other demons?”

      “Do you want to?” He dazzles me with a crooked grin, and I realize I don’t care if I can summon anyone else. I have the demon—ex-demon—that I want, and he’s right here in my arms.

      His lips meet mine in a fiery hot kiss, and I wonder if he's a pyro mage like the twins. It would make sense for a demon to get fire powers when he becomes human, but such a thing is so unheard of that I can only guess for now.

      When we come up for air, he's got a tender smile on his face and tears of his own sliding down his cheeks. I've never seen him cry before. Maybe when he was a demon he couldn’t.

      “I'm sorry it took so long to get back to you. It's harder than I thought it would be to convince the authorities that I'm crazy, so it took a few days to get committed here.” He winks. “I had to set three different fires and give an officer second degree burns before they’d bring me in.”

      So I guessed right. “You burned a cop?”

      “Only a little…and I made sure there was a healer nearby when I did it.”

      Dr. Palmore taps me on the shoulder. I didn’t even hear him walk over to us. “Ahem. You two should probably get going, before I change my mind.” His smile gives him away, so I know he's just joking, but I take Tiras's hand and pull him towards the exit just in case.

      We walk out the front door of the asylum hand-in-hand, our faces tilted up to the sun, the winds of freedom blowing through our hair.

      I don’t know what we’ll do for a living now that we're both free, but I do know one thing: whatever we do, we’ll do it together.

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      Enjoyed this story? Be sure to leave a review! Keep your eyes peeled for more stories from Palmore’s Home for Wayward Mages by following AJ Mullican on social media, Goodreads, Bookbub, or by signing up for her newsletter at ajmullican.com.
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        Dalia Rowan hates surprises. She hates them more than she hates snakes, her lying ex-boyfriend Landon, and all the stupid superstitions her grandmother has. Born to Raven Royalty, Dalia prefers to focus on the life that has been planned for her a future elite Raven Bodyguard. When she finds herself plucked out of her own bedroom on her birthday by The Fates and abandoned on Shadow Island, she refuses to accept this as her new normal.

      

      

      

      
        
        Jace and Gage Anders are trapped. When The Fates dropped them on this god-forsaken rock at age twenty-five, they assumed they would be allowed to leave when their term was up. The Fates had another plan. A plan that traps them as  forever-guardians of the maximum security prison Shadow Island. The magic of the Island forces them to spend long days and nights in their shifted form, stuck as Raven Sentries. With all hope of escape long gone, the Anders Brothers hope only for a miracle to break up the monotony of their sentence.

      

      

      

      
        
        Will Dalia be the hope the Anders Brothers have been waiting for or will she end up being their downfall? Introduce yourself to this Raven shifter trio in Reporting For Duty, a short story set in the world of the upcoming paranormal prison series: Raven Sentries of Shadow Island by emerging paranormal romance author Bee Murray.
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      Jace Anders, Raven Sentry Badge #658

      Patrol Grounds, Shadow Island SuperMax Prison

      

      My back cracks painfully as I perch on my ledge. The shifts have been harder the last few days and I can feel the strain in my wings as I stretch them out, struggling to hold them steady against the gale force winds that continue to grow in ferocity.

      I scan the horizon for threats out of habit but it is just an exercise in futility. We haven’t seen another being in months. The magic of the island holds our residents in place and a successful escape has never been achieved. If we are being truly honest, it holds us in place too.

      Everyone knows the grim reality: Shadow Island isn’t for rehabilitation, it’s a place to suffer for your sins until you die. It’s all part of the grand plan for justice, according to The Fates. If you ask my brother and I? We might as well be guarding an extra-haunted cemetery.

      My brother and I have been the only Raven sentries assigned to the Shadow Island SuperMax for the last five years. We were dropped here by The Fates on our twenty-fifth birthday. Within two days, our mentors and former sentries had disappeared and we were stuck. The magic of the place holds us here and day after day, night after night, we stand watch.

      Lately the magic has been stronger, forcing us to remain in our Raven forms longer and longer, our human sensitivities growing weaker and weaker. I still hold onto a small sliver of hope that The Fates will one day change their mind and either send us reinforcements or send us home. Gage has no such faith.

      I shift on my bit of rock again, the electricity in the air tingling my senses, as I struggle to find a more comfortable resting spot. Clearly, a storm is coming in. Living out here, there are few things I hate more than storms. The wind makes it all but impossible to fly the perimeter and the constant rain splashing against the rocks ensures you are always wet, never warm.

      The screams and calls of our prisoners rising in volume with the wind. Each battling the other for the last word in a never-ending screaming match at the end of the world. When you house the world’s most dangerous supernatural prisoners on a forsaken rock in the middle of the ocean, you really don’t want anyone getting more worked up than they already are. They are the only residents on this Island with nothing to lose.

      An especially bright lightning strike illuminates the sky and my eyes widen as I catch a glimpse of a small shape falling through the storm, lit up in the sky with a trajectory that was clearly the Island. Our Island.

      Traveling through lightning? Arriving in the middle of the night? Destined for the Outer Wall and not the Prison? That can only mean one thing: The Fates have sent us someone or something. Prisoners land in the center of the Island, but gifts from The Fates are always on the Outer Wall.

      The pain in my back is forgotten as I strain to see through the rain and pinpoint the exact location where the stranger landed and excitement courses through my veins. For the first time, in a very, very long time, I could get to speak to another person other than by twin. For the first time, in a very, very, VERY long time, I have hope that maybe we won’t die here like everyone else.

      With determination borne of desperation and the need to hear something, anything from the outside world, I launch my tired Raven through the storm and head towards the outer wall and the ever so small beacon of hope. A part of me smiles when I hear a small scream of rage float towards me on the wind,  coming from the general direction.

      Someone is definitely here.
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        * * *

      

      Dalia Rowan, Raven Clan Rowan

      The Ledge, Shadow Island SuperMax Prison Outer Wall

      

      They say The Fates have a sense of humor. They conveniently forget to tell you that their sense of humor is twisted and sadistic. Twisted sadism can be the only rational explanation for why I am stuck on a freezing cold rock in the middle of an ocean, dressed only in my underwear.

      Happy freaking birthday to me.

      I shiver violently as the wind howls all around me and the mist from the waves below soaks me through. The heat generated from lightning travel has worn off and I am vividly aware that I am sitting exposed, in the middle of a hurricane, in nothing more than a bra and panties.

      Somewhere behind me high-pitched wails mix with the sounds of the storm in an eerie song. I have no idea where the fuck I am, but from the looks and sound of it, it’s not a place people come on purpose. It’s certainly not a place that I have any desire to be. There is magic here. Dark magic. It pulls and pokes at me. The air is wild and sinister here and I fight the urge to hide in my Raven form. My instincts tell me that to shift now would be to give in to the magic. A Rowan doesn’t give in. We get even.

      I scoot on my butt along the ledge and see that it continues to descend into the mist, like a spiral or a staircase of some kind. The mapping exercise distracts me long enough to resist the shift and I am thankful for the appearance of the Rowan stubbornness as I try to take inventory of the things I know:

      

      
        	I traveled by lightning, without warning, so The Fates have to be involved. Check.

        	I am in the middle of fucking nowhere. It’s cold. There’s water. And wind. And rock. Check.

        	There are other creatures here, somewhere. Check.

        	I will die if I do not get inside and find shelter. Yikes. Check.

        	This ledge or staircase or whatever it is isn’t big enough for me to shift into my Raven fully yet the magic surrounding it really, really wants me to. Must resist. Check.

        	I am sitting here in my underwear. That’s...problematic. Check.

        	If this is where The Fates intend me to complete my service, they have another thing coming. They can check the hell out of that.

      

      

      I may be cold. I may be terrified. I may even be in way, way over my head. But goddess-damn it all, I am a Rowan! We are the Ravens chosen by royalty. We watch over the world. We guard moments in history and the shadowy elite who orchestrate them. We do not….visit whatever strange hell this is.

      My little pep talk does nothing to alleviate any of my concerns but the quick image of my Grandmother sweeping into The Council and demanding an explanation in all of her Old World regal glory gave me a small measure of hope. Grandmother would never let me languish here. This isn’t part of our plan.

      I was supposed to do my service with minor royalty somewhere in Europe before being elevated to a personal bodyguard to the elite where I would live out my life in the state of luxury and privilege I am accustomed to.  Clearly, The Fates got it wrong.

      The thought was barely out of my head when an especially large wave suddenly crashed against the rock and drenched me from head to toe in frigid sea water, seaweed and sand.

      The Fates are salty, vindictive bitches. I roar back at the ocean, my scream full of rage and fear. They may have put me here, but I am not done fighting. I am a daughter of Raven Clan Rowan. I will write my own fate.

      I duck, anticipating another wave of retribution to head towards me but none come. Instead, on the horizon, I see a dark object battling the wind and headed my way. Crap. This Island has guards.
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        * * *

      

      Gage Anders, Raven Sentry Badge #657

      The Nest, Shadow Island SuperMax Prison

      

      I woke up suddenly because something in the air changed and then the magic of the Island shifted. It was subtle, but there was something--a new undercurrent that I couldn’t put my finger on. Whatever it was, it made my shift out of Raven and back into Gage painless for the first time in months. I sent a silent prayer of thanks to The Fates for granting me that small mercy.

      The storm raging outside rattled the windows in our shack and the chill seeped in through the wide cracks in the walls. Jace would still be out on patrol. Of the two of us, he’s more of the Boy Scout. No matter the weather, he’s out there doing his perimeter checks and patrolling.

      I gave up on that kind of dedication years ago. The magic here is oppressive and it eats away at your soul. It’s calculated, as if it knows if we are constantly walking a tightrope between hope and despair, we won’t realize how much time has gone by. It’s been five years since I have spoken to anyone other than my brother.

      Five long years since I have seen another of my kind. I am done with giving my all for nothing in return. Throwing my finger to the storm outside, I decide to ignore the disturbance in favor of my favorite activity: sleep.

      With a brother like Jace there really wasn’t any point in getting worked up anyway. He’s a natural and will do it for you without even asking. I mute the mental link with my twin and climb back into bed. Dreary days call for immediate naps. It’s not like anything happens here anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Jace

      

      The Outer Wall is finally in range and I can’t help myself, I start scanning it obsessively, anxious to see our gift from The Fates. Gliding above the mist, I can see up and down the wall and but it is as blank as it always is. I glide further and doubleback, too stubborn to entertain the notion that maybe this was a trick of the light and I imagined the whole episode.

      On my third pass, I saw movement and dove to get closer. Standing on the ledge in only her underwear was a woman brandishing a clump of seaweed at me with the fierceness of a Valkyrie.

      Holy Goddess of Heaven and Hell.

      I approach slowly and see that the woman, despite her fierceness, is clearly freezing. She is shaking, her long wet hair falling limply by her face, water dripping off her and pooling at her feet.

      She is screaming out at me, gesturing with her clump of seaweed and stomping her feet. Her eyes are wild and a curious combination of fear and anger radiates off her. There’s something else about her. Something strangely familiar. I cock my head at her, taking her in. A gust of wind blows her forward a few steps and the smell hits me like a ton of bricks.

      Shifter. Raven Shifter. Female Raven Shifter.

      

      My eyes widen in recognition and I do what any normal sentry would do when suddenly face to face with another of their kind after many long years: I dive off the ledge in a panic.

      Swooping down, I fly the wall until I find the beginning of the stairs. Gage! They sent us a woman! I scream the words into our twin mental link as I circle the small stair alcove and take cover from the storm to collect myself.

      Gage is not great at being a Raven Sentry. He doesn’t do protocols, perimeter checks, or even contingency planning. The rigid and lonely life of a guard was never his dream. But one thing Gage always knows how to do: talk to women. Where I get tongue tied and stare awkwardly, Gage is able to make actual conversation. He sets people at ease and they just,trust him. He would know what to do with the woman on our Wall. He wouldn’t just leave her there all by herself on a perilous ledge.

      GAGE! WAKE. UP!

      The link remains silent and I sigh. Without Gage’s help, I have no idea how to convince her that I mean her no harm. I turn to face the storm again and the feathers on the back of my neck raise up in alarm. Perched just out of reach, she is there watching me. Her feathers are slick with rain and she hops from one foot to the other, as if preparing to take off and fly away if I so much as look at her wrong.

      Shit.

      Before I could awkwardly bungle this situation any more, the perimeter alarm blares--startling us both and sending me into Sentry mode. All awkwardness is gone as I hurry her out of the alcove and nip her wings, urging her to follow me. We glide together, wings flapping hard against the storm as I race to The Nest, eager to get her safe before we investigate which of our residents got a little out of hand. She is silent, refusing to engage or communicate, but she stays close.

      By the time we arrive at the The Nest, she is breathing hard and doesn’t hesitate when I hold the door for her. She flies in like she owns the place.  Rain soaked, apprehensive and weary, we both turn to face Gage who is standing in the middle of the room, bare-ass naked and grinning like he just won the lottery. Well, this should be interesting.
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        * * *

      

      Dalia

      

      When the magic forced me to shift into my Raven, a sense of calm flooded my body. No longer fearful, I draw strength from the power of my Raven and I follow her instincts. Instincts that tell me the shifter who ran away from me is my best chance at survival.

      There is a certain comfort in encountering your own kind in situations such as this. After all, there’s a code among Ravens. We protect our own and when one of us is in trouble, we are bound to assist.

      I take special note of the landscape that we fly over, as we run from the horrible blaring alarm. It’s all shadows and patches of grey. Faded cement towers and buildings with jagged, wicked rocks below. A persistent mist that hangs around, despite the hurricane force winds. This place is eerie and an overtone of evil and malcontent hangs over it. At least the shack that he brings me to has a small sliver of light.

      Desperate to get out of the rain, I fly into the building, skidding to a stop before I run beak-first into a very large, very blonde, very naked, very...happy-looking man. Against my will, I feel myself shifting back--the magic of the Island taking over my body again. From the sounds behind me, the magic is forcing my Raven guide to shift too. With an agonized grunt, we both pop back into our human forms and the three of us stand awkwardly in the room. All of us are naked.

      With a subtle look at both, I can see that the two men are twins. They are blonde and muscular with the powerful arms of men accustomed to manual labor. The first one is still grinning at me, while the other looks vaguely apologetic. No one speaks and the magic continues to swirl around us and I start to catch a chill.

      Before I can open my mouth to speak and break this silence, I can feel the magic build again. My skin begins to crawl as the electricity buzzes across my skin. It feels like an unwanted caress and I shiver, trying to shake it off, steadfastly ignoring the dark chuckle of laughter that sounds on the wind.

      As quickly as it appeared, the feeling suddenly stops. Everything stops. The wind, the rain, the storm. It’s as if we are frozen in a bubble, immune to the outside world. A feeling of dread rises in me but it’s too late. The magic has taken hold. My body begins to burn and I see a blue mist begin to swirl around me.

      “Help, please help me!” I whisper, looking frantically at the two men in the room. The mist swirls faster and I can feel my body start to burn. The men stand there, frozen and transfixed as they watch me.

      I scream as the burning mist reaches my face and engulfs my entire body. A sharp gust of wind blows through the door, knocking me to my knees and the mist slowly dissipates.

      I look down and see my body is covered now. Navy blue coveralls with bright orange stitching cover my body. There, on the right chest pocket, reads the words “New Recruit.”

      I claw at the stitching, trying in vain to scratch it out of existence.

      “No, this isn’t supposed to happen. I am not… this isn’t my future. This isn’t my destiny. It can’t be.” My voice catches as I slowly sit up, looking around the shack and staring at the two men. They both look at me with guarded looks. The smiley one looks uncertain and my Raven guide looks crestfallen.

      “Check your left pocket.” He whispers at me, gesturing at the packet of papers that had appeared with my coveralls.

      Slowly, I pull the thick packet out of my pocket and read the first page. A white hot rage unlike anything else I have ever felt fills me as I read:

      

      Duty Orders: Dalia Rowen, Raven Clan Rowen.

      Assigned Duty: Raven Sentry Recruit, Shadow Island SuperMax Prison

      Training Officers Assigned: Raven Sentry #657 and #658

      Duty Term: Permanent

      

      Without a word to my hosts, I stomp out of the room and out the door, determined to find a way off this cursed island.  Shadow Island SuperMax Prison is not my destiny.  I will find a way out, if I have to fight The Fates themselves to do it.

      

      
        
        The End (For Now)
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        * * *

      

      Enjoyed Reporting For Duty? Be sure to leave a review! Want to be alerted when the Raven Sentries of Shadow Island comes out this summer? Be sure to follow my BookBub! Note: Raven Sentries of Shadow Island is a paranormal prison romance with MFM couplings.
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      Mayhem isn’t an ordinary gargoyle. He has dreams. He has a fricking boulder list and his number one desire is to go Above. Cue Korri Marchand, Queen of Hell. She has a job for Mayhem and his friend Crush if they’re willing: go Above and protect her friend Poppy.

      The catch?

      Gargoyle magic doesn’t travel, which means Mayhem and Crush must become flesh and blood witches. It’s all right though, their meat suits are large, their muscles hard, and their dimples on point. They’re ready to keep Poppy safe whether she likes it or not … and oh, she does not like it.

      Rock? Meet hard place.
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      The woman who’d taken Hecate’s throne was bloodthirsty.

      I liked her.

      It was too bad she’d gotten caught up with the demons first, though at least she’d tangled herself with a few of the good ones. When she called me to the Star of Thirteen for an audience, our clan leader Muckrake didn’t want me to go. “They’re demons, Mayhem. They don’t hold true to their word to our kind,” he’d said, and I knew this was so. But I also knew that Malphas and Lux had always treated me with respect. I didn’t know either Abaddon or Baphomet very well, but they seemed to agree with their fellow demons that Korri Marchand Kronos was all right.

      Better than all right considering the heated looks they gave her and the way they growled when anyone got near her.

      Ah, lust. It was a beautiful thing.

      Even though he disagreed with my decision to talk with Korri, Muckrake didn’t stop me from going. Instead, he asked me to take my brother with me. My brother then insisted he bring a couple friends, so of course I had to bring one too.

      The five of us set off with a whomp of our wings and took to the red skies of Hell, flying south from our home to the capital city of the demons. I was a weird gargoyle in that I enjoyed seeing new places. Most of our kind liked to stick close to their homes, to the buildings they guarded and the mountains they roamed. I’d never had that same desire. I wanted to see the world or even other worlds and I had the niggling suspicion the demons held the key to fulfilling that desire.

      “What are we doing?” my brother asked. Massacre was a big ‘goyle like me, though his skin was onyx, shot through with thin veins of ruby. I wasn’t that pretty and that was okay. My skin was the grey of a stormy sea and I turned silver when wet, way cooler than Mass, who just looked greasy.

      “We’re flying to meet with the new Queen of Hell. Duh.”

      He gave me a look that told me he thought I was an idiot. “Why are we at the demons’ beck and call?”

      “We aren’t. We’re merely dropping in for a friendly visit with a nearby ruler. How can that be bad for our clan? And maybe we’ll get some boons from the new queen.”

      He snorted. “You always were a dreamer.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “It wasn’t a compliment.”

      “And yet I feel lighter and happier because of it.” I put a bit of oomph into my wings and pulled ahead of Mass to catch up with my friend Crush. “Ugh,” I said.

      “Bro giving you fits?”

      “When doesn’t he?”

      Crush nodded in sympathy. He had five brothers and three sisters. He knew what a pain it was to have siblings. “Why are Havoc and Slaughter along for the ride?”

      I tipped my head to the side, a ‘goyles substitute for a shrug in mid-flight. “I think they want to see the new queen as much as Mass does, though none of them would ever admit it.”

      “I want to see her. I hear she’s got a harem of demons at her beck and call.”

      “Yup. Big names, too. Malphas. Lux. Baphomet. Abaddon.”

      “Holy shit.”

      I grinned. It had given me cred, being able to say I’d met the new queen before she’d become a queen. Some of the demons were not happy about her new position, which made things even better.

      “Pruflas is pissed.”

      “Good. He’s a dick and he deserves to get his ass handed to him by a woman. A mortal woman.” I considered. “A killer.”

      “Yeah?”

      I shrugged again. “So I’ve heard. I haven’t seen her in action, unfortunately, but the buzz around Tzalba is that she’s stabbing her way through the magi, setting demons free.”

      “Eh.”

      We ‘goyles hadn’t always had the best relationship with the demons. They were power-hungry asses for the most part and they seemed to think they were better than gargoyles for some unknown reason. We, of course, were superior, but we didn’t have to flop our dicks out at the measuring contest because we already knew ours were bigger. The clans liked to live on their own terms away from the rigid governmental structures the demons put in place and we definitely kept away from the ones who styled themselves royalty, though as I’d told Muckrake, the demons surrounding the new queen were a better lot than most.

      They’d invited us to fight with them, hadn’t they?

      We landed in the capital a couple hours later, all of us shaking the dust off our wings before tucking them against our backs. My shoulders ached from the flight, but it was a good pain. “If you feel pain, you’re alive. If you’re alive, you can fight.” Some ancient ‘goyle warrior had said that way back in the mists of time, I couldn’t remember who. Mass would because Mass was a nerd. A scary nerd, but a nerd, nonetheless.

      We made our way to the Star of Thirteen, the massive courtyard surrounding the raised dais where the thrones sat filled with demons. Demons stank when they started crowding up and these demons were no exception. Since I didn’t want to be rude and plug my nose, I forced myself to breathe through my mouth.

      “Dear granite, what is that stench?”

      I rolled my eyes. Leave it to Havoc to cause a fight. “Shut up, Hav.”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t smell it,” he said. He obviously didn’t care if he was rude or not. His hand was already pressed up under his nose, the expression on his face one of extreme disgust.

      I stepped close and said, “Don’t fucking ruin this for us before it even begins.”

      “Sure. Okay.” He gave me an exaggerated thumb’s up.

      He was the fucking king of sarcasm and I made myself a mental note to kick Massacre’s ass later for bringing him.

      “Mayhem!” It was a female voice and it carried out over the demons, who hushed as if they were waiting for her to spew some amazing speech or something, but all she did was bound down the stairs, her half-black, half-white hair bouncing in its ponytail. “I’m so glad you’re here.” She stopped in front of me and grinned, not cowed in the least by my towering presence.

      I liked her. She was like a stabby little doll and I wanted to play with her.

      Though one look over at her demons changed my mind about that. Maybe they shared amongst themselves, but it didn’t look like they were going to be any more generous than that.

      “You called, I came.”

      “And brought friends,” she said, eying my companions.

      “Let me make intros,” I said, and I did.

      “I appreciate you coming on such short notice, but I have a question for you and, depending on your answer, that question could lead to a quest. Kinda sorta.”

      “A quest?”

      She shrugged. “That makes it sound better than what it really is.”

      “Which is?”

      “Come with me. Let’s take a load off and talk. Abaddon? Can we chat at your place?”

      I hated traveling the way the demons did—through time and space. It was unnatural. Fast, but dear granite it felt nasty. When we arrived, Slaughter looked a little green around the gills, though I supposed that could have just been moss I hadn’t noticed before. ‘Goyles tend to grow moss if we aren’t careful. It’s a nasty bit of work that can end up cracking your face if you let it spread.

      The mad king’s home was impressive. Spiky, unforgiving walls, red stone that reminded me of my cousin Ruin, and minimal furniture. Apparently, Abaddon didn’t encourage visitors or want them to linger. We followed him to a smaller room that did have furniture and we all settled inside uncomfortably.

      There were too many of us crammed in the room and when Abaddon realized, he shifted the stone to accommodate us all. Impressive.

      “Why are we here?” Mass asked, his eyes on Korri.

      “Well, I don’t know. I asked Mayhem. If you came with him, then answer your own question.”

      His eyes narrowed. I wanted to laugh at him but managed to choke that down. “What do you need from me?” I asked and she beamed at me as if I were her kid who’d just brought home great grades.

      “My friend Poppy has been arrested and thrown into prison. Her boyfriend was taken the same night she was. I need to know how he is and where he is. I also need someone who can stay behind and protect Poppy.”

      “Poppy?” Havoc asked.

      “My friend. It’s a long story, but she was the reason I started killing magi. She’s the reason I’m here now. Without her need to get revenge, I might not have figured out the magi were enslaving demons for centuries. Now they’re free but she’s not and I need someone on the inside protecting her until she’s ready to have me get her out.”

      I arched a brow. “Why not just take her out?”

      “Because it’s her choice not to accept my help.”

      “It might not be her choice to have someone protect her, then,” Slaughter said.

      “You’re right. I know this is wrong, but I can’t let her stay there alone. I think a very powerful magus wants her dead and I think he’s already trying to get her killed. I know this is a big ask, but—”

      “I’ll go,” I said.

      My brother looked at me as if I’d grown three heads or maybe joked about how rock wouldn’t dare beat paper. “Are you insane?”

      “New world, new me. Send me. I’m down.”

      Mass rolled his eyes. Crush, however, was leaning forward, eyes gleaming, his sandstone skin as rough as sandpaper. “You mean Above, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” Korri said. “Inside a prison built by the magi to house their political prisoners. Oh, they don’t reference it that way, but that’s what it really boils down to. Anyway, I need you down there as soon as you can go because she’s already been beaten. I can’t lose her.”

      Crush nodded his understanding; granite, we all did. ‘Goyles stuck together. Clan loyalty was paramount, as was familial, and romantic loyalty. Lone wolf ‘goyles didn’t exist. For long, anyway. “I’ll go too.”

      Korri waited in case anyone else would speak up but my brother and his friends were silent. Not surprising. Massacre hadn’t gotten my love of adventure. “Thank you. I really appreciate this. Anything you need before you go down, during, after, just let me know.”
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      “All we got to do is punch a Keeper she said.” Crush was looking mighty uncomfortable in his witch clothes. We ‘goyles didn’t usually cover ourselves. Our stone skin and lack of modesty meant we were naked twenty-four seven but here we’d been reduced to fleshy bodies that needed protecting from the elements. “How do they stand this?”

      “Feeling like rubbery snot? I do not fucking know, but dude, we’re Above.” I’d never quite been this excited before. Number one item on my boulder list and I’d already checked it off.

      “True that,” Crush said and bumped knuckles with me. “What do these Keepers look like?”

      I pulled out the info from my pocket, then handed it to my friend. “We could probably toss a rock through one of their windows too. It sounds like it doesn’t take much to stir the wrath of the magi.”

      Korri and Lux had brought us Above and dropped us off in a place they called Hell’s Mudroom. Korri gave us a tour, gave us info about the history of the place, the types of people who lived here, the conflict between the magi and witches that stretched back centuries. It sounded a lot like the troubles between ‘goyles and demons, though our strife didn’t involve enslavement. We’d kicked demon asses the last time they tried to invade our clan territory and tell us it was theirs. Pruflas still thought we were squatting on his land but Pruflas could go fuck himself with a sword because it was ours.

      “Do you want to get something to eat before we get thrown in the clink?” Crush asked, eying the food in the stalls with the intensity of a starving ‘goyle.”

      “Sure, why not? She gave us a disc thingie that’s supposed to help us pay for shit. Let’s fill our bellies and then get our asses thrown in jail.”

      We did just that, gorging on the food available in open-air stalls all around the WD—aka the Witch’s District, aka Hell’s Mudroom, and when we were sated—well, when I was sated, Crush was a fricking black hole when it came to food—we hauled our fleshy witch butts to the Wall.

      “The Wall,” Korri had said, “with a capital W.”

      We hadn’t really understood what she meant but seeing it made me realize what a big deal it was. Yellowed stone rose twenty-five feet into the air. There were guards on the wall with weapons of some sort, stunners probably. That’s what Korri said the Keepers used on the witches most of the time. They had guns, but those were employed as much because manufacturing bullets and weaponry was expensive, especially when there were cheaper magical options.

      There was a dreary look about it and it cast a pall over the WD, shading the closest ramshackle buildings from the sun. The witches avoided looking at it. Their heads were turned away, whether by choice or instinct, I didn’t know. I did know it was hella depressing and it needed to be knocked down. We didn’t touch it, though, because our intrepid guide and Queen of Hell told us messing with the Wall held stiff penalties, up to and including death.

      We wouldn’t be very much help to her friend if they killed us before we even got inside to protect her.

      So, we choose a more direct route. We walked up to the gates where the Keepers stood guard. They checked passes and generally made the witches’ lives awful. It seemed only fitting Crush and I each picked one and hit them square in the face.

      Two guards knocked out, more swarming to help, and we had ourselves a little melee.

      It was fun while it lasted, but eventually we had to let them take us down. Crush, I saw, was a little too into Keeper-punching, and so I tripped him the next time he started wading in to smack a guard to the ground. Crush fell like a tree and I let myself follow, and then the Keepers had the stunners pressed against our flesh.

      It fucking hurt. We were both so used to our stony skin that this weak-ass witch flesh was a shock.

      Ha. Shock.

      I laughed and winced as they hauled me to my feet. It took three of them because I was heavy even here Above. For Crush, it took four and I was sure one of the Keepers would pass out before they got him upright, but he didn’t. He was red-faced and puffing, though.

      “What the hell were you two bozos thinking?” shouted one of the guards Crush had smacked. She had a red spot the size of a ham on her face and it was swelling rapidly. “You’re headed to jail for this and for what?”

      “Connie,” another guard said. “Why are you even asking them? They’re witches. Witches are dumb. Obviously.”

      A third guard began reading us our rights. I was frankly surprised they thought we had rights and the list was suspiciously short.

      They stuffed us into separate cars and drove us out of the Mudroom and into the city. I kept my face pressed to the glass and gawked like a tourist because hey, I was a tourist.

      It was freaking awesome. The sky was blue instead of red. The plant life didn’t seem like it wanted to kill me, and there weren’t any strange beasts roaming the streets. Just people. Lots and lots of people.

      When we finally stopped, it was in front of an ugly, squat building. The Keepers took us through those doors to a tiny waiting room, though we didn’t have long to wait before someone was buzzing us through to the back.

      Rows of desks, rows of magi and witches alike, the magi in suits, the witches with restraints. No one really looked happy, but it was fascinating to me.

      My Keeper tried shoving me into a chair but backed off when I just looked down at him in amusement.

      “Sit,” the guy said, trying to inject at least a little authority into his voice.

      I didn’t, wondering how far he’d go to get me in the chair.

      His face began to redden. “Sit, witch. Now!”

      “Nah.” Heads were turning our way, some of the magi looking startled as though seeing me for the first time. Over on the far end of the room, Crush was being equally, affably, stubborn.

      His magi had already enlisted help, but no one was jumping up to save mine. I wondered why. Did they not like him? Was he one of those people that snitched on others as a matter of course? Come to think on it, he did look a little shady.

      “Something wrong?” A magus walked over with his chest puffed out and his lips pursed. He had on a similar uniform to the Keeper in front of me, but there were more shiny bits and bobs pinned to his chest.

      We wore precious stones sometimes to impress the ladies. From the looks of him, he was going to need a lot more shiny things if he was even going to win a glance from any self-respecting female.

      “He, uh. He won’t sit,” my little Keeper said. “He’s kinda big, wouldn’t you say? Maybe we need … maybe we need some extra guards in here.”

      “Jesso,” the puffer guy said, “he’s a witch. No matter how big they get, they’re still stupid. But they understand one thing, and do you know what that one thing is?”

      The Keeper was turning an alarming shade of red as he tried to figure out what Puffer guy wanted him to say. Finally, he blurted, “Yes and no questions?”

      Puffer guy whipped out his stunner and stuck it to my neck. The pain was eye-watering, but bearable, though I did sit if only to avoid more demonstrations of that type. Let him think he bested me. It would make him an easier target in the long run. And although I sat, he saw something that made him question whether he’d really gotten the better of me.

      “You done?” I asked, my voice all warbly from the current passing through my throat. It was a strange sensation. Witch flesh must be, in addition to blubbery, water-filled. The pain zipped through my neck and into my eyeballs, as well as down to the tips of my fingers and toes.

      He yanked the stunner away, looking sour and upset. His face wasn’t going red but an odd shade of tangerine. “There are other ways we can assure your cooperation. You don’t want to find out what those are.”

      I kinda did, but I knew that wasn’t the correct response. “I do not.”

      His pursed lips tightened into an O that looked like an anus and a particularly loathsome one at that. “Add a year to his sentence.”

      “He hasn’t been charged yet,” the little Keeper said.

      Puffer’s eyes snapped to the Keeper’s. “When. He. Does.”

      “Y-yes, sir.” The Keeper sat and gathered up paperwork with shaking hands, not looking up until ole tangerine Puffer guy moved on. Then he licked his lips and began what he called the “In Processing.”

      More like the “Boringing,” but hey, not everything in the Above could be exciting, could it?
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      After a ritual that involved nudity, a search for unauthorized runes, spells, amulets, and so on, and a speech that was supposed to demoralize us, we were handed yellow and grey clothing and told to dress. We did, Crush and I standing away from the others since our size seemed to intimidate a few of the smaller witches.

      “Line up!” one of the Keepers shouted and we did, Crush and I at the tail end. They marched us down a long set of stairs and sorted us through several sets of doors. Crush and I didn’t end up together which didn’t surprise me. They didn’t want us causing trouble, which meant separating us. Or thinking they had, anyway.

      The prison proper was a long tunnel, cells on the bottom, a walkway with guards above. I supposed the magi thought they were safe up there looking down on everyone. It would be easy to climb on up there and take a couple of them out with the others none the wiser. Sure, there were bars and gates galore between us and freedom, but take enough of the magi hostage inside and surely they would take notice on the outside.

      Maybe they wouldn’t care. So far that I’d seen, magi were arrogant, rude, over-confident creatures and the witches were cowed, timid things. No wonder nothing had changed in centuries. Neither the ‘goyles nor the demons were timid or cowed, though the demons definitely were arrogant, rude, and over-confident.

      Maybe we were too.

      I was guessing Pruflas thought so.

      Grinning, I joined in with the welcomes and the introductions, surprised at the level of camaraderie. “Is this a prison or a summer camp?” I asked the guy assigned to show us the ropes.

      He snorted. “It’s all right here because we keep it that way. There are other factions that aren’t so nice. Others that fight. It isn’t all sugarplums and rainbows.”

      “Good.”

      “Yeah, of course you’d say that, the size of you. What are you, six feet five? Six?”

      I shrugged, not understanding the measurements. I was taller than six of his feet and six of my feet combined, so that made little sense. “Tall enough.”

      He grunted. “‘Suppose so. Name’s Larry.”

      “Mayhem.”

      Larry blinked. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Nope. Earned it on my name day, granite kill you.”

      “Uh, granite what me?”

      I flapped a hand at him, telling him to never mind. “Where are the women kept? There is someone I need to find.”

      “Oh, well, here’s the thing. These tunnels all circle around to each other, though the magi don’t know that we know that. Some witches long ago tunneled their way through and runed it up to keep the magi from finding them out. It means we can’t all be inside at once. It also means you go in at your own risk since there aren’t any guards, any wards, any anything to keep you alive. There’s a place to leave notes for your lady friend there.”

      I nodded. “She’s not my lady friend yet. I’m here to watch out for her.”

      He eyed me, my bulk, and said, “She’s in good hands. No funny business in there, though. No fighting. No illegal spelling. We do too much magic and they’ll realize what’s going on and shut it down. The fool who gets the post office around the world shut down gets shanked.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “The post office? Around the world?”

      Larry just shrugged as if it were just the way it was and I could take it or leave it.

      “How do I get word I want to talk with her, then? If she doesn’t know to look in the post office?”

      “Ask one of the ladies that do show up to carry her a note. Do you know what tunnel she’s in?”

      I shook my head.

      “Is she relatively new? What’s she in for?”

      “A few days ago, and murder.”

      Larry whistled. “Probably H block then. It’s for the most serious offenders. Head on down thataway and you can get your protecting started.” He gestured and then wandered away, chatting with the other new prisoners.

      I made my way to the far end of the tunnel, which appeared to end in dark gloom and a solid wall. From here, the guards couldn’t see me, the shadows were so thick. I pushed through the magic into a large room filled with witches of all types. It looked to be some sort of long ago station. An old clock soared in the center, its hands missing, its face dusty and stained with mold.

      Some of the witches congregated in the big room were buying things, some selling, a few were having sex. Most were just huddled in clumps looking miserable. One wall was filled with cubbies and a few witches stood before these, stuffing notes into free spaces.

      “Anyone here from H block on the women’s side?” I said, projecting my voice the way any ‘goyle could. It wasn’t as loud as my ‘goyle roar because there were limitations on this fleshy witch body, but it was loud enough to get most of the witches assembled to shut up.

      After a moment, a woman with slicked-back hair and pretty golden eyes said, “I am.”

      I smiled down at her. “Do you know Poppy Ballinger? About this high, skin a little darker than mine, black curly hair.” At her apologetic blank stare, I added, “She killed Kyle Klein?”

      “Oh! We call her B, some of us. B for bloody.” She gave a weak laugh, then said, “I know her, yeah.”

      “Good. Will you go get her and bring her here for me?”

      Her eyes grew wide. “Oh no, I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Her eyes darted to the side. “She’s … well, she’s uh.”

      Something about her, the way she cringed into herself made me wonder what the hell she was trying to hide. “Where is she?” I asked. “Tell me now if you value your life.”

      She cringed further, then leaned in close to whisper, “They followed her in there.” She pointed with a shaky hand then darted away, presumably back to H block.

      I followed her finger to the dark mouth of another tunnel, this one much smaller. I was headed there when I heard Crush call my name from across the room. “Hurry,” I returned, and then ducked into the tunnel. It got narrower as I went and when I got to a spot where I couldn’t get through, I whispered to the rocks, “Can you help a brother out?”

      The rock did, slowly, its pleasure at being recognized as a sentient thing filling my head with sweet music. When it had widened itself sufficiently, I told it thank you and pressed on. Behind me, I heard it move again for Crush.

      Soon, I could hear voices, the low tones of a male and higher tones of a woman. The woman was pissed off. The guy was in pain. I moved faster, not quite running toward the sound. It would suck demon balls if Poppy died before I had a chance to even meet her.

      When I finally skidded to a stop in the small cavern, Poppy Ballinger was pressed against the floor, a shiv at her throat. I recognized her immediately from Korri’s description, though the new Queen of Hell hadn’t said how beautiful she was.

      “Stop!” I roared.

      They did, staring, and I struck. I kicked the one with the knife in the face. His head snapped back and the shiv he held dropped to the floor. The woman flung her hands up, obviously trying for a spell, but I reached out and popped her head into the rock, knocking her out cold. Before the guy could recover, I snatched him off Poppy and dangled him mid-air. “Shame on you,” I told him.

      He blinked at me stupidly, his nose pouring blood.

      “Picking on other people is going to get you killed. So, knock it off or I’ll stuff your shiv where the sun don’t shine so you’ll have it with you the rest of your life. Got me?” The guy nodded and I set him on his feet. “Get your partner and go.”

      He stared at me dumbly, blood still pouring out of his nose. Really pouring.

      “You might need to see someone about that,” I said.

      The man finally realized what was happening and put his hands up to his face. Blood streamed around his fingers. “Oh crow.”

      “Get lost. Now!” I roared.

      The roar gave him the impetus he needed to lift the woman off the floor and go for the entrance. They ran into Crush, bounced off, stared in utter horror and then slink around him.

      I nodded in satisfaction, then squatted next to the woman on the floor. “Hello, Poppy. We’re here to save you.”

      She blinked up at me, her eyes bloodshot, bags prominent under her eyes. “Who in Hecate’s name are you?”

      “Mayhem, at your service. That’s my friend Crush. We’re gargoyles sent by the Queen of Hell to keep you safe.”

      Her eyes slid shut as she muttered, “What the fuck, Korri?”
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      She was a pretty little thing. Her eyes were a sparkling brown, or perhaps snapping would be a more apt word. She had her hands on her hips and she was glaring up at me and Crush as if she could kick both our asses.

      It was cute, really. Though I knew enough not to say that to her.

      “I don’t want you here. Why are you here? What was Korri thinking? You’re what now?”

      I held up my hands to stop the questions for a moment so I could answer a few, but she continued.

      “I do not need her help. I had everything under control. Oh sure, those guys were going to kill me, but I had a spell ready. A rune spell. I’m a educist! Of course I had a spell ready. And it would have given me leverage over them, leverage enough to get my questions answered. But no, you had to charge in here like some big hero,” she waved her hand at me in frustration, “whatever you are. Seriously?”

      “Okay,” I said after sharing a glance with Crush. “Here’s the granite. We’re ‘goyles sent by Korri from Hell to protect you. Whether you like it or not, that’s what we’re here to do. And the Queen of Hell doesn’t want you to die in here. So.” I shrugged.

      “This is crazy. And wrong. I should get a say whether I want to have two big galoots looming over me all the time.”

      “Galoots,” Crush said with a grin. “I like it. Has a nice mouthfeel. Crush Galoot at your service.” My friend bowed low, gracefully, despite his large size.

      “Dear Hecate,” Poppy moaned. She pressed her hand to her forehead and paced away and back to us. “This isn’t okay. I mean, I’m a fully capable adult woman. I know Korri means well, but I’m doing okay without her. Okay, I fell in with some idiots and let them convince me I was better off martyring myself for their cause, but I figured out that was not cool. So, you can just trot your stony asses back to Hell and let her know I don’t need her.” She paused. “Tell her I’m not mad at her anymore, okay? I worked that out too.” She licked her lips. “Tell her to come visit me. I won’t yell at her again.”

      “Yeah, no.”

      She blinked. Tipped her head. “Excuse me?”

      “We heard all that and I totally get the whole empowerment thing. Heck, Crush and me, we’ll let you be empowered all you want. We love that in women. But we’re here to protect you and so we’re here.” I shrugged. “You can tell us what to do if it’ll make you feel better.”

      Her eyes narrowed. If looks could kill … “She sort of reminds me of cousin Medusa. Don’t you think, Crush? Her hair’s not green.”

      “Not snakes either.”

      “Stop!”

      We stopped and watched her expectantly.

      “This is ridiculous. I’m going back to my tunnel, to my cell. Which means I’m going to say goodbye to you now.”

      “Not yet,” Crush said. “We need to come up with some sort of agreement. Because we have a job to do and, like it or not, you’re the job.”

      “I am not a job.”

      “A pretty job,” Crush conceded, “but a job.”

      “Listen,” I said, “we want to help. If you’re working on something, surely three is better than one, right? And those guys were males, right? Can you go to the dude side? No? Exactly. We can be assets to you, help you do whatever it is you’re doing.”

      She huffed out a breath. “This is insane.”

      “Question,” Crush said.

      She arched a brow. “What.” It wasn’t even a question, just a flat statement as if daring him to keep going.

      Crush, of course, was oblivious. It was his thing. “What is a educist?”

      “Seriously?” She looked at him, to me, and back to Crush. “I draw magic into objects. Not everyone can do it or do it well, anyway. And it’s like rune magic, but I don’t need the sigils to draw the magic.”

      “Neat.”

      She looked a little confused at his enthusiastic acceptance, but then again, she’d never met a gargoyle before.

      “Tell you what, Poppy. We meant what we said about you telling us what to do. We’re both fine with that.” I looked to Crush, and he nodded. “Let us help you. Let us do what we came here to do, too. It’s a win-win.”

      “‘A win-win,’ huh?” She sized us up and did I see her eyes roam in places a woman who despised us would never let her eyes roam? I thought I did. Oh yeah. “Fine. We work together. I’m not interested in being your boss and telling you what to do, however tempting. That’s the way the magi work. We are a team if you insist on it.”

      “A team,” Crush said. “I like it.”

      I shrugged. “Sounds great to me.” I stuck my hand out, palm down. Crush put his hand on mine and then we both looked at Poppy.

      “What?”

      “Put your hand on.”

      She looked like we’d asked her to touch something nasty … like Crush’s ball sack after a wrestle match in the lava by Jonto’s volcano.

      “Go on, it’s tradition.”

      “Not my tradition,” she groused, but she finally placed her hand on top of Crushs’s.

      Together, we shouted ‘Teamwork!’ and tossed our hands in the air. She stared at us as if we were nutballs.

      Maybe she was right.

      I had a feeling I was going to love working with her.

      I had a feeling she was going to keep us both on our toes and though it wasn’t on my boulder list, I mentally added one more thing—to see what it would be like to kiss Poppy Ballinger.
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      Enjoyed this story? Be sure to leave a review! Poppy’s first book—Captured Magic: part of the Magic, Mayhem, & Rebellion series—will be coming in March! Preorder now! You can also find out who Korri is and meet her demons by picking up the Curses, Charms, and Incantations series. Books 1 and 2 are out now! Check out the links below.
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      We raced across the dry desert earth—Virel appeared to be as exhausted as I was, his face haggard, arms and legs pumping. Who knew vampires didn’t have an endless energy reserve? I was so tired, my limbs leaden as I fell behind. He turned his head slightly as he yelled at me to keep going before he glanced forward again. Up ahead, a large outcropping appeared, looming large, and Virel sped faster as if he wasn’t tired, gesturing for me to hurry up. But it was almost like he was moving in slow motion as I slipped on the shifting sand. He disappeared from my sight as he circled around the mass of boulders. When I approached the outcropping, I heard a scream and then silence. Using the last bit of strength I had, I sped up to follow the path Virel had used, only to come upon…nothing.

      Forcing my legs to stop, I leaned to rest my shoulder against a huge boulder that tipped out further than the others. I panted in exhaustion, and my chest hurt from my taxed lungs, unable to understand where Virel could have gone. That scream I’d heard had been one of fear and pain, so where could he be?

      Pushing myself away from the mountain of stones with heavy burning legs, I clomped gracefully around, which took a few minutes considering how large this cluster of boulders was. How could he have disappeared so fast? And now I was alone in the desert of what had once been called Nevada.

      Pivoting around in a circle trying to gather my bearings, I heard a sound in the distance: a pounding whomp-whomp noise I had never heard before, and it made me wary enough to try and hide. But there was nowhere for me to hide behind or under, only the huge outcropping of boulders. The desert was devoid of trees or life or even dead growth of any kind. I was trapped.

      Glancing up at the sky, the brilliant and hot rays of sunlight beat down on me as I huddled under part of the rock formation that jutted out enough for me to crouch below, making myself as small a target as I could.

      All I could do was wait while my heart pounded in my chest, the movements racing up my veins and into my head, making it thump in time with the beat of my heart. The whomp-whomp drew closer, and the temptation to stand up and look around was almost overwhelming, but I resisted, instead listening to my instincts that told me to delay.

      Wait. Wait. Don’t look. Stay, I repeated this over and over in my mind, but the urge to look was almost irresistible and my nerves were edgy with tension. I sat back on my heels and tilted my head, my hearing on alert as the noises started to lessen and wind down.

      Not being able to stand, quietly, I ducked under a stone overhang to creep on my hands and knees, tentatively poking my head out and immediately observing the huge metal creature sitting quiet and watching but unmoving. Was the metal creature sleeping?

      As I stood, I listened for any kind of uproar or even a whisper from the metal beast, but its eyes remained fixed and glassy. Had it died upon landing?

      Creeping forward, I tried to keep one eye on both, where I was going and the silent creature, but one minute I was walking and the next I tumbled to my hands and knees… Oww. I raised my hands and stared at the heels as blood oozed from the cuts the sand and stones had caused from my fall. I wiped them on my jean-clad thighs, but I only pushed the sand deeper into the wounds. Grumbling to myself at my inattention, I gathered my feet underneath me to stand and almost fell. My left knee gave way, causing me to stumble and wave my arms around, one hand grasping to catch my balance on a jutting protrusion of rock overhead. I leaned against my forearm that now rested against the stone as I glanced down and tried to put weight on my injured knee. Shit.

      With one hand on the stone ledge, I took a limping step that made me realize the only thing holding me up was the rock formation.

      Limp. Step, holding onto the rocks.

      Limp. Step, holding onto the rocks.

      This wasn’t going to work, and I sighed, worrying my bottom lip with my teeth as I scanned the area. Where was that creature hiding?

      I continued my slow limp-step movements, ignoring the pain in my knee until I reached the end of the formation and could see the desert without an interrupted view. Sticking my head out, I tried to stop the trembling of my chin as I wrapped my arms around myself, hunching down slightly and hoping I could make myself less of a target. As I gazed past the rock formation, the huge metal creature peered at me with its humongous blank stare. Fear froze me instantly.

      “Look! There’s another! Get her,” a rumbling voice shouted.

      Whipping around, two giant muscle-bulging vampires pointed at me, as a hand grabbed me by my hair at the back of my head, yanking so hard he almost pulled it out. Screaming, and holding him by his wrist, my strength was no match for the hand gripping me.

      My body turned sideways as I had to practically run, even with my twisted knee, to keep up with him. Releasing me, I was thrown at the feet of the other two men and onto my hands and knees, the grains of sand digging into my already-bloody palms.

      “Look at that mane of red hair. I bet she’s as fiery a slut as that hair.” One of the men licked his lips as he gazed down at me, pure lust evident on his face.

      “Look at her delicate features and small size. She’s a high-bred one and not for us.” The other observed, a dispassionate tone to his voice as he peered down at me with disinterest.

      “There’s no one here now but us,” the first vampire protested as he took a step closer, making me shiver and draw away. “We can each have a taste. She’s a vampire, no matter how high born. She’ll heal. Eventually.” He drew the last word out, licking his lips again, and as he smirked, an unkind smile spread across his face—his gaze touched me from head to toe before settling on my breasts.

      He leaned down and reached out to grab me, but another hand grabbed his forearm before he could touch me.

      “No touching the merchandise,” the second vampire ordered.

      The third, the one who’d caught me, grabbed my bicep to haul me up, my knee already healed enough to stand and walk on. Although, being hurried along almost on my tiptoes didn’t help the healing process any. Picking me up by the back of my head and tossing me into the metal beast like I was trash didn’t help my healing, either. In fact, it made it worse by adding more bruises and a sprained shoulder to the situation. But obviously, they didn’t care.

      “Come on. Let’s go.” He grunted to the others as I scrambled the best I could to a corner of the machine. I now knew this to be one of the ancient marvels of scientific knowledge we had mostly lost in the two hundred years since the Fourth World War. Few had survived the trials of time. I knew these vampires were too strong for me to escape from, so I needed to bide my time. One of them mentioned capturing another, so maybe that was Virel. I hoped so, or maybe I didn’t. I’d hate for him to be in the same condition I was in, but then again, I wouldn’t be alone.

      Hiding against the back wall, I waited for the remainder of my injuries to heal as I watched the three men, one flying the contraption, the other two guarding me as if I could attack them. Biding my time, I reminded myself.

      “Where are we going?” I asked warily, but my voice was hoarse with the weariness that threatened to overtake me. My parents were gone. My engagement to Virel had been arranged just before their deaths—a freak mud avalanche accident had overcome them on their morning ride. Even after two hundred years together, they’d been just as in love the moment of their deaths as they’d been the moment they met. That’s what they had hoped for Virel and me, but even though we’d had sex, there was no spark between us. We had only been going through the motions. I hadn’t even orgasmed.

      As I asked my question, the two guards only stared at me as if I weren’t there. As if they could see right through me. I had become a ghost.

      “Where are we going?” The second guard repeated my question, an obnoxious smirk splitting his unpleasant face.

      “To hell.”
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      The whirling machine dropped to land with discordant racket from the gyrating blades above, to touch on the moist soil of NorCal Prison. Which was described as “hell” to me.

      As the blades of the machine whirred at a slower pace, dead leaves covered the rich lawn of the empty expanse for the landing area for the helicopter. The metal runner blades that served to hold the huge machine sank deep into the wet ground with a squelching sound.

      The two guards who had stayed with me jumped down, one of them motioning for me to hurry over, as the third stayed up front in the brains of the cabin.

      Slinking over to my wardens, I kneeled before I descended, which was taken away from me by one of them grabbing me by my arm and tossing me on the muddy ground. They were certainly treating the merchandise awfully bad. But then they knew I’d heal fast enough for no one to notice.

      My hands sank into the muddy ground, seizing handfuls of mud into my grasp as I briefly considered throwing the clods at the men. But, I resisted the temptation, knowing it would only be worse for me in the end.

      I hefted myself to my feet, straightening and trying to be ready for what they decided to throw at me next. Before I knew it, long chains were wrapped around my wrists, and they connected to my ankles—the burning of the silver that must have been in them, an agony that turned my skin red and raw.

      Walking in small steps that the chains allowed, the wardens marched me from the cleared zone of the helipad to the nearby prison.

      The sprawling stone structure appeared to be at least three stories in height, with thick mist covering the third floor of the building, surrounded by metal fencing with rolled barbed wire along the top. Every hundred feet or so, singular buildings towered over the prison, with guards inside holding rifles—standing, watching.

      The guards led me to a doorway and announced their names before a loud buzz answered them, and a door clicked open. They led me through the entrance, and I swiveled my head to view the door closing on its own. Such marvels here.

      As we walked, there was something strange that, at first, I couldn’t put my finger on, but as I glanced around, I noticed the heavy mist—the silence complete, except for a rhythmic pounding. Not like the pounding of a heart, more like the hammering or beating of something against another.

      The closer we came to the cold stone building, the more I attempted to slow my footsteps. I was scared out of my mind of what awaited me inside. My body shivered and my breath caught, and I thought I would start choking as dread oozed through my vocal cords, thickening in the back of my throat. Coughing, I bent over, my hands waving in front of me, and then I grasped my throat, unable to bring air into my lungs. I saw sparking lights that began blinding my vision.

      “What’s wrong with her?” one of the guards shouted as he clutched me by the back of my neck, shaking me as if I were a rat caught by a cat.

      The third guard stalked over to us, and I hoped I would die. Choking on my fear and despair wasn’t my first choice on how to die, but if it would get me out of this situation, I was agreeable.

      He grabbed me by my shoulders as blackness edged my vision, my chained hands clawing at my throat. He thrust me on my back and onto the ground, tipping my head back and covering my mouth with his, he blew forcefully into mine. His garlic-tainted breath whooshed down the back of my throat, into my lungs, where I attempted to force his foul-tasting exhale back out, but a knot plugged my airways. He flipped me over onto my front, turning my head to the side, and exerted pressure on my back hard enough for the ball to expel. Gasping in great gulps of fresh air, I leaned on one forearm staring at the glob of grossness that had just come out of me.

      “She can’t walk, so carry her in,” he ordered as he manhandled me, grabbing me by my bicep to hold me out to the other men as if I were a doll.

      One of the other men grabbed me, tossing me over his shoulder and grumbling his dissatisfaction, while the other two guards stalked toward the prison as I hung like a side of meat, still weak from choking.

      Step by step, they prowled closer to the dark sinister goal, where the thumping seemed to have a life of its own. One of the guards stepped up to the heavy, metal double doors that must have stood twenty-feet high from floor to ceiling. Only a very strong man would be able to open them. The guard holding me over his shoulder turned to look behind him, allowing me to see one of the other guards press a button that activated a loud clanging. I could hear it from where we were standing outside. As we waited, my guard glanced around us as if doubting our safety.

      All I needed was to escape. Even though I was within the prison fence, I wasn’t within the walls of the prison. I wasn’t inside yet. But how could I, a hundred- and twenty-pound woman, fight against three men over two hundred and fifty pounds each. No way. Especially as weak as I still was, but, my strength was returning fast. I just needed a plan to escape.

      Since I had no other choice but to enter this place of despair, I would somehow find a way to leave. There had to be a way out.

      Door creaking like an old horror movie my mother showed me as a kid, it moved inward, but only one door opened. Slow like molasses, the door continued to scrape forward until another burly guard was revealed: easily six feet five or six feet six. Where did they find these vampires? They must be breeding them just to be guards. The guard at the door stepped back after giving a nod. We entered, and the man carrying me slid an arm under my belly, only to shove me away from him. He tossed me so far, I fell to my hands and knees, the sharp edges of the stones cutting into my palms, again.

      My heart pumped deep in my chest and I groaned, lifting my head to stare at the guard who had carried me. He was good looking in a He-Man sort of way: all bulging muscles and brown eyes, staring at my chest. I looked down to where he was gawking and saw that the buttons of my shirt had come undone—almost to my navel. Blushing, I glanced at the other three men and saw they were staring at the same thing, their faces tight with lust. My chest was only covered in a bra. With trembling fingers, I pushed the edges of the shirt back together because the buttons were now gone.

      I backed three steps away from them as the four men took a step forward in my direction. Holding my arm out behind me, I swiped my hand around trying to find something to protect myself with, but only found the door. The door that was too heavy for me to open.

      “What’s going on here?” a female voice demanded, authority deepening the tone.

      The men stepped away from me, grumbling in disappointment as they glanced up at the woman who was standing on the floor above at the top of a stairway. When she glared at them, lifting her upper lip to show a hint of fang in a snarl, they stared down at their shoes as if they had been caught misbehaving like little boys. As much as four hulking men could have been mistaken for little boys.

      “Take her up to a fourth-floor cell in the women’s section. Make sure she’s in her own cell. I have someone to introduce her to,” she instructed, her eyes narrowed to blue lasers as she glared at them.

      They nodded up and down vigorously as they murmured, “Yes, ma’am,” over and over.

      She gave them one more sweeping glare before sailing back the way she had come.

      The guards now glowered at me as if what had transpired was my fault and not theirs for being horny assholes. The one who’d greeted us swiveled around muttering, “Follow me.”

      One of the other three guards grabbed me by my arm again, yanking me hard enough to make me stumble. Good thing I wasn’t human or they would have broken me by now. Another of the guards had slipped on a pair of heavy gloves—where he got them, I hadn’t noticed—to tug on the chain leading from my wrists to the shackles on my ankles. Every tug brought blinding pain as the silver in the shackles burned my skin.

      I hurried as fast as I could, but I had to take short steps due to the damn shackles. Instead of hauling me up four flights of stairs, we turned right toward an elevator. One of the men touched a button and a grinding noise assaulted us. As we waited, I glanced around me, but it was as silent as a tomb except for the thudding noise in the distance. The men looked everywhere but at me. I was invisible again.

      A thump, and the doors whooshed open for us to enter. The guy with the gloves tugged on my chains until I moved forward following him into the box. I had never been in an elevator before. I had heard about them, and now knew what being confined in a coffin felt like. Clanging and clanking didn’t give me a lot of confidence that this contraption would make it up four floors, so I curled my hands into fists and counted off the seconds in my mind.

      “In two hundred years this thing hasn’t broken, so I don’t imagine it will this time. This elevator isn’t the worst of your problems… it’s the least right now.” The vampire holding my chains grinned at me without amusement, his yellowed teeth and bad breath making me try to edge myself away.

      “The guards always get a taste of the newbies. We’ll have a party tonight.” He wet his lips as he stared at me hard enough to make me feel his gruesome touch. A smirk touched his lips as he continued his unkind amusement with a bark of laughter.

      I shuddered at the visual touch of his eyes as they roamed over me again, then all four men’s eyes swept my body. The one wearing the gloves yanked the chains until I was flush against him, and he ignored the sting of the silver reaching through our clothes.

      “It might be fun to remove these chains and release you, little rabbit. A chase before we feast might be fun.” His head lowered until his mouth hovered near my ear, his foul breath wafting to my nose.

      Wrinkling my nose, I said: “And all four of you should brush your teeth and shower first. True advice.”

      They burst out in loud guffaws as the elevator ground to a clanging halt—the doors creaked, crawling open. I exploded out of the coffin like I was lit on fire, taking great gulps of air and thankful to be out of that tiny space with those massive men. I continued running, forgetting about the shackles in my hallucination of being free and fell against a wall, bruising my back and barely saving myself from falling to the floor.

      Continuing to laugh at my expense, they gathered my chain, dragging me along to my cell. We passed a multitude of cells stacked floor by floor, housing both men and women. They took me to one on the end that was a bit larger than the other cells with a bed. An actual bed that none of the others had.

      Inside, a man turned, and I gasped as Virel revealed himself to me. I rushed to the bars of the cell, my hands reaching to grip them when Virel yelled, “No!”

      I jumped away, holding my hands out to the side, palms up, positive my eyes were wide with fright.

      “Scarlette, these bars have silver in them,” he said gently. “More than the chains.”

      One of the guards, the one with the gloves, opened the door, yanked me by my chains and shoved me inside the cell. Turning me around so that I was facing him, he bent down, unlocking the shackles at my ankles and wrists. They clanked as they dropped to the stone and blared in the sudden silence. The cells immediately erupted in banging of shoes against the stone floors and dented metal cups against the silver bars. Rhythmic. Pounding. Just like the noises I heard when I was outside.

      “Why are we here?” I studied the cell we were in as I asked the question. No privacy. One toilet. One sink. One towel folded on the sink, and one bed.

      “Obviously we’ve been captured.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Obviously. But why?”

      He spread his arms wide. “Because we’re first born, Scarlette. We’re valuable to the scientists here. They want to breed…super vampires, I guess you would call them, and we’re the first.”

      I stared at him, gaping, and I rubbed at the red skin vigorously, trying to process what he told me. As my wrists healed, the burned skin flaked off. He was okay with being some kind of breeder or breeding stallion? I sputtered, trying not to laugh at the thought. Skinny Virel a breeder?

      “What are you laughing at? If we have a child together, we could have anything we want.” He paced as he glared at me like I was upsetting his plans.

      “What drugs did they give you, Virel? You do realize we’re prisoners. We can’t have anything we want because they have control. Really. What drugs did they give you?” My stomach churned with what he had agreed to. I waved my hands at him and turned my back, unable to speak.

      “Yes, they gave me drugs. Drugs to make me more potent, and one to make you more agreeable.” As I turned to ask him what he meant, a pinch nipped my arm, and Virel stood holding an empty syringe in his hand, a self-satisfied smirk lifting the corner of his mouth.

      “You drugged me? You bastard!” I pounced on his back as he swiveled away to go to the bed, waiting for whatever nefarious ideas they had planned. I beat at his head and back as my legs held onto him at his waist. I was making a good impression of a monkey the way I held onto him, my ankles crossed at his stomach, squeezing as tight as I could. His screams were high pitched as I continued to pound on him, while he frantically tried to peel off my legs and hold his arms over his head.

      I screamed as well. I screamed so loud I didn’t hear the jailers unlock the cell door until they grabbed me by my arms, trying to extract me from Virel’s back. As they yanked on me, they pulled him along, until they shot me with something that made me immediately woozy.

      “You bitch,” Virel shouted in my face, spittle flying as his fist came toward me.
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      The agony as his fist struck my cheek. Breaking it, I believed, but I was so drugged up I wasn’t sure what the pain was. Only that misery clouded my vision as the guards held me in their arms. Laying me on the bed, my eyes rolled around as if I had no control of them. As if they were children’s marbles rolling around in my eye sockets. Whispers snaked like a shadowy phantom, in and out of range. My head lolled on my neck like it was made out of rubber.

      What had that asshole done to me? What had he done to himself? The drugs they had given him must have messed with his mind. That was all I could think of, but my mind was so messed up right now. Clanging reached my ears and hands pulled at my clothes as chanting words drifted to me. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      I lifted my arms, flailing, as I tried to push Virel away, but hands continued to remove my clothes until I was naked. His hands brushed over my body, plucking at my nipples. A heat coiled in my stomach and traveled down below, enough to make me rub my legs together in an attempt to ease myself. I had never desired Virel before. He wasn’t the one for me. What was in that syringe they gave me?

      “You’re feeling it, aren’t you, Scarlette?” Both of his hands were now on my breasts. Massaging and fondling them, his eyes were wide as his mouth dropped open, panting. He lowered his head to wrap his lips around one nipple, his teeth dragging over the tip as he sucked and squeezed the other breast. I squirmed with the pressure building inside of me. Higher and higher, knowing I should be angry, but the desire wouldn’t let me.

      His teeth clamped down, making me squeal in surprise as I grew wet by how aggressive he had become. I slid my legs together before I opened them up, tangling with his. Damn. He was still wearing pants.

      “You always thought you were too good for me, didn’t you, Scarlette? Even though we were both first born. That I was weak,” he panted as his hand slid down past my belly to my pussy, rubbing and dipping his fingers into my feminine folds searching for my nub.

      I threw my head back closing my eyes, hating him but unable to stop my gyrations. Reaching out, I pulled at his shirt, the buttons popping off as I yanked it back, and he shrugged it off, unable to leave his ministrations to my nipple.

      “Pants. Off,” was all I was able to gasp out as I grabbed handfuls of his hair to tug him up to my mouth, our tongues tangling and stroking, devouring each other. A heat built hotter and hotter inside of me, taking over all of my ambitions as the chanting, “Fuck, fuck,” serenaded us like a hymn to their crazed pagan service.

      We kissed deep, a brutal mash of teeth clashing together as if we couldn’t get enough of each other, and a small part of me knew this was wrong. But, it diminished, bit by bit, as the drugs took over that part of my mind, leaving only the carnality of what we were doing.

      Virel rolled away to yank his pants down and kick his shoes off before pulling my legs apart to position his face there, his tongue immediately licking and sucking at my most private area. He had never done this before.

      A deep moan escaped my throat as my hands clawed at the bare coarse mattress. His mouth covered my pussy, sucking and licking, eating me as if I were a fine dessert, while all I could do was moan and thrash. The fire built hotter and hotter.

      Dirty and disgusted that I had no say in my emotions—that’s the way I felt about myself right now. I shouldn’t. This was not my handiwork, but something forced upon me. But there was no way I could stop this.

      A guttural wail slipped out of my throat, a sound I had never made before. Virel pulled himself up, hovering over me as his cock wedged between us.  My hands rested on his ass, urging him upward, until his dick jerked against my entrance. He thrust forward, hard, one hand on my hip, the other on my breast, pumping, as he ran his finger over the tip before pinching the nipple between his fingers. After which, he brought his mouth down to take as much of my breast into his mouth as he could, his fangs sinking into my flesh, making me gasp as the orgasm rolled through me even more violently. My body seized as nerve endings fired, and I cried out as I lost control at the burst of pleasure that overwhelmed me.

      But Virel wasn’t done yet. He hadn’t had his. He thrust hard, jackhammering into me like he was on a mission, his face twisted as he sought his orgasm, with his teeth still latched onto my breast, taking my life’s blood into himself.

      Raising his head, blood dripped on me, and he held my face between his hands, kissing me, my blood coating the inside of my mouth as his tongue coiled around mine.

      Pulling out of me, he helped me flip onto my stomach where he grabbed my hips in his hands, raising my ass in the air to thrust hard and begin pounding again, his balls slapping against my butt. My hands scrabbled against the stained bumpy mattress, as with every thrust, he moved me forward, but one hand smoothed over my skin over and over, as if to soothe me until he finally found his release. He filled me with his seed as his movements slowed until he finally stopped, resting his heaving chest against my back.

      One tear slipped from my eye, it dripped upon the mattress to conform with the other stains as if it had never existed.

      “Scarlette, I’m—”

      The cell door slammed open and Virel was hauled away from me, screaming my name as the guards laughed and slapped him around, ridiculing him about not being man enough for a woman.

      They dragged him out as he yelled, “I’ll be back for you!”

      On my knees, I tried to get off the mattress and go to him—why, I had no idea—but my brain was still hazy, and I stumbled against one of the guards who gave me a great shove back onto the mattress.

      “Where are you taking him?” I stammered, my voice thick with the emotions I tried to hold in. I didn’t know if it was the drugs or what, but Virel was different to me now. We had more. Where were they taking him, and would I see him again?
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        Tension peaks in Galatia; the supernatural prison, as The Fae arrives.

        There’s no doubt she’s The Chosen.

        Victor knows he has to plan an escape, but his mind is filled with Selene; the raven haired vampire temptress who enchanted him once before.

        He can’t trust her and he knows she’s trouble.

        But, he’s not sure he can resist her charms again when it matters most…
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      “She’s the fae,” I say to Heath.

      We both watch as the bounty hunters lead the girl off the ship. She’s a mere being like most of the fae folk. Like elves though her power is great. It’s spellbinding, however, with this one.

      My elvish powers detected her even before she landed. I knew it was her. the chosen and so did Heath.

      He’s my brother. Half lycan and half elf. We share the same mother.

      Between the two of us we’ve been waiting  for this day for nearly two years.

      Here on Galatia a subterranean prison located on the astral plane of Thebe, the largest moon on Aurelianus

      Honestly, I was hoping it would never come. I hoped because of what it would mean.

      It signifies that the times are changing and the same way she flew in on the ship, we need to get her out.

      “Holy fuck, Victor,” Heath hisses under his breath. We’re standing off in a distance to everyone but we can see it all.

      We can see as Roth; the director of the prison comes out himself to meet her.

      He knows too and I know he suspects that I’m playing double agent. He’s a dark elf and I’m an elf of the Starlight Realm who works here as a prison guard. He’s suspected I’m up to something.

      Especially since I’ve been hanging out with Heath. It’s not common for the guards to be seen talking to the inmates so much.

      During the last few weeks though it’s become a necessity.

      Ever since Phoebe; Heath’s girl, had a dream. She’s a mage and a syph. She dreamt that the fae was on her way to us, so we’ve been preparing.

      Heath and I continue to watch as the fae girl is led into the main part of the prison for interrogation.

      There were no crimes listed against her for her to be here, which means she must have used her powers in some kind of way to attract Roth’s attention and get on his radar.

      “Well, it looks like it’s show time,” Heath mutters and cast me a withering stare.

      He’s right to call it showtime because we have to plan an escape.

      He has powers to evade the hollows guarding the surface. I’m very much a prisoner here too as the dark elves have the pass stones to get through the hollows. If I leave here and get within an inch of one of them I’ll fade out of existence just like anybody else.

      Heath though is unaffected and we’ve had time to plan.

      “Let’s meet in the astral pocket at midnight.” Heath says.

      I nod. Again heath with his magics. He managed to find a pocket in the plane and cast a spell to place hold on time. we’ve been making full use of it to get this plan underway.

      He walks away and as I turn to watch him I see Selene looking at me.

      Selene the raven haired vampire temptress I knew to leave well enough alone but I allowed myself to fall into temptation.

      I made one mistake with her.

      Her power is enchantments and charms. She enchanted me and enticed me into sleeping with her. A thing I could have gotten fucking fired for. Inmates can have relationships with each other. Guards and inmates? Fuck no.

      That was eight months ago when I was at my lowest. I allowed myself to be tempted because I wanted to be.

      I’ve been here at the prison the longest of my trio that are planning to break the fae out.

      My mother has a link to The Hallowed, a circle of rebels formed together centuries ago who snap into action when things go wrong. Basically, when it looks like we can no longer trust those in charge.

      That’s what’s happening now. Something is brewing and we don’t know what it is. We don’t know what the plans are. We all just know that the dark side, the enemy have been looking for the chosen girl with the powers of the ancient gods.

      It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that anyone evil who wants godlike powers can’t have any good intentions. Gods create and destroy, the banish and they redeem. They have unimaginable amounts of power.

      In the wrong hands the powers are dangerous. I was sent here to help the girl escape the moment foreseen by the oracle of The Hallowed that would change things for bad. I was told that I’d know things would be happening when I found my brother. My long lost brother who I’d be able to identify when he told me three simple words. It’s the fae.

      That is how I knew Heath was my brother. That was seven months ago.

      I know the danger that lies ahead so I can’t allow myself to be distracted by this vampire woman. Beautiful as she is, and no matter how much I want her.

      She’s looking at me now and as she moves toward me I turn and walk in the other direction.

      I get to the end of the corridor by the cafeteria and she appears before me, purposely bumping into me.

      “Whoops,” she smiles with a seductive glint in her eyes.

      I seethe and stare her down. She doesn’t want to get me angry. It would not be good for her. Or, me.

      “What do you want?” I snap.

      She has the balls to step forward and run a finger over my chest. her violet eyes sparkle making her look more beautiful.

      “You.” She nods.

      I don’t have time for this shit.

      I don’t have time for her or her games. “Selene. Drop this. Fucking drop this. I can’t. We will not happen again.”

      She steps closer and I wish to all the gods I could resist the lure of attraction that draws me to her. She lifts a lock of my long blond hair and we both watch it curl about her finger.

      “Why? You want me and I want you. Who cares about anything else,” she taunts me.

      Anything else?

      “You charmed me to sleep with you. Screwed with my head. It’s enough to care about.”

      “Victor, the charm only works on those who are already tempted. They’re lost on what they desire most. I was merely helping you out.” She smiles.

      All I can do is stare as infuriation takes me whole. I’m an embarrassment to my people, allowing a charm from a vampire to take me and give into something that could blow my damn cover.

      I can’t answer her. I don’t want to.

      She looks on with anticipation and smiles even though I step away from her.

      “Can’t say no to me forever, you know,” she teases.

      “Watch me.” I call over my shoulder and continue my procession down the corridor.

      The thing about her aside from the fact that she could blow my whole mission is I can’t trust her.

      Someone who is untrustworthy, vampire, elf or otherwise is dangerous to me.
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      He doesn’t trust me.

      He’s right not to.

      I hate myself right now for playing double agent but Roth threatened to kill me  and my family if I don’t help him.

      I’ll sacrifice myself any day, but am I selfish for trying to protect the people I love?

      That day eight months ago when Victor and I were together was the best night of my life. I charmed him indeed but like I said it only worked because he wanted me the same way I wanted him.

      I come from a coven of vampires who are highly magical. My ability is charms and enchantments. I can enchant most beings and make them do whatever I want. Beings that rank the same powers as me. Not people like Roth or anyone of that level of power.

      The spell Victor thinks I put on him is indeed something I can do, and have done to men I’ve wanted in the past. But I couldn’t do that to him.

      My feelings for him forbade me.

      We went into the mines, into a little cavern and we spent the whole night together. I had the man of my dreams for one night only.

      By morning the shit hit the fan.

      Not only did he realize I charmed him and was pissed about it, but Roth … he knew we were together.

      He suspects Victor of not being who he says he is. He things he’s a spy and I’m inclined to think the same. I didn’t have any proof of sorts but I just know.

      He always has this calculative look like he’s up to something and he’s always with the Lycan and the mage, Heath and Phoebe. It’s not normal for guards to associate themselves with inmates the way he has.

      Although to be fair he is the only one of the guards here at the prison who is different.

      That difference affords him some leeway, but still there’s a limit on what is acceptable and what is not. It’s worse when your enemies know your weakness.

      Roth knew we were together and worked it to his advantage. He’s doing it now.

      I want Victor but not like this, but if Roth doesn’t see me trying to work my way in with Victor somehow I’m scared he’ll do something to my parents.

      The little beeper on my wrist buzzes. That’s him summoning me to his office now.

      I sigh and make my way up to him.

      This is the part that grates me. How people use me. I’ve been used all my life.

      It’s how I ended up here in this fucking God forsaken prison I can’t even contemplate escaping.

      I trusted too easily and took the hit for my best friend’s crimes. He set me up. my best friend set me up. He killed a human and arranged for me to be at the wrong place, wrong time. By the time I realized what happened I had mercenaries after me. they were tracking him and they found me. no matter how much I pled not guilty it never helped. Besides I know Roth wants me here because he’s interested in my powers. I’m useful to him.

      I get to the office, knock on the door and the guard opens it. I step in and see the girl who just arrived. She’s sitting in a chair opposite Roth who looks a sight for his appearance. Dark elves are normally beautiful to look at. The dark skin against the platinum hair is normally striking, except on him it looks a nightmare.

      My mother always told me it’s assign of evil.

      Beautiful creatures who start looking bad suddenly is a dead giveaway that all is not well with them. It’s the soul’s way of expressing itself. A tell that it’s been tainted. That is how Roth looks. Tainted.

      The girl’s dainty features and her little pixie ears suggests she’s of the fae folk.

      Victors ears are more defined and district standard to most elves.

      The girl looks at me. Her bright purple hair and pale skin are the first things to notice about her along with her violet eyes. The same color as mine.

      “Wonderful,” Roth booms and smiles a sickly smile that makes my skin crawl. I know he can read thoughts so while I’m around him I try to contain what floats into my mind. “Selene this is Leora. She is a very special inmate here. Her powers were similar to yours. She can enchant.”

      I look at the girl and then back to him. That can’t be all he thinks she can do. the power I sense in her off her is off the radar.

      “That’s great.” I smile.

      He laughs. “She can enchant and do many other things. She just wants us to think otherwise. Don’t you darling?”

      He waves his hand and white light beams from his fingers. To my astonishment she counters him with a wave of her hand and freezes him in place.

      She looks to me and fear washes over me. I can’t move. Someone so powerful couldn’t have just been captured by the dark elves bounty hunters and brought to Galatia. She must have allowed it. I’ve never heard of anyone being powerful enough to do what she just did to Roth.

      She stands up and moves to me. “Please, we don’t have much time,” she says quickly and touches my cheek. As she does I’m sucked into a bright purple light and then I’m in a meadow.

      A meadow on earth. A meadow on earth in bright sunlight and I’m alive. I’m a normal vampire. I can go into the shadows of day but not bright sunlight like this. I scream waiting for the sun to take me but it doesn’t.

      It’s not affecting me.

      “Where are we?” I gasp.

      “Selene, you must stop helping him. He’s plotting your death as we speak. Victor is not an enemy. He’s supposed to help me and I need you too,” she blurts, pleading.

      Her words speak directly to my soul and draw me in. “Help you? how do you know Victor?”

      She just got here, to Galatia. She couldn’t know what she’s saying.

      “I’m her. The Chosen,” she declares and my heart stills within my chest.

      “Chosen? The Chosen as in the girl with the powers of the gods?

      “Yes. I’m in danger. I need your help. But I have to be able to trust you. I need your help or this will all go very wrong.”

      I shouldn’t be trusted and not by her. “If you’re her you know his threats to me. He’ll kill my family. You cannot trust me.” I shake my head. “There’s so much going on here. He’s evil. Can’t you just end this. End him? Can’t you just fix everything?”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t. My powers don’t work that way. They are fickle and unstable. I can tap into them on a minimal level but anything more than that is dangerous, dangerous until they settle.”

      “Then what happens?” Goosebumps line my arms.

      “Then they mature and I can be used for good or evil. Create and destroy worlds. Nobody knows what the other side are planning but my powers were given in sacrifice to hold the realms together.”

      Two gods of old sacrificed themselves after the war in heaven nearly ended all existence. They sacrificed themselves to seal the veil that separates realms and hell from breaking loose. In doing so, they gave their natural powers. I’ve grown up on the story. Everyone has. It only surfaced recently when a necromancer and the sorceress Balmora tried to break the hell god Razul out of the prison holding him in the darkest corners of hell. It did something, something that signified the world was in trouble and the whispers have it that that something unlocked her powers. The powers of the gods.

      “I need your help Selene. You must assure me I can trust you. Help me and you will not have to worry about your family,” She promises.

      I gaze into her eyes and believe her. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want to awaken your power, taken it to its full potential. I need you to tell Victor that he needs to take this to The Hallowed.” She takes a vial out of her pocket and holds it out to me. It’s filled with the purple light.

      “What is it?”

      “The key. The key to unlock me. When I give this to you I will be weak, but with this away from me my powers are safe until they stabilize. After they stabilize it won’t matter that the keys aren’t with me. This is all I can do now to protect them from Roth and others who want to use me for evil. Give this to Victor.”

      “He won’t believe me.”

      She nods her head at me. “He will, show this to him. He will believe you then.”  She steps forward and touches the side of my face. As she does I see myself in a meadow like this and I’m with Victor. I look different. I’m human. My eyes are brown, the same color as my hair. Victor looks the same. Three little girls run up to him. two look just like me, one like him with white blond hair. My mouth drops as I realize they’re our kids.

      They run down to the stream to play with our dog and Victor turns to me and takes me into his arms.

      When he touches me the vision fades and Leora is standing before me as she was.

      “What? Was that?”

      “A possible future you could have. That is why you must do this. Show the vision to him and he will help you. Victor will believe you and forgive you.”

      She would never know how much it means to me to hear her say that. “I didn’t mean to hurt him.”

      “I know, and he will know too. Victor, Heath and Phoebe are all here to rescue me, but I have to stay here. You must tell them to leave this place by tonight, before midnight. Do not stay a minute longer because we don’t know what tomorrow will bring. The Hallowed must get the key. Take the key and give it to the leader. Whatever happens , whatever anyone says, I’m staying here in Galatia. You are all to leave me here.”

      “That makes no sense, you should be leaving too,” I protest, my voice quivers with a rasp.

      Again she shakes her head. “No, I have to stay. There’s someone else destined to come here and I have to stay to meet them. They will need my help to defeat Roth. I have to be here to help them do that. Please do this. Time is going.”

      I put out my hand to take the vial and when I touch it a blast of energy washes over me. it sweeps over my body and I feel awakened. I feel alive for the first time.

      Everything fades around us as I slip it into my pocket and the scene returns to the way it was before, as if it unfroze. Leora is sitting before Roth and his energy blast hits her.

      It hits her and she glances over to me before she faints.

      “Awwww what a pity. I’m going to enjoy this game,” Roth laughs. “Guards,” he calls out.

      The door opens behind me and the guards come in.

      “Take her down to the dungeon. There’s more than one way to get her to talk, there’s more than a million ways to test and probe to see what she can do. Let her suppress her powers all she wants,” Roth chants.

      I stare horrified. The guards take her, take her limp body and a shudder runs through me.

      “What are you going to do to her?” I ask him.

      “That is none of your concern. I allowed you to see that to shake you up. The portents are never wrong. She is The Chosen. I will do what I will with her. You will obey me. Go to Victor and seduce the fuck out of him if you must. There’s something going on here and I will find out what it is. Or, I’ll feed you to the hollows myself.” He laughs and his spindly teeth frighten me.

      “Okay…” I answer.

      I leave him and walk out.

      This is going to be one hard task, but I know what Leora awakened in me. I know what I can do. It’s what I could always do it’s just more enhanced.

      She trusted me and I won’t let her down. That means I have to come clean to Victor.
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        Victor

      

      

      It’s just gone eight. I’ve been looking over the shipping logs all day. It helps to stay distracted. I didn’t want to fan the flames of suspicion even more  by speaking to Heath more than necessary.

      I’m in charge of the mines and the hangar with the larger space ships. I usually end the night in the mines. More so when I realized that was the location for Heath’s astral pocket.

      I head there now to take my position on the platform. From up there I can see the inmates on the other side of the mine and in the tunnel because of the height.

      This was where Selene got me.

      The cavern we were in is just behind me.

      I make my way up the steps and when I get there I notice the guard who I’m supposed to relieve is just standing there looking at me, like he’s in some kind of daze.

      “Patrick?” I say.

      Like Roth he’s a dark elf, except for his dark skin and lighter hair he looks more like me. He’s one of the only others I speak to here. he doesn’t answer me.

      As I step closer I see why. Selene steps out from the cavern with a tentative expression on her face.

      She walks up to Patrick and he moves his head to her, acknowledging her.

      “You will go back to the hangar and prepare one of the larger ships. Fill it with supplies and enough fuel,” she tells him.

      I’m shocked to shit when Patrick nods and walks away under her spell.

      My gaze snaps to her and I shake my head. “Don’t. Don’t do that to me.” Now is the worse time for her games. With the fae here I need to be a hundred percent.

      I step back to move away from her but she’s fast. Faster than me which is unbelievable.

      She moves to me quicker than I can blink my eyes and places her hand at my temple. When her fingers brush over my skin the scenery shifts before us and we’re outside in bright sunlight, during the daytime in the meadow. On Earth.

      My first instinct is to put up a shield over her to protect her from the sun but I realize she’s not burning.

      Her eyes … look different. They’re brown and so is her hair.

      There are three little girls playing by the stream with a Labrador. When they see us they all run to me and as they do I know these are my kids.

      “Father, look at what I made,” The tallest one says holding up a bracelet of violet flowers. She looks just like Selene but she has my eyes.

      “Maribelle, that’s beautiful,” I say and I don’t know how I know her name, but it is hers.

      “Thank you, Father.”

      The littlest one who looks like my mother right from the blonde hair on her head to the ice blue eyes tugs on my leg.

      “Elena… I—” she fades from me as does the meadows, the sunlight, everything, and Selene and I are back on the platform at the mine.

      I’m staring at her and she’s trembling. Her eyes are violet again and her hair jet black.

      If not for the feeling in my heart that tells me what I just saw was completely real I’d think she was playing games with me.

      She  wasn’t this time. I know too from the same feeling that the previous charm wasn’t done with any ill will either.

      “Those were our children,” I state. I can’t take my eyes off her.

      The vision or whatever it was that just happened may have only lasted a few minutes but it felt like that was our life right now.

      “Yes. They were. Something happened today and I have to speak to you.”

      “What is it?”

      She puts out her hand to mine. I take it and the surge of emotion that fills me makes me stare at her delicate hand. That vision was real . She was real , the kids were real and they were mine.

      Selene tugs on my hand and I allow her to lead me to the cavern. It looks the same as it was when we left it. the faint light coming from outside is bright enough for me to see her beautiful face.

      She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a vial of purple light.

      “The key?” I ask. I’ve only seen drawings of this object on scrolls from the elders quorum. “Is this really the key?”

      “Yes. The fae gave it to me. she said you need to leave tonight. Without her. She has a special mission she needs to fulfil, someone she has to help defeat Roth.”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “I’m supposed to take her away from here.”

      Selene shakes her head. “No, she was very clear that we’re to leave her here and take the key to the leader of The Hallowed. You have to leave before midnight.”

      “When did she tell you this?”

      Selene tenses and a tear slides down her cheek. “I was called to Roth’s office. He wanted me to see him torture her. He asked me to follow you around and spy on you because he knows something is up. So, you were right not to trust me.”

      “You were working with Roth?”

      “I’m so sorry, Victor,” she whispers. “He threatened to kill me and my family. That night we were together wasn’t that though. That was me. I wanted to be with you. He knew we were together and I was scared. I was scared.”

      I’m looking at her and I’m processing what she’s saying to me.

      Her working with Roth is enough to piss me off but I can’t hold it against her for the threat on the lives of her family. I couldn’t hold it against her even if I wanted to. The vision of me and her and what we could be  in the future has a hold on me because I want that.

      I see how scared she is, but the fear I sense is more to do with me not forgiving her.

      I step closer and cup her face.

      “I’m so sorry Victor. I truly am.”

      “It’s okay.” I tell her and she looks surprised to hear it.

      “It’s not okay and it was wrong of me to charm you in the first place and mess with your head. I saw you and … well. Elves aren’t known for being with night creatures of the dark like vampires. I never meant to hurt you.”

      I shake my head. More tears stream down her cheeks and I wipe them away.

      I lower to meet her lips and she moves to me too. The kiss that follows is the kind that is filled with greed and a mingle of desire.

      I only pull back to place the vial in my jacket and put it down, when I reach for her again it’s with every intention of making her mine.

      Again.
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      The kiss was the kind to fill my thoughts with everything I’ve ever dreamt of.

      A kiss from a man I desired for so long, day in, day out.

      It makes every fiber in me tingle with the wild sensation of him. only him. I’ve only ever felt like this about him.

      We kiss the clothes off each other. I just manage to admire the masterpiece of his naked body before he turned me to face the wall and lines his cock up with my entrance.

      I gasp when he plunges deep inside me and soon the sounds of our bodies slapping together envelope us.

      I get lost in him. Lost in the pleasure he gives me as he pounds into me and lost in the pulse of sizzling hot electricity that sparks over me.

      He speeds up and starts rutting into me hard and sure, relentless, making my core quiver and my soul shiver.

      The tension roils within me and comes full force to claim me and we both come together in a shared release that severs me from reality.

      His pumps slow languidly and he holds me against him, right against the corded muscles of his chest.

      I want to stay here forever, I do, but we don’t have time. He pulls out of me and turns me around to face him. His hair, wild and ruffled looks off the charts sexy, but so does the sweat dripping down his shoulders.

      “You…”

      “You…” I say too.

      He places his hands either side of me and lowers to brush his nose over mine. He doesn’t move away though.

      “You’re coming with me to the Starlight realm. You’re mine now, Selene.”

      That’s the best thing I’ve ever heard in my life.

      “Yours?” I beam unable to contain my excitement.

      “Mine. That is where I’m taking you.”

      I run my hand over his cheek. “Victor… I’m human in the future. Something must happen to me.”

      “It will not be something bad. I will never allow anything bad to happen to you. And, whether you’re human or vampire, I will love you.”

      I throw my arms around him and hold him close to me. He holds me too. Those words will forever be imprinted on my soul.

      “I love you,” I whisper.

      “And I you. Let’s get out of here Selene.”
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        * * *

      

      We gather together after and plan.

      At ten to midnight we make our move.

      Victor, Heath and Phoebe go to the ship. I stay back to cast the spell.

      It’s strange that I know exactly what I have to do. I know exactly what to do.

      I make my way to Roth’s office just like I did earlier.

      He’s always in there late doing what he calls paperwork. I don’t give a shit what it is he’s doing to night.

      No one would dare walk into his office uninvited and not knock, so the look of fury on his face is a sight to behold when I push the door and walk right in.

      “What are you doing in here?” he fumes, nostrils flared.

      That’s all he gets to do. I wish I had the power to destroy him. I truly do.

      Maybe one day. I’m happy to allow someone else to do it for me though.

      I’m also happy with what I can do now.

      I raise my hand. That is all it takes.

      I’ve enchanted the ship the guys are in so they won’t be affected by the mass spell I’m about to conjure.

      Roth stills and stares at me blank as the invisible controls of my spell begin to take effect and I start to control his mind.

      “You will not remember us. You will release the ship that’s about to leave the hangar and leave us be. The names Victor, Heath, Phoebe and Selene will not exist to you. We were never here. Never existed to you or anybody else.” That is my command and he will follow.

      I thank Leora for the powers she’s given me. I know it is no mere thing because right now I’m beyond vampire and anything I’ve ever been before.

      Roth nods and I leave.

      I make my way to the ship where Victor takes me into his arms.

      “Is it done?” he asks.

      “It’s done.”

      Heath and Phoebe join us. I learned a lot about those two in the last few hours.

      “It seems so easy,” Heath states. “It doesn’t sit well with me to leave the fae.”

      “We must.” I tell him.

      Phoebe nods and links her arms with his.

      “Come on guys, let’s get the hell out of here.” Victor smiles. His smile is infectious. It’s a rare thing. But I get the feeling I’ll be seeing more of those.

      It’s a good reward.
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        Victor

      

      

      It feels easy all so easy, but maybe it’s our reward for the hard journey we faced.

      Heath uses his magic to get past the hollows and we fly far, far away from Thebe.

      I don’t even look back.

      I don’t want to.

      We won’t be remembered and I don’t want to remember the horror of that place.

      All that I want to remember is right here with me.

      Selene next to me and Heath and Phoebe.

      Selene smiles at me and reaches for my hand. I take it and bring it up to my lips to kiss.

      “Journey starts here, guys,” I say looking from her to the others.

      “It does. Maybe a journey too of happiness,” she offers.

      I nod. That is definitely something to savor.

      I can’t wait to see what will happen next.

      

      
        
        The End
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        Stay tuned for The Chosen coming out next spring xx
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        As a part of her training to become a paranormal executioner, Mirella has to be a guard at Magical Prison for one week. It shouldn’t be that hard, right? Only she quickly discovers an inmate is innocent. Suddenly, seven days doesn’t seem nearly long enough for her to find justice.
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      The troll stares at me with her large, unblinking red eyes. Unlike all of the other trolls I’ve seen, she has purple complexion and large, pointed ears. Maybe she has some fairy blood in her too.

      "Are you listening, Mirella?" she snaps. "You have large boots to fill. Your parents were amazing paranormal executioners, and if you want to become one, you have to serve an internship at the Magical Prison for a week as a guard as part of your training."

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Don’t call me ma’am,” she says with a sigh.

      “Yes…”

      “Illa. That’s my name.”

      I nod. “Yes, Illa.”

      “Go. Be ready to leave for the prison in twenty. Dismissed.” She waves me away with a flick of her clawed hand, the part of her silver hair not in her twin braids falling forward over her shoulder.

      My thoughts churning, I head to my temporary quarters. It seems as if every week, there’s a new mentor, a new training regime. When will I become a fully fledged paranormal executioner? And why would a paranormal executioner need to see the inside of a prison?

      And Magical Prison? Really? What kind of a name is that? It’s about as rousing as the school I went to that trained me to be a hunter—Magical Hunters Academy.

      Hunters, Slayers, Executioners Unite, or HEX U as I refer to it, is the organization that decides which evil paranormal creatures need to be either hunted, slain, or executed. It’s closely tied to the academy, which feeds it paranormal hunters, slayers, and executioners. My parents were executioners before me until they had been murdered.

      I have no intention of being murdered, and neither will Kayden, the love of my life. He's also on the fast track to becoming a paranormal executioner, but he's been training under different mentors. Executioners always work in pairs, so once we make it, they better have us partnered up.

      I’m not sure why Illa gives me twenty. I’m ready to go over now. Once the twenty minutes are up, a brownie comes up to me and tells me I’m to enter the car out front. An orc is driving, and he says nothing to me. The drive doesn’t take long at all, which makes me happy. I’m eager to get this done and over with.

      It doesn’t surprise me that an angel of all creatures is waiting out front for me. We arrive so quickly I don’t even have time to look at the prison. Angels might be good, but they value punctuality, and I do not want things to start off on the wrong foot. Err, wing.

      “You are Mirella Sharpe?” she asks in a lilting voice.

      “Yes.”

      “I am Portia. Follow me.”

      I comply, falling into step beside her as we enter the prison. She wears iridescent armor, which has holes in the back for her gold-tipped translucent wings. Her eyes are a little freaky, completely white, and she’s tall and willowy.

      “We will commence with a tour,” she says. “Here is the guard desk. All visits must be signed in, but you don’t have to worry about that.”

      “No?”

      “You’ll be a guard on the floor. You’ll be too busy making sure the inmates stay in line to worry about signing in their relatives.”

      “Do a lot have visitors?”

      She snorts. “Hardly any. Only the worst of the worst come here. This is where they’re booked, where they wash, and where they get changed.”

      Next, she shows me the area where the inmates eat and the kitchen where it’s cooked. So far, I haven’t seen another person, not even a guard out front or anyone in the kitchen. It gives the entire place an eerie atmosphere, especially combined with the tarnished-looking tiled floor and the concrete walls.

      “Up here,” she says as we climb the stairs, “is the first floor of prisoners and their cells. There are five floors of inmates.”

      “How many on each floor?”

      “It varies. We try to place like inmates near each other, but sometimes, that isn’t a good idea. Demons, for instance…” She pauses to scowl, and I cover my mouth to hide a grin. How cliché is her disdain for demons? “They have to be kept separate. Otherwise, they will try to organize a breakout."

      “Has that ever happened?”

      "In all of the years that the Magical Prison has been in operation, there has never been a breakout. Do not allow one during your watch."

      “Understood.” I nod. Red hair falls forward over my shoulder, and I shove it back.

      We arrive at the first floor.

      “Here is a vampire. Not all vampires are evil, of course, but the ones who—”

      "Like to have a midnight snack," the vampire supplies with a grin. His fangs flash in the dim lighting.

      “Sandor, don’t even,” Portia snaps. “The ones who kill their victims have to be incarcerated until they can be trusted to drink, erase memory, and release the human back into society safe and ignorant.”

      “Come on, now, Portia. You know I’ll—”

      “You’ll never get out of here. This is your third stint. You can’t be rehabilitated.”

      “I can change!”

      “You can, but you won’t. Come along.”

      We pass by a few empty cells. Then, she tells me a little more about select inmates, including a banshee who won’t stop crying, a bogeyman, a cyclops who doesn’t blink his eye that takes up half of his face, a satyr, and several harpies all in one cell together.

      Portia stops abruptly once we’re on the third floor and heading northward. “Do not go any farther unless you are wearing earbuds.”

      “Why is that?” I ask curiously.

      “That is the siren’s wing. Their voices and songs are so powerful that even a witch with nine of the ten disciples of magic will be hard pressed to remain unaffected.”

      I nod.

      "Do not forget," she says sharply. "We have not had a breakout, but we have had deaths before."

      “Have inmates killed themselves?”

      “No.” Her white eyes are somber. “No, but inmates have killed each other, and they have killed guards as well.”

      Well, isn't that just dandy?
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      After the tour, Portia gives me a tray and tells me to hurry up and eat before the inmates are released and are allowed to eat.

      That’s all I need to know, and I shove in my meal. I’m more than a little nervous. Lately, I’ve been paranoid. My parents had been killed while performing the job of paranormal executioners, and I do not want that to happen to me. As a result, I’ve been trying to keep up a shield around me and any close by friends. It means I’m constantly hungry and fatigued.

      “You will take the night duty shift,” Portia says once I’ve finished everything on the tray.

      “You want me to be the only guard here?” I ask. “On my first night?”

      “Is there a problem?” Portia snaps.

      “Not at all,” I say with a lot more confidence than I feel.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I’m on night guard duty. Basically, I’m supposed to walk up and down all of the floors with inmates and make certain their asleep or at least quiet and not getting into any trouble. The shackles they wear are supposed to inhibit their magical abilities, so I should be safe as long as I don’t do anything stupid.

      “Hello, what do we have here?” a man says in a silky smooth voice.

      I glance over to see an elf. “You should be sleeping.”

      “Sleep is overrated,” he says with a wave of his hand. “Who are you?”

      “A guard who won’t accept inmates who won’t listen.”

      “No? What will you do if I keep talking?”

      “I’ll throw you into solitary,” I say airily.

      His nostrils flare. “You do not have that authority.”

      “Oh, I don’t? I wouldn’t be too certain on that account if I were you.”

      “You’re merely a guard here for a week. You’re one of those kids who aspire to be a paranormal executioner, am I right?

      I scowl. He’s right, but I don’t want to admit that to him.

      “You’re nothing more than a glorified babysitter,” he gloats.

      “Do you need a pacifier to keep that mouth of yours quiet?” I snap. “Some of the others are trying to sleep. I'm sure most if not all of them would appreciate you being silent, so unless you want me to make that happen, I suggest you zip your lips.”

      The elf scowls at me, but I’m already walking away. At least he doesn’t call out to me, but he’s not the only inmate to heckle me. A few just want to talk, and I feel terrible that they feel so lonely.

      After I sneak past the silent banshee who isn’t crying because she’s asleep, I reach the siren’s wing. I remember clearly the warning, to not go near the wing unless I have earbuds, but I'm a witch, a powerful one. That's not bragging because it's the truth. No siren is going to control me.

      I take a few more cautious steps. There’s no singing, no talking at all, and I pass the first few cells. They’re all empty.

      Just then, I see one. A male siren. I guess that makes sense. There have to be male ones, not just females, but I've always thought of sirens as females before.

      He has long, green hair that’s almost spiky on top and in the back. He pushes away from the back wall he’d been leaning against, and he stalks toward me, his every movement graceful.

      “Well, well, it looks like we have a new fish,” he says.

      I shake my head. “I’m not an inmate.”

      “You’re a guard? Aren’t you a little young?”

      I scowl. “You don’t look much older than I am!”

      “I’m twenty-four.” He appraises me. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “No? Why is that? Are you going to try to force me to do your bidding?”

      “And do what?” he asks bitterly. “There’s nothing for me here.”

      “No?” I eye him. “Who are you? What did you do?”

      “That’s just it.” The siren scowls. “I don’t even know.”

      “How can you not know?" I ask incredulously. His expression, his words, his tone… I think I might actually believe him, but… “Wasn’t there a trial? Even if you don’t remember what happened, your actions should’ve been discussed at the trial.”

      My heart begins to beat faster. There has to be a judge and jury type deal, right? A magical judiciary system? I know HEX U seeks out and has us hunt down evil paranormal creatures, but wouldn’t a person have to be tried before coming here to the prison?

      Then again, paranormal slayers and executioners don’t rely on a jury to tell them what to do.

      “I can help you remember,” I blurt out.

      “What if I don’t want to remember?” he asks.

      “What if I want to know?”

      “What are you going to do, witch? Get in my head?”

      I nod. “But only if you’ll let me.”

      He steps closer, and the harsh artificial light above my head gives him a slightly silver look. The siren is a lot stronger than I thought he would be. He’s not a lithe, slender man.

      “My name is Echol, but you might as well forget about me. They aren’t going to let me out from behind these bars anytime soon.”

      “My name is Mirella, and there’s something you need to know about me.”

      He lifts his eyebrows.

      “I tend to do the opposite of what people tell me to do, so no, I’m not going to forget about you. I think you should know why you’re in here. I won’t go into your head unless you give me permission to, and I understand if you don’t want me to, but—”

      “Do it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He gives a tight nod.

      I close my eyes and reach out with my magic toward Echol. He resists my magical presence at first, but I keep pushing ever so slightly, and eventually, I worm my way inside.

      His mind is cluttered, filled with all sorts of memories, but there’s one feeling that is dominating everything within him.

      I’m innocent! I’m innocent! I’m—

      How many inmates claim their innocent? How many actually are?

      At least for now, it seems as if this siren might be the only prisoner here who actually is innocent.

      Great. What do I do with this knowledge now?
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      The siren tilts his head to the side. “Well?” he demands. “What did you see?”

      “You believe you’re innocent,” I murmur.

      Lucas scowls. “No. I don’t just believe I’m innocent. I am innocent! Did you see what the crime was?”

      “How could I when you’re innocent?”

      He deliberately blinks. “Wait. Does that mean…”

      “Yes. I believe you.”

      Lucas looks so relieved. His shoulders relax as if a weight’s been lifted. “You believe me,” he repeats softly.

      “I do, and now, I need you to concentrate. Are you certain there’s nothing at all that you know about the crime?”

      He’s happiness fades away as he slowly shakes his head. “I’ve been in here for a few months now. Trust me. All I’ve done is try to remember.”

      “Is there a portion of your memory that is gone? A blankness?” I persist.

      “I—”

      “What is going on here?” a loud voice booms.

      I jump and step away from Lucas’ cell. “Who’s there?”

      A guard marches toward me. Another is hot on his tail.

      The first glowers at me. “I’m going to have to ask you to back away from that cell,” he says firmly.

      I swallow hard, not liking the way he’s giving me orders. He’s another angel, just like Portia, but he seems almost too gruff.

      I hold up my hands to show I’m defenseless even though I’m really not. “Hello, guards. I was just—”

      “She’s not wearing earbuds,” the second says to the first.

      They both are, but the first seems to hear the second just fine.

      “You need to get away from that cell,” he insists. “Immediately.”

      “You don’t understand. He’s innocent!”

      Lucas just shakes his head. “Mirella…”

      “He’s tampering with her mind,” the second says.

      “He broke the rules.” The first nods. “You know what that means.”

      “What does that mean?” I cry as the two guards step forward, brushing past me and fiddling with Lucas’ cell. “What are you doing?”

      Without any more words, the guards open the cell and grab the siren’s arms. Just like that, they carry Lucas away.

      “Where are you taking him?” I demand, chasing behind them.

      Echol is gagged, but I peek into his mind. Maybe I shouldn’t, but…

      Echol, I’m sorry. I don’t know where they’re taking you.

      Solitary, Mirella.

      I gasp and halt for so long I have to run to catch up to the guards.

      “There’s no reason for you to put him into solitary!” I shout loud enough that the guards should be able to hear me, but they don’t react at all.

      I grab one's arm and slide to step in front of him, blocking his path. "Stop," I mouth because, at this point, they can't hear me, so why talk out loud?

      “Get your hand off me,” he growls. “If you do not, you will have it removed.”

      As in pushed away so I’m not touching him anymore? Or removed as in hand chopped off like they do in some parts of the world? I’m not even sure why my mind went there. Maybe it’s because I’m in a prison, and I can’t help feeling a bit like a prisoner myself.

      I release the guard, but I don’t move. “Put him back in his cell.”

      “You need to let us do our job,” the other guard says.

      “No.”

      I wince at the sound of Portia’s voice. The angel walks toward us, her iridescent armor glowing in the dim light.

      “No. Mirella is one of you for the week. As a guard, as the one who has been interacting with the inmate, don’t you think she should be the one to place him in solitary?”

      I gape at the angel. “No. Please. No. You don’t understand. He’s innocent!”

      “And you don’t understand that he’s gotten into your head,” Portia says calmly. “Now, either you put the siren into solitary, or else you will fail, and do you know what failure means, Mirella Sharpe?”

      I shake my head.

      “It means that you will not become a paranormal executioner. Which do you value more? Your dream of following in your parents’ footsteps? Or the ‘freedom’ of an inmate who convinced two teenagers to kill each other?”

      My jaw drops.

      “Oh, he didn’t tell you what his crime was?” Portia asks sweetly.

      I exhale and shake my head. My mouth opens to defend him, to explain that he didn’t even know what his crime was, but it’s pointless. I realize that now.

      You don’t need to throw your future away for me.

      But, Echol—

      I don’t blame you. Besides, I’ve been in solitary before. It’s not that bad.

      I open my mouth, about to answer him verbally before I catch myself.

      The guards step away, and I secure a hand on the siren’s arm. I wish I didn’t recall the way to solitary from the tour earlier, but I do, and I march us along.

      How is it ‘not that bad’?

      I get to sing, and no one can stop me.

      Despite my nerves and anxiety about getting him in more trouble, I grin. I can hear the smile in his thought.

      But when I shut him inside the solitary confinement cell, I’m frowning. Lucas doesn’t belong in here, and I’m only a prison guard for a week. Seven days. That’s all the time I have to prove his innocence.

      I’ll do my best.
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      For a long moment, I stare at the closed door. There’s a sheen of magic covering it, and I know that means occupants can’t use magic. It doesn’t stop me from attempting to communicate with Lucas again.

      But I can’t. It’s as if beyond the door is a void. No matter. I can leave in the morning, once my night shift is over, and I can try to locate his family. I doubt there will be any reports of the crime in the papers. The supernatural community is excellent at keeping things under wrap.

      Portia clears her throat. “Mirella, I do believe there is one matter I forgot to tell you earlier. You are not allowed to leave the ground for the entire week that you are to serve as a guard here.”

      “But what about sleeping? And showering?”

      “Surely you can sleep and shower at locations other than your home,” the angel says dryly.

      I scowl. “Yes, of course I can,” I mumble.

      “Once your shift is over, Regale will show you to your room.”

      “It’s not a cell, is it?” I ask, but Portia is already marching away.

      For the rest of my shift, I just wander the floors, humming a tune. It’s only as I enter my room that I realize the tune I’m humming is When the Saints Go Marching In.

      How ironic.

      By the way, my room is essentially a cell without the bars. I should be exhausted after the hours of walking, but I’m too anxious and worried for Lucas’ sake. How can I help him if I can’t leave? I can’t even talk to him!

      Not that he even knew what crime he had committed.

      Had he committed it, though? Was it his voice that compelled those teenagers to kill himself? If so, how can he be innocent?

      If someone else compelled him to do it…

      But why? If the unknown party, the one truly responsible, could have made the teenagers kill themselves, why bother to involve Lucas?

      A vendetta against Lucas. Someone who hates sirens. An enemy of his parents. There is any number of reasons why someone might want to pin the murders on Lucas because the teenagers hadn't committed suicide. They might have done the deed themselves, but it hadn't been by choice.

      At the orphanage, we weren’t given a lot of access to pop culture, but I still know about the fairy tales. I read all of the classics to the younger orphans. Out of all of them, Sleeping Beauty had always been the one to stick out at me the most. Maleficent, I always thought, was the most evil out of all of the villains. Why? Because she took away Aurora’s ability to make choices, to live her life. Maleficent controlled her by putting her under that cursed sleep.

      If there’s one thing I cannot abide, it’s being confined and limited. I need my freedom. I need to fail, make mistakes, try again, and possibly, eventually succeed.

      And I won’t let Lucas bear the consequences of another. He’s innocent, and I will figure out a way to help him.

      But a day passes and another, and I’m no closer to figuring out how to prove Lucas’ innocence. It’s clear that he won’t be released from solitary during the length of my time here, and my week is rapidly evaporating.

      The next night, I pace, unable to sleep. I can’t sleep, won’t sleep, not until I determine a plan of action more than asking a few of the inmates about Lucas.

      My feet keep stepping even though I’m not concentrating on pacing. I’m almost in a trance—

      A trance. That’s it!

      I blame the lack of candles in the prison for my failure to think of this earlier, but I don’t need candles to enter a trance.

      Without hesitating, I sit on the cold, hard ground of the room and close my eyes. My mind clears, and I even out my breathing. I focus my thoughts on Lucas the siren, on the crime he's been charged with, and on the two teenagers murdered by the unknown entity I desperately need my magic to reveal to me.

      Eventually, I see a black that isn’t from my shut eyelids. Within the darkness, a shape forms. A man stands before me. The darkness seems to recede within him, as if he’s a black hole, but no. A black hole sucks in light, not darkness.

      The more I watch, the more I can see the man more clearly, and I think I’m beginning to understand. He’s darkness himself.

      His complexion isn't like any I've ever seen before. Considering all kinds of paranormal creatures went to Magical Hunters Academy with me, I've seen most everything. Not this, though. He has a slight reddish tint to his skin. His teeth are long, revealed by his terrible smile, and his eyes are so cruel that I can't see their color.

      A demon. He’s a demon.

      My trance ends, and I rub my arms briskly. Although the prison isn’t too hot or too cold, I’m covered in goosebumps.

      A demon makes perfect sense. The true villain has to be an evil paranormal creature, a powerful one at that to be able to either “borrow” a siren’s voice or else force one to use his voice without the siren’s knowledge. Can demons entrance another? That wouldn’t surprise me.

      So, I’m looking for a demon. Isn’t that just wonderful? And how am I going to find this particular one?

      Well, I’m in a prison, after all. There has to be at least one demon here. I’ll just have to talk to him or her. Do demons run in tight circles, or do they always act alone? I’m hoping against hope that I can discover who this particular demon is.

      Lucas, hang in there. I’m doing the best I can, and honestly, if it’s necessary, I’ll keep searching for the villain even after I’m out of here. No one deserves to be locked up for a crime they didn’t commit. Don’t give up hope yet. Never give up hope.
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      The next day, I'm woken early by a guard name Illumine. He's a phoenix, a man with red-orange wings. His hooked nose is decidedly bird-like, and his eyes are amazing, all fiery and bright, especially in the darkness in the prison no matter the hour of the day, and right now, it's early in the morning.

      “You don’t just get the night shift, unfortunately, Mirella,” he says after he introduces himself. “Time to round on the inmates and make sure they’re all here.”

      I rub sleep-induced sand from my eyes, head over to the basin in the corner, splash water onto my face, and hesitate. Illumine’s turned his back, so I quickly change my clothes and then fall into step behind him.

      Unlike my first tour with Portia, Illumine and I check on every single patient. It’s long and tedious, but then, we reach a cell containing a demon, another with a demon, another, and another, and…

      I walk ahead and then stop. This demon is gagged and bound. He’s not able to do anything except breath and look around.

      “Illumine,” I call.

      The phoenix flies over and lands beside me. “Ah, yes, Brokon.”

      “Why is he bound and gagged?” I ask. The others hadn’t been.

      “He’s the most powerful demon locked up here. He’s probably the most powerful paranormal creature in the entire prison. We can’t be too careful with him.”

      “Why not just keep him in solitary indefinitely?”

      “Even a demon committed of a crime or five hundred has rights,” he says in a tone that suggests he wishes otherwise.

      “Five hundred?”

      “Maybe an exaggeration,” he says, but he isn’t smiling, and I see no hint that he’s joking.

      I swallow hard. A mega-powerful demon is responsible. I know he is, but how am I supposed to prove it?
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      That night, I sneak out of my room. Feeling very much like a thief or even a criminal, I make my way to Brokon’s cell. Despite the darkness, I can tell that the demon is watching me. He hasn’t moved at all from when I first saw him.

      I’m desperate. I don’t have a lot of time here, and I need to somehow prove Brokon is the true guilty party. Unless he confesses, I’m out of luck.

      Just because I’m facing something insanely difficult doesn’t mean I’m going to back down.

      It’s not something I’ve ever attempted before, but I close my eyes and enter a trance, but, and it’s a huge but, I try to force the demon into the trance with me so we can talk.

      My eyes open inside the trance. I’m alone, but not for long. The demon is before me, ungagged and unbound, and my stomach twists into knots.

      “Why have you brought me here?” he demands.

      “To talk.”

      “About?”

      “A certain siren.”

      "What makes you think I want to talk to you about anything?" He moves around me, forcing me to turn to be able to look at him. He's not walking. His legs aren't moving. Somehow, he's basically gliding, almost flying on the ground.

      “Do you deny using Lucas’ voice to cause two teenagers to kill themselves?”

      The demon grins. His teeth look even longer up close. “I do deny it.”

      “Do you now? I’m surprised. I would’ve thought that demons would want to have credit for every single one of their crimes,” I say idly.

      “If you think that will get me to confess—”

      “I know demons lie, but I didn’t think one would lie to himself,” I remark.

      “Why do you even care about this siren?” he growls.

      “I don’t. I care about justice.” I cross my arms and purse my lips, just waiting for his mockery and contempt.

      “Justice. Bah! Do you know the last time I spoke with a human? How is that justice?”

      “Considering that it seems as if you have the ability to almost make a ragtag team of paranormal creatures, a team that would be willing to kill others and even pin the crime on someone else, I think it’s only right and fair for you to be gagged.”

      ‘You think you know everything,” the demon says with a laugh. “You can try to talk circles around me, but I have lived far longer than you, and you could never convince me to do something I do not wish.”

      “Then wish it,” I blurt out.

      “Wish what? To tell you I stole his voice?”

      “Just tell me one thing.” I inhale deeply. “What were their names?”

      Brokon grimaces. “I would rather—”

      “What were their names?” I persist.

      He appraises me critically before nodding. “I will say this about you. It’s daring to draw another into a trance in your mind.”

      “Yes, I’m daring, and I’m daring you right now to tell me their names.”

      “Erica and Natalie.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re thanking me? It’s not often you see male sirens, so when I found one, I decided to have a little bit of fun. I knocked him out and took control of his voice. As for Erica and Natalie, well, I had to test out the voice to see if it would work or not, and it did.”

      “You’re a monster,” I cry.

      “Indeed.” His grin is wicked and vicious, and I can’t stand looking at him another second.

      Swiftly, I end the trance and open my eyes in real life. The demon glares at me. As I watch, he contorts his arm and hand unnaturally and soon removes the gag.

      “Well, well, well. Mirella Sharpe, aren’t you? I knew your parents.”

      I backed away when he ungags himself, but now, I step forward. “You knew my parents?”

      “I did. Or did I? I’m a demon, and I don’t always tell the truth, you know.”

      “People tend to tell the truth when they’re on their death bed,” I say. “I figure the same will hold true even for demons.”

      “Ah, but I am not on my death bed.”

      “I can arrange that,” I say calmly.

      “You can’t harm me. You can’t touch me,” he hisses. “You want to become a paranormal executioner? You won’t ever. You’re too soft, too weak. Your heart is too big.”

      My thoughts turn to the stone dragon gargoyle I spared.

      “I might have a heart, but I prefer that to whatever is rotting inside of you,” I spit out.

      “Do you now?” Brokon laughs and laughs, the sound deep and sinister.

      Just then, Portia and Illumine march our way. I suppress a grin as Portia eyes the demon critically. After silently staring him down for a minute, the angel claps her hands.

      Two guards head toward us, and I gasp. They’re escorting Lucas.

      At the angel’s nod, the guards unshackle Lucas in front of Brokon. The demon looks so baffled I want to laugh out loud.

      “You weren’t the only one I allowed into the trance,” I tell him.

      Another steps forward to join the crowded area in front of the demon's cell. The warden of the Magical Prison is a sphinx named Badin. He has the body of a lion, gold and brown wings, and a man's head. His hair is wild, like a mane, and he looks as powerful and strong as anyone else in the entire prison.

      “You will be moved to our most secure cell,” Badin says.

      “Why?” Brokon demands.

      “Only the police, myself, and the killer knows the name of siren’s victims. You knew, Brokon. Admit it.”

      The demon gnashes his long teeth. His cruel eyes have turned wholly black, and I don’t think it’s possible for him to look any angrier, but I’m wrong. His body complexion alters, turning entirely read. Horns grow on the top of his head, and spikes protrude from his jawline. I can just see his fingers through the binding, but they aren’t fingers. They’re claws.

      “I’m—”

      “Don’t lie, Brokon,” I urge. “You should take credit for your crime.”

      “Yes, that mouse of a siren didn’t do it. I did. Lock me away if you want, but there are so many more out there, far too many for you to nab them all. We demons do as we wish, and you and yours… Let’s just say that might be targeting next.”

      “Considering my parents are dead, go ahead and target them,” I spit out.

      “Take him away,” Badin demands.

      The guards rush to comply, and Portia leads the way for them to depart for the demon’s new cell.

      “Don’t worry. He won’t be able to talk or do any magic or anything at all,” the sphinx assures me.

      “That’s good.” My gaze flickers over to Lucas. He looks amazed. “Are you all right?”

      “Never better,” he murmurs. “Thank you for believing in me.”

      “Of course.”

      Lucas glances at the warden. “I never thought a prison could be a source of hope, but you both proved me wrong.”

      “Technically, entering one’s mind and trances… they aren’t admissible, but when dealing with the likes of Brokon and his ilk, sometimes, you have to do what is necessary.” Badin nods. “I take it I won’t ever see you again, siren?”

      “Never,” Lucas promises.

      “You can walk him out, Mirella, but then you had best get back to work.”

      “Of course. Right away, sir,” I say, but the sphinx is already walking away, his claws scraping against the hard floor.

      Lucas and I walk to the front door.

      “Thank you again,” he says.

      “Maybe after I finish my week here, we can go out for karaoke.”

      Lucas burst out laughing. “I would like that.”

      “Good. I have a few friends who might want to come out, too.”

      “The more, the merrier. You’re going to make a strong, formidable paranormal executioner, Mirella.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You went up against a demon. You had a demon in your trance, and you didn’t lose your mind. That’s beyond impressive.”

      I swallow hard. Ignorance is bliss is the saying, and I had been ignorant concerning the potential consequences of my actions. Honestly, even if I knew, I would've done it anyhow.

      Innocent is innocent, and Lucas is free now, and Brokon is never going to leave the prison. What more can I ask for?

      “I’ll see you for karaoke,” I tell Lucas.

      We hug, and the siren leaves. I grin as I return to work. Yes, being a prison guard isn’t what I want to be for the rest of my life, but I’m so grateful I have to be here for a week. Otherwise, Lucas would still be imprisoned. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s a little shaken up for a while at the newfound knowledge of what his voice had caused others to do, but I’m more than willing to help him through it.

      Who would've thought that, during my time as a paranormal guard, I would free an inmate, befriend him, and force a dangerous prisoner into the strictest room in the entire place?

      Never give up hope is the advice I wanted to give Lucas, and I know I’ll never give up hope that I’ll become a paranormal executioner like my parents before me. For now, I have a job to do, and I rush around to locate Illumine. It’s time to get back to work.

      

      
        
        The End
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      Enjoyed this story? Be sure to leave a review! You can also read more about Mirella in the Magical Hunters Academy series. An entire series about the Magical Prison will be available soon!
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