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For my Grandmother, who taught me stories grew from clay and imagination, and my dog, whose heart was mightier than his body. Wherever you are, Gran, I know you’re painting with my spotted beast sprawled at your feet.





In the beginning, when the world was young,
Magic sprang pure from the earth
Running in pools, gathering
Spreading like the branches of a tree
It changed all that it touched.
Infused with Magic, creatures became larger, became different.
They evolved into the Fae, the first House.
But Magic is random.
And even the Fae, with their glowing variety of life,
Could not be where Magic ended.
For from the Fae,
From that first House,
Others were born.
Werewolf, the second House.
Child of Fae and wolf and man.
Born of madness, bound to the whims of the moon.
First spreading like a disease, infecting all they bit.
Then that which was man, beast and magic
Made peace with itself.
And steadied.
Vampire, the third House.
Emerging from Fae, sickened and dying from bat.
Driven by insatiable hunger, always seeking more blood
Their strain spread and, in time, changed,
Some died, while yet others adapted.
And decided this new world,
Suits them rather well.
Witch, the fourth House.
Mortals searching desperately for control
Over the magical forces around them.
Who learned to use magic.
Learned to take magic.
And soon the magical ones,
Learned to fear them.
Four great houses.
Four great races to travel this earth.
One so shy and hidden away.
One to hunt.
One for blood.
And one for power.
Four great houses to guide the earth,
Four great houses to bring it,
Beauty,
Strength
& Death
For bitterly did the Four Houses fight
And terrible was the destruction they wrought upon the Earth,
Upon themselves.
To save all they cherished
The Four sealed a sacred pact.
A Treaty, bound in blood and honor.
What is now parted, let none rejoin
Never to meet,
Never to cross,
Never to see.
So shall all live.
For a thousand years
The Houses have been true.
The world has changed.
Yet the Treaty has held.
The rules sacred.
The rules strong.
For a thousand years those rules have kept the Houses separate, kept them safe.


But those rules have just been broken…




1

Caught between the squat wooden building and the searing August sun blaring through her windshield, Rose LeFey pressed her hands to her eyes.
The scars crisscrossing her palms filled her vision, forming faint lines against the bright pink of her sunlit flesh. Most of the marks were no more than faded ridges, the lines barely a shade lighter than the rest of her skin—except for the one crossing her left palm. That line still had the defined, darker edges of a more recent wound. But even that mark lied, its ruddy streak a pale mockery of the real damage she’d wrought with its making.
That hurt ain’t gonna heal anytime soon.
She jerked her hands away from her eyes. Letting out a shuddering breath, she laid her forehead on her steering wheel.
It’s just a little spell, she’d said. Just need a little blood. Famous LeFey last words—and the exact moment her so-called plan went catastrophically cattywampus. One blood spell? She snorted. If sense was leather she couldn’t saddle a flea. It was never going to be just one spell, not for her.
Bing. Her phone buzzed within her purse.
Bing. Bing.
Flinching at the insistent tone, she peeked between her fingers at the yellow satchel on her lap. How in the heck did a simple metallic beep manage to convey such disapproval? But it did. She didn’t need to look at her phone to know who was messaging—her grandmother, no doubt with last minute instructions.
She dug her phone out of her bag, scrolled through her messages.
Sure enough, four text messages blinked up at her: three from her grandmother, one from her friend.
Swallowing back the lump in her throat, she clicked through them.
Grand-maman: Rose. Remember. I am trusting you to carry out this check-in. It is a simple task. And for God’s sake, don’t involve the locals.
No worries there. Rose hadn’t seen a single local since rolling through town. They were probably all in church, just like her Grand-maman—though Rose hoped they weren’t all texting. For all her grandmother stood as a pillar of Louisiana witch society, she’d a terrible habit for checking her phone during Sunday service, messaging while their priest gave thanks to the elements or lectured on the magical deeds of Saint Merlin. Whereas Rose had simply sat beside her in the front pew, worrying that the white-painted eyes on the statue of their magical savior was judging her.
Grand-maman: Remember, this must be handled with the utmost discretion. No scenes.
Rose scoffed. Her grandmother’s conviction to the contrary, the last thing Rose wanted was more trouble. Risk a public hissy fit? Not a chance.
Heck, she wasn’t even risking a personal hissy fit.
She’d more than added that scar to her palm when she’d cast that stupid spell—she’d gone and taken a knife to her oldest, dearest friendship. Because when everything went belly-up, she’d begged for help. And Julian, her law-abiding friend, had compromised his iron-clad principles to bail her out. Now she was fixing to make amends.
Stage one: drive from New Orleans to the tiny Western Washington town of Pinemount and take her family drama on the chin.
Alone.
As far as plans went, it was kind of a mess. But it’s what she had.
Julian: Looking forward to your visit. We’ll see your aunt tomorrow.
Tomorrow she and Julian would be doing a lot of things, but Rose was damned sure it wouldn’t include visiting her aunt. Coming to Pinemount might have been the stupidest of stupid plans, but she owed it to Julian. Nine months ago he’d literally saved her from herself, not to mention the object of her magical affections. And three weeks ago, he’d done it again—he’d gone and signed the betrothal contract drafted by their families.
He’d done all that, and she hadn’t even gotten out of the dang car yet.
Rose gave herself a shake. Quit being a chicken-chanting ninny.
She had a fiancé and a way out of her grandmother’s house. Time to prove that she wasn’t an impressionable teenager, tempted by secret journals and forbidden spells—or a love-struck moron, letting lust derail six years of hard work.
Sure, lying to her new fiancé about her arrival wasn’t the best way to start that betrothal, but it’s the only plan she had.
Needs must. Lifting her chin, she looked in the truck’s rear view mirror, cringed, and quickly finger-combed her hair into some semblance of order.
The white streak running from the peak of her forehead flashed in the sunlight, like a pale serpent coiled in copper grass. She glared at it. The mark of a LeFey witch, and a damn warning—she couldn’t trust her powers. Or herself. Not yet. But if she could face her aunt—alone, without Grand-maman to shield her or Julian to clean up her mess—with nothing standing between her and the past she had to put behind her? Then she’d finally be ready to begin a respectable life with a decent witch.
Assuming she got through the next five minutes without setting the shop on fire.
Bing. She looked down at her phone.
Grand-maman: Don’t forget. LeFeys look after their own.
“More like sweep their own problems under the rug before the neighbors can see. Argh.” With a disgusted huff, Rose tossed her phone onto the passenger seat. So many dang lies, in an itty bitty metal package. Her so-called important family mission wasn’t nothin’ more than a puffed up PR exercise. “LeFeys look after their own, huh, Grand-maman?” she grumbled. “Doesn’t mean I’m the LeFey to do it.”
Which was nonsense—there were only three LeFeys left.
She pushed out of the vehicle, slamming the door behind her. Gravel crunched under her boots, sending plumes of dust swirling around her ankles. A crisp, mountain-edged breeze brushed her cheek and, despite the sun blazing overhead, she shivered.
Bracing herself against the vehicle’s side, Rose drew in a calming breath.
The long strands of her beaded belt—a witch’s casting arsenal—rapped against the side of her car. It should have made her feel prepared for anything. But it didn’t. Not even an army of trained battle mages could have done that.
She eyed the store, the front more weathered than in her grandmother’s photos.
Painted a cheerful yellow, the shop’s door was propped open, a greeting sign hanging in its window. It should have felt welcoming. Instead, the darkness beyond the threshold trapped her gaze. A stark reminder of where unchecked passion landed her family—exile to a town so quiet it felt as if it were draped in a lead blanket. Nestled deep in the Cascade Mountains, the quiet street, with its low-slung wooden buildings and themed Gold Rush walk, Pinemount was about as far from New Orleans as an American witch could get.
Of course, that had been the point of her aunt’s “relocation:” total obscurity without the bother of Alaska.
Not that Sorcha’d need Alaska to stir up a heaping pile of trouble.
This town, with the raging pulse of a dead pigeon, was exactly where Rose would end up if she didn’t get herself together. Lifting her chin, hands clenched into fists at her sides, she stalked across the parking lot—
Her heel slipped on a stone. Arms outstretched, she staggered a few steps and managed to catch her balance. “Dang it,” she muttered. Hope my aunt didn’t see that. It’d be even harder to maintain an icy, distant demeanor if Sorcha was laughing at her before she’d even gotten inside. Cheeks hot, Rose glanced at the doorway. No hint of movement beyond the dark glass. Letting out a breath, she finished crossing the lot—slowly. She’d known the country-styled, high-heeled boots weren’t practical, but she’d wanted to look her much-taller aunt in the eye. Not that extra height would help if she face-planted across the dang welcome mat.
She pushed open the yellow front door.
A bell tinkled overhead, the faint chime trembled along her spine. She froze in the doorway, one foot hovering over the threshold.
Saint Merlin have mercy.
It didn’t matter that she’d come armed with a full casting belt. Or that she wore enough protective stones around her fingers, wrists and neck to armor a gator. This was Sorcha’s store, and a sick sense of familiarity punched through Rose. Her fingers tightened on the doorframe. Six years she’d avoided any contact with her aunt. Six years she’d kept her blood magic locked away. Figured both those streaks would end round ‘bout the same time.
Letting out a shaky breath, she quietly chanted a child’s charm: “Looks so lovely, feels so strong, shines so bright when lights are gone.”
Squaring her shoulders, she made her way into the shadow-filled reaches.
The store’s interior was dark and dreary as a foggy winter’s night in New Orleans—without the occasional strains of jazz to offset the gloom. Clutter covered the small space from top to bottom. Everywhere she looked were shelves heaped with crystals, mixing bowls and dried herbs. The store had all the appeal of a funeral parlor, including the lingering odor of dead flowers.
“Sorcha? It’s me, Rose. Are you here?”
Silence.
Rose brushed past a strand of cobweb, stifled a sneeze with the back of her hand. Holy hex. Did her aunt wish to attract any customers at all? The sign hanging in the doorway claimed the store was open, yet the inside screamed “stay away.”
Rose wished she could take the advice. But she had to do this, and not for her grandmother. If Rose didn’t confirm that Sorcha remained a quiet, non-magic-casting recluse, the Magestracy would send her fiancé to do it. Rose shuddered. Julian might be the local Terra, part of the enclave of witches who protected the Treaty and ensured the Four Houses remained separate, but she’d rather eat expired crawfish than see him deal with Sorcha on an off-day.
The ink of their marriage contract was barely dry—heck, Rose still couldn’t believe he’d signed it—no way she’d risk reminding him as to why he’d be smarter to run, not walk, from their pending union. She needed that contract to escape her grandmother’s house—to have a future in regular, respectable witch society.
And Sorcha would try to ruin that future; Rose felt it in her bones.
You’re just like me, niece, a throaty voice whispered from Rose’s memories. You’ll never follow their rules.
“That’s right, Rose. Take the knife, press it to the tip of your finger until you get all three drops. Now the next”. Her raven-haired aunt guided her blade from fingertip to fingertip, then she led their chant. “With the pricking of our thumbs, something wicked this way—”
Rose slammed the past back into her mental box, labeled ‘Do Not Open.’
Her hands clenched, palms sweaty. I will follow the rules. They are for me. I’ll have more in my life than a sad, dusty store.
“I’m not like Sorcha,” she whispered. I’m not a curse.
She forced her chin up and carefully picked her way towards an antique desk that served as a counter.
Her skin crawled with every step.
Where was Sorcha? She’d never close on a Sunday—in fact, she’d take particular pleasure in being open while most were in church. Was she waiting behind that bookcase? Or standing in the shadows behind that ridiculous display of fake wands?
The scuff of Rose’s soles across the floorboards grew unnaturally loud in her ears.
Necklaces jangled rhythmically against her chest, somehow slower than the frantic beating of her heart. The soft clink usually reassured her, just as the weight of her belt and the tap of its strands against her thigh let her feel prepared. Not today. Though…was she hearing something beyond her jewelry?
Her brow furrowed. She stilled the beaded strands with her hand.
There it was again, a faint tap. Coming from the backroom, or the store room below?
“Sorcha, is that you?” She rapped her knuckles against the worn, black desktop. “Come out. I’m not interested in playing hide-and-seek.” Her attempt to sound authoritative emerged as an uneasy whisper and she cringed at her thickening drawl.
A muffled moan sounded beneath her feet.
She jerked with surprise. Pressing a hand to her heart and willing it back into her chest, she stomped on the floor, cupping her mouth and calling out, “Are you in the store room?”
A thump quivered throughout the shop, making a display of pendant crystals to chime.
She gulped. Bloody hex.
The sound was coming from the cellar. Apparently the cost of her future included questionable stairs and a small, dark, and enclosed space. She’d only seen photos from her grandmother’s, undertaken right after Sorcha’s exile, but, unfortunately, Rose had an excellent memory. Grand-maman’s gloved hand resting atop a dusty altar, her lip curled at the images. “This is the future of a practicing blood witch…”
Rose gave herself a shake and the beaded sash hanging down her left side rattled against her thigh. Silencing the long strands of stones, she rubbed a tiger’s eye bead for courage and headed for a shadowed doorway.
Her heel caught in an unseen break between floorboards. It jerked her foot and sent her stumbling forward.
She caught herself against a wall. “A hex on high heels.”
Groping along the surface, she found a light switch. An assortment of yellow bulbs flickered to life, revealing a yawning staircase. Another moan drifted from below and she sucked a breath in through her teeth.
Safety inspectors would have a field day with this building. Or run screaming.
I don’t have the luxury of running or screaming. Nope. She’d pick Sorcha off the ground, dust her off, remind her she’s banned from casting magic, and leave. Job done. Past closed. Rose looked down at the curving, dimly lit wooden stairs, then at her boots. She’d just do all that carefully.
Sliding her hand along the wall for stability, she headed down. The stone trembled beneath her fingertips as she descended.
Mercy. Something was carrying on but good. Probably Sorcha. Bet she got herself caught by a wayward spell. Her aunt had never had much time for safe casting; she never tidied up her herbs or cleansed the air between spells. And that kind of practice would knock a witch into next week. You’ve got to take better care, sis, Rose’s mother had said, elbowing her twin while she sent Rose’s five-year-old self an exaggerated wink, or you’ll teach our little Rosie bad habits.
For a moment, grief clogged Rose’s throat. Guess I picked those habits up after all.
She swallowed hard.
Rounding a bend in the stairs, she was confronted by a heavy wooden door. A musty odor permeated the area, marking the storeroom more of a cellar carved out below ground.
Energy skittered across her skin.
“What in the heck?” She frowned. Sorcha was forbidden from casting anything but the simplest of spells—not that Rose had expected her aunt to abide by that edict—but the power reverberating down here was extraordinary. It far exceeded a standard locking charm.
The hairs on the back of Rose’s neck tingled with warning. Not every witch had the ability to see magic—the talent was considered a rare gift among her kind—but, in moments like this, it was a bleeding curse. Gritting her teeth, she shifted sights.
Bright lines of magic overlaid the mundane shapes of wood, hinges, and iron handle.
Spells. Ugly, twisting spells.
Spells that reeked of blood magic.
“Oh, God.” Clamping a hand to her mouth, she jerked back. Her aunt hadn’t merely broken the terms of her exile, she’d fed them to a damn gator.
Rose raked her fingers through her hair, stared at the door, and blew out a frustrated breath. Hex it all. Forget worms, her aunt casting blood spells opened a can of cottonmouth snakes. It demanded the Terra take over.
“Shit,” she hissed. “Shit, shit, shit.”
Throat tight, she groped for her cell phone. She’d call Grand-maman or Julian or…not. She’d left the blasted phone in her car.
She headed for the stairs, turned back the door.
Goddammit, this habit of turning tail at the first sign of trouble had to stop. So it was a blood spell, so what? If Rose hurried up to her car and called for help, then every worst case scenario would play out like a terrible B-movie. Julian would get an eyeful of drama, and Grand-maman would be reminded of the dangers of letting Rose leave the family home. No. Thank. You.
So, she’d deal with it.
If Grand-mana or Julian ever questioned her on the matter, she’d simply claim she’d heard a cry for help. “What’s that?” she called out, pretending listen to words beyond the door. “You’ve fallen and can’t get up? Don’t worry, I got it.”
Lacing her finger together, she cracked them outward. She wouldn’t have any real future if she couldn’t face a tiny bit of that magic and walk away unscathed. This was the perfect opportunity to prove she could handle some exposure to blood magic. Besides, the wards weren’t overly complicated, just potent.
She tugged a calcite bead off her belt; let it warm in her palm.
When the beat was the same temperature as her body she began to chant. “Like from like, twisted from right. Release your hold, let magic unfold…” Gesturing with her hands, she traced spell-patterns in the air and coaxed the angry red strands of magic to unravel.
The threads tugged and wriggled out of her grasp.
And the scars on her palms tugged with each gesture, like they did every time she cast.
A line of sweat trickled down the back of her neck. Hadn’t casting been easier when she was a young witch studying spells alongside her aunt? Back when she’d used her true element. Power to power, Sorcha had said, as she’d pushed her thumbnail into a mouse’s throat—
Drawing in a lungful of dusty air, Rose focused on the task at hand. Clenching her teeth, she determinedly used standard fire symbols to counteract the barrier.
“You’ll give, damn you. As I will, so mote it—”
The wards gave way with pop. Magic dispersed back into the earth, colors fading like ink beneath a wash of water. Letting out the breath she’d been holding, she gave the air a celebratory fist pump. She’d touched a blood spell, and she hadn’t broken. Sure, she was tired and a bit sweaty, but she’d faced her aunt’s spell and emerged victorious.
Take that, nightmares. She gripped the door’s iron handle. Well-oiled, the door only needed a solid shove to send it swinging inwards. “All right, Sorcha, let’s get this over with. It’s just you, me, and—”
A blast of stale air rushed out, along with a deafening roar.
Teeth and rage filled her senses.
A yip of terror escaped her. She staggered backward, away from the open doorway, away from the teeth.
Run. Run. Run. Get to the truck—
The floor caught her heels. Her knees buckled beneath her, sending her crashing backwards. The force of the fall kicked the air from her lungs, leaving her sprawled at the bottom of the stairwell. She tried to get up, yet her body refused to cooperate.
Holy God. There was a monster locked in Sorcha’s cellar.
And Rose had just opened its cage.
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A howl blasted out the doorway, its deep, furious tone reverberating along the stone floor, beating against Rose’s skin. A high-pitched wail pushed back the fear squeezing her throat. She clamped a hand over her mouth to muffle the sound. Feet scrambling for purchase, she backpedaled until her shoulders slapped against the bottom step.
From inside the cellar, metal screeched in warning.
Still ass-down on the ground, she stared at the entrance, unable to see anything beyond the light flickering against the ceiling.
There was a monster in her aunt’s cellar.
No. Not a monster. A werewolf.
“Sorcha? Are you in—” Heart hammering, she flinched as another howl cut the air. Holy, holy, shit. Legend claimed werewolves killed witches—tore them apart with fangs and claws. Get up, she ordered herself. Get. Help. She braced her hands against the dirty floor. The stairs were right behind her—
“Stop howling, fool,” a male voice commanded from within the room. Then it gentled. “Wait! Please, wait. He can’t hurt you.”
“Please,” pleaded another voice, this one female. “You have to help us.”
Neither of those voices belonged to her aunt.
There were strangers in the cellar along with the werewolf? Shaking like she’d danced a jig with a lightning bolt, Rose gained her feet. She gave the doorway a wary glare, wishing she could see more than dust and moving shadows. But the door was open and no one was leaving—not even the wolf. Shoulders tight, she glanced between the cellar and the stairs. Was it safe to approach, or was the beast merely stalking its prey?
Her books said werewolves were fast. Too fast.
Cast from far away, or dead you’ll play.
She was already too dang close for comfort. And her fingers still smarted from dispelling the wards; heck, right now she’d be pushing herself to ensorcel a candle. But she couldn’t leave people trapped in that cellar with an angry werewolf—even if she had no idea who they were.
“Sorcha, are you in there?” With them? If they were friends of Sorcha’s, they might deserve to be eaten alive…
Curse it all. Rose covered her eyes, wishing the heat of embarrassment wasn’t staining her cheeks.
I’m dumber than a stump and twice as gullible.
There wasn’t a werewolf in that room. This was nothing more than one of Sorcha’s cruel illusions. Her aunt wouldn’t endanger herself—and she didn’t have friends. Besides, the Treaty of Four Houses forbade contact with the three other magical races—witches couldn’t even share a sidewalk with a werewolf, let alone a cellar. And no amount of magic, blood or otherwise, would change that.
“Who the hell is Sorcha?” the first voice called from inside.
“The witch,” the second voice cried. “That’s her. She’s come back. She’s—”
“Shut up. For fuck’s sake. Don’t you want get out of—”
A low growl cut off the first voice.
She gulped. As far as illusions went, that throaty, rage-filled sound was all too convincing. Of course, Sorcha wouldn’t create a non-scary werewolf.
Rose glanced at the scars in her palms, curled her hands into fists. Heck. Given the choice between a real werewolf and her aunt’s spells, she’d prefer the wolf. Sorcha had missed her required check-ins for the past two weeks and now there was an elaborate sound illusion rattling the very stone of her store.
“Are you going to stand in that doorway until we expire from boredom?” the first voice griped.
A sensible witch would run and leave Sorcha to her malevolent devices.
Grand-maman always says I’m short of stature and sense.
Rose peered into the room and a wave of fetid air washed over her, tinged with stale sweat. She gripped the doorframe for dear life.
Hexing hell, she’d never seen a spell of this caliber. It truly looked like a very real werewolf was chained to the wall, a fae was being held in a giant, ostrich-sized bird cage and a vampire was staked to a wooden table—all crammed along the walls of her aunt’s cellar. Even knowing it was all fake, Rose’s gaze skittered away from the central casting table and the poor animal her aunt must have used to fuel this spell. She rubbed a hand across her eyes and blinked repeatedly, searching for the flaw, the fringe of magic that always blurred the edges of even the best illusions. But there was nothing. It didn’t even feel like an illusion.
Not only was Sorcha practicing blood magic, she was casting at a dangerously high level. Every detail was perfect, down to the sterile light of a single, fluorescent tube, humming from its perch along the ceiling.
And no doubt Sorcha was hiding behind one of the fake creatures, enjoying Rose’s discomfort. Just like before.
Don’t give her what she wants. Just finish the dang visit and get the heck out.
Propping a shoulder against the doorframe, she slowly clapped her hands. “V-very nice, Sorcha. You’ve crafted quite the display.”
Another growl rumbled from the far wall, the deep tone echoing in her ribcage.
A glance at the werewolf made her heart stutter. That’s awful realistic.
“I-I know y’all ain’t real.” Determined to keep what remained of her composure, she eyed the vampire, struck by the fine details—how long had it taken to form those beads of sweat on his brow? “I’m sorry to say neither Grand-maman nor I care that you’re playing make-believe in your basement.”
“No visions or questionable gas leaks, I’m afraid,” the fake vampire said.
Rose gave an unladylike snort. “Right. Sure.”
“We’re quite real, I assure you.” Strange. His wan smile was as surprising as his calm demeanor. This one had none of the red, dripping fangs that were Sorcha’s usual style. “And unfortunately we require some assistance.”
“Oh, you need assistance all right, Sorcha. But of the therapy variety.” Rose shook her head. “If there’s no magic at play here, I’m a no-legged dog.”
“Woof.” The vampire flashed a lopsided, fang-filled grin. “I’d sit up and beg, but, you know—” His grin disappeared. “—there are stakes through my hands.”
The construct was far more pleasant than her aunt, but Rose’s skin crawled. The more she interacted with this illusion, the more real it felt. And she couldn’t risk getting sucked into another one of her aunt’s fantasies.
She knew exactly where that road led—straight to hell.
“Enough games, S-Sorcha,” she said. “Drop the illusion.”
“Lady, I’ve had far, far too much time to get acquainted with this shitty reality. But you really need to climb the learning curve,” said the vampire. “This is real. We’re here. And you’ve got to let us out.”
Curse it all. That had sounded way too convincing.
Wrapping her fingers around the strands of her belt, she fought for composure. “Your illusion’s well crafted, but all spells run their course. Any minute it will unravel, and you’ll be nothing but a crazy woman making voices in her basement.”
“Please, I am no illusion.” The fake fae gripped the bars of her cage, only to release them with a cry of agony. As if they were iron. Exactly what Sorcha would have used, were this real.
Ain’t that an ugly thought.
“Just stop it, already.” Rose inhaled sharply. The woman sitting behind heavy iron bars that twisted together to form a curving top had brown hair, brown eyes and copper-dusted skin. Pretty, to be sure, but nothing extraordinary. “Everyone knows the fae are spectacularly beautiful. Only you’d create a plain one.”
Enough. Her fingers closed over a bead of clear quartz.
She’d had time to catch her breath, to regain her balance after unraveling the magic holding the door. Illusions weren’t nearly so tricky. She’d simply disrupt it long enough to find Sorcha, then she’d dang well leave.
“Clear of mind, clear of sight—”
The werewolf threw himself against his chains, metal screaming against stone.
“—your trickery I spite. As I will, so mote it be.” Heart beating in her throat, words high and wavering, she finished the counter spell and tossed the bead into the center of the room. There. Any minute the whole thing would flicker like an old television set.
“Honestly, lady, could you stop with the—”
“Please, no more spells. I cannot bear—”
“Raaoorrr.” The werewolf’s roar shook dust loose from the ceiling.
Despite the cacophony, the scene before her didn’t so much as blink, let alone reveal Sorcha operating her puppets in a corner. “But I used quartz. No illusion is that strong.” Either the LeFey curse had finally struck her down—in which case there wasn’t a problem, because she gone stark, raving mad and was probably bundled in a straightjacket, babbling in the best mental hospital magic could buy—or she was perfectly sane…  
Rose focused on counting to ten and only made it to four.
She pinched her arm—hard. It hurt. Nope, not dreaming. If the sight before her wasn’t an illusion, then this was real and her aunt had become a full-blown Treaty criminal.
“Hey, doll. Look at me. Hey!”
“I-I just need a minute.” Mouth trembling, she ignored the vampire’s demands and stared around the cellar. At its very real captives. She stilled, blinking rapidly as the reality of her situation sunk in. If this wasn’t an illusion, then a vampire was locked in her aunt’s basement.
Holy hex. She’d been talking to a living, breathing vampire.
Before this moment, the closest she’d ever gotten to a vampire was sensing their presence when driving by their slice of New Orleans—the Treaty forbade any actual contact between their species. All members of the Four Houses could instinctively recognize other members, or at least sense their proximity. She’d learned about the ability in school, but had never put it to the test. It seemed sheer volume of population wasn’t required. Because she knew the man strapped to the table was a vampire. Just as the woman in the cage was truly a fae, and the man chained to the wall was a werewolf.
Wait. Man?
The werewolf was growling and baring teeth, but he was human looking—if mortals were built like Nordic gods. He was easily six-foot-six; bare-chested, with muscles straining against his shackles. Sandy brown hair hung in messy waves around a face that would give any woman pause, even when it clearly wished her no longer a part of this world.
Something she was afraid to define stirred inside her chest. She looked away.
Her gaze landed on the central table and her stomach lurched. What she’d assumed was a dead dog, its blood used for Sorcha’s spell, was in fact a fourth figure.
Another werewolf, lying still as death.
Didn’t werewolves heal unnaturally fast? So why wasn’t this one howling at her like the one strapped to the wall?
If this werewolf was real, then she could be in real trouble.
“Sorcha, what in the bloody hex did you do?” Rose whispered.
Holding onto her neck, as if the pressure could protect her from the truth, she shifted sights. Residue from blood spells unlike any she’d ever seen twined throughout the small cellar from top to bottom. Beneath the twisted mess of power lay delicately curled crimson lines—the unmistakable magical signature of a LeFey witch.
Buried memories surged upwards. Once, in the earliest days of our race, the first LeFeys stole power from the other Houses, Sorcha had whispered. They used it to protect witches and humans alike. They were respected. Revered. And one day soon, they will be again. She’d never told Grand-maman about her sessions with Sorcha, even after that night. She’d thought the stories nothing but Sorcha’s peculiar way of viewing their dark history.
Apparently, she’d been wrong.
“Oh. God.” Cupping her hands over her mouth, she doubled over. It felt like the past had reared up from its grave and punched her square in the stomach. Black spots danced around the edges of her vision.
“Lady.” The vampire’s gaze met hers as he lifted his head from the table to regard her. “Breathe.”
“I…I’m gonna be—”
“You’re not going to be sick,” he said. “You’re not going to pass out, hear me?”
Rose sucked air into her lungs. “I’m not?”
“No.” He sounded very certain.
More air, in and out. The spots receded. She gave a reluctant nod. “Okay.” Maybe she was crazy. Maybe the world had gone crazy. Either way, hyperventilating wasn’t the answer.
“See? You’re fine. Now don’t just stand there,” the vampire said. He nodded towards the right cellar wall, highlighting bruises beneath his eyes and lips that stood pale blue against his olive skin. “Get the key.”
“Right,” she murmured. “The key…” With which she’d somehow unlock a vampire, a fae, an injured werewolf and another, severely pissed-off werewolf? Without being maimed. Or unleashing angry monsters on an unsuspecting town.
Shit on a stick. Rose was so not prepared for this.
Heck, she was barely prepared for Sunday tea with her grandmother’s bridge club. Managing a major breach of the Treaty? Um, not so much.
“Could you move your ass?” the vampire griped. “Just reach on up, short-stuff and—”
“Every moment you leave us in these confines you perpetuate the crimes against us,” the fae said, strangely authoritative for someone stuck in a birdcage.
“Ah’m sorry,” Rose said. “But I need y’all to hush your mouths for a second.”
What did Julian always say about emergencies… Of course, Julian. Her fiancé would know how to handle this situation. The Terra trained from birth to guard the borders between Houses. She’d go to her SUV, get her phone, and call for help. As a Terra, he’d been preparing his whole life to deal with cross-House events—even if she was pretty darned sure his training scenarios weren’t quite this horrifying. And he lived outside of town, so it’d take him a good twenty to thirty minutes reach the store.
That being said, getting Julian was clearly the right decision.
But her eyes wouldn’t unglue themselves from the vicious wounds marring the female werewolf’s chest. Rose’s hands dropped to circle her throat, rubbing a remembered line of terrifying pressure—she knew all too well what it meant to suffer from Sorcha’s craft.
The werewolf’s wounds were tied to the magic in this chamber—to what Sorcha had done. Some warped blood-spell, the likes of which Rose hadn’t seen before. With that kind of magic, even five minutes could spell the difference between life and death.
She squared her shoulders.
The Magestracy might throw the book at her for this, but waiting was too great a risk. She had to let the captives out. Right. Now.




3

Coward, the wolf thought.
The witch had frozen in the cellar’s entrance. She must have realized that slowly, yet surely, he was wrestling his bindings free from the wall—seen the broken mortar dusting his arms. He had to free himself before she could re-enchant the door. Before she could repeat the spell that had muddied his thoughts and stolen his voice—or, worse, do further harm to his little sister.
Temporarily stolen his voice.
His vision had cleared; the rest of his senses—not to mention his damn name—would follow.
Teeth bared, the wolf stared intently at the petite figure hovering just beyond his prison’s doorway. He wanted to demand she release him, but that would tip his hand, let her know the first witch’s sick magic was wearing off.
Too big a risk.
His gaze darted between the doorway and the room’s central table, upon which lay his little sister.
Isis hadn’t moved since the first witch had struck her. And the room’s heavy shadows and flickering light couldn’t conceal the damage. Her breaths were so shallow her chest barely moved, her torso awash with blackened blood. She’d been that way for hours—he didn’t know how many—and he didn’t know how much time she had left.
Chest tight with fear, he threw himself against the chains holding him. Bracing his heels against the wall, he levered his weight against them.
His silver manacles gave a satisfying wail. But they held.
The witch’s head whipped towards him, hair a flash of color—brighter than would have thought possible in the dim light. And as effective as waving a red flag before a bull. A low, warning growl ripped from his chest.
Her eyes widened and she took a small step back.
“Doll, let’s hurry this up already,” the vampire said.
“Please. You must help us,” the fae pleaded.
He huffed derisively through his nose. After everything this room’s captives had borne witness to, they should know better than to see a witch as anything other than an enemy. He’d prove that as soon as he broke free. He was no regular wolf; he was of warrior blood—a direct descendent of the Urum’Taca. No silver could stop him. He’d rip his manacles from the earth-cursed wall and get his sister home, where their pack could tend her.  
He just needed a few more seconds—
“All right, ah’m coming.” The witch stepped inside. She walked with the cautious movement of a young deer. A distinctive streak shone within the bright amber waves of her hair. White. Just like the first one.
He’d be damned if he’d let another one of them touch his sister.
Study her. Watch for the next spell.
“Come on, Rose,” she muttered. He was certain she had no idea she was speaking out loud. “You can do this.”
Perplexed, his head tilted. She really was an odd choice of warden.
“Honestly, sweetheart,” the vampire scoffed. “This isn’t a fucking obstacle course.”
“Says you.” She was switching her attention between the vampire and the caged fae. Ever-changing expressions washed across her heart-shaped face. Sending a beautiful witch was a clever move. She was younger than the first one, smaller, bringing the scent of fresh cream and peaches into the dank space. A good smell, clean and pure…
He shook himself.
Stay focused.
The witches must believe him defeated, or they’d never have sent this subservient-looking one to finish what the first had started.
He locked his gaze on his soon-to-be prey.
Shoulders pressed against the stone, she was inching around the room. On the wall, about halfway between cage and door, hung a pair of keys. Stretching up on tip toes, she carefully removed the cage’s iron key from a curved metal hook. Soft, hiccupping noises sounded as she edged down the wall towards the fae’s cage—and him.
He frowned at the sound, too natural to be faked.
What if she’s genuine?
Hope sparked in his chest—he squashed it. She was toying with them, she had to be. He couldn’t let her strange behavior distract him, there was too much at stake. Fear clogged his throat as his gaze returned to his sister.
The stench of rot singed his nostrils, creeping from the marks that scored her chest.
Hold on, Isis. I’m coming. The last time he’d seen his sister—before this basement, when she’d been her healthy and vibrant self—they’d argued. She’d insisted on applying to study abroad—something expressly forbidden for all wolves. When she hadn’t returned to the pack that night, he hadn’t worried. No. He’d told their father to let her blow off steam, that he’d find her the next day. Like a moon-blind fool. Then his biggest fear had been finding his sister in this shop, he’d worried about protecting her from the fallout from breaching the rules of Treaty.
Throat tight, he refused to let his growl morph into a terror-laced whine.
I can’t dig another mound by the river.
I won’t.
His muscles tightened into ropes of steel, challenging the silver holding him. Metal bit into his wrists and ankles. The left manacle slid another inch. Lowering his head, he readied himself for the charge.
The witch kept her face carefully turned away from him. But he knew she felt his gaze by the scent of fear licking his sensitive nose.
It should have pleased him.
Teeth tight, he glared at her.
She’d nearly reached the cage; close enough now that the flickering light couldn’t mask her trembling. As she should. Even sense-dulled witches felt the stare of retribution. As soon as he broke free, they’d pay for what they’d done—
A searing sensation shot through his chest, spiking outwards from the mark the other one had scored into his flesh. His hackles shot up. Magic. The first witch had marked him, was the second here to finish the job?
Pressing his heels harder against the cold stone, he redoubled his efforts to break free. Metal screamed against ore. One arm slid forward as the spike holding the manacle gave a little more. Watch the witch. She’s a threat. She’s—
Pain stabbed harder, creeping upwards into his skull.
No. Not threat…mine. Protectiveness rushed through him, unnatural and unwanted. Alarm followed, hot on its heels.
No, no, no. This isn’t right, it isn’t… Tendrils of black and red circled his vision, making it hard to see. Harder to think. Smoke retracted from his vision, revealing the witch crouched before the fae’s cage, almost close enough for his breath to ruffle her hair—within arm’s reach, had he been free.
She wrapped her fingers around the bars. “H-hello, my name’s Rose.”
“Light bless you, Rose. I am Raina.” The fae gestured to a pile of dusty fabric lying alongside her folded legs. Dirt streaked her face, matching her limp brown hair. “This is my cousin, Gilran. We need your help.”
“My goodness, there’s two of y’all in there?” Rose said, head jerking back.
Fire shot from the marks gouged into his chest, burning down his arms in a way that should have hurt.
Instead, it was almost…welcome.
Skies Above, what’s happening to me?
Gut tight, he fought back the panic threatening to choke him. The witches had done something to him—somehow affected his ability to see them as prey. Why? Did they honestly think they could harness a wolf’s strength?
Shaking his head, he tried to keep his thoughts clear.
Fool witches. Their silver bindings might scorch his flesh. His back might be damp with sweat, chilled where it pressed against the cold stone. But he’d never break.
Metal shrieked as he forced his left manacle another inch from the wall.
“Oh-oh, lordy.” The witch’s fingers flexed around the iron bars, knuckles white against the black metal, but her attention remained focused on the second fae, the one curled on the bottom of the iron cage. Long, pale hair obscured his face; his simple garb of gold-flecked green was torn and soiled. “This ain’t good.”
“My cousin is ill,” said Raina. “Please.”
“I’m going to get you both out, I swear, just please don’t…uh…” Cheeks flushed with color, the witch named Rose ran a hand through her hair. The wolf snorted dismissively—this one could win a prize for acting. She kept talking, words spilling out in a hurried rush, “Ah’m sorry. It’s just, y’all are nothing like the fae pictured in books and paintings. It shouldn’t make this whole thing stranger, but it does. I keep looking for wings and staggering beauty. Er. Not that you’re not nice to look at and all—”
“Neither I nor my cousin are any threat to you,” Raina solemnly informed her.
Rose ducked her head. “I didn’t mean—”
“Yes, yes,” the vampire cut in from across the narrow space, “it’s very nice that the ladies are having a bonding moment, but some of us are bleeding. Do you think we could hurry this along before the other witch comes back?”
“R-right. Sorry!” The pair of oversized keys rattled in Rose’s grip. “Ah’m gonna get y’all out of here.”
Lies, the wolf tried to say, but all he managed was a warning growl.
The key knocked against the lock before turning with a loud click.
What the fuck? Shock stilled him as Rose pulled open the cage door. How does this possibly fit into her plans?
Escape momentarily forgotten, he stared as the fae willingly grasped Rose’s arm and let herself be helped from the cage. Together, they then lifted out Raina’s cousin. With an iron collar fitted to his neck, he was barely mobile. Streaks of sickly gray and blue radiated from where the metal lay against his skin.
“Oh, God, I’m so sorry,” Rose whispered.
Her fingers trembled as she unlocked the collar and threw it back into the cage. Worms take it, her behavior made no sense. She even smelled distressed. Wrong, it’s all wrong. The fae should be the one’s showing obvious worry, not standing there calmly. Showing worry? Forget that. The fae needed to flee.
Rose stood and spun on her heel. “I need to get the others and—”
Her face was suddenly inches from his.
Smoke edged his vision, and he found himself leaning forward—not to bite, but to smell. To rest his nose in the soft crook of her neck until she’d stripped the hated silver from his body—
He jerked back, shoulders slamming into the wall. The mark over his heart pulsed with heat and alarm punched through his chest. What twisted magic had the witches put over him? He did not want to trust the witch, and he sure as shit didn’t want to roll over like a friendly Labrador and let her stroke his belly.
Narrowing his eyes, he bared his teeth in challenge.
“Ah… Oh. Nope.” Like a coward, she turned away. He battled an insane sense of loss as she left him for the vampire.
“How lovely of you to join me.” The vampire lifted his head in greeting. One fang glinted as his lips hitched in a pathetic smile. Deep gashes marked the side of his neck and the inside of his left elbow. What had to be oak stakes protruded from each palm, pinning his hands to the table, while oak-and-steel cables bound his torso. Stupid leech didn’t even look worried. The first witch had tortured every creature in this room, why was the wolf the only one sensible enough to see their threat?
“Ah— Dang it. There’s no key for this,” she said. “I’m going to do my best to get the stakes out. Please, please don’t bite me.”
“Deal.” The vampire let his head fall back against the table.
An agreement too easily reached, the wolf thought. That vampire either wanted a quick meal, or the leech had been taken in. Doesn’t matter. As a wolf, he owed the vampire nothing. The bolt fixing his left arm to the wall had loosened, grinding against the mortar as he worked it free. As soon as he’d broken it, he’d grab his sister and—
“Dear wolf, I beg you—”
His gaze snapped around to find Raina and her cousin standing before him.
“Please. Our peoples once had a great alliance.” Raina wrapped an arm around her cousin’s waist and stared upward beseechingly. “While it has been many of your lifetimes since then, the long-lived fae of Rhosenveyl remember. I hope, perhaps, the wolves do, too?”
Damn. He’d forgotten. The silver bindings had done more than steal his name and confuse his vision—it had blurred his duty. During the war, the wolves and fae had stood back-to-back against onslaughts of witch magic and vampire fangs. And they always would. Centuries of separation and stupid witch-made laws changed nothing. His father—his Alpha—never failed to stress that.
Holding Raina’s gaze, he gave a determined nod. His duty extended to more than his sister—these fae needed his protection.
Raina took a hesitant step towards him. “What is your name?
He opened his mouth, waited. Nope.
What if this loss was permanent? For a moment, the ice in his veins overrode the burning of his chest. He glanced at the witch, finding her leaning over the vampire, hands wrapped around a wooden stake. Too close. Too trusting. Silver manacles and witch trickery might stop the wolf from knowing his own name, but they couldn’t stop instinct and, right now, his was screaming. He could break his chains, but not fast enough.
Returning his attention to Raina, he forced himself to carefully form each word. “Need. Get. Out.”
“Of course.” She looked at her cousin. “Gil, wait here while I get the key—”
A pop and clatter filled the quiet. Clutching a bloody stake, the witch stumbled past both fae, catching herself against the table where Isis still lay. The stake brushed Isis’s leg, leaving a streak of red on her faded jeans.
“Don’t touch her!” the wolf snarled.
Rose snatched her hands away. Chest heaving, she sent him a wary look before scooting back to the vampire.
The leech was peering through the hole in his palm. “How nice to see you again.”
Her lips twitched. “Ch-charmed, I’m sure.”
“Mother Mageia have mercy. All that’s missing are tea and biscuits,” Gil muttered. He leaned against the wall and met the wolf’s gaze, worry written in bright green eyes. “You find that key yet, Rainy? I’d like our large friend unlocked.”
Before the vampire, the wolf silently added.
“I have got it.” Face twisted in discomfort, Raina rejoined them. “It is not… easy.”
She fumbled with the key, trying to slide it into the manacle clamped around his wrist. It rattled against the lock before clattering to the floor. Blue lines snaked up Raina’s skin, smoking from her palm along her forearm.
He gave a desperate tug against his chains; the shackles on his ankles shifted a fraction further from the wall—but not far enough.
“The witches feared we would align,” Raina whispered.
“Yes.” Damn the witches to the cold earth, they’d used both silver and iron to forge that key. Most of the bindings had been removed from the vampire. Their sliver of time was rapidly shrinking. Raina had to let him out. Even one hand would do. He could bear the pain long enough to open the other locks. “Again.”
She crouched to retrieve the key and gasped.
“I am sorry.” Raina stood up and met his gaze, her fingers hanging limp from a blue-tinged hand. “I understand your fears, but I am afraid we require Rose’s assistance.”
Gritting his teeth, he looked at his sister, at the wounds running deep into her chest.
Was it his imagination, or had her breathes grown even more shallow? He closed his eyes, felt the earth beneath his paws. “My name is Dar,” he said to Raina, sighing in relief as the knowledge returned. “We can’t trust the witch. I need you to find something to hold the key—”
Something snapped on the central table.
“Isis!” Terror beat through Dar’s bones at the sight—his sister’s mouth open in a silent scream, her back arched. Her hands had curled into claws, scratching the stone top, yet there was no sign she’d regained consciousness.
He lunged forward. His bindings jerked him back. “Help. Her.”
“I am sorry,” Raina said quietly. “I do not know how.”
There was a sharp intake of breath from across the narrow room. Dar tore his eyes off Isis to find the vampire and the witch standing side-by-side. The leech seemed at ease, but Rose’s hands were pressed into her middle.
She stepped forward. “I think I can. Help, that is. I mean…I should be able to do something for her, but I can’t do it alone. I have a friend. He…I think, together, we can help.”
Yeah. Right. Curling his lips, Dar growled.
“I believe her.” Raina touched his arm. “She was genuinely surprised to find us here, and she unlocked my cage. And,” the fae lowered her voice to the barest of whispers, “I cannot use the key. It is either her or the vampire.”
No more time—he had to pick a course.
Dar’s eyes flicked from his sister to Raina and then to Rose. A witch. Trusting her, even for a minute, was a risk. But her fingers had remained a proper, human length, and so far she’d stolen no blood. Threatened no lives. If she wasn’t united with the first witch, then she served her own purposes. Still, there was no telling how long they had before the first witch returned. So he’d play along with Rose’s scheme—at least until he was free.
“Fine, witch. I’ll accept your help.” He let urgency thicken his voice. “Just hurry.”
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Rose’s palms were slick as she crouched to retrieve the key lying at Dar’s feet.
Saint Merlin save me. Her hand closed around cold iron and she inhaled sharply. So this is probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.
Better get cracking. Straightening, she smiled hesitantly at Raina before facing one of the large manacles clamped around the wolf’s wrists. As thick as her index finger, the silver gleamed with an eerie green in the flickering light and had left vicious scorch marks where it pressed along Dar’s skin.
“Oh. Oh God,” she whispered. “Ah’m so sorry.”
“Apologize later,” he grunted.
Right. First she had to unlock a severely pissed-off werewolf and hope he didn’t go all furry and eat her. Taking a fortifying breath, she gripped the chain running from his hand to the wall. The metal’s coolness surprised her. His anger was so palpable that she’d expected it to be hot. “Ah’m going to get you out of these. Ju-just try and hold still.”
“Fine.” His body tensed and he huffed air through his nose.
Light hugged the muscled contours of his chest, gleaming off a symbol carved into his flesh. The mark was so fresh it still bled. She froze. Blood magic. Memories scuttled beneath the floorboards of her mind. First you mark them, Sorcha had said, smiling as she sketched intricate lines across the pigeon’s middle with the bladed tip of her thumbnail. Then you take what’s theirs.
Rose’s tongue prickled with the taste of power, the sensation yanking her from the past.
She blinked, stunned to discover her hand moving towards the symbol. She froze.
Oh, God. Stop it. Stop looking.
Heart pounding, she forced herself to look away from the symbol and grasped his wrist, next to the manacle’s lock. This close, the heat from his body was intense. His scent was a compelling mix of pine and wood smoke.
Rose slid the key into the lock and met eyes burning with primitive rage.
Click.
An unearthly wail drowned out all other sound as the walls began to shake.
“Hex it. Your bindings were alarmed.” Of course. She’d been a fool not to check.  “Brace yourselves, everyone!”
“What the shit—” A deep rumble cut off the vampire.
The floor bucked, catapulting her against the werewolf, Dar. “Oof.”
“Got you.” His now-free arm wrapped around her, pinning her shoulders to his chest while magic ricocheted through the building.
With her back secured against Dar, key clutched tight against her chest, she stared at the shaking room. Metal shrieked as the foundation twisted away from itself and dirt rained down upon their heads. Stone and cement drew together with wood to form obscene parodies of faces, eerily accented by the quivering light. “Oh lordy,” she breathed. “This ain’t good.”
Sorcha never made it easy to escape her spells. Rose knew that all too well.
Someone gripped her hand and she jumped. But it was Dar, not her aunt, trying to guide the key into another lock.
“Get me out, witch,” he growled. “Now.”
“Right. Sorry.” Choking on dust, Rose forced her fear-numbed fingers to work as quickly as possible. The sooner she got him out, the sooner she could run. The remaining shackle around Dar’s wrist and the silver belt binding his chest fell slack.
“Look out.” He grabbed her, twisting sideways just before a stone face yawned through the wall.
Pulling free, she tackled his right foot.
“Get those bindings off my sister, vampire,” Dar yelled. “The fae are too injured.”
“Name’s Sebastian. And happy to oblige, just tell your fae friends to stop guarding her and get their shiny butts upstairs.”
A growl rumbled from the wolf’s muscled chest. “Raina, Gilran, head up.”
“One sec, y’all,” Rose called out to them. She switched sights and glanced at the magic pushing through the cellar’s walls. Her stomach lurched. Hexing hell. “Sorcha’s wards summon urban golems. They’re slow to form, but strong as heck. Don’t let ’em grab you.”
“Not much time,” Dar said, his voice low and worried.
“I know, I know.” Eyes glued to the final lock on his ankle, she tried to shove in the key. The overhead light blinked rapidly, spontaneously thrusting them into darkness.
“Hurry up, Rose!” Sebastian yelled. “I’ve got the beast’s sister. Head straight for the opening. I’m holding it.”
Don’t think about Sorcha. Or that mark. Focus.
Click. “Got it. Go—”
Dar’s powerful arm scooped her up as if she weighed nothing and shot them towards the cellar door. It was like being hit by a linebacker—driving all breath from her. His hold tightened around her waist and he dropped into a roll, arms somehow protecting her from the ground. Through a blur of hair and motion she saw a cement hand clawing the air where she’d been crouched, seconds before.
“Hold tight.” His voice had dropped to a guttural growl.
She caught sight of the doorframe, knew they’d reached the stairs. What felt like slim, polished stones pressed into her middle. Twisting around in Dar’s grip, Rose looked down. Thick claws protruded from his nail beds, gray fur sprouted along his fingers.
Her eyes widened. He’s shifting! A shifting werewolf was carrying her.
She’d have screamed, if she’d had enough air.
In a blink they catapulted up the stairs. Dar landed with a thud in the shop and promptly released her.
She fell to the floor, gasping for breath, and peered slowly upward.
Dar’s remaining clothes split apart at the seams, revealing a long tail and emerging fur. His legs bent backward with two sickening snaps. Feet elongated, from which emerged ten wickedly hooked claws. The crackle of tendon and bone hung in the stale air. And a massive, wolf-clad beast, standing upright like a man, loomed above her.
So this was what they called the Lykos form. It was like the pictures in her history books. Only far, far scarier.
He’d eat me in two bites. She gulped.
Rose forced herself to her feet and saw the fae were already at the front door. Good. And the door was closed. Not good. “Sebastian, golems can’t leave the houses they’re made from. We need to get outside.”
“Little busy right now, Red.” An odd note of warning wrapped the vampire’s words.
She turned to find Sebastian slowly lowering Dar’s sister to the floor.
“Oh, boy,” she whispered. I am so not prepared for this. Standing within reach of her longest belt strands, Dar was unnervingly tall in his upright, fully-werewolf form. His hind claws dug into the floorboards, leaving fresh scars on the wooden planks. He took two heavy steps towards Sebastian, his slanted, lupine eyes focused intently upon his sister. Long white fangs glinting as he parted black lips.
Her gaze snapped to Sebastian. The vampire’s face was carefully blank, his lanky form strangely small compared to the werewolf stalking toward him.
Not good at all. Her books had claimed exposure to silver could destroy a werewolf’s ability to reason. And Dar had been in those chains a long time. Add endangered pack to the mix and…She swallowed hard as his back flexed—a mass of fur-coated muscle.
“Sebastian,” she whispered, “back up slowly.”
The ground trembled.
Throat tight, she glanced at the doorway leading back to the cellar. She could already hear the scrape of cement against brick walls. They didn’t have any more time, either the werewolf got himself together or it wouldn’t matter. Her books recommended running from an angry wolf, or better yet, taking magical flight—neither of which were an option. Hands out at her sides, she stepped forward. “Dar? Please. The golems are coming.”
He growled.
“Sebastian isn’t going to hurt your sister, but those golems will. We need to get out of here. Please.” Moving closer, she had to tilt her head back to meet Dar’s eyes. Lupine features did nothing to conceal the panic written on his face. She couldn’t blame him. In the warmer light of the main floor, his sister’s wounds looked even worse.
The sound that rumbled from him echoed in her chest.
“Rose,” Sebastian hissed. “Think you can speed up the wolf-whispering already?”
“Ah’m doing my best,” she replied without taking her eyes off Dar.
“Do it faster. Cuz the corner shelf is trying to go all Terminator on us.”
“What the heck are you on about?” Tearing her gaze away from Dar, Rose followed the direction of Sebastian’s finger.
The metal shelving in the corner of the shop was twisting together with its contents of jewelry and candlesticks, slowly forming a multi-legged creature with polished crystal shards for feet. A giant crystal ball rolled into place atop what appeared to be the thing’s body, swiveling like an evil, all-seeing eye.
“Curses.” Why couldn’t dispels be quick?
“Terminator?” Sebastian asked.
“Kinda, yeah.” Unfortunately, calling the construct a Terminator wasn’t as far from the truth as she’d have liked. She’d seen a picture of such a golem in a text on hypothetical ward casting. It had called these constructs ‘Eradicators.’ The brief description had mentioned one primary function: unpredictable violence. Because we need more of that right now.
“Grand. With scary metal monsters in mind, it’d be great if our fae friends would hurry up and open that damn door.” Sebastian’s voice was sharp. “What in the hells is taking so long? Turn the knob and get out already.”
“I would nothing more than to leave this place, vampire,” Raina replied, her voice quieter than it should have been, given the size of the store. “The door has been magically sealed. It will take us a moment to unravel the spells.”
“Peachy,” Sebastian said.
As if they weren’t already up to their eyeballs in trouble. But, then again, this was Sorcha’s store; they’d probably just scratched the surface of trouble. Heck, Rose had unlocked a bunch of it herself. She focused on Dar and let out a shaky breath.
Those hunched shoulders of his were not encouraging. “Dar? We’re running out of time and—”
“Why don’t the fae wolf-whisper,” Sebastian said. “And we can break the damn door”
Not a bad plan. “Raina,” Rose called to the fae. “Let’s swap. Dar seems to like you and your cousin a whole heck of a lot more than me.”
“You are…not wrong.” Raina’s voice was strained, as if she carried a heavy weight. “However, I would not…recommend ceasing…our efforts halfway.” A swirl of magic from the front door drew Rose’s gaze. She couldn’t help it—she gasped. The two fae were doing something she’d only read about: pooling their power and manipulating the magical wards holding the door. Gilran had a hand braced on Raina’s shoulder, but threads of emerald power still drifted from his fingers.
Warm air ruffled Rose’s hair.
Her attention snapped back to Dar, finding his nose unnervingly close to her head. His light gray snout curled into a snarl, dark-tipped ears flat against his head. Taking a deep breath, she willed him to see the truth in her face—she was afraid they might not make it out of the shop at all. “Dar,” she said as calmly as she could. “There’s another golem forming in the corner. Once it’s active, we’re going to be in trouble. All of us—including your sister—”
His lips pulled back, revealing canines longer than her fingers.
Holy hex, his teeth were really long.
“Uh, Rose…” Sebastian drawled.
Rose didn’t dare look at the vampire. Instead she held Dar’s gaze—silver had consumed his eyes, eating away the whites and leaving only narrowed black pupils. As reason chased animal impulse through those eyes, one truth was painfully clear: He didn’t trust her.
The knowledge sparked an irrational hurt brewing in her gut.
You’re a LeFey, you’re used to lack of trust. Deal with it. She pressed a fist to her middle, lifted her chin. “We have to get out of here, you know that.”
Dar grunted. But his fangs retracted beneath his lips.
Finally, hope. “And to make gettin’ out of here happening, we need to buy Raina and Gilran time to open that dang door.”
“Fine,” he growled. “We work together.”
“At long last, beast gets it,” Sebastian said. “So, as he’s largest, Fuzzy can play guard dog while you and I deal with whatever’s happening to that shelf.”
Rose nodded. “I— I’ll do what I can to slow the spells down.”
Unleashing a low rumble, Dar turned to face Sebastian. Judging from the vampire’s hasty shuffle backwards, Rose assumed the werewolf’s stare wasn’t friendly. But his voice was surprisingly steady when he replied, “Fine. I’ll crush those creatures coming up the stairs. When we’re free, we will discuss my sister.”
Nodding, she swallowed hard. “All— all right.”
Dispelling was not her strength. She hurried over to Sorcha’s desk to search for clues—the more she knew about Sorcha’s creations, the more likely she could stop them. A tremor crept up her arms. It matched the shop’s insides. The chiming from the shuddering building’s shelves became an overwhelming cacophony as bells, pottery, and crystals shook together.
Out of time.
“Sebastian, you’d best find yourself a weapon,” she whispered.
“Can do,” he said. “Get those spells ready, Red. It’s about time I had magic on my side today.”
“I’ve got the stairs.” Bending down, Dar laid a hand on his sister’s shoulder, whispered something in her ear, and then stalked over to the cellar door.
Rose bit her lip and frantically dug through a tower of papers on Sorcha’s desk. Undoing the magic slowly killing his sister would be a time-consuming, maybe impossible task. Even more dangerous than dealing with the golems. Both would force her to tangle with Sorcha’s magic—with blood magic. Which meant Rose would have to fight the urge to use that same magic, her true talent, every step of the way.
And that the chances of success would be lower than a snake on Sunday, because she couldn’t risk fighting fire with fire.
What risk? Why die when you can cancel it all with a few drops of blood and the right crystal—
No. Fingers burning, Rose pushed away the sharpened letter opener sitting on the desk.
Hex it all, the people trapped in this store with her had suffered enough. Right now, Rose didn’t have the luxury of wrestling with her magical demons. Somehow she had to stop a shelf from transforming into a metallic monster hell-bent on ripping them apart. Quickly. Without using blood magic and becoming a monster herself.
To quote the vampire: That’s just peachy.
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Raina Ellura shoved sweat-damped hair from her face and took a brief moment to catch her breath. She shook her hands, making her fingers snap—the spells binding the shop’s door were more potent than she’d thought it possible for a witch to create. Of course, this shop’s owner was clearly no ordinary witch.
Staggering a step back from the door, she turned and glared at the interior.
Clutter riddled the witch’s space from floor to ceiling. Raina hadn’t needed to feel the effects of iron-sickness for the journey from stairs to door to feel challenging, traveling the short distance had been like stumbling knee-deep through a madwoman’s thicket. Witches. Slow and short-lived, yet somehow the Fourth House had proven the most dangerous during the war. Still, they weren’t fae. Weren’t born of magic, couldn’t feel its pulse beat throughout the world.
She curled her stinging hands into fists. A witch’s spells were nothing but pale imitations of a fae’s art.
These spells would not defeat her.
Raina glanced at her cousin. Blue lines tracked beneath Gilran’s skin, weaving beneath his eyes and aging him beyond his time. Fear constricted her heart. If she hadn’t embarked upon this foolish quest, her wouldn’t have insisted on joining her. All of his suffering is my fault. “I will not allow you to perish in this dorcha-ridden place simply because I cannot open a light-forsaken door.”
“We, Rainy. We escape, because we open the door.” His lips quirked in a rueful smile. “What is it the humans say, ‘Out of the fire?’”
“Be serious, Gil. We have got to cut through these binding spells and—”
Mother Mageia have mercy. Was he strong enough to continue magic-weaving with her? She should tell him to rest… But if she had to do finish releasing the door alone, it would take longer, maybe longer than they had—she’d never had much patience for un-doing.
“Rainy, I’m fine.” Gil squeezed her shoulder. “The iron-sickness feels no worse than watching Commander Alvar’s son court you.”
Her lips twitched. “That is not altogether comforting.”
“Neither are his courtly addresses.”
“Very well. We escape, then you rest.” She spared him a final glance, then focused on working the heavy threads of red and black magic apart, forcing them to release the door. Golems and witchcraft notwithstanding, the last thing she wanted was to remain in a confined space with a vampire. Legend claimed they’d go wild for the slightest drop of fae blood, and this one had been bled on a wooden table, he had to be hungry.
She could hear the witch, Rose, and the vampire, Sebastian, talking in the shop behind. It made Raina itchy, longing to slough off her human form and let her wings emerge.
How foolish had it been, to trust Rose so quickly?
“The witch and the vampire are working together,” Gil whispered to Raina in Sidheia, the language of their people. “We must be careful.”
“Yes.” Alliances between the two had been fleeting and unstable during the war, treachery being the norm. But when witch and vampire had joined forces, the results had been devastating. Those dark times were not so far in the past for her long-lived people. Some of their elders had been alive during the final years of the war. “We must also hurry—”
“Sebastian!” Raina risked a look behind to find Rose standing before a wooden desk, holding up a dark fabric bag for the vampire’s inspection. “Is this yours?”
“Yeah,” he said, “toss it here.”
Diving forward in a controlled movement, the vampire grabbed the bag before it hit the ground. A gleaming blade was clutched in his hand by the time he’d completed the motion and regained his feet, looking all too ready for battle.
Mad-King’s blood, Raina silently uttered the fae curse. “Gil,” she whispered urgently. “The vampire is a trained fighter. We have to get out of—”
A scream pierced the air, followed by a massive crash.
The desk exploded.
“Gil, look out!” Raina ducked as broken wooden shards ricocheted through the room. The dark witch’s constructs lumbered into view up the stairs. Giant, misshapen figures, reached into the room. Dar leapt to grapple with the first, while the other lifted a chunk of ground rock, sand and metal that looked to be torn from its own body across the shop.
“Heads down, people!” the vampire cried. “Evil-Gumby is throwing a temper tantrum.”
Something hit Raina from the side, knocking her to the ground an instant before another missile flew past and struck the door’s circular window with earth-shaking force. But the glass didn’t even crack. No wonder the dark witch had chosen such slow-forming guardians—the whole structure was a prison.
Raina met Gil’s stunned face.
“Told you that you needed me,” he said as she helped him back to his feet. He gave her back a brotherly slap. “Only bad sorts let their favorite cousins go into the mortal wilds alone.”
“Foolish sorts,” she said.
“Come on, Rainy, the others can deal with the monsters. We need to get out.”
“Yes, we do.” She gripped a cord of red magic, waited until her cousin did the same, then willed the lines to uncoil, motioning with her hands to direct the flow. Light take it. She should never left her home, the fae city of Rhosenveyl, let alone sought out a blighted witch. What had she been thinking? That she’d find a cure to her mother’s sickness in this wretched mortal town, in this witch’s hovel? Ridiculous. Witches knew nothing about healing. And in her blind desperation to save her family, Raina had gone and endangered them.
She blinked back tears. “I am so sorry I got you into this, Gil.”
“Don’t start.” He brushed off her remorse with a wave of his hand. “I want to save her, too.”
Emotion swamped her. There were no words to convey her appreciation. Not that she needed words, Gil knew her better than anyone. And when they escaped this shop, they’d find a way to help her mother. Their people were counting on it.
Bracing her feet, she shared a determined look with her cousin. “Come. We must bend this magic to the will of the fae.”
“Don’t care if it’s will or desperation, so long as it’s fast,” Gil muttered.
Indeed. If they didn’t escape soon, she feared they never would. And no fae wanted to die in the dark.
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The muted colors of Dar’s vision lent a sharp edge to movement, letting him ignore the shop’s deep shadows and flickering lights. Blocking the golem trying to force its way into the shop above, he dug his hind claws into the wooden floor and shoved his cement foe. It tumbled into its twin and the two crashed to the ground. With a growl, he jumped upon the fallen golems and tore out hunks of mortar with his bare paws.
All stone broke eventually. Dar was happy to help that process along.
Slow clapping came from behind. “That sound’s about as enjoyable as nails on a chalkboard. But, my dear werewolf, I do believe I’ll buy you a drink—or a steak—when we’re out of here. Which might actually be soon, if I’m correctly understanding our fae friends victory dance.”
“You are not mistaken, vampire,” Raina called.
“Yippee skippee,” Sebastian murmured. “Let’s hustle, Fuzzy.”
Dar curled his lip at the leech, then broke off half a golem’s face with a solid punch. A satisfying pain shot from his bloodied knuckles up his arm. Good. As soon as he’d reduced these creatures to rubble, he’d collect Isis and get the hell out of the witch’s shop.
“Shoot, y’all, we’ve got trouble,” Rose gasped.
“Actually, I think the beast is doing a rather good job of turning trouble into gravel,” Sebastian said.
“Not those. The other one,” she said, voice high with terror. “I couldn’t stop it from forming.”
Metal wailed from the shadows, like a saw scraping against rock.
Dar’s fur stood on end.
Glancing around, he found Rose, pale-faced and clutching the long tassels of her beaded belt, standing before an open front door. But he couldn’t appreciate the fresh air. She was staring at the back of the shop, where, from the shadows, a spider-like creature emerged. It partly blocked his path to the door, metal parts screeching like a predator’s cries.
“Raina, Gil, get outside.” Abandoning the broken golems beneath him, Dar dug his claws into the floor and launched himself at the creature.
Its crystal eye swiveled in challenge.
Metal legs smashed into his side, driving breath from him and sending him tumbling off course. Landing in a pile of broken shelves and torn pages, colorful stars bloomed across his sight. By the time he staggered to his feet, the metal golem had scuttled to his sister. Its spiked feet poised above her, tips gleaming with lethal intent.
Cold fear rushed through him. “No!”
It paused. The round crystal that seemed to be both eye and head turned in its hold. If golems could taunt their prey, then this metal creature was a master of the game. Its leg ticked toward Isis like an evil clock.
He had to get to her. He lurched onto all fours, staggered sideways into a bookcase.
“I call the heat!” the witch shouted. “I call the flame. Through me be free.”
Orange flame licked at the periphery of Dar’s vision. He pushed himself off the shelf, stumbled forward.
“As I will so mote it be!”
A blinding ball of light sailed past him, knocking the golem off its feet and away from his sister. He blinked back the light-scorched silhouette burned into his eyes.
Rose had saved Isis.
But he could no longer see the witch. Had she been knocked outside? Scrubbing a paw across his face, he found he’d traveled halfway toward the open door. Away from Isis. What am I doing? It took an alarming amount of concentration to force himself to turn around and head for Isis.
Worry for the witch’s safety tried to choke him. He ignored it.
He had to get to his sister.
The golem blocked his path with the speed of a huntsman spider—a spider the size of a fucking grizzly bear. It lunged. He dodged—not fast enough. Sliding under the first set of legs, the rear four remained ready.
Sharp crystal points sped towards his head.
Clang.
His eyes widened as a sword deflected the blow.
“Didn’t even scratch it.” Sebastian held the blade, its steel length vibrating from the strike, shock written across his lean face. “Can’t break the damn creature.”
“I can,” Dar growled. I hope.
Before their eyes the metal arachnid folded in on itself, parts shifting with alarming swiftness. With a click of gears it leapt onto the ceiling, looming above them like a gigantic insect. Did metal hiss? Because he swore that was the sound coming from the creature.
“Shit,” Sebastian muttered.
Yup. Dar rolled to his feet and braced himself. “Leave it to me. Get Isis out.”
The vampire caught his eye, gave a determined nod. “Get me an opening.”
Dar didn’t waste time answering. Bunching his muscles, he vaulted onto a wooden shelf and aimed for his foe. This time he didn’t miss. He struck the creature with as much force as he could muster, driving them both into the ceiling.
Plaster, dust, and cobwebs exploded in a halo of debris around them.
The groan of bending metal filled his ears. Dar managed to wrench himself away from the spider mid-fall and land on all fours. The golem dropped in a metal heap before him. About time that magical bullshit went down. His muscles burned with fatigue, but he couldn’t rest. Not yet. Not until he’d gotten his sister out of the shop and to whatever help Rose promised.
“Head for the door.” Sebastian lifted Isis into his arms. “I’ll cover—”
A metallic whir reached Dar’s ears.
He flattened himself onto the floorboards. A projectile grazed the fur on his back, leaving a trail of fire.
Silver.
Shit. His foe wasn’t out of the fight after all. Instead, the spider-creature had somehow rearranged its broken parts. Standing on two of its many legs, it seemed ready to shoot metal spears from its other appendages.
Dar sucked in a harsh breath. What sick sorcery was this?
Body tense, he prepared to evade the next assault. Dodge, then strike. Then a projectile’s point shifted, aiming right at his sister.
Red filled his vision.
Not. Happening. He dug his claws deep into the wooden floor. Bellowing, teeth barred, he charged the metal golem. Isis would escape—even if it cost him his life. “Get my sister out, leech. Now!” He dimly registered Sebastian’s shocked cry, then he collided with the monster and tackled it into the back of the shop.
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Dust coated Rose’s mouth and crunched between her teeth—she’d been knocked clear through the door onto the parking lot, landing on her back and sliding a couple feet along the loose surface. She groaned, rolled over. Thank goodness she’d worn a long sleeved shirt. Gravel bit into her hands and knees as she gained her feet. Her muscles burned as her body tried to throw off the casting backlash that had propelled her outside.
The bright summer sunlight was near blinding after the dimness of the shop. Shielding her face, she squinted and tried to find the others.
She had to pull herself together and get everyone to her car—to safety. “Y’all outside?”
Sebastian shot through the doorway, once again holding Isis in his arms. “We have to go. Now. Damn metal thing’s unbreakable.” He clutched a broken sword in one hand, pointing away from his passenger. “Where’s your car?”
“The SUV,” she said, locating her keys in her pocket. Her truck lit up at the far end of the open square serving as a parking lot, announcing itself with flashing lights and a loud beep.
“The pink one?” Sebastian sounded deeply offended.
“Don’t judge a rescue vehicle by its color,” she retorted. “Put her in the back.”
“We’ll need more than a conveyance.” Gilran’s hand wrapped around his cousin’s arm, whether in support or to keep himself upright, Rose couldn’t tell. “We need to find a way to entrap the golem. I looked into the shop—”
“Gil!” Raina rounded on him.
“Shhh.” He held a finger before blue-tinged lips. “The creature in there is quick. If it’s able to leave the building, it might hunt us down.” He glanced at Rose’s brightly-colored vehicle. “We need to do what we can to slow it and—”
“Then use my car to get away?” she finished.
He nodded, resolve glinting in his eyes, even as his body swayed.
Rose bit her lip. “Golems shouldn’t be able to leave their house—”At Sebastian’s snort, she gave a rueful shrug. “Yeah, I know, this situation ain’t following the rules, and that metal golem? It ain’t your regular golem. Heck, my book on hypothetical casting called it an Eradicator. I reckon it’s best we’re prepared.”
Raina gave a reluctant nod of agreement. “If needed, Gil and I will call what greenery we can. Bind its legs.”
“Then y’all pile into my car and we get the heck out of here,” Rose said. “Right?”
“Agreed,” Raina said, while Sebastian and Gil simply nodded.
Rose breathed a small sigh of relief—she didn’t have to convince them to come with her. Thank Merlin. Once they were away from this cursed store, there’d be questions that needed answers. Not to mention reparations. LeFeys always paid for the sins of their brethren. “All right. Y’all ready yourselves. I’ll—”
Glass splintering echoed from within the shop.
Dar charged into sight, dust falling from his fur. Then he spun around, placing himself between her car and the doorway. It was clear. He was going to buy them time. Judging from the rapid clank of metal legs, they’d need it—that golem wasn’t going to stop at the door.
The thought of him being injured—even killed—unleashed a flood of ice into Rose’s blood. “Dar, you can’t—”
“Get my sister out of here.”
Hex it. Rose took off, calling over her shoulder, “Raina, Gilran, cast whatever you’ve got!”
Reaching her SUV, she fumbled with the driver’s side door and leapt inside. Her hands were shaking, but the key slid into the ignition on the first try. Relief rushed through her as the engine gave a loud purr.
“Sister’s loaded in the back.” Sebastian threw himself into the passenger’s seat.
“Thanks.” Funny, the witch community still lamented the vampires learning to tolerate sunlight, and here she couldn’t be more grateful. She glanced into the rear-view mirror and saw Raina and Gilran standing next to Dar, gesturing towards the ground.
Then the bloody Eradicator golem scuttled out of the shop.
The ground beneath the metal creature burst upwards. Roots and vines thrust to the surface, wrapping around its legs. The churning mass of foliage grew, faster and faster, until half of the construct was fastened to the earth by binding greenery. No witch-made structure could stand against the forces of nature.
Take that, Sorcha.
Throwing the Explorer into gear, Rose stomped her foot on the accelerator. The engine roared—the car didn’t move. “Shit!” She yanked it out of neutral and into reverse, then backed up in a shower of gravel.
“Get in,” Rose shouted out the window. Then she shifted the truck into drive, watched anxiously through her mirrors for people to load. As soon as everyone was on board, she was fixing to learn how fast her SUV made it from zero to sixty.
Dar scrambled in through the open rear hatch, where his sister lay.
“Go!” Gil pushed Raina ahead of him. The vines holding the Eradicator were already beginning to break apart. Raina tried to turn at the sound of snapping foliage, but her cousin refused to let her. “You first.”
“Hurry up already!” Foot tensed over the gas pedal, Rose gripped the steering wheel.
She looked in the rear-view and saw Dar hauling Raina into the back. Gil followed, hanging onto the back, apparently intent on shielding Raina with his body.
“Drive!” Dar yelled.
She didn’t hesitate. Stomping on the pedal, the SUV shot forward. The hatch covering flapped open behind them. Even with Gil trying to hold it closed, it gave her a clear view of a cloud of dust and sand forming in their wake, along with—
“Get down!”
A projectile struck her door. The vehicle rocked beneath the impact, sliding sideways, but somehow it remained upright. It bounced down the gravel path, heading for the paved main road. God, she hated driving fast.
She clutched the steering wheel for dear life. Just a little farther and they’d be safe—
Another impact shook the vehicle. A wretched, keening cry came from the back. The sound sliced Rose to her core. She risked another glance in the rearview mirror.
A massive iron bolt protruded from Gil’s chest.
No, no, no.
Red ran down the front of his green tunic. His expressive face went blank. Skin greying. Rose barely registered what she was seeing before his body crumpled backwards, falling out the back of the car like a marionette with cut strings.
Raina lurched after her cousin, but Dar grabbed hold of her.
Oh, God. Rose’s whole body started to shake, teeth chattering like she’d been frozen. She felt as if she were watching from under water.
Her foot came off the gas.
Sebastian shoved her knee down, forcing her to accelerate. His other hand closed over her chin, tilting her stiff face away from the mirror and onto the road with ruthless force. “Stop and we’re all dead.”
“No. We can’t leave him—”
He released her chin and yanked the steering wheel in time to avoid a parked truck. The tires shrieked as they skidded onto Pinemount’s main street. “He’s dead. Drive.”
The truth in his words burned through her.
While Raina’s sobs scored her ears.
Knuckles white against the black leather wheel, Rose nodded and depressed the accelerator of her own volition. She couldn’t sacrifice everyone else for vain hope. She had to get them to Julian’s, his help was the only chance Dar’s sister had. And she’d be damned if she’d let another person die today.
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Retreat. Dar mentally spat the word.
A snarl tugged his upper lip as he stared at the dented metal of the vehicle’s rear hatch. The door bumped up and down, the catch mechanism broken by one of the golem’s projectiles. Beyond the open hatch, two-storey homes and local businesses whipped past—the pub, the general store, all run by those he considered friends. He would return as soon as he could, ensure his territory was safe, and reduce that creature to scrap metal.
For now, there were wounded to tend.
Raina’s face was pressed into a leopard-print suitcase that had somehow survived their exodus. Beside her lay Isis’s still form. Hunched in the back alongside them, Dar kept a careful paw on both.
He knew better than to let go.
Grief shook the fae so hard he feared she’d fall out of the moving car. That she would want to. He knew the loss of a loved one cut deeper, sharper, than any pain in existence. He also knew it wouldn’t help Raina to hear that right now.
She didn’t respond as he gently picked her up and deposited her in the back seat.
Fighting exhaustion, he rubbed the back of his neck and stared out the window. The summer sun was blazing, but the streets were clear. Thank the skies. The last thing they needed was his town panicking about monsters in cars.
He shuffled around again, his head clunked against the vehicle’s roof. His tail knocked over the suitcase.
Damn. Prudence demanded he ignore his protesting body and shift into his human form.
Gritting his teeth, he suffered the change in silence. Every inch of his skin that had been bound in silver burned. It’d take him longer to heal in his human form, but he needed to take a closer look at Isis’s injuries and the witch’s vehicle wasn’t large enough to allow a Lykos-shaped wolf to move around with ease.
Once in his human form he crouched over Isis.
She’d ceased writhing, but her current stillness was somehow worse. He’d never seen injuries like the ones marking her chest. Dark blue-black veins radiated from the punctures. Shadows lined her eyes and mouth. Silver hadn’t been used to cut her, wasn’t binding her anymore, so why wasn’t Isis healing herself?
Shuffling carefully around her in the back of the vehicle, Dar sat beside her and held her hand.
Unable to ignore her graying fingertips, he leaned over to listen to her breathing. Though shallow, the motion seemed steady. How had this happened? Sorcha had seemed nothing more than a reclusive caricature in long dresses and pointed shoes. He’d dutifully avoided her the odd time she’d walked through town, never imagining she’d bring such harm to his family. Worms take it, he’d actually felt sorry for her,
“Witch?” His throat felt like it had gravel crammed in it.
Sebastian looked back from the passenger seat. “Her name’s Rose. Give her a minute.”
Rose. Dar hadn’t wanted to use her name. It wasn’t a proper witch name. Those were long, multisyllabic creations meant to indicate power and breeding.
Hers felt too intimate. The fact that he liked it, simple and sweet, rankled even more than needing her help. But the leech was right. She’d saved them. She deserved to be addressed properly. He tried to gentle his voice. “Rose?”
It still sounded like gravel, just friendlier gravel.
“Yes?” Her voice was so quiet it was barely audible, even for his sensitive ears.
Her skin was as white as the distinctive streak in her hair. He didn’t need to be an expert on witches to recognize the mark of a LeFey—the original power thieves. No wolf in his right mind would trust one. Yet silent tears ran down her face, the mole above her right upper lip standing out in contrast to the pallor of her complexion.
The scent of her distress mingled with the perfume of peaches and cream that was uniquely hers. Darkness washed across his vision.
He found himself reaching for the driver’s seat and froze.
Was he thinking to comfort a witch?
His hands flexed with frustration. He hated the other witch with an intensity he’d never imagined possible. But Rose had proved herself different. After putting herself in so much danger to help them escape, he couldn’t believe she was fooling them. And, much to his surprise, he didn’t want to ignore the hurt beneath her words.
“Thank you,” he said, “for saving us.”
Wide eyes met his in the mirror: Irises the dusky lavender of the western sky just before nightfall—a beautiful, soft shade that invited trust. “You’re welcome.”
Almost as tempting as the pink lips below, begging for a—
He dug his fingers into the padded seatback.
What the hell was wrong with him? Since when did awareness for a witch sizzle through his veins? Since never. Forcing his eyes away from Rose, he noticed Sebastian was reading the directions to ‘Julian’ off the vehicle’s GPS display. Given the direction she’d turned as they left the town center, Dar had a sneaking suspicion he knew where they were headed.
“My sister—Isis—isn’t healing herself,” he said. “But she should be. This Julian you’re taking us to, he’ll help her?”
Rose cleared her throat. “I—I think so.”
That was not the confirmation he was looking for. Desperation clawed at the inside of his ribcage. Shit. He stared at his sister’s hand, still clasped in his. Were Isis’s nails darker than they’d been a moment ago?
“You think so?” He tried to sound calm, and failed.
She flinched. “Ah. Yes, I think so. I c-can’t do it on my own, but Julian can help.”
“And who’s Julian?”
Sebastian twisted around and sent Dar a pointed glance that clearly said ‘don’t push it.’
Dar curled his lip in reply. The leech didn’t have his sister dying next to him. But Dar did need Rose’s cooperation, so he tamped down his frustration. Easier this time. The longer he was out of those silver bindings, the more control he regained over himself.
“Erm, Julian’s the local Terra. Witch. He’s a Terra Witch,” Rose said.
Dar shared a look with Sebastian.
She was hiding something pertinent about this Julian. The hint of dishonesty scraped like silver over his bare skin. “Could this Julian be in league with the other one?”
“No.”
“So what’s the problem then, Rose?” Sebastian asked. “Spill already.”
Any other moment Dar would have laughed at the irony. Here the vampire had been warning him to behave, when Sebastian might be the bluntest person he’d ever met.
“Problem?” Rose squeaked.
“Yes, problem,” Dar grunted.
“Oh, well.” She cleared her throat again. “He’s-my-betrothed-and-he-already-thinks-my-family-is-crazy.”
“Huh?” Dar and Sebastian replied in tandem.
She coughed.
They stared at her until her shoulders slumped. “Look, Julian’ll help because he’s Terra and that’s what the Terra do. And because he’s the most honorable person I know. It’s just that…Well, we’re contractually betrothed, but we haven’t seen each other for a little while. And he’s not going to be happy with me.”
“Why?” Sebastian sounded as confused as Dar felt.
He glanced at her left hand, saw it was bare against the steering wheel. Didn’t witches practice the human custom of engagement rings?
“I didn’t exactly tell him I was going to face Sorcha in Pinemount before visiting him,” she said. “I forgot my phone in the car and didn’t call him for help after I found y’all trapped down there. And now I’m bringing a world of trouble onto his doorstep. Technically, he could arrest me for breach of Treaty.”
Dar wasn’t sure how he felt about Rose’s betrothed being unhappy with her.
Curling his fingers, he imagined his thick Lykos claws pushing through his fingertips as he pointedly informed this Julian Terra person that all Rose had done was rescue them. Correction: He knew exactly how he felt about it. What he didn’t know was why he felt that way.
“But he’ll help Isis?”
“Yes. That is—” Rose expelled a shaky breath. “—we’ll work together. What was done to your sister…I can’t be sure until we’ve studied it, but it’s big, bad magic. It will take both of us to undo it. I hope.”
“You hope?” Stress and fear roughened his voice. “You better do more than hope, and fucking quickly. She’s dying!”
“She’s not dying.” Rose shrank down into the front seat. “Not exactly.”
“What?” His cry mixed with Sebastian’s.
Even Raina lifted her head at the sound.
“I— I think what Sorcha did is altering her,” Rose’s whispered. “The magic wrapping around your sister doesn’t read as death. Not purely.”
Terror seized Dar by the scruff.
No. Please, no. Sorcha had turned herself into a monster. He’d been trapped, forced to watch what happened to his captor.
The details were all twisted in his head, clouded by silver and the damn mark on his chest. But he remembered warped bones and nails. Shadows like a nightmare. Isis couldn’t become that.
Couldn’t become so corrupted. His heart pounded against his ribs, beating like a warning drum.
It was too soon to build another mound by the river. It would always be too soon.
“Can’t you slow down the changing?” Sebastian asked.
“This magic is beyond what I can affect alone,” Rose said. “I’m sorry.”
Dar rested his palm against his sister’s cheek and panic threatened to climb up his throat. She was strong, she’d hold on until they reached the Terra. She had to. Yet her skin was chilled beneath his thumb, as though her body was already becoming tainted with decay.
Don’t you leave me, he silently ordered her.
He found Rose’s eyes in the rear view mirror and held her gaze. The trees whipped by as they sped down the road, the slipstream of wind past the open hatch not quite enough to muffle the persistent tones of Raina’s grief. He cupped the side of his sister’s cold face as Rose answered his unspoken appeal and the car picked up speed.
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Sebastian pushed his shoulders into the passenger seat and struggled to hold himself together. Being around a fae while he was hungry and bleeding had been hard enough, but being locked in a damn car with one, where he couldn’t escape the smell of her blood?
Torture.
Pure torture.
His gut clenched with hunger, fangs practically pulsing with need. He dug his fingers into the upholstery to stop himself from lunging into the back of the car and grabbing her neck. Closing his eyes, he took a couple controlled breaths. One, two, three. He willed his fangs back into his gums—they refused to budge. Fuck. He was too old and too experienced for this shit. And now was definitely not the time to act like some blood-blinded teenage fanger.
Especially as I’m stuck in a moving vehicle with a mother-fucking werewolf.
Who’s just waiting for a chance to relieve my body of its head.
No way he’d let his unexpected—and highly temporary—allies know just how fragile his control was. Hell, the wolf would probably tear him a new one just for sneezing.
Sebastian’s hands still burned and his chest ached from where the metal creature had struck him. Everything hurt, with the exception of his fangs, which were eager to acquaint themselves with Raina. Specifically, the delicate vein pulsing in her neck.
Clenching his jaw, he eyed the broken sword in his lap.
He could stab himself in the leg—that would be distracting. But that might tip off his rescuer. Also, it would make a mess. He fixed his gaze on the road, trying to quiet his labored breathing. Green trees and golden fields rushed by, dotted here and there with simple houses and farms.
“I’m sorry. I can help you more at Julian’s,” Rose said quietly.
“I’ll live. They’re barely scratches.” He forced a tight-lipped smile. “Been wondering if pierced-palms is a look I could pull off.” Taking a pair of aviator sunglasses out of Rose’s cup holder, he slid them on. No doubt, she’d assume he needed the shades to stop his eyes from watering against the sunlight—rather than hiding the hungry, red circles that were rimming them. “I’ll just borrow these.”
There was no risk of the sun burning him to a crisp—or most vampires, nowadays. Joys of the modern age and all.
Sure, some vamps still subscribed to the old ways, especially the older ones, but not Sebastian. Despite the outdated mode of his birth—no one turned anymore, it was so passé—he followed a balanced lifestyle, never relying on blood alone for sustenance, never killing for what he did need. And he was too experienced to use his vampiric abilities in direct daylight.
“Julian has a farm,” Rose said. “With livestock. Erm…Maybe you could...bite a pig?” She winced, glancing over at him.
Clearly he was nowhere near as subtle as he’d hoped.
Her awareness should have concerned him. Instead,
Sebastian found himself stifling a laugh. “‘Bite a pig,’ huh? Got halfway through that and realized it sounded like a new kind of insult, didn’t you?”
Her lips quirked sideways and she nodded ruefully.
He grinned at her, surprised to discover he liked this woman. Enough to make him wish it was her he wanted to pounce on and suckle. Come to think of it, why didn’t he? She wasn’t fae, but she had power. And she was an attractive little thing. Curves in all the right places.
Ah, well. Must be the fae.
He could always explore biting Rose later. After he’d figured out where the fuck he was and how he’d gotten there.
He tapped the GPS, frowned at the display. “We’re in the mountains?”
“Pinemount.” Rose glanced at him; hit a button so the screen zoomed out. “Middle of almost nowhere, tucked into the bottom of the Northern Cascades National Park.”
He let out a low whistle.
Two, maybe three hours by car from his Seattle apartment. The bastard who’d done this to him hadn’t even needed take him out of state. How convenient—for him.
Fucking Renard. Sebastian dug his fingers into his thigh.
No one trussed him up—in his own bloody home of all places—and sold him like some prize… pig. And now he really was thinking about biting a pig.
“Fuck.” He let his head fall against the headrest.
“There’s a scarf in the glove box,” Rose said. “If you’re lookin’ to wrap up your hands?”
“No need, Red.” He flashed a grin at her. “The bleeding’s stopped. Leaving me with this a nifty peek-a-boo hole.”
“Er… lucky you?”
“Lucky me,” he murmured. Lifting his hand, he studied the puncture through its middle. The smile he’d forced fell from his lips. The hole would patch up—soon as he got some fresh blood and a bit of rest. But the memory of its making? No amount of preternatural healing or whiskey was going to close that wound.
His jaw flexed.
Vampire grudges ran deep and lasted for centuries. Saying he and his former mentor had parted on bad terms would be the understatement of decade. Still. They’d had a functional détente—or so Sebastian had thought. He’d been prepared for an unpleasant hour of discussing business and some pointed personal barbs, and a bottle of overly pretentious, blood-soaked French wine.
Let’s talk, Renard had said. There’s family business to discuss.
Delightful, I’ll sharpen the special knives. Sebastian never said no to their so-called meetings, no matter how much he wanted to.
Standing by the window, looking out over the stormy Seattle skyline, he’d waited for Renard’s usual litany of threats: return to the fold or remain banned from the Moreaux crypt. The prickle on the tip of his tongue had been the first warning that there’d been more than wine and blood in that Pinot Noir.
The second had been Renard’s self-satisfied smirk.
Knew I should have told the bastard to fuck off.
Sebastian had made it to hallway before his left arm had gone numb, all the way to the parking garage before his face lost feeling. Managing to reach one’s emergency go-bag was only a victory when you had enough manual dexterity to use it. Though at least it had resulted in Renard packing him up with that go-bag—a mildly useful outcome.
Would have been more useful had he gotten to use his sword against the witch, instead of her metal creature. Especially after what she’d done. Jaw tight, he gripped the worn golden band circling his left ring finger.
The witch had stolen his blood.
His blood.
And what she’d done with that blood… He inhaled sharply. Nope. Sifting through those memories would wait until he’d had a decent meal—solids and liquids—and accounted for at least three bottles of the best red wine this Julian-witch possessed.
Then, I plan my revenge.
Nice and frosty like.
Once Sebastian was back to his regular, fighting fitness, he’d obtain answers from his fellow passengers. That information would lead him to the witch who’d stolen his blood—and the vampire who’d betrayed him. Information that would ensure he knew how to make both of them pay for what they’d done to him.
If that resulted in wounded emotions—or bodies—it was for a good cause.
His cause.
He glanced to side, studied Rose’s profile.
Her bottom lip still trembled, but she’d doubled down on driving like a fucking champion. And for all her fancy fireballs, she wasn’t a fighter. No way she’d planned to find them stuffed into that basement or face golems. In her shoes, he’d have fucking run. But she hadn’t left him. She’d pulled him out—even knowing he could snap her neck in a blink.
Huh. No one had stuck their neck out for him, literally or figuratively, for nearly three-hundred years. And he didn’t… hate her company.
Curious. Surprising, even.
Would he feel bad if she got hurt by his revenge?
He rolled the possibility around in his head. Hard to say. It had been a rather long time since he’d liked anyone.
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Another nail in the coffin that was LeFey family history.
Rose wished she could be as stoic as Sebastian was in the face of pain and adversity. Heck, right now she’d settle for hiding behind him. Instead, she’d face Julian and pray their betrothal contract survived the day.
God. She needed to tell her fiancé that company was coming.
Chewing on her lip, she pressed the Bluetooth button. “Call Julian,” she told her car. As it rang, she glanced in the rear view mirror for the umpteenth. Dar’s tightly drawn face was tilted down at what had to be his sister’s sickly form. Julian would help; she had utter faith in that. But she also knew they might not be able to save the werewolf—
“Hello?”
She breathed a sigh of relief at Julian’s steady, familiar voice. Her fiancé was the definition of dependable. He’d know what to do. “It’s me, Julian. I’m heading to your place with company. I—”
“Rose? I thought you weren’t arriving until later this afternoon…”
Her stomach clenched at the telling pause. He knew something was wrong. Of course he did. Even if things were strained between them, he was still her oldest friend. He knew her better than anyone. She opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come.
How could she tell him? A fae had died.
This went far beyond kidnapping or stealing magic—Gil’s death was a Treaty-ending, Second-War-starting crime.
Otherwise known as Julian’s worst nightmare.
And it was her family’s fault.
“What happened, Rose?”
“I…uh.” A lump in her throat transformed each breath into a hiccup. “
There was an audible sigh. “Please tell me you didn’t accidentally mix wolfsbane and wormroot again? Don’t worry, we’ll get the orange out of your skin before your Grandmother’s round of betrothal parties start. But it baffles me how a witch with your natural ability can create such ridiculous tangles out of the simplest of spells. If you’d just take the time to—”
“Julian, I went to see Sorcha.”
“But I thought we were visiting together—”
“I’ve got company. You need to get your casting room ready.”
There was a notable pause. I need to tell him who’s in my car. Come on. Say it. Julian, there’s a vampire, two werewolves, and a fae in my car.
Her hands tightened on the wheel as the GPS system beeped at her.
“Are you close?”
“I think so.” It was a long drive to Julian’s house—just the way he liked it. In time, she was certain she’d come to enjoy the seclusion. She turned off the mountain highway onto a private road. Trees lined the drive, their leaves, making shifting patterns over the gravel. Hex it all. Dealing with Sorcha alone was supposed to improve their relationship, not make things worse. Running to Julian for help was a terrible habit—one she’d wanted to break. But this wasn’t nightmare went beyond letting passion for a temporary fling to twist her magic.
And I still need tell him what’s coming. Come on, Rose, do it.
She gulped in a breath. “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Please, Julian, just be ready. It’s bad.”
The connection crackled, but his voice came through clearly. “Of course. I’m Terra. We’re always prepared. But I won’t be jumping to any hasty conclusions, I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think…”
With a static gurgle, the signal died.
Hot dust billowed behind them as she sped down the winding road. Widely spaced white clouds chased each other across the summer sky. The sun slid into the west, sending light streaming through the reaching oak trees bordering his drive. The day was too beautiful. It felt false, as though the twisted path Sorcha had taken should have left an obvious stain on the world.
“We’re here,” she said quietly, drawing the car to a stop.
Julian was already waiting in front of his ranch-style home, arms crossed over his lean frame and a shotgun propped against his leg. Rose knew the weapon was loaded; he didn’t do anything by half measures.
Right now he’d be preparing a lecture, no doubt sensing the presence of other Houses in her SUV and assuming it was from a spell gone wrong. She took in his carefully blank features, dark skin gleaming in the afternoon light. Close-cut black hair and thick brows framed his steady brown eyes, which were glued to the driver’s side of the car. He was waiting for her—patiently, as always. A rock in her sea of chaos.
Her hand froze on the door handle.
Oh, God. Once news broke about Sorcha, the LeFeys would be worse than pariahs. Any other witch would break their betrothal contract in the face of such censure, but Julian took oaths seriously. They had friendship and mutual respect: A safe, superior foundation for starting a life together. And she desperately needed to marry and leave her grandmother’s house.
Rose sucked in a lungful of air. How could Sorcha do this to me again?
“My dear witch, allow me to break the seal.”
“No—” Her eyes widened as Sebastian opened the passenger door.
Julian’s head twitched—a small movement that most people wouldn’t notice. But she knew the instant he recognized that a real vampire had just stepped out of her car. She cringed as she took in Sebastian’s appearance—dirt-streaked and blood-spattered, his torn clothing revealing wounds on his chest and arms.
Sucking in another fortifying gulp of air, Rose forced herself to leave the car.
“We have an injured female in the back,” Sebastian said.
“I promised we’d help,” Rose blurted before Julian could say anything. She made her way around the hood of her SUV to join him. Needing the support, she took hold of Julian’s forearm and willed him to read the seriousness of the situation in her eyes. “We have to help them. I—”
Dar chose that moment to climb out of her car. Desperate to keep some semblance of composure, Rose shifted her gaze, desperate to avoid looking directly at him. She kept his shadow in her peripheral vision. Despite being back in his human form, the werewolf somehow made the outdoors feel small as he towered over Sebastian.
Julian’s throat worked.
“Rose,” he said. “Explain.”
I have a reason for this. You don’t have to arrest me. Yet.
“I said you can help because you can, and because they need it.” Nerves coiled in her belly like angry snakes. There was no gentle way to deliver this news. “I found them locked in Sorcha’s cellar.”
His throat worked again and he gripped her arm, fingers digging almost painfully. The action spoke volumes for his distress and made her gut clench—he rarely touched people. He understood exactly how dangerous her reclusive aunt could be, would know what this meant. “I see.”
Her lips trembled. “Someone died, Julian.”
“Oh.”
She offered him a strained smile, silently acknowledging that, until another Terra arrived, he could show her no favoritism. No bias. “Sorcha is casting and—”
“We’ll discuss your aunt’s exile in a moment. First, we must assess this situation. Precisely what help have you promised?” Even though she was used to his formal Terra demeanor, the stilted words struck her like blows.
“Dar’s sister is badly injured,” she said, gesturing to the werewolf. “She’s suffering from magical side-effects, and I’ve never seen anything like the spell attacking her. There are bizarre layers to the spell’s lines, shades of red I’d not thought possible. It’s stopping her body from healing, and—”
Julian held up a hand. “Blood magic?”
She nodded. “Sorcha’s.”
He pinned her with his gaze. “How much do you know?”
“I haven’t asked about the details and I wasn’t present when Dar’s sister was injured. But I can see enough turmoil in the magic to know we have to hurry.”
“Fine. We’ll learn while we prepare,” Julian said.
She let him pull away, watching him disappear inside without another word. He clearly needed a moment, which was fair. He lived and breathed the Terra creed. And he’d see the damage to Dar’s sister, in particular, as a personal failure. The werewolves of Rosh Lupin Clan lay within Julian’s treaty-guardian purview—the position he’d worked his whole life to achieve. Keeping apart from the wolves, never meeting them in person? That didn’t mean he’d a lack of care. Not in the least. That was just Julian, following the rules and respecting the distance required by his position.
Swallowing hard, she faced the others.
Raina was slowly exiting the vehicle, her movements weighted with grief. From the corner of her eye, she saw Dar gently retrieve Isis from the hatch, lifting her gaze just long enough to register his expression of steely determination.
“Erm, follow me.” She quickly turned away, leading them inside to Julian’s casting room.
The shade of the large elm trees and the design of Julian’s house kept it comfortably cool inside. Overhead fans slowly turned above the elegant wood-and-stone-filled interior. Julian’s element was earth—and it showed.
No one spoke as they walked through the house and down the set of polished granite steps to the basement.
The casting room was a specially designed sub-level with a stone pentagram carved into its wide, polished floor. Precious and semi-precious stones and metals were inlaid to create both a functional and peaceful workspace. She had helped pick those stones. Clear quartz for clarity of vision. Hematite for grounding.
Running her fingertips over a cluster of metallic rocks, Rose hoped she’d chosen well.
“Place her there, please.” Julian looked at Dar and pointed to the stone altar rising from the floor at the head of the pentagram. Herbs already smoked at the altar’s four corners, and crystals marked a protective circle. While Dar placed Isis on the altar, Julian spoke quietly in Rose’s ear. “Above all else, the Treaty must not fail. We must ensure it doesn’t.”
“I know,” she whispered. And she did.
A failed Treaty meant war.
The mortals called the last war of the Houses the ‘Dark Ages’ for a reason. Fear of history repeating itself had kept the Houses apart for over a thousand years. And even if she and Julian saved Dar’s sister and somehow salvaged the situation—assuming the Fae, the First House, proved more generous than they ought to be—the scandal would still destroy her grand-maman. Leonora LeFey had sacrificed everything to redeem her family in the eyes of witch society. Including her daughters.
There was a horrible, bitter irony in that, Rose supposed.
Julian stepped away from her and faced the room. “Tell me what happened.”
She steeled herself to hear the answers she’d avoided during their drive. It was Sorcha, so it was bad. But maybe Rose was wrong about her aunt. Maybe the golems had gone rogue and had been forcing her to—
“The witch made a deal with an enemy of mine and stole my blood,” Sebastian said.
It was worse.
Our ancestors took what they needed, when they needed it, her aunt’s voice whispered from the black box that housed her memories. Rose shoved them back inside, locking the lid.
“Stole your blood?” Her usually unflappable betrothed appeared stunned.
Sebastian held up his arm to show a series of cut marks on the inside of his elbow. “Then she used it.”
“To cast a spell?” Julian asked slowly.
“I guess.” Sebastian shrugged. “She chanted for a bit and then drank it.”
“What?” Julian’s shocked cry mingled with Rose’s. The blending of House bloodlines was expressly forbidden. This was the one law no House would dare test. Therein lay the birth of monsters. Saint Merlin, help me. If she’d forced her grand-maman to listen six years ago, could she have stopped this?
There was a rushing in Rose’s ears, and she couldn’t seem to get enough air.
A hand closed around her elbow, warm and steadying.
She glanced up, expecting Julian, and instead found Dar at her side. His eyes were trained on Julian, still standing before them, but his grip was firm. Her skin tingled from the contact. Without meaning to, her gaze slid over the toned, sun-kissed shoulders and chest of his human form, until—
Her head shot up.
He was naked.
Don’t look down. She couldn’t look at another man’s parts that way. No matter how appealing the package...
Nope. Act betrothed, dang it.
She tried to inch away, but her knees still weren’t working and Dar’s hand was like a vise on her elbow—a vise saving her from becoming a heap on the floor.
“Yes. And then she, I don’t know, changed.” Raina’s quiet voice drew Rose’s attention back onto the conversation. They stood in a loosely knit circle around the altar where Isis now lay, in the center of Julian’s ballroom-sized casting room. The fae was struggling to explain what she’d seen. “Her body…changed. Like she’d become something other than witch.”
Blood magic makes you its pawn. And through you, it takes others. Her grand-maman’s warning, spoken over the shards of broken mirror and strips of shredded red silk, rang in Rose’s head. That’s the curse of your element.
“She—” Dar’s deep voice wavered, his gaze on his sister “—used Isis. For food, I think.”
The pain in his words sparked a desperate urge to comfort him.
Stop it. Cheeks flaming, she stared at the stone altar. She needed to walk away from Dar before she made things exponentially worse. She tried to subtly tug her arm free from his grasp. Twisting slightly, Rose found herself looking directly at the mark etched into his flesh.
Red, interweaving lines dominated her vision. Called to her. Demanded that she study their shapes—
Dar released her arm.
It flicked a switch in her head, kicking her back to reality. Swaying, she caught her breath. What had just happened? It must be the exposure to blood magic—some remnant of dealing with her aunt’s spells in the cellar. But if breaking the enchantments on the door had left her this shaken, what would helping Dar’s sister do to her? She’d so carefully avoided the craft that any exposure could send her tumbling into relapse. God. Was that Sorcha’s plan?
Fear tightened its cold hands around her.
“No more talk. You’ll look at Isis. Now,” Dar said, pointing to Julian.
“Very well, though I must caution you that the best dispels are the most completely informed ones.” Julian began a methodical survey of Isis. “And according to your story so far, Sorcha LeFey used her magic to cross bloodlines and imbued herself with that power. You do understand that’s impossible?”
The same defiant expression crossed the faces of Sebastian, Raina, and Dar.
“No, I really don’t,” Sebastian drawled.
“We were there,” Raina said. “We know what we saw.”
“I know what you think you saw. But the use of silver, iron, and oak can be very detrimental to your Houses’ abilities. A clever illusionist could have easily concealed…” He trailed off and Rose knew her fiancé was finally reading the magical truth before him.
“Enough.” Dar loomed over Julian, clearly using proximity and size to ensure his cooperation.
Needing space to think, Rose shuffled to the other side of the altar. If she used her abilities to fight her aunt’s spell, would she be helping Isis, or creating a bigger problem? Shifting sights, Rose studied the power churning through Dar’s sister.
Pulsing lines of red crackled over Isis’s body with the destructive beauty of a forest fire—
She gave herself a mental slap.
Great. Now she needed to wash her mind out with soap. She wrapped an arm around her middle, but the chill that crept into her bones had nothing to do with the temperature in the room.
Something brushed her shoulder.
She started, surprised to find Raina standing beside her. The fae’s basic functionality in the wake of her cousin’s death was humbling, though her tightly set features suggested she needed something to do, a distraction from the pain. Rose was happy to oblige. She’d always been top of her class for magical sight—it was a rare witch talent, and one of the few allowable areas she excelled in—but she was betting the fae’s ability was stronger. And untainted.
“Do you see how this red cord seems to have wrapped here?”
Raina nodded. “Yes, but if we pull it out without removing the black and grey lines here, and here,” she motioned to intersecting points on Isis’s torso, where lines of power radiated from the punctures in her chest, “we could kill her before we get the rest of the infection out.”
“Dang.” Rose had been hoping she was wrong. She glanced at Julian. He was staring at the jars of bloodsbane that were stacked on his neatly ordered supply shelf, confirmation he’d come to the same conclusion.
The most obvious approach with any dispel was to turn the creator’s practice against itself. But she couldn’t risk practicing blood magic. No matter what the sneaky voice in her mind promised. Never open a door unless you’re prepared to deal with all the skeletons hiding behind it. She could cast without using her true talent—she simply wouldn’t be as skilled.
Yet even with Julian’s help, there was too much to do.
Rose peeked at Raina’s solemn figure beside her. Was she really considering pooling powers with a fae? Even the suggestion of working with Raina would make Julian very, very angry—maybe force him to arrest her. But her future comfort wasn’t worth a life—she’d rather be consigned to the Vault than watch Sorcha destroy someone else.
“Raina, what I’m about to suggest is, um…unorthodox,” she said quietly. “But if Julian and I deal with the black and grey lines, could you pull the red cord out at the right moment?”
“Whoa. Wait a minute.” Julian returned to the altar with the alarmed gait of a rooster who’d just discovered one of his chickens was a fox. “Rose, you didn’t just say what I think you said, did you?”
Steeling herself, she looked him in the eye. “I can’t see how else to make it work. And neither can you.”
“Joining magic with another House is forbidden,” he bit out.
Rose flinched, but refused to look away.
“So?” Dar stalked forwards until he was nose to nose with Julian. Patrician profile faced off with one that could change into the snarling muzzle of a beast at any moment. With his arms crossed against his broad chest and his legs spread wide in a fighter’s stance, the werewolf was an imposing sight. “What was done to my sister is forbidden. You would dare deny her help?”
“The mixing of lines caused this. We must not make the situation worse—”
“Worse how? Everything that brought us here goes against the Treaty. But it is done. Now what can be undone, must be.” Dar turned to Rose, concern written in the line of his brow. “Can you work with Raina and save my sister?” His tone was rough, but she somehow knew he was trying to be gentle.
“I-I think so.” She paused. The time for doubt had passed. “Yes.”
“Rose, this is folly. You cannot engage in illegal magic. The Magestracy will throw the book at you.” Julian flung his arms wide, a rare display that showed just how torn he was over what to do. “You’re a LeFey!”
The blow struck as accurately as he’d intended.
“J-Julian, I’m not the point here.” If worry over Sorcha’s twisted schemes wasn’t enough to stop her, then nothing else stood a chance. “Isis’s life is at stake. Simple healing won’t help. Look at her.”
“No one life is worth the cost of war,” he murmured.
“War will be a greater threat if you don’t help my sister, Terra. I promise you.”
Julian sighed. “Very well. I am the Terra responsible for Clan Rosh Lupin. This decision and all its repercussions will be on me.” He sent Rose a hard look. “But there will be no blood magic.”
It cut, knowing he thought her so easily affected. She forced her chin up. “No. There won’t.”
More herbs and stones were placed in corners. Protective vessels full of water marked key points on the pentagram inlaid in Julian’s floor, there to guard both the casters as much as the werewolf they were trying to save. There was no way to fully anticipate what her aunt’s blood spell would do, or how it would react.
Or what it would make Rose want.
With Raina and Julian joining her in the spell, she could hurt them both if she lost control. She wrapped a band of moonstones tightly around her wrist for added safety. I won’t let Sorcha suck me in. Not now. Not ever.
Trying to focus, she began a simple, rhythmic chant with Julian.
But she was too aware of Dar. The werewolf was prowling in a circle around them, her back warming every time he passed her. It was ridiculous. Dangerous, even. Focus on the spell, already. Letting the words hum in her throat, she fixed her gaze on Isis.
The magic clung to the smaller wolf, somehow gaining strength even as it killed her.
Heaviness crept into Rose’s limbs. Her nails dug into her palms as she forced the incantation out. There was an echoing roughness in Julian’s voice. As the chant changed tempo, he called to his element of earth and gave her a moment to catch her breath. Biting the inside of her cheek, she ignored the tiny voice in her head that whispered how much easier it would be if she did it the other way.
Watching Isis writhe, her movements growing weaker with each moment, Rose wasn’t positive that tiny voice was wrong. But no. That’s what falling looked like. Was this how alcoholics felt, knowing that whiskey was poison but helplessly longing for one, tiny sip?
It hurt to rejoin the chant.
Even casting together, it was a desperate struggle to keep the spell from killing Isis. Working in tandem, they slowly removed the deadly magic. While Raina pulled back the red lines, Rose wrapped her hands around the thickest black thread. It twisted in her grip, but she managed to force it out of the wolf’s chest. Julian dealt with clean up, pushing energy back into the earth.
Her voice broke as the pentagram on the floor spun beneath her.
“That’s it,” Raina whispered. The fae sank to the ground, Julian sitting down quickly beside her, his face waxen. Both were panting from exertion.
While Rose could not even bring herself to move.
Her chest ached. Her eyes blurred. Then the floor rushed to meet her face.
Before she could feel the cold slap of tiled floor, something warm caught and wrapped around her. Blinking, she put a hand out, her eyes popping wide when it connected with hot, bare flesh.
Dar’s chest. And her hand was resting directly overtop Sorcha’s mark.
Awareness raced from Rose’s fingertips straight through her veins. The powerful force locked her hand in place.
“No!” He stilled, suddenly staring blankly past Rose. “I won’t go back to your cellar.”
Oh, God, was he seeing Sorcha?
“I won’t wear your chains. Not again.” His heart beat against her palm.
Rose had to break their connection and stop whatever was happening, but her tongue was frozen. Her hand trapped. She could feel the mark—every line of it. Burning through her skin. Red magic swallowed her sight and, through the mist, she saw a small stone room lit by a familiar fluorescent light.




11

The air was thick with blood and madness…
It weighed upon Dar, taunting him. It held him as firmly as the silver bindings wrapped around his limbs and torso. Pressed him into the stone wall. And the source of it loomed above the struggling form of his baby sister. The witch hunched over Isis like a vulture, her back curved, fingers shaking from the poison that ran through her veins.
Poison she’d brewed with a vampire’s stolen blood.
His instincts screamed in warning.
The witch licked her lips, staring at Isis as a wolf might a piece of fresh meat. Cold fear coursed through his body. Why wasn’t Isis fighting harder? Had the witch given her something?
“No. Leave her!” Dar flung himself against his restraints. He had to get the witch’s attention. “Take me!”
She looked up and smiled at him. He recognized the cruel, twisted smile she’d worn when she’d willingly drank the poison. Only now he smelled the corruption, the sickness in her. But she didn’t turn from his sister. Her back hooked further, impossibly bent. Her mouth opened in a silent wail. Then her fingernails lengthened, becoming bone blades hovering above Isis.
Teeth clenched tight, he fought his bindings until his flesh sizzled against the silver.
His job, his birthright, was to protect his family. His pack. He should never have allowed Isis to frequent the human bars, to pursue human study. Stubborn, willful Isis who just couldn’t accept that anyone could know better than her.
Sweat ran down his face. “Here. I’m the one you want!”
“Of course you are,” the witch purred. “But not for this.” With a wicked laugh she plunged her nails into his sister’s chest.
What tore from his throat was more cry than roar.
Red flowed up from the witch’s nails. Isis’s movement faltered. The witch was stealing the life of his sister—of his family. And he could do nothing to stop her. He shook uncontrollably as Isis’s golden skin paled, her body growing limp as the witch finally pulled her fingers away.
He couldn’t tell if his sister still lived.
“No,” he whispered.
The witch loosed a banshee’s scream of pleasure to the heavens. Teeth glinted within an unnaturally wide mouth. The sheer power coming off of her momentarily flattened him against the wall. Her head swiveled, and eyes that were bright with blood and hunger fixed upon him. She—it—seemed to glide towards him.
He snarled at the witch-creature. He had to get away. The wolf in him recoiled at something so wrong laying a hand upon him.
It was the wolf that was thinking now, struggling to survive. To evade.
But he was trapped.
Her nails raked down his chest, threatening to steal his soul as they sketched lines into his flesh, right across the paw-shaped birthmark over his heart. He howled with despair.
Leaning forward, she hissed in his ear, her voice lashing into him as her nails completed their evil dance across his skin.
“By fate, by will, by darkness divine
Through blood and power
Yours and mine.
This I bind
From you to me.
As I will
So mote it be—”
Dar lurched out of the memory.
Inhaling sharply, he tried to get his bearings. Cold tile dug into his knees, while something warm pressed against his heart. Voice buzzed around him, but he couldn’t hear what they were saying. Not past the pounding in his ears.
Blinking past the black threads clouding his vision, he looked at the figure clutched protectively in his arms. Her head rolled limp, eyes closed. Yet her hand was fussed to his chest. Was she talking? He curled around her, checking. When warm breath brushed his ear, he let out a sigh of relief. Then her words sunk through the fog in his head.
“Through blood and power…” she whispered. “This I bind.”
His hackles stood on end. Earth beneath his paws, she was chanting the same spell as the other one. He tried to release his grip, tried to push her away. But somehow he was drawing her closer, keeping her hand tight over his heart—over the mark drawn there.
What the hell was happening to him?
And, more importantly, why couldn’t he let her go?
* * *
Hours later, showered and dressed in borrowed clothes, and a chill still crept down Dar’s spine when he touched the mark on his chest. Skies above. He’d have rather dance naked with an angry badger on a stormy night than relieve the memory of that marking, when he’d been chained and useless as a human’s toy dog.
This I bind, from you to me, Sorcha had said, as she scored lines into his flesh.
Worms take it. He needed to know what Sorcha had done to him—and whether Rose’s touch in Julian’s casting chamber had been an echo of that spell, or something worse.
A frustrated growl rumbled in his chest. His skin twitched with the need to move.
He gave his sister’s hand a squeeze before reluctantly rising from his perch beside her bed.
Color was seeping back into her face, and her sleep was finally the steady slumber of healing. Despite his failure to protect her, she would live. All she needed now was rest. And even though there was nothing more he could do except sit beside her, he should stay.
Yet his feet were already heading out the door.
He curled his lip at the hallway’s slate gray walls and polished wooden floorboards. And pictures. Bold, colorful images, their foreign destinations promising adventures Dar could never have.
Pausing, he glared at a large print of jazz musicians on a New Orleans street.
He could almost hear the beats, feel the energy and trumpet pulse from the pavement to his bones. Thirty-eight hours of driving, or a short flight, was all that stood between him and experiencing that rolling music.
But he’d never gone. He’d never gone anywhere.
Sighing, he let his wayward feet carry him past the print. It was hard to rein Isis in when he understood her desire to travel—to explore. Even his best friend, Avery, spent weekends in Seattle—adventures which Dar hadn’t joined. As the Alpha’s firstborn, his duties lay with his pack. His responsibilities supported his sister’s freedom. But after this, his father might force her to withdraw from college. As much as Dar would hate to see that happen, he’d have to support his Alpha.
Dar raked his fingers through his hair and stopped in the library doorway.
I’m not actually doing this again, am I? His feet itched and his chest pulsed. He shook himself from head to toe like a dog, trying to rid himself of the need. Pointless. The urge didn’t budge. He’d been moving back and forth between the guest room, where Isis slept, and the Terra’s neatly appointed library like a simple dog who couldn’t decide where to lie.
Seems I am. With a low growl, he stepped into the room.
The source of Dar’s discomfort lay beneath a green afghan on a brown leather sofa.
He rubbed the palm of his hand across his right pectoral.
Ever since he’d woken in the casting chamber with Rose in his arms, he’d struggled with letting the little witch out of his sight. It shouldn’t have been a problem. He shouldn’t have wanted to be anywhere near her. He’d witnessed her power a mere hour earlier, chillingly similar to that of the one who’d marked him.
“Ah, company. How nice. I was lonely after my sojourn with the pig.”
Dar grunted. He hadn’t wanted company.
The vampire, apparently happily fed and healed, was comfortably ensconced in a wingback leather chair. There was a book on his lap, but it sat closed and obviously unread. His feet were propped on a glossy slice of tree trunk that served as a coffee table.
“She’s been muttering once in a while—and there’s been some twitching—but no more chanting. I think we’re in the clear,” Sebastian added without bothering to open his eyes.
Slanting a look at the vampire, Dar crossed to the couch.
Rose seemed so small, curled as she was on the broad sofa. Movement flickered beneath closed eyelids, and her lashes fluttered. A whimper escaped her throat as a shiver coursed through her body. He brushed strands of damp hair from her face.
Her face turned into his palm as if seeking warmth. He snatched it back.
“How does it go? Play with fire and…”
Clenching his teeth, Dar wished the leech was wrong.
Little over an hour ago, Rose’s hand had landed atop his chest. The lines carved into his flesh had burned like a funeral pyre. The contact had been stronger than the silver manacles. When he’d emerged from the memory, he’d been unable to move. And she’d been repeating the same, cursed words as the first witch. She’d kept incanting until Julian dumped water over her and she’d gone limp in Dar’s arms.
He glared at Sebastian. “I’m not playing with anything.”
“Ah yes, get burned,” Sebastian continued conversationally, as if Dar hadn’t said a word. The leech still hadn’t opened his damned eyes. “She did manage one rather impressive fireball before she fell over, but I’m not overly concerned about the aim.”
The hairs on the back of Dar’s neck rose. He instinctively positioned himself between Sebastian and Rose. He’d be damned if he let the vampire touch her—
Skies above. What am I doing?
He forced his fists to uncoil. He couldn’t tear apart an ally, even a temporary one, for simply talking about a witch. This quick anger wasn’t him. He was a Ranger and the Alpha’s son; he was used to dealing with all types of irritants. He faced challenges and took pride in measuring his reactions. Yet, here he was being a snapping, irrational beast over nothing.
If it wasn’t impossible, he’d think he was suffering from the mating impulse.
Yeah, Rose was attractive enough—if you liked city-dwelling witches. Which he did not. So what if she had all that amazing, fiery hair and soft, violet-gray eyes. Lots of curves, too, in places he’d enjoy exploring—
“But the question that is currently itching beneath my fingertips is why is she going to marry the ice prince?” Sebastian mused. “Sure, there are more important questions, like how the hell are we going to stop the crazy, rampaging blood-witch with stolen vampire powers? Yet I feel inexplicably curious. Don’t you?”
Dar took a breath and focused on the vampire. “Ice prince?”
“You know, Julian. The fiancé.” Sebastian lazily circled one hand in the air. “Let me see. You’ve been in here to check on Rose. Raina, the delectable fae, has been here. And surprise, surprise, I’m here. As for Mr. Fiancé? He’s off casting some spell and seems more cross than concerned. Which is odd, don’t you think?”
“What? That he’s not here? Or that he’s angry?”
“Both, I suppose.” Sebastian paused. “Or neither.”
An exasperated snort escaped Dar. The vampire was trying to be obtuse, Dar was sure of it. But damn it, now he was curious. “Neither?”
“Perhaps he isn’t the interesting thing at all. Perhaps it’s the fact that we find it interesting. Or, rather, that we find her interesting.”
Dar’s right hand flexed into a fist before he could stop it.
He did not like being told that a vampire found Rose interesting.
“No…please…” Her barely audible voice broke the moment.
“I believe that’s my cue to find a more solid form of pig to enjoy, like glorious bacon. I’ll entrust things to your capable paws, Fuzzy,” Sebastian said.
Not bothering to watch the leech leave, Dar crouched beside the sofa.
Rose writhed against the cushions. Her brows pulled together, mouth twisted as if she were being tortured. For a moment, he felt her pain, as if thousands of hot needles suddenly pierced his flesh.
Taking hold of her shoulders, he gave them a gentle shake. She cried out and turned into his arm, like he alone held the power to drive away whatever demons were plaguing her. He allowed himself to hold her, comfort her. Only for a moment.
“Rose, wake up.”
Her eyes opened as if on command. The blood-red orbs warned him to step back, but the anguish tightening every line of her face kept his hand locked around hers. At last, she blinked and seemed to focus on him.
Worry chased through her eyes.
He could feel her distress. He had to comfort her. Protect her. Make it clear she was his—
No. Only mated wolves thought that way.
Dar lurched backwards, landing on his rear beside the coffee table.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, reaching towards him. “I didn’t mean—” The guilt that swept across her features turned his stomach to stone.
“What happened to me in Julian’s basement?”
“I didn’t mean to bind you.” She curled her arm back into her body. “I didn’t think Sorcha could make me do it. But she did.”
He remained where he sat on the floor and gaped at her.
Memories of words and the fiery brand upon his chest taunted him. He couldn’t be mated. That involved a lot of teeth and a lot less clothing. A series of bites marked a wolf’s mate. Nothing, no magic ever known, could manipulate his people that way.
Except…
He touched his chest, where Sorcha had scored a symbol into his flesh.
Silence twisted into the space between them, stealing the air from his lungs. He dug his fingers into the plush library rug and stared at Rose in mounting shock. Her eyes were still red, with pink tears leaking from the corners. Self-loathing stamped in the tightness of her mouth.
Bands of afternoon light, full of spinning dust motes, cut across the space between them.
“What did you do?” he said at last, his teeth clenched.
“I—I…It was an accident!” she blurted, pulling the green afghan higher over herself until it covered her nose. “I’m sorry.”
“What. Did. You. Do.”
She slowly sat up and lowered the blanket. The red in her eyes had faded to a pinkish-gray, but he was in no state to find this reassuring. “Sorcha. Th-the mark she made on your chest—it’s a blood-mark.”
Her throat worked. The scent of her distress made his chest ache.
“My aunt…Oh, God, I don’t even know what she’s become now.” She scrubbed her hands through her hair, the bright streak of white catching in the sunlight. Her shoulders tensed before she met his gaze. “I think she used your sister, took her blood to feed—and to give herself a stronger connection to you.”
Dar sucked in air.
The fragrance of peaches washed over him. Fuck, her scent was intoxicating. Heat flooded his body.
Dammit. He would not long for this witch’s leash around his neck.
Pressure seared through his fingers as his Lykos nails emerged and pushed through the rug, scraping against the wood flooring beneath.
“The symbol on your chest, the spell she used—they’re for binding, yes, but not just to Sorcha. They bound you to the LeFey bloodline. When I touched your mark, I…” She faltered, white-knuckled hands gripping the afghan. But she held his gaze. “I think I finished what she started. I bound you—to me.”
Silence fell between them.
Heat thrummed from the mark on his chest. Need charged into every inch of his body. Insistent. Unrelenting. But it wasn’t real. Fight it. He didn’t truly want her, didn’t want to slide his fingers through her hair.
To watch her lips part in pleasure. To claim her.
Now. Mine.
He wasn’t on the floor anymore. Planting a knee on the edge of a cushion, he loomed over her, bracing his arms on the padded leather as he bracketed her on the couch. It was a good place, private and welcoming. Only she wasn’t reaching for him.
His brow furrowed. Was his mate shy?
Body taut, he lowered his head until their noses barely touched. And waited. No matter how great his need, he’d go no further unless invited. An inexplicable worry haunted her scent. Something must have scared her. He’d show her how protected she was. He would drown out her fears with pleasure.
“Tell me you want me.”
Her lips parted. Then her chin dipped in a slight nod and he felt the confirmation in his bones.
A possessive growl vibrated from deep in his chest.
He raked his teeth over the tender flesh where her neck and shoulder met. She tasted sweet, just like he’d imagined. The softness of her skin thrilled him. As did the soft moans reverberating through her body.
Her hands came to rest on his shoulders, fingertips teasing the ends of his hair.
His whole body reacted to the simple contact, and he leaned forward, begging for her to touch him everywhere. Her arousal reached out to him, sweet and fresh, as she arched off the couch, trying to press her curves against him. Soon. He slid one hand around her waist and eased her closer.
Vaguely, he recalled he was supposed to be fighting something. No matter. He’d deal with whatever-it-was later. Nothing was more important than pleasing his mate.
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Rose’s fingers curled into the thin cotton of Dar’s t-shirt, intending to push him away. Instead, she pulled him closer, knuckles brushing against the hard muscles of his chest as he leaned into her.
His lips brushed over hers.
Mouth parting, she invited his kiss. Demanded it.
He tasted of cedar and smoke. A day’s growth of beard was deliciously rough against her skin.
He gripped the curve of her waist, easing her into the hard line of his body. With a start, she realized the panting sound filling her ears was her own breath as she struggled upward, desperate to feel every inch of him. But something was wrapped around her legs, holding them together, preventing her from wrapping them around him.
She growled with frustration as she failed to extract herself, and again when his lips slid from hers. And then his mouth was then grazing her chin, his stubble teasing the edge of her jaw.
Releasing one hand from his shirt, she ran her fingers through his hair, the long strands surprisingly soft.
Teeth raked across her skin, forging a path of sensation from her ear to her shoulder. She arched her neck, silently begging for more as he lightly bit her sensitive skin. She gasped as heat pulsed from her breasts to her core.
Her other hand slid up his chest, brushing across his t-shirt stretched thin over burning skin. But something was still tangled around her legs, binding them like rope.
Take what you want, a voice inside her head whispered.
It wasn’t hers.
She felt silk strands tightening around her legs, creeping towards her throat, and panic shot past lust.
“Dar,” Rose gasped, “stop.”
He levered himself off her, just far enough for her to look into his gorgeous, molten-metal eyes.
Desire burned in his gaze—desire for her. She longed to glory in his embrace, to rejoice in the wood-smoked scent of his skin. But more than anything, she wanted his desire to be real. Trembling with need, she forced herself to lean away, pressing her shoulders into the couch cushion.
He’d hate her forever if she didn’t stop him. And she’d hate herself more, even though he was already tugging her back to him, his mouth curved and large hands traveling down to cup her rear. Closer to where she wanted them…
She bit her lip—hard. “Dar. Remember. It’s a spell. A horrible, cruel spell.”
He blinked, shifting back slightly as he studied her in obvious confusion.
Fighting the urge to pull him closer, she watched as the battle between self-control and the spell’s effects played across his features. But his gaze was still hot on her skin. Lust beat in time with her heart. If he didn’t move away right now, she was going lose the will to make him. Desperate to avoid touching the mark on his chest, she shoved at his abdomen. Then again, harder.
His eyes changed, cooling like an internal kiln had been extinguished.
The loss of his heat was almost a physical blow as he pulled away and slid off the sofa. He backed up until his shoulders hit the far wall with a resounding thud. And the space between them felt like the distance between worlds.
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Raina leaned against the outside wall of Julian’s home. She’d been sitting on the same simple bench—a carved tree truck, fixed flush against the larger house—since leaving the casting chamber. The sun still hung above the west’s mountainous teeth, yet Raina already felt the night seeping into her soul. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might fail. It hadn’t been vanity; she’d simply never failed before.
It was an unwelcome acquaintance.
Instead of bringing home a cure for her mother, she was bringing loss. How could she tell her family that Gil had fallen—to save her?
She closed her eyes and vertigo whipped her around. Stone and wood and earth surrounded her, and she still felt as if she were falling. Her limbs and wings akimbo, all weighted with grief. Mad King’s blood, how was she going to bear this? Bracing her hands on the seat, already damp with evening’s tears, she bent forward, rested her forehead on her knees and tried to breathe.
How long had she sat here, in the fading sun? An hour? Two?
Gil will never see the sun again.
A cry burst from her lips. She smothered covered her mouth with her hands, smothering the sound.
She eyed the field of long mountain grass, waving gently in the late afternoon breeze. Mother Mageia, how she wanted to crawl into that grass. Or bury herself beneath the garden moss and never see the light of day again. It was no more than she deserved. But then her cousin’s murderer would walk free, and there’d be no one to carry the tale of his bravery home to their people.
No. She couldn’t do that, not to Gil.
But oh Mother Mageia, it hurt. So much she thought she’d simply die of it. Who survived such pain?
Enough. She’d been too long in witch and mortal places.
Chest shuddering, she pushed herself off the bench. She managed to stagger a couple steps and paused, steadying herself against the side of the house. Light take it. Even now, after her period of so-called rest, her body felt as weak and heavy as uncooked dough.
Blinking past the moisture blurring her vision, she stumbled down an incline, through a low stone fence and between a set of curving trees into a patch of cultivated wilderness.
A garden. One formed through witch magic.
“Argh!” She slammed a fist into the nearest tree, winced as the impact ricochet up her arm. “Dorcha-ridden witches!”
It wasn’t supposed to be like this. She and Gilran were supposed to get the cure from the witch. They were going to march triumphantly through the gleaming, rainbow-kissed gates of the fae city and her people would cheer, because they loved their queen and wanted her safe.
She was supposed to save her family, not get them killed.
Legs giving out, she crumpled into the shadow of a tree trunk. Covering her mouth, she tried to smother her cries.
Now, Rainy, it’s not all bad. I got to see battle. And I got to save you.
“What?” She furiously scrubbed at her eyes and studied the area. There wasn’t anyone nearby and yet she felt…not alone. Across the small garden, leaves dappled with fading light swayed in the soft, evening air. Almost as if they were dancing, or laughing, just like her cousin at ever solstice celebration. Mother Mageia, would everything forever remind her of Gil?
“I didn’t want you to save me. I want you to be with me,” she whispered at the leaves. “I want my best friend back.”
You are needed, Rainy. Shadows danced and rippled, forming an ever-changing silhouette of a man. Our people are counting on you. If I’d let you fall, we’d all be lost.
“That is not fair. My life is not worth more than yours.” She pushed herself to her knees, not taking her eyes off the achingly familiar shape. The backs of her eyes burned, but she held the tears at bay, afraid they’d wash away the vision before her. “How am I to save her without you? The witch was our only hope for a cure—only chance.”
You have new allies, new chances. The leaves rustled, their bright green shapes winking between shadow and sun. You are our people’s hope.
“Allies?” Letting out a shaky breath, she gained her feet. She took a step toward the leaves. “None of these allies are you. Yes, Dar will support me. But Rose wields terrifying magic. And the vampire is always watching me. How can I trust them with our people’s secrets?”
You don’t have a choice. The branches slowed.
“No!” She rushed toward the leaves, arms outstretched. “Do not leave me!”
Bring the light, Rainy. Everything fell still, as if the breeze had lain down to sleep. Bring the light.
She lunged forward and grabbed hold of the branches. But she knew as soon as she touched them that she held nothing but sticks and leaves. 
She’d lost Gil.
Again.
Grief thickened her throat. But this time she would show her cousin proper honor, as befitted a fae who’d given his life for his family.
Drawing a deep breath, she slid into her true form. A faint, pink glow enveloped her body. Raina hated that she took comfort in the familiar brightness: Gil would never see such a thing again—who was she to enjoy it? She forced her sadness deeper within her spirit—now was not for her, it was for Gil. “Sunbeam to warm you, moonbeam to charm you.” She slowly released the branches as she whispered the ancient fae farewell. “Light to lead your spirit home—”
Sebastian stepped into view.
“Why are you here?” She jerked back, instinctively putting space between her and the vampire. He stood on the perimeter of her sanctuary. Light blast the creature, she hadn’t heard him coming. She hadn’t intended for anyone to see her in this form. Not yet.
His mouth hung slightly open.
Inching a few more valuable steps away, she watched him. Tension radiated from his lean form, it made her think of a snake coiled in warning.
“Uh.” A strange expression crossed his face. “Hi.”
Her eyes narrowed. She thought he’d fed, but perhaps he’d only been waiting to corner her and—
“So…” He scrubbed a hand through his hair, sending a fall of dark strands over one eye. “I was thinking we should get everyone together and try to come up with some sort of plan.”
Raina flexed her wings, ready to take flight at the slightest sign of aggression. He appeared to be in earnest—though the lack of verbal barbs gave her pause. And he still felt too dangerous, standing in the long shadows of the corner garden, blocking her route back to the house. Now the row of interwoven trees that had provided welcome solitude rose behind her, an unintended cage. Still, he hadn’t pounced on her and he had aided her escape. As much as her people remember vampires and witches as enemies, and werewolves as allies, in the beginning of war, all the Houses had been foes.
“Plan?” she asked, after a long moment.
“Plan,” he confirmed.
“What kind of plan are you seeking to make?”
He raked another hand through tousled black hair, rolled his shoulders. “The acting kind, I hope. We can’t just stay here and wait for some witch council to turn up and save us.” He paused, then flashed her as toothy grin. “Well, we can, but who wants to do that?”
Ah. This she understood.
“I wait for no witches.” She didn’t want to think or talk—she wanted to do. Only then could she forget the hollow ache in her chest for a few blessed moments. “I will not allow that murderer to escape. She must pay for taking my cousin’s life.”
“I figured as much.” He held her gaze, his eyes black and knowing.
Awareness raced over her skin and she knew he understood this pain of hers. For a moment she feared he’d speak it aloud, or worse, try to make her put into words the roiling sickness inside. She tilted her chin upward. “And? Speak your piece then leave me, vampire.”
His lips quirked into a smile, then flattened. “Until we deal with the witch—with Sorcha—our time will be cheap. So let’s get it done.”
Her shoulders pulled back. Spine straightened. “Yes. Let us.”
Sebastian jerked his thumb in the direction of the house. “I’ll round up the others. We can meet in the library where we left Rose.”
“Very well,” Raina agreed, instinct still keeping her back against the line of trees. “I will follow, shortly.”
“You got it, Sparkles. Try not to dawdle.” He held two fingers to his forehead, flicked them at you. He disappeared into the growing dark in a fluid motion and, instead of being alarmed, she was stunned to discover she was glad. This vampire was a warrior. Good. He could teach her what she needed to know.
Because, for the first time in her life, she knew what it was like to want to kill.
May my enemy eat no bread, drink no nectar, nor feel the beauty of the day, she recited the ancient fae curse in her head.
Swallowing hard, she faced Julian’s house. She would return, gain information, and then proceed with her new allies to the town. Only one thing mattered—ensuring that blighted witch claimed no further victories.
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Desperate to break the silence, Rose leaned forward, peeling her shoulders from the back of the couch. “Dar, I—”
“How delightfully awkward. Guess I missed the show.” Sebastian sauntered into the library and dropped into a wingback chair. Propping his feet on the coffee table, he slung an arm across the back and sent her a meaningful look.
“Er,” she stammered, “this isn’t what you…”
“Think? Please, Red. Your face isn’t normally that color.”
Covering her cheeks with her palms, she peeked at Dar. He’d propped a shoulder against the wall, but his hands were flexing and he appeared to be staring intently at the vampire.
Sebastian grinned and waggled his fingers at Dar.
Rose considered that remarkably poor judgement.
“By the way, everyone is coming here in a few minutes to discuss what the hell we should do about your crazy aunt,” Sebastian said. “And by everyone I mean our fae friend and your fiancé.”
Oh. God. Julian.
She was betrothed—and she’d just had her tongue down another man’s throat. Curse it all. There’s wasn’t a love match, but that didn’t matter. She had to marry Julian. Needed safe and steady—not crawl-across-broken-glass-to-lick-his-biceps hot.
Breath jerked out of her, catching on the heat still lodged in her chest. Eyes widening, she clamped her hands over her mouth. If she could just stop looking at Dar, she’d be able to pull herself together.
“Am I interrupting?” Raina’s soft voice came from the doorway.
“Oh, not at all,” Sebastian said. “I was about to tell our esteemed wolf and witch that you’d decided to let your true colors shine—but this is much more fun.”
Rose wanted to say hello to the fae, but Dar’s stomach was flexing against his thin cotton shirt in a most intriguing manner. Thank God he’d donned some pants since they’d been in the basement. Dragging her gaze upwards, she found him staring openly to the right. His mouth hung open.
Tracking his line of sight, she found a legend standing in Julian’s doorway.
If this was what the artists had tried to capture when they’d painted fae, they had failed. Multi-toned strands of pink hair cascaded down Raina’s back. Filmy, iridescent fabric clung to a slender, yet curvaceous body, and ornate wings glimmered at her shoulders.
No spell could hold a candle to that unworldly beauty. Raina had probably freed Dar from Sorcha’s magic simply by glowing near him.
Which was a good thing, Rose told herself and then sighed.
A chuckle sounded from the chair beside her.
She lowered her brows at Sebastian. “True colors, huh?”
He shrugged. “Proved an excellent distraction from your hyperventilating.”
Allowing herself a final glower at the vampire, she forcibly reacquainted herself with her manners. “Hello, Raina, please join us.” She gestured to the inside of the library. “I suppose we have a lot to talk about.”
“Yes, I suppose we do.” The fae drifted past Dar, who was still staring at her.
Sebastian grinned and patted the part of the couch closest to his chair. “Rose, why don’t you slide on down? As much as I’m sure our shining fae enjoys my fabulous company, I’ve decided you like it more.”
With a snort of amusement, Rose bundled up the afghan and moved, careful to keep her gaze off the werewolf still standing beside a framed Bateman print. Focusing on Raina, she tried to offer a reassuring smile as the fae paused partway across the room.
Rose understood the hesitation—their brief respite had come to an end. Her fingers tightened on the afghan. “I’ve learned a bit about what happened to y’all, but there are still so many questions—”
Julian entered the library with a military-caliber stride. “We have a problem.”
For the second time in as many minutes, heat exploded across Rose’s cheeks. She wasn’t ready to face her fiancé. Didn’t know what to say. But he didn’t appear interested in the state of their betrothal, or where her lips had been. Though she certainly was. Whatever magic she’d finished in the casting chamber had transformed a natural female appreciation for Dar into a clawing, insatiable need.
Why hadn’t Sorcha finished casting the binding on Dar? Why would she…
Stupid question.
She wanted Rose. Wishing it was ego talking—that she was wrong—was pointless. Her aunt had told her as much six years ago. That’s why Rose had to marry Julian. He’d keep her safe—from her family, and from herself.
Swallowing, she met Julian’s shadowed eyes. Damn. She wasn’t going to like this latest development.
“As we know, blood magic has been used—to horrific ends. But I fear further sorcery is afoot.”
“What—”
Julian held up a finger. “I have tried to reach the Council and the Magestracy for the past hour, to no avail. Nor can I reach the Terra offices. By magic or by mortal technology, no messages are getting out of here.”
Rose stared at her fiancé. His house had been completely cut off? Had Sorcha targeted him? She had to know of their betrothal—Grand-maman hadn’t been able to resist announcing it online. Well, if Sorcha thought she could break Rose's engagement and force her onto a darker path by striking at Julian and binding her to a hot werewolf…
Rose gripped the knitted wool in her lap.
LeFeys couldn’t be trusted with their own future, and probably not any else’s, either. She couldn’t let Julian out of her sight. “I’m recovered enough to cast. We’ll stop whatever magic is cutting off your communications. Then we can call the Terra.”
“It’s not that simple. And it’s not a problem with just my house.”
“But if you can’t call out—”
“No, I cannot reach the central Terra offices in New Orleans. But that is not the worst of it.” Clasping his hands behind his back, his body was rigid with formality as he stared at each of them in turn, ending with Rose. “Having tried every spell I know to call outside, I decided it was only prudent to try to warn Pinemount’s sheriff of Sorcha’s…mental state. This time, the phone rang. But he didn’t answer. I then tried the general store, then fifty other numbers at random. No one in the entire town is answering their phone.”
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The shop was nothing but the first cage.
Rose rubbed her neck, but couldn’t stop the phantom sensation of silk tightening there. She stared at her betrothed, then the crumpled map in his grip.
Pinemount. Of course. Magic always showed. There was no way Sorcha could have hidden a spell that big, or any reason she’d have bothered—she’d simply captured the entire town in her magical net. All those poor people must be terrified. Pinemount was a small town, but not small enough for one Terra to contain widespread panic.
“So we’re the illustrious cavalry?” Sebastian asked, voice strangely low.
Tearing her gaze from Julian, she found Sebastian’s narrow face set with grim determination. Too grim. There was no way he’d be that serious about containing a spell. Hex it. Pinemount’s residents might have more to contend with than unexplained magic—they might have to face Sorcha herself.
Could she truly be the abomination Rose had witnessed in Dar’s memories?
“What of the Ranger station?” Dar asked.
“I can’t get any messages through to them. The phone simply goes dead.” Julian sounded awfully close to Dar, so she kept her gaze trained on Sebastian. Her face couldn’t be trusted when pointed at Dar. “The station is thirty miles from here, fifty from town. I hope it’s beyond whatever is preventing communications from my home and Pinemount.”
“And the wolves?”
“There’s no signal for the only number I have for Alpha Magnus.”
It was at least twenty miles from the Mystic Broom to Julian’s house—a huge footprint for a contact barrier. Her aunt was meticulous, but rash. Too imbalanced to execute an elaborate rite—or so Grand-maman and the Council had claimed. But gaining control wouldn’t be enough for Sorcha. Even using blood magic, she would have needed extraordinarily potent—
Damn.
Sucking in a breath, she dug her fingers further into the afghan.
Sebastian lifted a brow in question. She could only shake her head in reply.
“How is this possible?” Raina sounded baffled. “Witch magic cannot block so much, so completely.”
“Regular magic, no,” Julian said, “but there are ways…”
Rose didn’t want to take the hint. Yet she could feel Julian’s eyes burning into her. With horrible certainty, she knew she had to explain. He’d wait for her. In this area, her knowledge exceeded his.
“He’s right. Possibilities exist.” She forced the words through stiff lips, wishing there was comfort to be found in Sebastian’s coldly understanding smile. “An experienced coven might be able to combine magics. Or a blood witch, using powerful blood—”
“What do you mean?”
There was no way around it.
Swallowing over the lump in her throat, she made herself face Raina. Still standing partway between door and couch, the fae was an unearthly glimmer. Beautiful and pure and wholly undeserving of what Rose was about to tell her.
“Blood magic feeds from the strength of its source,” she whispered. “It appears Sorcha has cast a remarkably wide net over the entire area, and cut off all means of calling for help. It’s written that fae blood is the strongest of all, and—” Oh, God. “—it need not be taken from the living.”
“We left him.” Raina clamped a hand across her mouth, the other wrapped around her middle. She crumpled like a butterfly in a rainstorm. Dar was kneeling at her side in an instant, holding her arm as she shook, mourning her cousin a second time.
Dar didn’t look at Rose, but the set of his mouth said enough.
Something lodged deep within her chest. Something hard and cold and determined. Her aunt had taken an innocent life and abused its remains, had manipulated Rose into using magic she’d foresworn. Into feeling things that weren’t real.
Shoving the blanket aside, she sat up. She’d face this nightmare and prove she deserved that safe future with Julian. “Okay, y’all. So far, Sorcha feels two steps ahead, and we still don’t know what traps we might find in town. We need to figure out her end game. To do that, we need to understand how we got here.” All eyes were now on her. Rose’s stomach clenched at the attention, but she took a deep breath. She would handle this. “How did Sorcha trap all of you? Even from the short time I spent in her cellar, I could tell she was prepared.”
There was a pause. Had she just put her foot in it?
“Well said.” Sebastian winked at her through the fringe of black hair that seemed to constantly fall in his face. Fangs glinted between his lips. “I was betrayed by a fellow vampire. One I have no love for, but whom I hadn’t foreseen trussing me up and selling me to a mad witch from within my own home.”
“I was following Isis.”
Her stupid heart lurched at Dar’s deep voice. She gave it a mental smack and told it to behave. But jealousy stabbed through her as he helped Raina stand. Next to the fae, Rose felt like a frumpy rag doll left in the yard by a wayward child.
“She hadn’t come home from classes,” he continued. “At first, I wasn’t too worried—Isis often studied late. But the next morning there was still no word, so I asked around town and someone mentioned the shop. That’s when I remembered her damn botany homework—she’d been talking about some rare herbs for weeks. I went into the shop and the witch smiled at me. Then everything goes black.”
“It is not your fault.” Raina placed a delicate hand on Dar’s arm.
Rose had to smother the urge to stalk around the coffee table and rip those glimmering fingers off her man.
Her man?
Curse it. He was not hers.
An arm draped companionably about her shoulders.
Glancing sideways, she found Sebastian’s eyes twinkling. Her lips quirked upwards in reply. She was grateful for the support, less so for the confirmation that she’d failed to hide her thoughts.
Disapproval tugged at Julian’s mouth. “How long were you all there?”
Drawing a breath, she lifted a brow at him. Yes, she was technically in breach of the Treaty of Four Houses by allowing physical contact with Sebastian. But with so many bigger problems at hand, she wasn’t going to fret over a simple act of kindness.
“Gil—” Raina clung to Dar’s arm. “My cousin and I were the first. We were there no more than a day. I knew it was forbidden, but my mother is very ill. Even our Magic Singer does not know what ails her. I had hoped the witch might offer something different. A cure, perhaps. So I risked the Treaty to seek her out.”
Rose chewed her lip. Fae, werewolf, and vampire caught within a day?
“I’m sorry to hear of your mother, Fair One,” Julian said. “But I can neither imagine an illness that fae magic could not heal, nor a fae whose life would be worth such danger.”
Energy pulsed through the room, casting everything in fuchsia light.
Sebastian gripped Rose’s shoulder.
“I assure you, witch,” Raina said, pinning Julian with her gaze, “that the life of Eglantine Elurra, Vasilissa of Rhosenveyl is worth a great deal of danger.”
“Vasilissa?” Rose gasped. “Doesn’t that mean queen?”
Everyone looked at her. Air formed a heavy lump in her chest. Sebastian drew a quick breath. Nails, harder and sharper than a human’s with an unusual bluish tinge to them, pressed into her flesh.
“You are a princess of the fae?” Dar asked.
A flush spread across Raina’s cheeks. She tilted her head in reluctant confirmation. Rose would bet dollars to beignets the fae hadn’t meant to tell them she was a princess. Or printrionsa, according to her books on fae terminology.
“Your Highness.” Julian bowed. “I pray you will consider the needs of all when you seek retribution for the one lost.”
The needs of all? Rose’s eyes widened as it dawned on her: Sorcha had murdered a member of the fae royal family. One death might be regarded with understanding—but royal blood? That would have a price.
No wonder Sorcha’s spell was so strong.
“More people die in war, Terra,” Raina replied quietly. “I will not be hasty.”
Rose inched closer to Sebastian, grateful for his tight grip on her shoulder. She knew that, despite Raina’s reassurances, the fae had every right to seek revenge for her cousin’s death. Even if it was against Rose’s family.
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“Sorcha has to be stopped.” Dar infused his voice with authority. He drew himself up and regarded the room, one hand still supporting Raina’s elbow. He didn’t believe Sorcha was lying in wait in town. It felt too logical, and what she’d become defied logic. But he refused to take chances, especially with things getting more complicated by the minute. “What threatens the humans, threatens my pack. I must ensure Rosh Lupin is prepared. I must warn my father.”
Beside him, Raina shuddered, her pain over the fate of her cousin’s body palpable as it vibrated up his arms. If he were forced to desire an unsuitable mate, an illegal one, why couldn’t it be Raina? She was pure, untainted by dark magic.
He waited, body lightly bathed in the fae’s ethereal glow.
Nothing.
Damn the blood witch to an eternity in the frozen beyond.
Julian nodded decisively. “Alpha Magnus must be warned.”
“I dislike you knowing so much about my family,” Dar growled. It rankled, having been watched by this witch for some time and not having known. Almost as much as discovering that Dar’s father hadn’t trusted him with the information.
“I am Terra-Therion. I’m here to guard the wolves’ border from those who would break the Treaty.”
“From witches who’d break the Treaty, you mean,” he snarled.
Witches! They were all trouble. Either thinking they alone could protect the world, or that they alone had the right to break it. Sitting close to vampires and allowing their arms around them…
He forced his gaze away from Rose and glared at Julian.
“Yes, that’s what I mean.” Julian went to the shelves of books lining the north wall of his library. “From witches and from humans, and even from vampires, though they have no holdings near here.”
“You’re not doing a very good job.” Dar regretted the words as soon as they fell off his tongue, but couldn’t bring himself to apologize. Not when all he wanted to do was charge across the room and rip Sebastian’s arm off Rose.
The vampire caught his eye and winked.
Now he had two reasons to rip the leech’s arm off. Skies above, I need help. Adjusting his stance, Dar drew in a calming breath.
“No, apparently, I am not doing a good job.” Reaching a bookshelf on the far wall, Julian tapped a series of leather-bound covers in quick succession. “Still, I’m the only Terra here.”
“Doubt we need one.” Dar lowered his brows. He had more authority to deal with this nightmare than some Terra witch. Especially here, in the north-western reaches of the Coastal Mountains. As a National Park Service Ranger, or ‘protection’ Ranger in his case, he was trained in law enforcement. Had unbreakable ties of responsibility to his pack.
This was his town, dammit.
Across the library, the books began to roll away, folding into each other and revealing the wall behind. Swords gleamed next to an assortment of rifles, crystals, knives, and satchels.
A witch’s arsenal.
“Julian couldn’t have predicted Sorcha’s actions.” The mole above Rose’s upper lip moved enticingly as she spoke. Her breasts swayed as she gained her feet and propped her hands on her hips. Exactly where his hands should be.
Heat flooded his loins.
No, dammit. He clenched his jaw and dug his toes into the carpet.
“That’s hardly the point, now is it?” Sebastian drawled as he moved toward the weapons. “How convenient: you have swords. Sadly, I broke mine in town, so I think I’ll borrow…this one.”
Dar eyed the array more carefully. Re-evaluated. He might not be the only person in the room who worked for the Ranger Service. Common ground with the Terra, Dar could use that. If he was stuck working with the witch, he’d use every weapon at his disposal.
Sorcha had no interest in peaceful resolution.
That was fine. Neither did Dar.
“I still don’t understand how my aunt managed to capture all of you in so short a time,” Rose said. “That can’t be coincidence.”
“Right. Not a coincidence.” He needed Rose to stop talking. His borrowed pants could only conceal so much. Gulping, he shifted so Raina was between him and the source of his torment, which was once again standing too close to the vampire for his liking. Clearly his mate—no, the witch—had no sense of personal safety. “So? We’re not going to stand around rehashing things. Again.”
“I fear not, Darrius fe Magnus. At least, I will not be here to discuss things with you.”
“Is that so?” He glared at Julian. If anyone was leaving, it was Dar. Every moment he spent near Rose, a little more of his freedom slipped away.
Julian slung a rifle across his back. “I cannot perpetuate this breach in the Treaty by bringing you all to town where the humans might witness this gathering. So, Darrius, I will be going to town while you stay here and guard the others.”
Dar growled. He’d given up everything for his pack. He wouldn’t let a witch take responsibility for Dar’s territory.
“Julian, you can’t go by yourself. You won’t know what to look for,” Rose said.
“I may not understand blood magic, Rose, but I’m capable of studying the work of your aunt enough to learn what we must do in order to stop her. Once I determine the source of the spell blocking our communications, I can disrupt—”
“A spell made with fae blood? Fixing to dispel such a thing on your own is dumber than playing dentist with a gator. It’s too dangerous.”
Dar took a single step towards Julian, just enough to force the male witch to look up in order to maintain eye contact. Rose seemed to be holding her own, but the debate was taking too damn long. They’d needed time to tend to Isis, and to call for help. But if help wasn’t coming—if his father really couldn’t be reached—then Dar was done waiting.
“My territory. I go.”
“As a Terra,” Julian replied with rage-inducing calmness, his long nose lifting so that it nearly brushed Dar’s, “I’m best able to judge the wisdom of—”
“I don’t care—”
“Aagh!”
Dar’s head snapped back as the vampire screamed. A moment ago, Sebastian had been standing nonchalantly beside Rose, smirking ever so slightly over Dar’s displeasure. Now, the vampire sagged forward, clutching his head.
Rose was trying to ease his much taller body to the ground.
Earth below his paws, did the female want to get herself bitten?
Letting go of Raina’s arm, Dar lurched around the coffee table and grabbed hold of the vampire. While controlling Sebastian’s descent, Dar shoved his free arm between the leech and Rose. She was trying to tell Dar something, but he didn’t need all the magical blather to know his hackles were standing on end.
Sebastian flailed blindly, as if trying to ward off something only he could see.
“Get back,” Dar snapped
“I can’t just leave him like this! It must be some spell residue. Or…”
The vampire’s eyes rolled back into blood-filled pools and Dar forced Rose to relinquish her hold, ensuring his shoulder remained between her and any danger. Something was wrong with the vampire. And he’d damn well protect her from it.
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Red tendrils burned across Sebastian’s vision. Everything went dark and somehow he was falling. Falling back onto the oak table in Sorcha’s cellar, wood singed his shoulders and pierced his palms. Then he was flying past the table. It should have been a relief, leaving that prison behind. Instead, pain pulsed through his body, spiking upward from his limbs and digging into his chest.
Past the red and smoke, all he could see were his hands. The same ones he’d used for hundreds of years. Only they were changing. Even as he reached for it, the gold band on his left hand disappeared.
His fingers stretched, blue veins lacing along the distended, pale flesh, his nails extending to impossible lengths.
They sliced into something, the tug of pressure strangely welcome.
As his eyes cleared, quaint, floral wallpaper came into focus. Four marks ran the length of a wall, tearing through patterned lines of daisies and curling greenery. A dim light illuminated a wooden staircase. He was in a house. But whose?
Hunger speared through his gut.
Reeling from the sheer need, he leaned against the polished banister. What was happening? He’d just eaten…hadn’t he?
Stomach cramping, he bent over the oak railing as the room whipped around. His nails dangled over the side of the oak bannister, tips brushing the carpeted stairs.
How was it possible to be so hungry?
Even his first, painful days as a vampire hadn’t borne such a thirst. Those days had involved other pains—cold floors, burning fevers, and gut-twisting regret. Despite his grief, his eyes had stayed dry. He’d curled into the darkest corner of the Moreaux family crypt, cursing the day he was born, wishing he could claw backwards in time and accept his death with dignity. Wishing his life hadn’t cost—
Now is not the time for that shit. Figure out where the fuck you are.
Shaking his head to clear his eyes, he stood still until his view widened.
The room was more than flower paper and stairs. Light glowed from a television flickering in the corner. A sky-blue rug lay on the floor, and ridiculous matching cushions were tossed across a plush yellow sofa. More importantly, a sleeping woman and two small children also lay there.
Anticipation unfurled within him.
So peaceful.
By the time they felt pain, it would be too late. And he was so very hungry. Somehow he was driving his altered body towards them. He traced the brightly-knit blanket draped across the woman with his new nails. But they demanded more. Sharp, ready, they slid into her chest.
Her eyes opened.
She struggled as her life force flowed into him. Perhaps she sought to scream, but nothing other than a weak gurgle bubbled out her lips. How fast they faded. He looked into her eyes as they clouded over and became a death’s mirror, reflecting a figure with black hair divided by a single white stripe. Its mouth opened like a gash.
From deep inside the dying woman’s eyes, Sorcha was smiling at him.
He lurched away. Or. He tried to. Instead of scrambling away from the witch, he found himself leaning closer, as if admiring the view in the dead woman’s eyes.
Oh, fuck.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
He hadn’t fallen into some random nightmare or twisted memory. He couldn’t control his movements because it wasn’t his body—it was Sorcha’s. She twisted away from the woman and he felt the pull of tendons as if were his own muscles.
Her hunger beat in his heart, her gestures rippling up his arm, her thoughts in his head… 
Time for another, little snack—
No. Fuck, no. She was killing them. He tried to scream, but all that emerged was a throaty chuckle—Sorcha’s chuckle. What remained of his soul stuttered. He’d been pulled into the witch. And he had no idea how to get out.
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Dodging around Dar, Rose grabbed hold of Sebastian’s other side. At least the werewolf was too busy to reach for her again. Her hands closed over Sebastian’s arm and a sensation of intense wrongness washed over her. Wrong, yet familiar. Sebastian’s mouth twisted, a perfect replica of Sorcha’s patented sneer. Rose’s gut dropped, fingertips smarting as if she’d brushed a hot stove-top.
Whatever was happening to the vampire, it was connected to Sorcha.
Holy hex. Was he connected to Sorcha?
The wide golden band holding the LeFey ruby turned warm on her finger, confirming her fears. Her stomach dropped to her toes. Ensorcelled by her ancestor, the ring always reacted to those of the LeFey line—especially when their wielded their true power. It pulsed hottest where she touched Sebastian, almost scalding the soft inner pad of her ring finger, and Rose knew she wasn’t the only LeFey the gem sensed.
Sebastian’s arms abruptly flailed outwards, his fingers hooked into claws.
“Get back!” Dar barked.
Fighting the urge to do as he said, she fumbled for her belt, running her free hand along it until she found a bead of rock salt. Yanking it off, she crushed it against the ruby. The ring was the only piece of jewelry she didn’t love.
And she never left home without it.
“Stop,” Julian said. “You cannot cast on a vampire—”
Ignoring him, she began to incant. “Salt and stone, ash and rock. By my will, your sight I block.” The air popped as she threw the ground mineral over Sebastian.
His body went limp.
“Rose.” Dar made her name both a curse and a command—the latter of which she felt all the way to her toes. “Get back.”
This desire to do whatever he told her had to stop. Steeling herself, she met silver eyes that were alight with worry. Don’t forget, it’s only the spell. “I’m all right. So is Sebastian, I think. I’ll just check his eyes—”
“You’ll stay there. I will check.”
As Dar leaned forward and peered into Sebastian’s eyes, Rose tried to catch her breath. Using her ring had made her emergency spell dangerously personal.
Glancing up, she found Julian regarding her warily, as if expecting her to transform into a monster. Given the result of their last casting, she couldn’t much blame him. This time, though, she’d only put a twist on a protection charm—hadn’t she? She quickly checked her fingertips. No blood. She sighed in relief, lifting them for him to see.
He glanced at her hands, then gestured for her to join him.
She nodded in agreement, but couldn’t seem to get off the floor. She knew she should go to Julian. Instead, every inch of her body begged to crawl into Dar’s lap.
Her breath caught. I’m failing—again.
The walls of the library seemed to press inward, threatening to drown her in a tide of critical wisdom. Every foundation she’d built was crumbling around her. How long until false desires and her own sick power drove her into Sorcha’s grasp?
“Stop crying or you’ll make your face all puffy.”
She started, discovering Sebastian was awake and speckled with moisture. Dang it. She was crying. Scrubbing a hand across her face, she offered him a wobbly smile. “You’re the one who looks a fright.”
He grimaced. “Afraid there’s a reason for that.”
“What happened?” Dar leaned over them, hovering just behind her.
“Sorry, Rose,” Sebastian whispered. “You’re not going to enjoy this.” He motioned for assistance and she let him clamp a hand on her shoulder to sit up. Dark circles lined his eyes. Dread churned in her middle as he looked around the room. “We need to get to Pinemount. Now. I saw what Sorcha’s doing. She’s killing the townspeople.”
“Explain,” Dar growled.
“You saw her?” Julian asked.
“A glimpse into her mind—which, I might add, is a remarkably unpleasant place.”
Struggling to breathe, Rose stared at Sebastian. Wished he was lying, or that he was suffering from some magic-induced stroke. Instead the damnable truth in his gaze sucker-punched her in the gut.
“She’s driven by a hunger I can’t explain.” Sebastian levered himself to his feet, pulling Rose up with him. He sent her a rueful smile as he let her go and retrieved his borrowed sword. “It’s like the early stages of turning, but thousands of times worse.”
“Turning?” Julian’s hands were steady as he loaded a clip with ammunition. “Vampires haven’t reproduced through turning for centuries. How would you know about—”
“Doesn’t matter.” Dar moved between them. “Sorcha’s killing people. We go.”
Standing a few paces behind, Rose had a perfect view of rippling back muscles stretching the thin white of his t-shirt. Massive shoulders tapered into a slim waist and pair of jeans that did nothing to hide the power of his legs.
Dar pointed at Julian. “You’ll stay and guard my sister. I’ll deal with this threat.”
“My apologies, Darrius fe Magnus, but I cannot involve you further. Besides, we only have conjecture about Sorcha’s physical presence. Likely all there is to contend with is loss of communication, which I’m perfectly capable of handling.”
“Conjecture?” Sebastian’s voice was dangerously bland. “Nope. The witch took my blood, so I’m taking her life. It’s only fair, really.”
“Sorcha is running amok in my town. That’s chaos—not communication,” Dar said.
“We must not be hasty. My house’s wards are the strongest earth-charms possible. You and your sister will be safe while she sleeps.” Oh, boy. Rose was all too familiar with the stubborn set of Julian’s jaw. “The first rule of Terra is to responsibly assess the situation.”
“You don’t have a big enough gun for the kind of assessment that witch needs.”
“And you need an expert on Sorcha’s magic,” Rose added.
“There is no precedent for a vampire somehow seeing through a witch’s eyes, regardless of blood-use. Sebastian’s episode was likely a delayed reaction to blood loss and oak-exposure. Bringing a group of non-humans into town will only increase any panic.” Julian continued loading his clip, not meeting her eyes.
Avoiding eye contact was his last resort. He wasn’t going to listen to her.
Too bad. He wasn’t returning to Pinemount without her.
“I’m not testing your theory,” Dar said. “If Sebastian saw what Sorcha’s doing, then people need help. You have to go? Fine. But so do I.” He drew himself up, clearly accustomed to using size to punctuate his authority. Warmth pulsed through Rose, flickering from her chest to the juncture of her legs.
He was so close, she could just reach out and touch—
Curses. If she didn’t find a way to break the spell bond between her and Dar soon, she feared her self-control was going to roll over and play dead. Focus on Sorcha. Forcing her feet to move, Rose went to Julian’s weaponry cache and located an empty satchel. She’d need wormroot for assessing the remains of Sorcha’s spells and citrine for more fire-balls. Fire magic might not be her strength, but at least this time she’d be prepared.
She hoped.
Male voices were still arguing when she finished gathering what she could. Dar and Sebastian were now shoulder-to-shoulder, facing off with Julian, who didn’t look remotely agreeable.
So be it. Her betrothed could be as put out as he liked—he wasn’t winning this fight.
Raina stood near the sofa, observing the debate in silence. Her otherworldly features were drawn, her arms wrapped around herself. Catching her gaze, Rose angled her head towards the door. The fae followed her out into the hallway.
Grabbing Julian’s truck keys from their hook, Rose led the way outside in silence.
What could she say to the fae? It was her aunt’s creature that had ended Gilran’s life. Even the plain truth—that Rose knew exactly how much it hurt to watch family die—felt like poor consolation.
“Er, I figure we’ll take Julian’s truck. It’s better off-road, and we should be prepared.” Raina simply looked at her, so Rose coughed and headed down the short flight of stairs to where she’d left her own vehicle. “I’ll just grab more sensible shoes. Do you need anything?”
There was no reply as she wrestled with her suitcase and pulled on a pair of sneakers.
Her stomach churned at the dried blood marking her rear bumper. Through the windshield, she saw Raina leaning against the front of the car. Her face twisted in grief. Oh, God. Rose was careful to make noise, scuffing her feet as she slowly walked around to the front of the vehicle.
Raina paused partway through smoothing her hair and glanced at Rose. A frown creased the fae’s brow.
“I know, I’m shorter now.” Rose quirked her lips upwards and pointed at her feet. “Where I come from, flat footwear equals preparedness. Figure we’d better rustle up the guys and get going.” She shoved her hands into her pockets, a witch symbol of no-harm she hoped Raina would understand. “Are you sure you want to return to Pinemount? I know Julian said Isis needs to sleep and that she’ll be protected by his household charms and all that, but I bet Dar would feel better if someone stayed behind—”
“No.” Raina jerked as if she’d been slapped. “I wish to go. I am part of this. Sorcha must pay for what she has done to my family.”
And then the only LeFeys left to make amends will be me and Grand-maman.
“Right you are,” Rose said softly.
“You think me selfish, not to stay as guard?” Raina’s brows lifted.
“No…” Rose scuffed the toe of her shoe across the drive. “Julian’s wards will work a treat—we won’t be gone for long and he’d never take a chance with Isis’s safety.”
Inching closer to her companion, Rose squared her shoulders.
“Ah’m more wondering if…” She knew pain when she saw it, knew it got worse the deeper you buried it. And they weren’t just going to deal with Sorcha. Whether or not it had been stated, it was understood they were also retrieving Gilran’s body. Walking up to a dead family member, seeing the strangely hollow shell left behind? That left a mark on a person. “Do you—do you want to talk about it?”
“No.”
“If you ever do, I—”
“I’ve no wish to talk.” The fae pursed her lips, the corner of her jaw flexing.
“Right.” Rose’s shoulders sagged a little. But what had she expected, that Raina would want to cry on her shoulder? Yeah. Not so much. Rose was Sorcha’s niece, best she could do is give the fae space. Besides, enough time had been wasted. They needed to get to town, needed to get to Gilran’s body before local law enforcement found it and covered a terrible situation in complicated, human gravy.
She looked back at the house. “Those boys are worse than three roosters in a hen house. I reckon they’ve done enough squawking, don’t you?”
Opening the driver’s side door, she leaned on the horn.
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Worry gnawed at Dar’s gut as Julian’s house disappeared behind the trees. Sitting in the open bed of the Terra’s truck, shoulders propped against the cab, he had a perfect view of the house as it disappeared behind a stand of trees.
Should he have left Isis alone? She’d been asleep and healing; it wasn’t as if he could have brought her with them. But even though he’d just experienced how effective a witch’s wards could be, relying on them to protect his family made him uneasy.
Damn it. His head fell against the back window with a hollow thunk.
It was the first time he’d been forced to choose between his family and defending his territory. He’d taken the sensible path—the responsible one. Isis needed to stay as far away from Sorcha as possible.
Clutching the truck bed hard enough to indent its dark green shell, Dar slowly inhaled the evening air.
He’d rescued Isis.
Now he needed to save Pinemount—and himself.
Shadows stretched long across the ground. The air was still warm, but the sun had disappeared behind Mount Triumph. Streaks of red and violet burned across wisps of cloud, casting the ground in strange light.
It would be dark by the time they reached Pinemount, and humans were always harder to manage in the dark. They jumped at every sound, imagining creatures stalking them from shadowed trees. Though tonight those worries might be all too real.
Was Sorcha stalking the streets with those monstrous hands?
A chill snaked down his spine. No way around it. If Sorcha was in Pinemount, then local law enforcement were dealing with a monster way out of their league. Sheriff Douglas and his deputies wouldn’t run from that fight, and if Dar was going to help, he’d have to come clean. In his human-facing job of Ranger, Dar had worked with the sheriff enough times to have a healthy respect for the man. And secrets had no place between colleagues in the face of such a threat. Not to mention, it would keep the sheriff from shooting at Dar—or his companions.
He glanced through the back window and glared.
Once again the vampire was sitting too close to Rose, mere inches from her delicate neck. Claws pushed from Dar’s nail beds as the need to protect her nearly overwhelmed him. No. She was a spider waiting to snare him in a falsely mated web.
He knew, better than most, how dangerous the mate bond could be.
His father had fallen apart after his mother died. Dar remembered how the pack had joined their Alpha in crisis. When he was fourteen, he had watched his father as he’d faced a challenging wolf, seen his father’s desire to die. Helplessness still burned in Dar’s throat as he remembered holding onto Isis, covering her eyes. Ready to run if the new Alpha decided to rid his pack of the old Alpha’s whelps. But in the end, Magnus had put the needs of his pack and family first.
Just as Dar would do now.
He forced his hands to uncurl. Urum’Taca warriors didn’t obsess over females before battle. They took charge.
And they won.
He opened the small, sliding window and leaned partly inside. “We’ve got twenty minutes before we reach town. We better decide what we’ll do when we get there.”
“Good idea,” Rose said, without turning to face him.
“Brilliant suggestion. Can’t imagine why I didn’t think of it,” Sebastian said. “Oh, except for not having any idea what we’re going to find.”
“No jokes, vampire. I will not allow the dark witch to pollute my territory.”
“What part of ‘she’s got crazy, blood-sucking nails’ did you miss?”
“The part where I run away.”
“Darrius, Sebastian, we cannot forget there are innocent humans in town,” Julian said. “Any action against Sorcha might put them at greater risk.”
Dar’s fingers cracked through the safety glass dividing the cab from the back of the truck.
Grabbing the broken panel, he ripped it off and leaned further inside. Teeth partly bared, he fixed his gaze on the Terra’s self-righteous shoulders. “You think to lecture me about Pinemount? You only watch my town from afar, Terra. You don’t live there.”
Rose gave a squeak of distress.
Splaying his hands against the roof, he took a deep breath. Rose was not his mate. Upsetting her shouldn’t tear at his insides. At least the soft sound seemed to have cleared the angry fog in his head. Threatening these temporary allies was not the answer.
“This is my town,” he said, pleased to find his voice was back under control. More pleased to have finally connected the name ‘Julian” with the elusive Federal Supervisor of the local Ranger detachment, who’d been performing administrative duties from his home. “You’re the recluse in Pine Valley. You get your groceries delivered to you every two weeks. I share a pint with Mustafa, the grocer who delivers those orders, and the crew from the hardware store every second Thursday. I know who’s fighting cancer, who’s working extra shifts to send their kids to college.”
“That is exactly why Terra must keep to the edges. It maintains our perspective.”
He snorted. “‘Perspective’? I call it isolation.”
The truck bumped around a corner, tires skidding where the tarmac crumbled into a gravel shoulder. He’d have liked to tell Julian to drive faster, but he was clearly going as fast as he could.
“Isolation, if that is what you wish to call it, is necessary,” Julian said, as if discussing a frog being dissected in science class. “We are not human. Our lives are not theirs. And when we reach town, we will contain the situation and identify any whose memories require adjustment.”
“You’ll have to go through me, first,” Dar growled. “Know something, Terra? Every person in Pinemount has some idea of what Rosh Lupin truly is—and they don’t care.”
“There are greater things at stake than your—”
“Stop, both of you.” Rose shifted across the back seat, putting herself between him and Julian. “We may have to fight Sorcha. That’s more than enough trouble.”
“Yeah. Not like she’s expecting us or anything,” Sebastian said.
Dar wanted to ask the vampire to explain himself, but Rose’s lips were suddenly mere inches from his own, and he couldn’t bring himself to look away. She leaned towards him, lips parting.
“We’re coming up on the outskirts of the town,” Julian said in a low voice.
Visibly gulping, Rose turned away to face the window, and Dar was able to catch his breath. As the vehicle rounded a bend, he sat back and surveyed the area, checking for the usual porch lights that would shine through the deepening night.
But there was only dark countryside.
Stomach twisting, he regarded the vampire, narrowing his eyes. “What were you jabbering about being expected?”
Sebastian smirked at him. “Just that this situation has ‘trap’ tattooed on its ass.”
Dar would never forgive himself if harm came to even one person. Each Pinemount resident had freely offered him a tiny window into the wider world. Ernie from the hardware store took extra pictures on his vacations, sharing them with Dar over a beer at the pub and pretending not to notice Dar’s efforts to memorize each photograph. Herman ordered specialty foods from Italy and the Philippines, offering Dar a taste of places he’d never visit, even though the goods couldn’t possibly make a profit.
Julian slowed the truck as they approached the Fields’s place, where the distinctive blue light should have been shining from the porch and their clumsy Labrador should have been barking its head off.
Earth below his paws, where was everyone?
“Morgan LeFey lured Merlin to the town,” Rose muttered.
Dar’s head snapped around. Her eyes were unfocused, nose pointing at the gray upholstery covering the back of the driver’s seat. “What about Morgan LeFey?”
She looked up. Even in the dim light, he could see color spreading across her cheeks. She clearly hadn’t realized she’d spoken out loud. “I’m not sure. It’s just, Sorcha always clung to our family’s history, especially tales of Morgan. Legend claims she used the village that had cast her out as bait. Merlin came, thinking he was going to save people, but all he found were the dead.”
“So comforting to know crazy is a family tradition,” Sebastian drawled. “Tell me, how did the original LeFey manage to kill an entire town? I thought villagers back then were more vigilant about having torches and pitchforks handy.”
Rose flinched, but inclined her head. “She enchanted them by infecting their drinking water.”
Dar’s skin itched. “We need to check the houses.”
“Slow the car,” Sebastian ordered.
Surprisingly, Julian complied. The truck slowed to a crawl as they passed the farmhouses and small cottages dotting the outskirts of the town. Sebastian leaned across Rose and stuck his head out her open window.
For once, Dar didn’t feel compelled to yank the leech away from her. “Can you see anything?”
“Glimpses.” Sebastian adjusted his position, as if seeking a better angle. “I’m old enough to study life signatures when I want to—in the dark. I can see flickers of warmth from the buildings. Nothing moving.”
“Dead?” Dar forced the question past the lump in his throat.
“I don’t think so.” Sebastian wriggled back inside the cab and slumped into his seat. He dragged his hands through his hair. “They’re all showing in yellows and greens, with hints of orange. All the usual life shades.”
A mound of earth shifted in Dar’s belly. “Rose, is your aunt trying to recreate the past?”
“Of course!” Her hands flew to her mouth, eyes growing wide as they met his. “That’s why the streets were so quiet when I went to her shop—before I found y’all. She’d put them all to sleep before I arrived. Just like Morgan.”
Sebastian groaned. “Great, a historically inspired trap. How edu-fucking-cational.”
Though Julian remained silent, Dar felt the truck pick up speed.
The town was nothing but shadows as they rounded the final bend and pulled onto Main Street. He’d always found the human need to illuminate the world against the night a bit ridiculous. Now he missed the lights and noise more than he could have imagined.
“Stop here,” he said, and Julian slowed once more.
Leaping from the truck bed, Dar scanned the street. An unnatural thickness choked the air. The typical scents of summer—cut grass, sawdust, and garbage awaiting pick-up—were still present, but they were muffled, as though buried beneath a layer of fall leaves.
One by one, Dar’s unlikely companions exited the truck and stood at his side. Concern for his coworkers and human friends churned inside him. Instinct demanded he shift forms, but he couldn’t justify the risk. Not yet. When he was able to confirm that the townspeople were asleep—and had his eyes on Sorcha—that would change.
“First, we find Sheriff Douglas and assess the general situation. Then we go to Sorcha’s,” Julian said. The Terra clearly imagined everyone would fall in line without question.
Yet this time Dar felt no need to argue.
He had nothing but respect for the town’s dedicated sheriff. Douglas might have raised the occasional eyebrow over the number of poachers babbling about giant wolves, but he’d never shown any concern. He’d simply accepted, without proof or confrontation.
Flexing his hands, Dar noticed the vampire staring intently at the Woodwards’s house. Strands of white Christmas lights normally illuminated the yellow exterior year-round, just as the general store beside it was usually adorned by a bright welcome sign.
Today, they were both as dark as the rest of the town.
“What is it?”
“I’m not sure.” Sebastian shook his head. “I’m going to take a closer look.”
“Wait! We should stay together,” Rose said. “Sorcha has some powerful tricks.”
Pleasure sparked in Dar’s chest as she glowered at Sebastian’s departing figure. She was awfully cute when put out. The tumbling mass of curls atop her head just begged to be touched. He longed to sift his fingers through the shining tendrils, to cup the back of her neck and…
“I’ll go with him,” Dar said, feeling as though invisible chains had wrapped around his ankles as he reluctantly edged away from Rose. “Can’t let a vampire run amok in my territory.”
“But—”
“We must let our temporary ally do as he sees fit,” Julian cut in.
She looked between Dar and Julian, eyes bright with uncertainty. Dar locked down the urge to pull her close. Rose was a distraction he couldn’t afford, and he refused to play into Sorcha’s sick hands.
Stalking away from the witches, he surveyed the street.
There was no logical reason that his skin began to twitch over leaving Rose with Julian. She was betrothed to him. Also, Dar needed five minutes away from her tantalizing perfume. He glanced over his shoulder, gave Julian a fierce glare. “Terra, I’m trusting you to check on the sheriff.”
Dar didn’t wait for a reply.
Straight ahead stood the house inside which Sebastian had disappeared. He should follow the vampire—both to ensure his ally’s safety as well as that of his town. But next door, the entrance to the Glacier General Store hung partway open.
Mrs. Moreheart never left her store unlocked.
Ice filled his veins as he altered course. Ever since the shopkeeper had lost her husband to lung cancer, she’d been worried about that door. Dar had even installed an extra industrial grade bolt. If Mrs. Moreheart was in there, she needed his help.
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Rose shivered as Dar disappeared into a silent building. The sliver of a rising moon cast eerie, pale streaks on the streets. She’d never been fond of the dark. Especially now, when it felt like her aunt was watching from every corner. She tugged up her jacket collar and eyed the shadows, bereft of any form of regular street light and much colder without Dar’s presence.
Something gripped her shoulder.
She whipped around to find Julian watching her with a grim expression. He leaned in and spoke in a low voice. “I thought you were planning to stay with me.”
“Of course, I…” Her throat constricted as she realized she had taken a few steps toward the general store. She’d been heading after them. No, not them. She’d been heading after Dar. Closing her eyes, she cringed. The spell had been manipulating her in front of Julian. Hex it all. She squinted at him through one eye.
I’m sorry, she tried to say. But the words wouldn’t come.
Wind tugged on her hair, as if mocking her on Sorcha’s behalf.
Shivering, Rose wrapped her jacket tighter around her body. She needed to focus on the task at hand. “R-right. Well, at least the three of us can stay together.”
“I am going to follow Sebastian,” Raina announced.
“But—” Rose turned around and gasped.
The fae was shrinking from her mundane form into a glowing bubble. In moments, a diminutive version of Raina’s winged-self hovered before Rose. Then, with a bouncing streak of pink light, the tiny Raina flew towards the house Sebastian had entered.
Rose blew out a long breath.
It was a bad idea to split up—worse to do so without a plan, or even working cell phones. But Dar clearly wanted to put distance between them. Apparently, so did Julian. Fine. She’d insisted on coming with Julian. As long as they were together, they’d have some hope of handling Sorcha’s golems. Or Sorcha herself.
“The sheriff’s office is down here.” Julian pointed towards the next block.
She squinted, but couldn’t see anything past a long smudge she knew to be a row of shops. She stilled as he set off in that direction without another word. Their friendship had been stretched thin, like the grits lining the bottom of an empty pot. Though he’d stuck just as tenaciously.
Squaring her shoulders, she hurried after him.
This time he wouldn’t have to compromise his values to protect her. Dar wasn’t a human Marine on liberty, and she hadn’t intentionally cast magic on him. Emotions hadn’t twisted her judgement. Unlike with Carlos… when her casual weekend fling morphed into a fiery three weeks—and ended with whiskey and casting beads. Correction. She wished it had ended there. God. She’d just wanted to experience true passion before she signed the betrothal contract with Julian. A navy faring mortal—one with limited time and less inclination toward commitment and zero knowledge of witches—had seemed like the perfect solution.
Right up until she magically shat the bed.
“Shouldn’t we at least make a plan?” she whispered as she caught up to Julian. “Isn’t that how you beat traps?”
“Plans are meaningless until we’ve assessed the situation.”
Sure. It’s better to walk into things without talking about what we do know. Her skin crawled as she stepped onto the heritage-themed walkway. Every creak of the wooden boards had her glancing over her shoulder. When were Sorcha’s creatures going to strike? What was her aunt waiting for?
Stopping, Rose made herself take a long breath.
She was here to help people, not fumble around in the dark. Or hyperventilate in front of a set of saloon doors. Squinting, she tried to survey her surroundings, but it felt darker on the covered walkway than it had on the street. She could only make out parked cars and the warped boards upon which she stood.
High above the black tops of Main Street’s two-story buildings, lines of Sorcha’s magic flickered in a curving net against the darkening sky. It was, in an odd way, astoundingly beautiful. But a cage was a cage, no matter how finely wrought it might be.
The boards groaned beneath her as she took another step.
Anything that was out there would hear her coming before she stood a chance. Might as well be able to see them. Putting her right hand over the moonstone-and-gold ring on her pinky, she incanted a basic spell. The stone pulsed, and she sighed in relief as blue light pooled around her. She now knew the saloon doors were painted with gold details, which matched the sign hanging above.
She palmed a citrine bead and, using the light from her ring to guide her, carried on.
A few store-fronts ahead, Julian was entering a building. The sheriff’s station. Her stomach sank. He was leaving her alone on the walkway.
Her future husband, who claimed he wanted their union because of mutual respect and trust, had left her in the dark.
Stop it. You own him and you need him.
You’re going to be a Terra’s wife. Start proving you can handle that. Straightening her spine until it would have made Grand-maman proud, Rose stepped through the open door and broken furniture and shredded papers popped jarringly into view.
“Julian?” she squeaked.
“Over here. Afraid I’m going to need to you to take a look at this.”
Gulping, she carefully picked her way to where he crouched behind a heavy wooden desk. Shadows skittered across walls, rearing up from a toppled chair and creeping through the office’s single, barred cell, which stood open—and vacant.
“Oh—” She clamped a hand over her mouth.
A pool of blood spread before her feet, dark and thick, like spilled silk. There was no body accompanying the blood, but if it was human, it was a fatal amount.
“It appears someone bled out,” Julian said in a low voice. “Tell me what you see.”
Breathe. It didn’t matter that she’d rather take up naked crocodile wrestling than play forensic witch. This was why she’d come. Shooting a quick look at her betrothed, she found his expression unreadable. Nothing unusual there. In fact, her acceptance of his mannerisms was one of the reasons he claimed their union would work.
She crouched down and studied the congealing mass. A thin line of clear plasma ringed the pool, marking it at least an hour old. It was what she’d expect from an adult male who’d fully exsanguinated. A shape marred the middle, likely where the body had fallen.
But there weren’t any streaks to indicate that it had been dragged away.
“Julian,” she whispered, “there’s a hand print.” She pointed to the center of the pool, where the shape of a large palm and fingers lay.
“Sorcha?”
Tilting her head, Rose considered the angle and depth of the print. She didn’t like to admit it, but she knew blood, and that print wasn’t from the killer leaning over a fresh body. Blood needed to have sat for a time before making that kind of mark.
“Uh, Julian?”
“Yes?”
“That handprint wasn’t from another person.”
“Then where’s the…”
Following the line of the print’s fingers, they looked down to where she stood just before the edge of the pool.
They both stared at two perfectly formed footprints.
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Sebastian’s skin crawled as he approached the front of the house. Something about dark Christmas lights framing a door always struck him as sinister, even though the church had never been part of his repertoire. Well. Maybe back when he’d been human. But that was three centuries ago, it didn’t count.
As for this house, now? He paused, halfway up the front step.
The pressure at the back of his skull announced, in no uncertain terms, that he didn’t want to look inside.
Right hand gripped the hilt of his borrowed sword, Sebastian turned the hand. The door swung inward with the faintest whisper of well-oiled hinges.
Shit. He’d never held much confidence in people who didn’t lock their doors. And right now, he was even less of a fan.
Still, he refused to be daunted by any building with pink door.
Stepping inside, he braced for attack. None came, yet a cacophony of oranges and yellows assaulted his senses. Yeesh, this place. He felt like an intruder in a doll’s house. The ground floor was clean, ordered. Pictures hung neatly upon walls of pristine papered stripes. Arrangements of dried flowers sat in porcelain vases with yet more flowers painted upon them.
He froze, staring at the flowers.
He knew those flowers.
If he’d been anywhere else, he’d have assumed nothing bad had ever happened in this home. But he wasn’t anywhere else. And if he tried to forget, there were long, thick gouges running through pristine wallpaper to remind him.
The kind of marks made by a mad witch’s nails. 
Maybe I should have brought Rose or—
Fuck off. He did not have friends, and he didn’t need a witch to enter a damn house. In fact, at the moment, he was solidly better off entering a house without a witch in it.
Besides, he could chase down Sorcha LeFey faster on his own. Probably. Rolling his shoulders, he acknowledged that was the catch. He could probably do it faster. Probably pull it off. But Rose’s aunt had powerful guardians—and allies. His former mentor was one of the highest ranking vampires in all of North America, probably in the damn world. If Sorcha had Renard in her corner, then the crazy bitch had pull.
Still, his vision had been real, which meant she’d been here. Maybe she still was here.
How convenient. He slid his sword from its sheath, gave it a flip. It was time for a permanent solution to this particular problem. Awfully considerate of the bitch, he thought, cornering herself in this little house from his recent nightmares. He’d be sure to thank her—right after he removed her head from her body.
Then he’d extend the same courtesy to Renard.
Good plan.
He saluted his reflection in a small, round mirror hanging beside a row of coats in the small foyer. No point in searching from room to room, wasting his time and giving Sorcha a chance to get away. As much as he was just the tiniest bit wary of using his vampire abilities in her vicinity—especially after being sucked into her head—he was more wary of letting her escape. She’d stolen his blood. As much as the act had, apparently, linked them, it was also reason to act—and act quickly.
Taking a deep breath, he stretched his senses, tapping into his blood-born abilities.
His veins widened. Eyesight sharpened. He was hardly ancient, but he was old enough for it to matter. Vampires, especially older ones, accumulated a great many skills. If he’d tried to track life forces in sunlight, he’d have earned himself the mother of all sunburns, if not something worse. But here, in the dark, nothing stood between him and his power.
A quick pan confirmed nothing of interest lay on the main floor.
Power hummed through his veins as he flowed up the stairs.
A flicker of life caught his eye—a flash of muted blue-indigo just down the hallway. An unusual shade of life-light, like nothing a human would emit.
Got you, Sorcha. His hand flexed against his sword’s hilt. He held the blade ahead of him, yet get it angled down, pointing toward the floor to avoid any reflections announcing his presence before he was ready. This time he wouldn’t be caught unawares, drugged and dressed up like some Thanksgiving turkey. Those who’d crossed him, stolen from him, would pay.
Even if that meant he committed to working with others for the first time in decades.
Sometimes sacrifices need to be made. If Sorcha managed to evade him, he’d keep playing nice with Rose and the rest.
So long as he was at the right place, at the right time, to remove Sorcha’s head from her body.
Besides, after a few hundred years he’d become an excellent job of quickly determining who’d be irritating to work with.
While he’d already wanted to accidentally knock Julian into a wall, he found himself enjoying Dar. The werewolf was simply too linear to betray people. And, despite her unfortunate family, he was strangely fond of Rose. As for Raina? He’d rather bite her than work with her, but fanged beggars couldn’t be choosers.
The flicker reappeared, a gray-edged indigo the likes of which he’d never seen before.
It pulsed with a strange rhythm, as if it were a heart struggling to beat. Or perhaps it showed a witch, preparing to cast a spell? Prepared or already set? His eyes narrowed. No way to tell. He didn’t know if his talent could show such a thing—he’d never had the chance to experiment. Later, when Sorcha was pleasantly dead, he might ask Rose to give it a whirl.
Still, no point in taking chances with magic.
The vampire community chose not to dwell on the war—mostly because it didn’t shine a very favorable light on their species—but legend was really clear on one point: kill a witch before she can cast on you.
Sebastian slowed his progress and crept silently forward, past a row of photographs, all framing smiling faces. He didn’t look too closely, didn’t want a reminder of who he’d seen Sorcha kill. Of what she’d become—what she’d used his blood to become.
How dare she corrupt that blood. Sebastian was far from a saint. But the one who’d made him? Her blood deserved respect.
Rage bubbled up, hot and ready to strike.
He swallowed it back.
Anger got people killed; he intended to be smarter than that. And now he knew his target lay on the right side of the hall. Careful to keep his blade out of side, he peered around the first open doorway. Nothing. Just a small room with spaceships on the walls and a bed in the shape of a car. He quickly turned away, unwilling to know anything more about Sorcha’s victims.
His jaw tightened. He wasn’t here for them, damn it.
Stupid life forces. His vampire vision was useful, but not overly precise. Still only two more doorways marked the right side of the hall. The next proved to be a vacant bathroom, marked by a daisy shower curtain and a stack of fresh-smelling towels.
Guess I’ll take door number three for the grand prize.
The flicker abruptly blossomed into a full, bright iridescent light. His eyes widened. Shit. Was that magic? He sped up, sliding down the hallway as fast as he could while maintaining his quiet approach.
Reaching the doorway, he eased around the frame.
And stopped short.
What the actual fuck? No dark-haired witch cackled in the middle of the room. In fact, no full-sized person stood inside it at all. Perched on the edge of an empty child’s bed was a tiny, pink… Raina?
He blinked. The fae could shrink?
The smell of power with a hint of jasmine slapped his senses. Hunger flared, fast and vicious as a forest fire. Fangs pushed out of his gums before he could stop them, tasting the air. He stepped into the room, and had to force himself to stop. He took a breath. Holy shit. Fae smelled even better when they were in fairy form and he had his blood abilities running. No wonder vampires had gone nuts for them during the war.
However, that madness usually came with a fiery, fiery price. Now was definitely not the time to lose his mind—or his life.
He opened his mouth to greet her. Then froze.
Every item in the room had popped into unnatural clarity. Raina’s fairy light was a burning beacon—but it wasn’t the only life signature in the room. Shards of indigo and gray light danced around the edges of his vision, he just couldn’t pin down the source. What the hell? The signature was weirdly small, fractured. Had Sorcha enchanted a fucking hamster? Because if a fight between Tiny Raina and Evil Hamster broke out, he’d be hard pressed not to make popcorn and watch.
Movement to the side of Raina drew his gaze.
The lace coverlet seemed to be twitching. His brow furrowed. What looked like a long, sharp blade was slowly rising from beneath the bed.
“Raina, move!” Even as he shouted the warning, he leapt forward.
With a cry of surprise, she spun around, darting away from him—and from the blade. It sliced into the bed exactly where she’d stood a moment earlier.
Bringing his sword down in a deadly arc, Sebastian clipped the blade as it retracted beneath the bed. An unearthly wail sounded and the bed-frame rattled against the floor. Crap. It wasn’t Sorcha, and it wasn’t a golem—last he’d checked, they didn’t make noise.
Pink light bloomed to his left. “Why are you sneaking up on me and what is—”
“No idea what the fuck this is,” he said. “Keep back, Princess.”
“But what—”
“Shhh.” Attention locked on the unsavory gray-tinted life signature, he moved steadily towards the bed. It was a small piece, made of white board with painted cartoon princesses running down the sides. An unassumingly cheerful item that he’d give his left nut not to look underneath. He readied his blade at the bottom edge of the coverlet—given his encounter with Sorcha’s metal golem, he wouldn’t be checking face-first.
“Sebastian, what is this?” Raina hissed.
Apparently fae princesses didn’t do quiet. “I don’t know what we’re dealing with—yet,” he whispered. “Get ready. Cuz I’m sorry to tell you, Princess, that we’re about to find out.”
Using his sword, he yanked up the bed frame, ready to stab whatever hid on the ground below. Except… nothing lay on the carpet beneath.
“Look out!” Raina cried.
A blade sliced toward his eye, he ducked before it could strike. Shit, the thing was clinging to the underside of the bedframe like a demented monkey. 
He shoved the frame farther, so it sat propped upright against the wall. The figure glowed, small and humanoid with its halo of gray and indigo. Shreds of moonlight shuffled through the window, outlining the creature clinging beneath it and giving his first proper look at it with his non-vampire vision.
Revulsion rocked through him. He lurched out of range, evading another strike and swallowing bile as the creature hissed at him.
“Oh… oh mother…” Raina whispered.
“It’s not a blade,” he stammered. “How can it not be a blade…?”
“What do we do, Sebastian?”
“I…I don’t…Shit!” The creature lunched for him, blade-like implement flailing. Acting on reflex, he cut blocked the first strike, returned the second with deadly accuracy. One single slash, that’s all it took. His sword fell out of his nerve-less fingers, landing with a hollow thunk on the floor. Without taking his eyes off the broken figure lying beside it, he staggered backward.
What nightmare had his blood created?
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The shop’s door swung open without a sound—well-oiled, as always. The unused locks gleamed at Dar as he walked past. Dust hung in the staid air, as if it, too, were asleep. He paused, listening for the steady breaths of someone slumbering. But there was nothing. Something he couldn’t define weighted the atmosphere. It reminded him of the layers of grief that clung to the stale earth of cemeteries.
Dar knew a lot about graves and grief.
Glimpses of moonlight glinted off the glass bottles and tinned vegetables that lined the top shelves. The rows beneath were lines of inky dark even his eyes couldn’t penetrate.
Moving towards the old-fashioned register, he searched for scents, for some clue as to what was happening in his town. There was the familiar mix of powdered candies sitting in containers behind the counter, the sharp bite of pepperoni sticks, and the pungence of chewing tobacco.
But no Mrs. Moreheart.
He ran his fingers along a jar of candies, remembering how she’d turned a blind eye to Isis stealing them. He’d discovered two months’ worth of filched items in his sister’s bedroom, still in their brightly colored wrappers. When he’d returned them, Mrs. Moreheart had just smiled and said she understood. He guessed she had.
A dull thump sounded from the back of the shop.
His hackles rose. His head swiveled to regard the shadows. He wasn’t alone. His fingers curled into fists as the thump came again. Had the witch’s metal pet found him? Good. He had a score to settle with that spider.
Glancing down at his borrowed clothes, he sighed. Thankfully, he hadn’t bothered with shoes.
Only fools walked into the unknown black unarmed.
Jeans and t-shirt shredded as he shifted into his Lykos form. He peered towards the back of the store. The witch’s pet was biding its time.
He leapt onto one of the long wooden shelves running the length of the store. Bottles crashed to the floor and cereal crunched beneath his clawed feet.
There was no point in being subtle when you were a werewolf in a general store.
Fur bristling down his back, he stalked along the shelf. A hollow thunk echoed throughout the space—but it didn’t sound like metal. Was the source one of the stone-creatures—what Rose called urban golems? The golem would be an easier foe than the spider, but Dar wasn’t interested in easier. A growl rumbled low in his throat. He jumped to a neighboring row of shelves, knocking over a stack of tissue boxes.
He wasn’t hiding. Why hadn’t it attacked yet?
The stench of decay lashed his nose.
That was no golem, metal or otherwise. Was he too late? Visions of the golems crushing helpless townsfolk flashed behind his eyes. His stomach twisted even while his teeth bared. If he’d failed to protect his territory, he’d damn well exact his revenge.
Nostrils flared, he lowered his head. The fetid scent of decomposing flesh mingled with spilled cinnamon wafted from behind the feature display in the baking section. Snarling in challenge, Dar leapt from the shelf.
His head snapped back. His paws backpedaled on the polished linoleum floor.
Slumped against the wooden display case beneath a sign happily announcing Ma Macey’s Chipotle was his target. It wasn’t a golem—it wasn’t a foe at all. The warped angles of the body made identification almost impossible. Two eyes gazed blindly in his direction, no awareness flickering in their depths. As he continued to stare, the corpse’s head slammed backwards. The hollow sound hurt his heart.
A keening whine snuck from him as he recognized the green and white-checkered apron tied around the woman’s middle: Mrs. Moreheart. A kind, generous soul had been grievously injured.
On my watch.
He forced himself to move closer.
“Mrs. Moreheart?” he asked, voice barely more than a growl. “Mary?”
But she didn’t so much as twitch. Four bloody puncture wounds marked her chest. Her skin was blackened in parts, torn by protruding bones in others. Yet the worst thing was her hands. Her fingers had become disfigured, stretched to inhuman lengths. A long hooked claw protruded from each of her pinky fingers, the tips of which appeared lethally sharp.
This is what Isis would have become: a wreck of a life.
Hatred battled gratitude for two very different witches who shared the name LeFey. His chest burned, a searing reminder of the mark Sorcha had carved with her claws. He knew the wounds in Mrs. Moreheart’s chest were the work of the dark witch. The vampire’s vision had been true.
Sorcha thought to kill Dar’s town.
Instead she’d die. By his claws.
But he couldn’t leave the woman before him like this. Mrs. Moreheart had led a kind and good life. He wouldn’t abandon her. Even as he stood there, the blackened pieces were spreading across her skin, the scent of death intensifying. Every instinct he possessed said she was already dead.
All he could do was give her remains the dignity they deserved.
A soft whine grew to a howl of mourning.
“Mother of life, take this soul back to your heart,” he said. “Keep her safe and warm and loved.” It took only one swipe of his claws to end her suffering. He bowed his head. “May you walk the trails of the other side with your husband and know peace.”
He’d just finished sketching a sign towards the earth when a rifle shot split the air, a scream crackling upon its heels.
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The hanging sign above Rose exploded. She yelped as fragments of fiberglass showered down around her. Shielding her eyes, she ducked behind a wooden pillar. Curls fell into her face. She shoved them back and peered around the column. They’d only just left the sheriff’s office, and instead of watching out for her fiancé she’d been stupidly searching for a certain werewolf.
“Julian! Where are ya?”
“Here. Stay put.” Two pillars down, he was crouched low, like her.
Another shot rang out. She flattened herself against her post. A parked car’s windshield shattered close by, the shards glinting in the pale light of her ring. Hex it. Whoever this shooter was, Rose was making far too easy a target for them.
“Turn off your ring!” Julian ordered.
Hands shaking, she grabbed hold of her ring and muttered the counter spell. The moonstone continued to glow. “Curse it! Who the heck’s shooting at us?”
“No idea, but they’re firing a large-caliber weapon. Shotgun. Double-barrel, probably. I’d prefer not to give away our position,” he said as the barrage continued. Store windows rattled in their frames. Wooden facing burst into splinters. With his dark skin, Julian would have been perfectly hidden if it wasn’t for her.
She whispered the counter spell again, but her ring seemed to glow even brighter.
Yanking it off her finger, she made to fling it into the road. It slipped out from her sweaty grasp and landed a short distance away. God. She was trying to support Julian, not get him shot.
Maybe field work had been a bad idea.
You’d be stronger if you let yourself be, a voice whispered in her head. Temptation inched beneath her fingertips, promising her she’d be safe if she’d only use her true powers. She blocked it out.
Blood magic didn’t solve nightmares; it made them.
“Show yourself, Eddie, you mangy dog,” a rasping voice bellowed from the right, somewhere past the end of the block. A shotgun flashed and chunks of pavement spattered the area. “This here’s my town!”
She scanned the dimly lit area—still no sign of Raina, Sebastian, or Dar. Hopefully her allies were safe. “Julian,” she whispered urgently, “who’s Eddie?”
“I’ve no idea, but I fear I know who’s calling for him.”
“Who—?”
The boardwalk vibrated. A heavy tread approached from the end of the street opposite the shouting voice. Each footstep was followed by a pronounced scrape, as if this latest guest was dragging a long blade behind them. She stared into the gloom, but couldn’t see anything beyond Julian. Her heart sank at the worried line creasing his brow.
Hexing hell, what were they dealing with?
The shooter wasn’t Sorcha—she’d never lower herself to use mortal weapons. And none of her aunt’s creatures had ever demonstrated the ability to speak. Could the heavy walker be a golem? It sounded wrong…but then, so did everything else.
A deep growl came out of the darkness.
Rose’s attention whipped back to the street in time to see the werewolf landing on all fours—right inside the glow of her discarded ring. Dar. An invisible cable yanked her heart.
She lurched towards him. “Get down!”
“Rose!” Somehow, Julian was beside her. He hauled her back behind the pillar. “Are you crazy?”
Probably. “Sorry.”
Her gaze remained locked on Dar as he flattened himself to the ground. Another shot blasted from the right. Pulse beating in her ears, she searched for blood in the faint blue light and found none. There was no yelp of canine distress. Some of the tension in her chest eased. But now, three of them were trapped in the street, as Dar lay plastered to the pavement a couple car-lengths away.
She felt a shudder ripple through Julian.
“On the count of three, we make for the gap between shops,” he said in her ear. Glancing at the narrow strip of alley behind them, she nodded. Guilt tightened its grip on her belly. While she was worrying about a werewolf, Julian was looking out for her. Like he always did.
“I’m taking your dirty hide back to jail, Eddie!”
Someone chuckled in reply. Rose realized it was the owner of the heavy footsteps, which grew louder. Apparently his name was Eddie. Rose didn’t want a more formal introduction to Eddie, not with that grating chuckle crawling over her skin.
The visual of two bloody footprints flashed before her eyes and the hairs on the back of her neck tingled. Putting people to sleep was one thing, but had Sorcha enchanted them to sleepwalk? Were they acting out some kind of dream? In all the books Rose had read, including her mother’s blood magic journal, she’d never encountered a spell that could do such a thing. But here they were—Eddie, and the voice Julian recognized—slowly closing in on each other from opposite ends of the street.
“One.” Julian took hold of her hand.
“Two.” She gripped his fingers tightly.
“What’re you yelling about, Douglas?” Eddie bellowed, with a voice like steel shavings. The scraping sound had grown louder now, rivaling nails upon a chalkboard.
Douglas? Hadn’t Julian called the sheriff…?
Her gaze flicked to Julian, catching the flicker of pain that rippled across his face as he said, “Three.”
She scrambled off the walk and dove with him into a narrow alley between two buildings, where the shadows were even deeper than the walkway. Flattening her back against the wall, she peered cautiously past him in time to see Dar belly out of the light cast by her ring, into the darkness across the street.
“Told you, Eddie. You’re going away,” Douglas replied, his words slurring strangely, as if his mouth had just been frozen at the dentist.
Both of them were closer now. Her stomach dropped as she connected the dots. Sheriff Douglas. Both Dar and Julian had spoken so highly of him. But, there’d been so much blood in the sheriff’s office, and that open jail cell…
“You don’t know shit, Douglas.”
Moonlight formed a grisly stage. Two warped figures came into view, facing each other from opposing ends of Main Street.
Their rifles gleamed in the pale light, each held aloft beside the telling claws that protruded from each man’s pinky finger, their skin somehow slack, like it hung loose on their bones. As she watched, Eddie’s free hand lowered and the claw scraped along the walk behind him.
Gulping reflexively, Rose shifted sights.
Magical residue popped into view like fluorescents beneath a black light. Bright crimson lines flowed from the gunslingers’ chests to the tips of the claws disfiguring their hands. Four vicious puncture wounds glowed from their chests. But nothing scalded her gaze more than the unmistakable power signature curling through the murk.
Had blood magic driven her aunt to this?
She clapped her hands to her ears as the two figures fired at each other. But the men who’d once been Sheriff Jake Douglas and a criminal named Eddie merely grunted as the bullets struck home.
“What do you see?” Julian leaned over her to peer intently at the sheriff.
“Their bodies are being fueled by magic. Like golems,” she said softly, hating the truth of what she saw. She inched closer to him, needing the comfort of human contact. As soon as this was over, she was marrying Julian and staying as far away from her family as possible. Assuming he’d still have her.
“They’re replaying their argument,” he said.
“I can’t undo this. Or…I can, but there’s no life to save.”
She rubbed her throat. It was as if the original vampire plague had stepped from the pages of her history books onto the streets of Pinemount. The worst parts of that virus, mixed with werewolf blood and resurrected with her aunt’s blood magic, had formed a deadly brew. One that didn’t even give its victims partial life. If studying this made Rose want to cast that magic, she’d walk in front of Douglas’s rifle and take the next shot in the chest.
She held her breath. This time, her fingers didn’t tingle with longing.
Thank Merlin. Releasing the pent up air from her lungs, she met Julian’s gaze. “If Sorcha did this, if she infected them when she fed…”
“Then it could be contagious.” His head lowered, then he snapped his rifle into readiness. “We have to stop this.”
Nodding, she grabbed another citrine bead. “Nothin’ much survives fire.”
This nightmare was precisely why the Houses had remained apart for over a thousand years. Sorcha hadn’t just corrupted herself—she had destroyed others. Rose couldn’t let the virus continue to spread. Before the war, before they’d settled into species, werewolves and vampires had spread across the continent, burning through villages, victims left dead or permanently changes from infected bites. There were so many more mortals in the world now, she had to—
She nearly dropped her bead as a shadow swooped onto the street.
A streak of silver joined the shadow, striking the thing named Eddie through the shoulder as he stepped off the walkway. Eddie bellowed in anger and swung at the shadow. Claws glinted, screeching as they scored across a shingled building-front. The dark form resolved into Sebastian as he danced out of range.
“Douglas, it’s me. Dar,” a deep voice bellowed from out of sight.
A shotgun blasted in reply.
Rose’s heart sank. Movement caught her attention as Julian brushed past her and headed towards the entrance of the alleyway. She reached for his shirt, missed. “Julian, get back here!”
He stepped into the road. “Sheriff Douglas, do you remember me? I’m Julian Terra-Therion.”
She muffled a yelp as she realized how close Douglas was to the alley. His vacant eyes rolled towards Julian. “Eddie’s going away.”
This close, the warped flesh distorting Douglas’ face and body appeared in distressing detail. Fangs jutted at awkward angles. However much she wished it otherwise, she knew Julian couldn’t save his friend. The bead burned in her palm. She had a clear line of sight. She should cast and end this. But the familiar spell froze on her lips.
She’d never hurt a living creature before. Or an undead one.
Julian took another step towards Douglas. “Sheriff, you are sick.”
No, he’s dead.
Douglas leveled his shotgun at Julian’s torso.
Indecision fled. She leapt out from the relative shelter of the alley and grabbed Julian’s arm, trying to yank him out of the way. But he had his feet planted and barely stumbled.
Dar came out of nowhere, blindsiding Douglas and tackling him to the ground.
Douglas’ shot went wide, blasting through the walkway roof behind them.
Gasping, she clutched Julian’s sleeve. Dar and Douglas were rolling across the street, locked in a battle of strength. The sheriff’s slackened face curled into a snarl, while even Dar’s fur-clad features couldn’t conceal his regret. He was pitting himself against someone she imagined had once been a colleague—possibly a friend.
With her free hand she readied her bead, searching for an opening. She’d need a big one. Fire-balls were hardly precision weapons.
Shredding thunder sounded to her left.
Risking a glance, her jaw dropped as Main Street gave birth to a tree. Branches shot towards the sky. Restraining roots lashed themselves around the legs of the bearded monstrosity that was Eddie. A blur armed with a glimmering blade navigated the shifting foliage, pink bursts of power lighting the sky.
Raina could call trees? Whoa. Rose had heard of vines and grasses, but trees?
Dang. What else could the fae do? Maybe Rose could avoid launching a fire ball in close quarters—
Snarls cleaved the air.
Her gaze snapped back to Dar and Douglas. The citrine was searing a hole into her flesh. Yet she couldn’t find a break between the wolf and that ruined man.
But she had to. Dar was in danger. And she couldn’t just let him kill his friend.
“Julian,” she gasped. “What do we do?”
“I don’t—”
Claws raked the night sky. With a bellow of rage, Dar tumbled past them in the direction of the tree. He tucked and rolled, coming to a stop close to where Eddie railed against his bonds.
The incantation flew from her lips. Crystal burst into yellow flame as it sped towards her target.
And the back of a parked car exploded into flames.
“Dammit!”
Dead eyes swung in her direction.
Douglas lunged forward, misshapen jaws snapping. Julian flung an arm around her waist and hoisted her out of range. At the same time, a shadow streaked between them and the sheriff. Feet dangling off the ground, she looked over Julian’s shoulder in time to see the arc of a flashing blade.
Sebastian’s sword sliced Douglas’s head clean off his body.
Julian flinched and abruptly put her down.
A tremendous crack echoed from the left. Spinning, she discovered Dar wielding a massive branch that he’d torn off the tree. He drove it through Eddie’s chest, pinning the body to the ground.
Heart hammering, she stared blindly at the suddenly silent area. Her allies, the people she’d rescued from Sorcha’s basement, were more dangerous than she’d imagined. It should have felt like a good thing.
Reaching for Julian, Rose tried to think of what to say. “I’m sorry about Douglas—”
Sebastian cried out. Clutching his face, he collapsed in the middle of the street. Shaken from her stupor, Rose hurried to his side. But she already knew he was once again visiting the insides of her aunt’s head.
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A droplet of blood hovered before Dar’s nose. Not on a branch or leaf, but right in the middle of the air.
Something was seriously wrong with his forest.
He and Sebastian were just east of Pinemount, having circled the town from the west. They’d been trying to locate Sorcha’s trail ever since the vampire had recovered from his latest vision and announced he had seen Sorcha in the woods. Dar hadn’t expected to find anything good on Sorcha’s trail, but he had expected to find that trail. Floating blood and no prey went well beyond his worst case scenario. The fur running down his spine had been standing on end since he walked into Mrs. Moreheart’s store. In the forest, it had grown even more rigid with warning.
He snarled at the droplet.
Red and round and utterly out of place, it winked in the moonlight.
“Well, this just got creepier,” Sebastian said.
Dar grunted in agreement. He wanted to dislike the vampire, but the leech had proven adept at keeping pace in the forest at night. The hunt, however, was a disturbing failure.
Where was the damn blood witch?
Dar sniffed the air, finding nothing but pine and earth wrapped in the same eerie stillness that shrouded the town. Even the blood before him held no clear scent. “You saw nothing else?”
“Nope, just trees and crazy in that bitch’s head. And those other poor souls trailing along.”
“Then keep looking.” Dread filled him at the thought of people—his people—tortured and forced to follow in Sorcha’s mad wake. How many had she taken? He’d thought he would find them—maybe in time to help. No one knew these woods better. Yet he and Sebastian had fruitlessly circled the entire town.
Still in Pinemount, the two witches and Raina were searching the buildings, identifying who’d been left untouched by Sorcha. The Terra was an ass, but he probably did have records on every person in the area. Dar had thought that by going into the forest, he was pursuing the danger—but had he merely abandoned Rose to it, instead? She was vulnerable, and with another male—one who couldn’t be trusted with her care, who thought to claim her for himself.
A long, low growl escaped Dar.
“Tell me about it,” Sebastian muttered. “Is it me, or did those broken twigs just rearrange themselves?”
“Not just you.”
“Delightful. Though it’d be nicer if we, I don’t know, had found our target.”
Three more droplets of blood drifted by. Dar rubbed his paws over his head, glaring as shadows shifted against the moonlight. “Nothing’s right.”
“No shit.”
“How is this happening to my forest?”
Sebastian snorted. “How do you think? We’re hunting a fucking blood witch with stolen vampire powers, who just put an entire town to sleep. It’s magic.”
“I hate magic.”
“That might prove difficult if you’re planning to make good on all the sex-eyes you and the redhead have been aiming at each other.”
Dar jerked to a halt. “What?”
“You know. How you’ve been mentally stripping her clothes off—”
Somehow his hand was wrapped around Sebastian’s throat. Red licked at Dar’s vision. “You won’t talk about Rose. Ever.”
Sebastian burbled and tapped Dar’s arm.
The vampire was surrendering, Dar should let him go. Now. He shook as he fought for control. Rose wasn’t really his mate, he reminded himself. His instincts were affected by magic, just as his forest had been—as his entire territory had been. He slowly released his fingers and took a single step back. He should apologize, but he wasn’t that fond of the vampire. “Watch your mouth.”
“Or what, you’ll strangle me again?” Sebastian brushed off his shirt. “My oh-so-advanced vampirism does need to breathe, but I’m sure I can find a caring witch who’ll see to my mouth-to-mouth needs.”
Powerful Lykos claws dug into the earth as Dar tensed. “Keep testing me, leech.”
“Huff and puff all you want. I’ve been thinking it was a shame you’re not the scariest thing in these woods anymore. Now I rather like it.”
Hands balling into fists, Dar snarled, “I’m Alpha here.”
“Not for long. Psycho-hands is all, ‘I’m going to wipe the land of threats…’”
Anger fled as he stared at Sebastian in dawning horror.
“Shit. Oh, shit.” Eyes wide, the vampire slid his hands up his face until he was cupping his head. “I just remembered that. She was thinking about threats—about alphas. How she’s going to ‘deal’ with them.”
Ice rammed into Dar’s heart. Dealing with alphas could only mean one thing. They didn’t even know how far Sorcha’s twisted magic reached, but he knew it went as far as the wolves’ compound. If she was heading there, his pack wouldn’t be able to smell her coming. “My pack is in danger.” He lunged for a break between thick tree trunks. “I have to get home.”
“Wait!”
Skidding across the damp earth, he spun around to regard the vampire.
“You’re heading east—that’s back through town. Let’s collect the others before running into a fight.”
“Too long. I can’t—”
“You can and you’d better. Sorcha’s clearly prepared. We need our own witches to be ready for whatever new trick she’ll throw at us.”
Dar snapped his teeth even as reason settled into his brain.
Racing blindly into danger wouldn’t help his pack. If Sorcha was using magic to hide her trail, then she was doing it for a reason. The wolves were indeed a threat to her, so she’d go after them. And his father would need help from those who could unravel her spells. Turning up quickly wouldn’t be enough. Dar needed to arrive with tools—of the magical variety.
“Better keep up, vampire. I’m traveling fast.”
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Sleeping Beauty had been Rose’s favorite fairy tale, until now.
Tracing the lines of raised skin crossing her palm, she stared at the young girl asleep in a room liberally littered with teenage dreams. Instead of a handsome prince, this girl would wake to find a house with too many empty beds.
“I’m sorry,” Rose whispered. “I should have made Grand-maman listen.”
When Sebastian had woken from his second venture into Sorcha’s head, he’d claimed he’d seen Sorcha surrounded by more twisted victims. Her aunt appeared to be infecting all she’d fed from with a deadly magical virus. And judging from what they’d found so far, Sorcha needed to feed a lot—and she had found her prey all too easy, caught as they were in her spell of slumber.
A shiver snuck through Rose and she rubbed her cold arms.
Using Julian’s database, they’d confirmed at least twenty people were missing. Not all of them had come from the same houses. So far as they could tell, this girl had been spared and her parents taken. Two doors down, the mother had gone missing, while the father and two boys slept on.
Dragging fingers through her hair, Rose let out a long breath. Somehow she had to uncoil what Sorcha had done to this town.
Could Sorcha be targeting specific people who’d crossed her?
Of course she could. The fact that she’d gain power from their blood would simply make it a better game.
Course it’s a game to her.
Rose swallowed around the lump in her throat and focused on examining the forces trapping the girl in her sleep. It was just like all the others she’d studied: stretched cords of crimson power flowed from the girl’s chest up past the bedroom ceiling. Delicate as they were monolithic, she knew those cords reached all the way to Sorcha’s communications net.
The spell linked all the mortals in the town, tying around their life forces—only the mortals.
Thank goodness.
As horrible as it was to see all the mortals trapped, if the spell had included the other Houses… She shuddered. With that level of power fueling it, she and Julian wouldn’t stand a snowball’s chance in heck of dispelling it. Sorcha must have needed months of planning—years, possibly, to craft something of this scale. And even with the chamber of horrors she’d created in her cellar, witches had been kept apart from the other races too long.
All of which didn’t help a lick in figuring out how to set this girl and everyone like her free.
Hex it all. Rose blew out a breath. Knew it’d come to this.
She would give almost anything not to touch that spell. But she’d learned all she could from simply looking. If there was any way to free this girl, she had to find it.
Her fingertips brushed the cord.
It sent a thrill up her arm, burning in familiar welcome. Yes. This. The truth of it coiled behind her tongue, spreading through her veins. It had been too long since she’d held this power—her true power. She could feel her heartbeat thundering in her throat. Fabric abraded her skin. She needed to be free of clothing. Of constraints.
“Anything new?” Julian’s voice lanced through her.
She blinked, stunned to find herself gripping the thick line of power. Yanking her hand away, she wrapped her arms around her middle.
“Rose?”
“Y-yes. I mean, no. Nothing new.” She didn’t face him, knowing her lapse in control was written in blazing color upon her cheeks. “Sorcha’s transformed the entire town into a living, sleeping battery. We can’t pull them out individually.”
“I suspected as much. I fear we’ll need direct contact with the spell’s outer edge, where the dome meets the ground. However, we need to ensure there isn’t an easier solution first.”
Her shoulders tightened as he paused.
“I’ve come from the shop,” he said. “Raina’s vines have broken through the debris blocking access to Sorcha’s basement. Perhaps you should wait in the truck while we complete the survey.”
Wait in the truck? She slowly turned.
Julian stood stiffly in the doorway. His expression was carefully blank. Shoot. He knows I just had a close call.
She squeezed her eyes closed, then forced them open. No. Her future safe, stable future with him wouldn’t be bought with innocent lives. She would deal with this. Otherwise she’d spend the rest of her life afraid of what she’d find in the mirror.
“I ain’t waiting in the truck.” Shoving her chin up, she walked past him into the hall. “My family birthed this nightmare.”
“That’s exactly why you should step aside. You’re vulnerable, Rose. I can’t take the risk.”
Reaching the stairwell, she grabbed onto the wooden banister and met his implacable gaze. Heat of a different nature flooded her body. “You can’t take the risk? You don’t even understand the risk. She did something to me. Something involving Dar. And if I don’t find a way to stop it—soon—I’m afraid you’ll have two problems on your hands instead of just one.”
He continued to regard her, as if preparing judgement.
Unease rippled through her veins. “Say something.”
“I think it best if you return to my house and wait with Dar’s sister.”
“If you want to be released from our contract, just tell me. I won’t fight you,” she said, the words crackling upward.
He’d sworn they’d have a good union, one grounded in long friendship and mutual respect—but he hadn’t said anything about trust. And she hadn’t asked. Nor had she wanted to test. In fact, her desire to avoid exactly that had driven her alone, into Sorcha’s shop.
Ain’t life just ironic. She made herself continue down the stairs, stopping at the bottom. “But I’m seeing this through. You don’t understand Sorcha or her magic. I do. You need me, even if it’s just for this.”
She held her breath.
The house was quiet enough to hear the faint hum of power reaching from the sleeping townsfolk to the shield above. It would be a thousand times harder to resist Dar if Julian set her free. Not to mention, she’d have no future. Nowhere to go. But she’d be damned if she’d beg. She gripped the bannister, needing it to keep herself steady.
“I’ve no wish to break our contract, Rose,” he said finally. “Rather, I wish to save it.”
Relief made her limp. “Then let me help.”
He looked at her from the top of the stairs for another long moment before giving a nod of agreement.
Unable to stop her hands from trembling, Rose waited for Julian to join her at the bottom of the stairs and walked with him down the street, to the Mystic Broom. Dodging a cracked bookshelf to get inside, her eyes widened. The building had tried to swallow itself. Everywhere she looked, torn pages and shattered stone golems covered the floor.
Licking her lips, she watched as Julian disappeared down the cellar stairwell. The dusty air crawled across her skin. It was a long moment before she found the will to follow. Each step weighed on her. This space frightened her more now than when she’d opened the door earlier that day. Then, she’d feared for her future.
Now, she feared for her soul.
“I cannot find my cousin’s body.”
She jumped as Raina appeared beside her, but couldn’t tear her gaze away from the cellar’s interior. Unlike upstairs, the walls here were reformed. Manacles hung neatly from the wall. Beeswax polish scented the air. Everything was impossibly pristine, with one exception: the table in the middle of the room was covered with blood.
Rose swallowed. The tang of power and blood was sharp on her tongue, even though she stood five paces away. Magical residue washed over her, leaving her jittery, like she’d drunk a gallon of espresso. It told her what she’d already suspected.
Raina touched her arm. “Where is he?”
“Gone,” Rose whispered, cautiously entering the room. This time, rust-colored stains marking walls and speckling the ceiling filtered through her brain.
“I do not understand. Please—”
“The other witch is gone. And her tracks lie.” She heard Dar’s voice before his once-again-human form filled the doorway.
His very naked human form.
How was he never bothered by his lack of clothing? Rose wrenched her eyes upward, gaze unintentionally colliding with Dar’s. His eyes spoke of the wolf within. They carried heat. Hunger. Warmth ignited within her, pulsing from her chest to the juncture of her legs.
She craved him.
“The leech and I agree,” he rumbled. “We must go to my pack.”
“We cannot leave yet. We have not found Gil.”
Raina deserved to be told what had happened to her cousin’s body. Deserved Rose’s full attention. But despite digging her fingernails into her palms, she couldn’t break away from Dar’s gaze. Trapped in a silver prison, she forced the horrible truth out. “Sorcha took Gil’s remains.”
Horror smothered the lust in Dar’s eyes.
At last, he looked away and laid a comforting hand on Raina’s arm.
Rose stepped hastily back. Her cheeks were on fire, body clamoring for satisfaction. She could offer the fae no support. The best she could do was stay away. She bumped into the center table and blindly put a hand down to steady herself.
“Aren’t you done poking through garbage?” Sebastian appeared in the doorway, wearing an expression of studied disinterest. He raised an all-too-knowing eyebrow at her. “I can’t wait all day. I’ve got a date with a witch to keep. More specifically, that witch has a date with the sharp end of my blade.”
“Rose.” Julian’s measured tones joined them. “Did you find anything further?”
She tried to steady her breathing as she looked at him. He had a small assortment of papers in his hands that he was regarding with disdain. It was clear his search above had netted little as well.
“Why would she take Gil’s body?” Raina whispered.
“She what?” Julian glanced at Rose. The contents of her stomach threatened a mass exodus, but she inclined her head in confirmation. A shadow crossed his features. He understood what that meant. Thank Merlin, she didn’t have to explain any further.
“Why?” Raina’s voice was a wounded cry. “She already used him for this dorcha-ridden horror.”
“Because she’s not done,” Julian said softly.
“My, my.” Sebastian tisked. “Your aunt has all sorts of delightful habits.”
“Enough,” Dar said. “I must alert my father.”
“Alpha Magnus must be told. But we cannot simply impose foreign Houses on Rosh Lupin,” Julian said.
“My father welcomes those who warn him of danger.”
“Why would she be in the forest? Isn’t her food here?” Raina questioned. “I’m sorry for those she has taken, but there are many more yet sleeping.”
Something moist squished between Rose’s fingers. Looking down, she realized her hand had landed in the pool of blood. She stared. The tones of crimson were shifting, separating. Black letters swam slowly to the surface.
Rapiunt vos volo. Seize what you want.
She stifled a gag. She’d always hated the LeFey family creed. What Sorcha wanted, it seemed, was more power.
An odd knowing washed over her.
“The stronger the blood,” she whispered.
“The greater the threat,” Dar finished.
Lifting her gaze, she found him watching her with steely eyes, and she knew he was recalling her earlier words about blood magic and power. Werewolf blood wasn’t as potent as fae, but it offered far more than human essence. The wolves were also the ones with the greatest chance of wresting Sorcha’s newfound power from her.
He drew in a breath, somehow dominating more of the small space. “We go. Everyone upstairs. Now.”
Surprisingly, no one argued. Not even Julian.
Rose waited while everyone began making their way upstairs. She wanted to wash the blood from her hand in private. As she removed her palm from the pool, she discovered the words had changed.
They were already fading, but not enough for her to miss the death-crafted inscription: Enjoying your present, niece?
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The steel-and-wooden gate marking the Rosh Lupin commune lands stood ajar and unmanned. Moonlight glimmered along the chain link fence dividing his pack’s homes from the rest of Pinemount. The wolves shared these reservation lands with the neighboring human Chelan tribe, along with a mutual desire for privacy. Only extraordinary circumstances could have compelled Dar’s father to pull the guards.
Clutching the edge of the open truck bed, he called through the slider window. “Follow me.”
“Dar? Wait. We shouldn’t split up—”
He leapt from the moving vehicle. Bones shifted in a flash of agony as his human form stretched into beast.
Gravel bit into the pads of his feet when he landed.
Running full out, he threw himself past the gate. The watchtower door sat open, a forgotten lantern glowing inside. Freshly spilled blood caught at his nose, a faint glimmer of wolf mixed with something resembling decomposing dirt. Sorcha’s creatures? Probably. He didn’t dare pause to learn more. His witch companions could search the tower and determine whether magic was at play inside. He needed to leave them and—
Something yanked painfully on his heart.
A howl burst from his throat.
Dammit. He was not abandoning his mate in the face of danger. He had no mate. And the danger lay ahead—where his family was. Fixing his gaze ahead, he searched for signs of his enemy as he traveled through the stands of the old-growth forest that protected his pack from prying eyes.
His paws pounded down the winding dirt track.
The scent of death assaulted him before he reached the wrecked form of one of Sorcha’s abominations. Has to be one of the missing townspeople. Dead. No time to identify the body. Regret sat ripe on his tongue as he raced past.
Familiar log cabins, the farthest outbuildings on this side of camp, came into view.
Lights shone from porch corners, but the beams caught only fir branches and bramble bushes. There was no movement, no sign of his packmates. Why was it so quiet? The sounds of conflict should have reached him by now.
Unless I was wrong about the attack? Had Sorcha sent her creatures to his native neighbors?
He pushed his body harder, faster.
If he’d headed to the wrong location, he needed to know. Now. So he could get to where he was needed.
Skidding on all fours around the broad side of the school house, he found a group of Lykos wolves in the central grounds. Thank the skies… Relief sparked in his chest, only to immediately extinguish as the rest of the scene penetrated his brain. His packmates stood in a rough circle around the large fire pit. Hundreds of strewn embers lit their fur with copper light. Five more warped corpses littered the ground.
Worms take it. He hadn’t been wrong—he’d just been too late.
He hated that he couldn’t smell anything right—the fire was muted, smoke barely a bitter hint in the air.
The wolves turned to face him as he approached, ears flat in warning. Shit. They couldn’t smell him properly either. Dar dug his claws into the dirt track. The fight had come and gone from his territory, leaving his packmates on high alert.
Holding his paws open in a peaceful gesture, he gave a short bark of greeting.
“Darrius!” His father’s voice boomed with relief and lingering anger as he rounded the far corner of meeting hall.
The sight of Magnus, alpha to Northwestern Clan Rosh Lupin, alive and in command, if clearly furious at the assault on his territory, soothed some of the marks scoring Dar’s insides. Sorcha had failed to take the most powerful werewolf in the area, hopefully that meant she’d failed entirely. He lowered his head respectfully. “Father, it’s good to see you,” he said. “I bring—”
“Isis?” Magnus stalked forward. “Where is she?”
Dar hesitated. “Safe. And our pack?”
“Creatures attacked a fire-site east of here. Some young are missing. Our warriors are preparing a search as we speak. And…”
At his father’s gesture, Dar stepped forward.
His gut churned as the circle of wolves parted to reveal two more figures lying upon the ground. Braided white fur and painted blue markings jumped into view. Ahmose, their Story Keeper, and his young apprentice had been injured. Or worse. Rage stabbed through him as he laid eyes on the four punctures marring the wolves’ chests.
Merl, their healer, her fur pure white with age, rose to stand on her hind legs as she approached. Even in her Lykos form, she was so small that her head barely reached his chest as he drew near. Meeting her gaze, he found it full of worry.
“Their wounds smell of rot,” he said.
She nodded.
Letting out a huff of worry, he forced himself to study the injured wolves more closely. Their wounds resembled Isis’s, which meant Sorcha had done this. It also meant they had time; Isis had taken hours to succumb…
Earth save them, were Ahmose’s fingertips beginning to curl? The sickness seemed to be progressing faster in Ahmose and Aiel than it had in Isis.
“How long ago were they injured?” he asked. “Did you find them immediately?”
A paw gripped his shoulder. “Darrius, do you know something of this?”
He snapped his attention back to his father. “Unfortunately, yes. The witch from town went mad. I—”
The sound of tires crunching over dirt reached him moments before the truck’s headlights cut through the night. Low rumbles emerged from the surrounding wolves, rising in volume as the telltale impressions of fae, witch, and vampire reached them.
“Be at ease,” Dar said to his pack. “I invited them.”
“You invited them?” Yellow eyes glinted as Ormis pushed himself forward. The wolf was always ready to capitalize on Dar’s slightest failing. Ten years had passed since their fathers had fought, since Magnus had nearly abandoned his station and his pack and his children in favor of grief. Instead, Magnus had rallied and it was Ormis’s father who’d died that day. Since then, it seemed Ormis’s hatred grew with every season.
Dar quickly placed himself between the truck and his pack.
Ignoring his longstanding rival, he focused on his Alpha. “They are allies. For now, at least.”
The engine cut behind him, though the headlights remained on. He could hear as, one by one, his companions exited Julian’s truck and crunched the short distance towards him. Though he held his position, remained facing his pack with his back to his approaching companions, his nose immediately picked Rose’s scent out of the crowd: She’d stopped exactly three feet away.
For fuck’s sake. Why couldn’t the magic smothering his territory do something useful and disrupt her scent?
He locked his feet in place, repressing the urge to tuck her safely against him.
“Dar?” Concern filled her southern tones. “Y’all okay?”
His pack bristled, probably at her familiar address. Shit.
“By the Treaty, you should not be welcome here.” His father drew himself up, silver mane streaked with blood.
 Double shit. If Magnus moved towards Rose, Dar would be forced to step aside. And he wasn’t sure he could.
He opened his mouth, closed it. To speak now would be to challenge his Alpha.
“Explain yourselves,” Magnus demanded, looking past Dar’s shoulder.
“Alpha Magnus, I am Terra Therion. We’ve not met before in person, though we’ve spoken briefly by phone,” Julian said, voice annoying calm. “I apologize for this intrusion. Only the most serious of circumstances would compel me to enter your territory.”
“I should hope. What is so serious that you would follow my son here?” Dar watched his father’s chest expand, as if bracing for a blow. “Do you bring news of my daughter?”
“Isis?” Rose piped up. “She’s okay, I promise. She’s recovering at Julian’s.”
“Recovering…at a Terra’s house?” Magnus’ voice grew dangerously low. Silver eyes, the same shade as Dar’s, swept over him and settled exactly where Dar had feared—on the person three feet behind him. “You smell of bad magic, witch.”
Dar tensed as the pack closed in around his companions, in a slowly constricting circle of fur and anger. Claws scraped against the ground. Tails straight, the wolves were ready to attack at the slightest signal from their Alpha.
He took a step back, closing part of the distance between himself and his companions—between him and Rose.
Behind him, her shoes scuffed against the forest floor. “Ah, well, I…”
“Rose was investigating the source of this magical threat in town,” Julian said. “I’m afraid we didn’t pause to properly clean. I assure you, Isis is safe.”
A low growl rumbled from Magnus’s chest.
The warning trembled through Dar’s bones. Trying to be subtle, he shifted so his shoulder partly blocked the path between his father and Rose. It took effort to keep his ears low and his tail brushing the drive—but it was necessary. Magnus was his father second, his Alpha first.
“Father,” he said. “I have seen Isis. She was injured, hurt by the witch from town, but I promise she is well. You said other wolves are missing?”
To Dar’s relief, his father’s gaze returned to him. “Three teams are assembling and will be searching for our missing young. Avery has taken warriors to ensure our neighbors are protected. We live here through their good graces and must hope they’ll forgive us. I take it you and your allies can tell us what we’ll find in town?”
“Yes. We can. We—”
Footfalls crunched across the ground. The warmth of Rose’s body grazed his back.
He cleared his throat, tried to focus. “Our town is held by dark—”
“Ah’m so sorry, but are those werewolves hurt?” Fingers tugged on the fur running down Dar’s spine. He willed Rose to stay silent and fervently wished she had not chosen that moment to touch him, not with the eyes of his pack so closely upon them.
Damn.
“My pack’s health is none of your concern, witch,” Magnus barked. “Our healer will tend to them.”
The unmistakable crack of bone echoed through the clearing. The pack shifted, parting to reveal Ahmose twisting upon the ground. His white muzzle wrinkled with agony, fingers clawing at invisible demons. Dar’s insides lurched.
Skies Above, those fingers had lengthened. How was it happening so fast?
“Saint Merlin have mercy,” Rose breathed. “It’s the same sickness.”
“I cannot help them.” Merl stood between their Story Keeper and Aiel. Her beaded mane clattered as she shook her head. She pointed a gnarled paw at Rose. “Magnus, if this witch understands the poison, then I ask her aid.”
Rose tugged on Dar’s fur again. “Please,” she whispered, “let me help.”
Dar looked to his father for permission and received an abrupt nod.
“Stay close,” he said quietly to Rose.
“No problem there,” she muttered, holding onto his back as he slowly led her through the circle of wolves. She let out a long breath as she crouched before Ahmose. “God. It’s accelerating so much faster than with Isis,” she whispered. “I don’t know if there’s time.”
“Try. We can’t afford to lose him.”
“I’ll need Julian. And Raina. And some space.” She sent a worried look at the apprentice before laying her trembling fingers on the spreading black wounds that marked the Keeper’s chest. White fur curled into dark, falling to dust as the sickness progressed.
Ahmose jerked. His eyes opened, roving blindly until Dar took his hand.
“Keeper, hold on—”
“Witch came…forest…she…”
Ormis pushed past the other onlookers. The black wolf’s fur was matted with twigs and leaves, lips pulled back to reveal his sharp canines. “Witches and vampires pollute our home. Young are missing, our Story Keeper is dying. You brought this evil to our pack by breaching the Treaty.”
Shoulders tightening, Dar regained his feet. “Watch yourself.”
“Ahmose said she—” Ormis’s jaws snapped toward Rose.
Lunging in front of her, Dar blocked the other wolf and bared the full length of his fangs. If Ormis so much as breathed on his mate, he’d give the forest’s worms a new playground.
“Enough!”
At his father’s command, Dar forced his gums to cover his teeth—mostly. But Ormis would be the first to step back.
Yellow eyes blazed hatred at him.
Dar didn’t blink.
Finally, Ormis snorted and withdrew, tail slouching towards the earth as he backed away. Despite the public submission, Dar held his ground while the other wolf retreated to the other side of the clearing. He tensed as Ormis glanced again at Rose. But this time a cunning smile split the other wolf’s lips.
Dar’s heart stuttered. He froze.
Had he just claimed her before his entire pack?
“Alpha Magnus, this is Rose, my contractually betrothed,” Julian’s smooth tones rolled over the tense silence. “She is here because of me and we offer what assistance we can. Your son has expressed a great debt to her for her earlier aid—it was her quick thinking and skills that helped us heal your daughter.”
His words were both diplomatic and correct. Dar should have been relieved. Grateful, even.
His fingers curled into fists.
“Be quiet, y’all. He’s trying to say something.”
A hush fell over the clearing, broken only by the snap of bones. His father joined him, leaning over Ahmose to catch the faint words. “…save…Aiel…”
“But, Keeper—”
Ahmose grabbed Dar’s scruff with surprising force, elongating nails pressing into his flesh. “Save my apprentice.”
“Witch,” Magnus rumbled, voice fracturing at the edges, “tell me I don’t have to choose.”
“I’m so sorry. The sickness is moving so fast. I…”
“Damn,” Magnus said, crouching down to lay his paw on Ahmose’s chest. Grief wrinkled the fur of his brow. Story Keepers carried the history of each pack, a vital role. Ahmose had trained Magnus and the Alpha before him, bestowed the mantle of leadership upon both. His loss would cost Clan Rosh Lupin a great deal.
Dar met Rose’s eyes over his father’s bowed head.
They couldn’t deny their Keeper’s dying wish, nor could they delay. He pointed his nose at Aiel. A tear slid down Rose’s cheek, but she gave a determined nod and turned to Aiel.
“I will do what I can to assist.” Raina crouched beside her, pink light suffusing them.
“As will I.” Julian joined them.
“Father, they’ll do what they can for Aiel.” Dar gripped his father’s shoulder, silently urging him to give Rose and Raina some room. “We must do the same for Ahmose.”
“Tangled lines and tainted blood…” The voices of Julian and Raina joined with Rose, building in harmony as they called the sickness out. Aiel’s whole body writhed, as if fighting their efforts off. Each caster had a hand on the wolf, somehow holding her in place. Such magic had to be exhausting. Rose’s brows were drawn together, sweat beginning to dampen the tendrils of hair around her face. Dar’s paws flexed helplessly.
He couldn’t help her. But he could spare his father further grief. He looked from Ahmose to Magnus. “I can do it.”
“No.” Magnus motioned for Dar to move away. “It is for the Alpha.”
Dar stumbled back as Ahmose’s body arched, head tilting towards the moon. The Story Keeper’s mouth opened, but no howl came. Instead, fangs pushed through his silvering muzzle. Bones and sinew crackled as limbs lengthened—movement growing stronger even while blackened flesh and fur fell away. This time the howl came, but it was from Dar and his pack. Dar forced the sound past the fear gripping his throat. What was happening to Ahmose was far worse than the humans in town. Faster. More vicious.
If Sorcha’s infection could do this to an elder wolf, what would it do to others?
“Earth take you,” his father whispered, positioning himself overtop the elder. With a swift motion, he pulled out Ahmose’s heart.
Dar’s stomach twisted. His eyes burned.
Forcing himself to turn away from his fallen packmate, he studied the witches.
The three casters were pale. White and pink crystals glowed around Aiel. He imagined the lines of their magical power had to match—probably battling the blackness of Sorcha’s touch. He inched toward them but didn’t dare get too close. Symbols, hastily scratched on the ground, shimmered with an odd light.
Rose’s whole body trembled, but somehow her voice remained steady. “Release this life, let it be free. As I will, so mote it be.”
In a rush of sparkling amber light, the festering black marking Aiel’s wounds disappeared. Fresh red ran over the sandy fur. She was safe. Dar let out the breath he’d been holding, but he knew the unaccounted-for wolves might not be so lucky. Voices murmured behind him, planning the next stage of the search. He had to help.
But his gaze was drawn to Rose.
Her lips were chalk white. Eyes glassy. The first spell had knocked her over, and it seemed this would do the same. She was paying the price for what he’d asked her to do. He felt the eyes of his pack upon him. His father was saying something. Turn around. Focus on your duty. You’re the heir and your Alpha needs you.
But his instincts had other priorities.
Reaching out, he caught Rose as she collapsed.
It was becoming a dangerous habit. One he’d deal with later. His witch had just saved another wolf’s life at great cost to herself. He couldn’t let anyone else see to her care. Cradling her securely against his chest, he ignored his pack’s incredulous stares and headed for his cabin.
“Father—” He spoke without turning around. “—I’ll put Rose where she can rest and Julian can bring Isis home. Then we all have much to discuss.”
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Limbs trembling, feeling as battered as a moon blossom in a rainstorm, Raina sunk to the ground beside Julian. The earth was dark and tainted with smoke, littered with threads of dark magic—but at least it wasn’t moving. And, as she’d no werewolf ready to catch her, it was certainly her best bet.
Fingers digging into the ground, she inched closer to the fire, needing the faint amber light. As soon as she felt its warmth on her back, she sagged forward.
Putting her head between her knees, she tried to catch her breath.
Mother Mageia, unravelling Sorcha’s sickness from this wolf had left her more winded than saving Dar’s sister. She wanted to be angry with him for carting Rose off to some presumably safe location.
But that required far more energy than she currently possessed.
At least she’d saved the apprentice from Sorcha’s sickness—on less life for the witch to steal. Yes, she’d take satisfaction from that.
“Printrionsa Raina,” Julian gasped from beside her, “are you okay?”
Without lifting her head, she whispered, “I am well.”
“Can you stand?”
She let out a shaky breath, kept her forehead on her knees. “In a moment.”
“So this is fun.” A shadow plunked next to her. “Crackling fire. Nighttime. Dead bodies. Damn shame we don’t have marshmallows, otherwise this’d be a party.”
She lifted her head just far enough to glare at the vampire. “Must you?”
“Always.” Sebastian’s lips quirked up at the corner. He leaned in, the smile dropping from his lips. “Sadly, though, I must be serious for a moment. The natives are getting restless. And as they both outnumber and outweigh my glorious self, I wouldn’t complain if you’d get your fairy glow on and charm them or some shit.”
“Light take it, leech. What are you babbling about…”
Past Sebastian, multiple sets of lupine eyes glinted in the light of the fire. Raina slowly straightened as she registered the narrowed nature of those eyes. Angled with what appeared to be disapproval, or outright anger.
Her spine stiffened. She slanted a wary glance at Sebastian.
“It’s like the angry forest from 80s cartoons,” he grumbled.
“I do not understand your reference, vampire. But I take your meaning all too well.” When her people spoke of the war, it was always with mention of their steadfast allies—the werewolves. As if that race had never turned against the fae, never threatened them. If only that were the case.
She let out a long breath. Before the growing tide of vampires had forced their peoples together, the werewolves had been moon-driven beasts terrorizing her people’s forests.
Highly territorial beasts.
Light take it. She’d been wrong to assume all the wolves would treat her as Dar had, would honor their people’s ancient alliance.
“Remain still,” she said softly, glancing from Julian to Sebastian. “I will speak for us.”
“As you wish,” Sebastian muttered. “Princess.”
Her lips flattened. Entering the pack’s territory with two witches and a vampire—especially that particular vampire—had been a truly terrible idea. What was she thinking, insisting on staying with these people and hunting her cousin’s killer? She should thank the Alpha and leave. Return to her people and hold her mother’s hand while she wasted away…
“No.” She jerked to her feet, stared at the wolves surrounding them. She’d already failed to find a cure; she couldn’t fail to find justice as well. “I am hunting the one who attacked your home and I will not stop.”
“Be at ease.” The elderly werewolf who’d be tending wounded, rattled her cane at the crowd. “These pups mean no harm. At least to you, Faire One.”
Teeth flashed amongst the watching wolves, their fangs bright against the night. It reminded her how quickly the big, dark-furred wolf had snapped at Rose. Raina flexed her fingers, wishing a crackle of power sparked at her fingertips. But she’d spent everything she’d had, and there’d be no restoring her light powers until dawn.
“You will forgive me, Merl, if I do not find that overly comforting.”
“You’ll believe what you like, Faire One.” Merl bobbed her head and crouched again at Aiel’s side. “I’m here if you decide to change your mind.”
Raina opened her mouth, closed it.
Swallowing hard, she looked to where Dar had disappeared—no sign of her ally returning, and no chance he’d be bringing a conscious Rose back with him. Come tomorrow, she’d have to do something about the threads of red and black magic tying him to Rose. For now… she feared she was the only thing standing between a clearly angry pack and her two, remaining companions. “If you would all kindly make a path, we will—”
“This isn’t about you, fairy,” a large wolf grunted, the sheer size of his standing-wolf form made her want to take flight to the safety of the tree tops.
Instead, she tilted her chin. “I will suffer no more threats, werewolf.”
“Not a threat, fae. A—” The wolf looked past her and lowered his head. “Alpha.”
“My Lady Fae,” a deep voice rumbled from behind her. “Apologies. Despite appearances, my pack honors our alliance with the fae.”
“I am glad to hear it.” Raina turned to find Magnus looming behind her. She did her level best to regard him down the length of her nose. “Despite appearances.”
The fur of his snout wrinkled. “What do you—”
“Magnus, send the horde to their homes and our guests to yours.” Though high and crackling with age, Merl’s voice dripped in authority. “I’ve all the help I need to finish this stage of the burial.”
Burial.
Of all the dorcha-ridden things to overlook. Raina pressed a hand to her heart and took stock of her situation. Properly. Noting the pile of thin white fabric and the group of solemn-faced wolves crouched beside their fallen Story Keeper. While Merl bandaged young Aiel’s physical wounds, she was directing other wolves in wrapping the body. 
They weren’t preparing to attack Raina or her companions—they were gathering to honor their dead.
Shame burned in her cheeks. “Alpha, it is I who should apologize. I did not—”
“No need.” Magnus waved a massive paw in dismissal. “We’ve all lost too much, been apart for too long. And some of us,” he twisted to glare at Julian, who was still sitting on the ground, “are still missing their youngest.”
“Makes him grumpy,” Merl murmured.
Sebastian snorted. “Bet that’s a list.”
Magnus’s lupine eyes narrowed.
Raina kicked Sebastian’s leg and cleared her throat. “Perhaps you would permit Julian to fetch your daughter? His conveyance—er, truck—offers some degree of speed.”
Magnus tipped his head down to stare at her companions. “Terra, I know you have magic. And I guess you spent it saving young Aiel’s life. So I’ll wait while you drive—but there will be none of this speed limit bullshit. You get my daughter, and you get her quick.”
“Of course, Alpha.” Julian got to his feet and bent close to Raina, his voice carefully low in her ear. “Will you be all right, or do you want to come?”
“I will be fine.” She offered him as warm a smile as she could muster.
“Don’t either of you worry about me,” Sebastian said. “I’m just enjoying some nice, cold dirt.”
A low growl rumbled from the wolves around them, a harmony of warning that made her hair stand on end. Raina stiffened. Beside, her Julian froze. “Alpha, perhaps I should—”
Magnus made a disgusted noise. “Get going, Terra. I’d rather keep the leech in my sights than have him riding in a car with my daughter.”
As Julian hurried to his truck, Raina prodded Sebastian with her toe. “Get up and behave.”
“Yeesh, it’s like you command a kingdom or something.” He rose to his feet in a fluid movement.
Too close. She inched away, putting a wing’s width between them. She should be afraid of the vampire. And she was—mostly. If they were alone, she’d be careful to keep him in her sights, remain ready to flee at the first hint of betrayal. But being surrounded by a band of large, protective werewolves was surprisingly freeing. 
“Do you want to rest in my home, Lady, while I finish here?”
Her attention snapped back to Magnus. “No. I will remain here and pay my respects.” The massive, silver-furred alpha nodded once in acknowledgement, then left her to join his pack in binding their dead. Further in the dark, she caught glimpses of more wolves heading off into the forest. “Do your people hunt Sorcha, Alpha Magnus?”
Because I should join them. She willed her feet to move, but they might as well have become roots, dug deep into the earth.
“Some,” Magnus rumbled. “Others look for missing packmates.”
“I’ll join them.” Dar jogged into view. The fur of his chest and neck seemed oddly rumpled and, though Raina could see past the thick gray and white coat, she got the distinct impression he was blushing. 
“Darrius, I have—”
“Later. Got to catch up to Avery,” Dar bobbed his head at his father, then in her direction. Moments later he disappeared into the trees.
“If I didn’t know better—and I don’t—I’d say Fuzzy just turned tail on his dad.”
She refused to smile. “He is joining the hunt. It is honorable. We should—”
“Hell with that.” Sebastian kicked a rock into the fire. “You were trapped in a poison-cage and I lost far too much blood, and had far too little fun. We need rest and four square meals, Princess. Maybe five.” 
“Five meals?” A reluctant chuckle escaped her. “Did vampires also evolve a second belly these last centuries?”
“Just for special occasions.” He winked at her. “We usually save it for bacon.”
“I see.” Strange, to see so much of her cousin in this vampire. All cheek and insolence and innuendo. Gil had devoured everything scrap of information on the outside world he could get ahold of. He’d mentioned a food called bacon to her; it had been on his list of items to explore while getting a cure from the witch.
Her throat drew tight and she turned away.
She’d been such a fool, thinking a witch held the cure to her mother’s sickness. And she’d sucked in Gil, who’d been so eager to see the mortal world. Blind and stupid with determination.
Raina stared into the flames, welcoming the burn of heat and light against her eyes.
Mother Mageia. Witches.
Of all their foes, witches were the most dangerous—and the most likely to deceive. Vampires would lie and trick for blood. But witches? They’d stolen their very power from the fae. Without the werewolves as their ally, the fae would have surely fallen…
“The wolves,” Raina breathed. “Why did I not think of it sooner?”
“Think of what, Princess?” Sebastian asked.
She didn’t bother to look at him. Hope beating in her chest, she half-walked, half-stumbled the short distance to where Merl stood, watching as a pair of wolves carry a bandaged Aiel into a nearby building.
“Can I help you, Faire One?” Merl asked quietly, as if she’d been patiently waiting for Raina’s approach.
I hope so.
Maybe.
Words froze on her tongue. Could it be so simple? Could she live with herself if Merl held the answers she needed? If I didn’t need to lose Gil. She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, swallowed back the anguish in her heart.
“I’ve a group of scared pups that need tending, lady fae. Perhaps you’d prefer to speak late—”
“My mother is sick.”
“That’s a grave thing indeed, for the queen of the fae.”
“How could you…” Raina blinked at the ancient werewolf.
“We have ways of keeping in touch. Ways we just don’t explain to those Terra.” The healer wore the perpetually amused countenance of one who has lived for so long they truly felt they’d seen everything. Then her expression sobered. “But I don’t know how I can help?”
“I do not know that you can,” Raina said softly. “But I hope.”
Tipping her head back, she studied the magical net overhead. The lines twinkled and wriggled against the dark of the sky, as if dancing from the power coursing into it from the people trapped below. Such monstrous skill, all twisting above her.
A shudder rippled down her spine.
She faced something equally monstrous back home. And it was killing her mother. Be brave. Honor your people. Find the words so you can find the answer. Tearing her gaze away, she found Sebastian standing a short distance away. How like a vampire to listen in on her conversation.
She narrowed her eyes.
He waggled his fingers at her.
Of all the… She flattened her lips and put her back to him. The leech didn’t matter, not here, not now.
Straightening her spine, Raina met Merl’s gaze. “My mother fell ill months ago. At first it was nothing but an occasional flicker in her light, then she tired more quickly. Now it has become a combination of symptoms, the likes of which we have never before seen—” Her voice broke. The last time she’d seen her mother, she’d been a shadow of the woman who’d raised her. Skin thinner than a bee’s wing, breath a desperate wheeze. When she’d taken Raina’s hand, there’d been nothing but bones and fading determination.
Light save me. How did one fight such a thing?
“Go on, child.” A kind pat landed on her arm.
Unable to take comfort, Raina eased out of reach. Rubbing her arms, she studied the werewolf, hoping to find a trace of understanding on the white-furred face. Nothing. Not even a flicker. Though perhaps the elderly wolf was biding her time?
Raina coughed, forced herself to continue. “Sebille, our most esteemed Magic Singer, cannot heal her. With every action the disease killing her seems to grow stronger, as if it feeds from the powers used against it...”
“Hmm. That is quite the illness.” Merl dropped her wizened head atop a wooden cane, painted with bands of black silhouettes, standing wolves carrying out a myriad of tasks. The old wolf grinned, displaying a mouth full of sharp, white teeth. “I’m afraid this is beyond my powers.”
“Of course.” Raina’s wings sagged, folding along her back like storm-soaked leaves. “Well. Thank you for listening—”
“Now, now.” Merl gave Raina another pat, this time to her hand. It made Raina certain that, were the wolf not shorter than her, she’d be patting Raina’s head. “After tonight, I think you might already have everything you need to help your mother.”
“But. I—”I already have what I need? “How—”
“Close your mouth, or you’ll catch flies,” Merl said. “Now, I can’t be certain. This type of illness you’ve described is nothing I’ve seen myself. But I’ve heard of it: a wasting sickness of the blood. To fix such a thing, you need one who can talk to the blood.”
“Talk to the…I don’t…”
“I imagine it’ll make sense when it needs to. For now, I have pups to settle.” Merl gave Raina’s hands one final pat, then she hustled across the empty space between buildings with shocking speed.
Blood. One who talks to the blood.
“Mother Mageia, this is a terrible notion,” Raina whispered. Because she did know such a person—in fact, she knew two. One of them had locked her in a cage, and the other had let her out. And despite their differences, both wielded the same power.
Raina let out a breath.
She’d trusted Rose to help them escape. She believed the witch genuinely wanted to stop her aunt. Beyond that? To get Rose’s help with her mother, Raina would have to break the most sacred of all her people’s rules. She slowly looked to where Dar had taken Rose. The trees and bushes lining the central yard quivered in warning—she just wished she knew whether they were telling her to run away, or to hurry up.
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The sound of singing birds cut through the cackle ringing in Sebastian’s head. A bright band sliced apart the dark, mist-soaked forest he’d been wandering in his dreams. He let out a groan. Beneath his tightly closed eyelids, the light formed a blazing gold line. It burned. Not literally, but close enough for discomfort.
“Ugh.” Rolling over, he buried his head under a pillow.
By the time he’d crawled into bed—a grudgingly offered, borrowed bed—it had been late. Too late. Normally he enjoyed nights, but not after he’d been tortured, drained of blood, and forced to face off with a fucked up set of zombies. That demanded a solid day’s rest and a bottle of bourbon. Instead he’d managed maybe four hours. Four hours of shitty sleep, with Sorcha slithering through his dreams, leaving the scum of her thoughts in his head.
Not to mention keeping an ear open for any werewolves who decided to evict their unwanted guest mid-stay.
Growls and barking-howls joined the birds outside.
“Fucking hell.” He pulled the pillow off his head and tossed it across the room, where it smacked into a wall with a satisfying thud. Was he seriously about to drag his ass out of bed and face a room full of people—most of whom wanted him gone? Come to think of it, why wasn’t he gone?
Because she’s got an undead army, dumbass.
He cracked one eye open, glared at the ceiling.
Allies. Shit. His face felt like sawdust had been liberally ground into it the day before. His body ached in places it hadn’t ached for over a century. And his mind felt dirtier than his body. Images of Sorcha’s followers—their bodies dead and broken—had shuffled through his dreams. A haunting reminder of what he faced, and what had been done with his blood.
Letting out another groan, he rubbed the band circling the third finger on his left hand. Worn smooth with age, the strip of gold hid its secrets well.
A practice Sebastian preferred to follow in his own life.
Not so easy, when working with a pushy werewolf and annoyingly observant witch. Heaving a sigh, he forced his eyes open. He sat up in a single motion, feeling like a zombie lurching from the grave. He gave a laugh, coughed, and staggered into the bathroom.
Shit. It would be so much easier to take off after Sorcha alone—but beating her was another matter.
And as much as he liked his privacy, he liked winning more.
He braced himself on the sink. Eyes downcast, he leaned forward until his forehead nearly touched the mirror. He’d avoided looking into the surface earlier, afraid of once again finding Sorcha’s face where his should have been. Now, though, he needed to check.
What the fuck am I going to do, if she’s here? Clearly, he’d have to set himself on fire. It was the only way. Swallowing hard, he met his own gaze.
The face he’d known for centuries stared back at him.
“Whew.” He sagged forward with relief.
His forehead clunked against the mirror. With a snort, he pulled back. Squinted at his reflection. Pale skin framed by dark hair. Black pupils rimmed by blood-shot sockets. I’m one hell of a cliché. Thank fuck it’s all mine. He rounded out the moment by curling his top lip, letting one, partially-extended fang popped into view.
If he had to play with others, he might as well get clean.
Also, he fucking hurt.
As hot water rhythmically beat against his skin, he tried to pull his thoughts together. Something about his entire situation just didn’t jive. No solitary, mad witch was capable of such a plot alone. In fact, he could think of only one person who machinated to such a high level of deception: none other than Renard Moreaux. Though Sebastian had no intention of sharing the details with his temporary allies, he knew his former mentor didn’t do favors for anyone.
But what—aside from some strange, outdated vengeance—did Renard have to gain from this insanity? And how the hell had Sorcha hooked up with him, of all vampires? What was her play? At first glance it looked like she wanted nothing other than chaos, but the itch at the back of his teeth said differently. Some of the fragments from his dreams had seemed real—too real for the product of a simple nightmare. Beyond the slivers of gray and dust and death, there’d been a direction, a plan…
He froze; mentally reaching for whatever-the-hell he’d known while asleep.
Nope.
Sebastian grabbed the soap hanging from a pink rope. He sniffed Citrus Spice. Lovely. Since he didn’t care what the hulking were-beasts thought of him, he cheerfully lathered it all over his body. If he couldn’t remember anything useful from his nightmares, he’d at least wash them off. Once he finished he’d check on Rose and…
Hold on.
Rose. Glimpses of the past day flashed through his head. Shards of madness in his brain grouped into cohesive lumps. Niece. The word had been almost a mantra, repeating over and over in Sorcha’s mind.
With a shudder he dropped the soap into a blue suction-cupped holder.
Turns out he knew one thing Sorcha wanted, and it wasn’t chaos. But what to do about it? He rinsed soap from his head, pondered his options.
Rose was hardly in cahoots with her aunt, but she was still in this up to her pretty little Southern eyeballs. She knew things, had talents that would help him track down and kill Sorcha LeFey. She was also the one thing that Sorcha seemed to want. He could use that. Set Rose up as bait and set the terms of battle with Sorcha. He’d get the twisted woman out of his head—and permanently end her abuse of the blood she’d stolen.
He twirled his ring, twisting it clock-wise around his finger. See, I’m not being friends, I’m being logical.
It made tactical sense to keep Rose around—and to keep her close.
Essence of bacon wafted tantalizingly up the stairs. Drawing in an appreciative breath, Sebastian yanked on his freshly-cleaned clothes and headed downstairs. Unlike born vampires, he hadn’t been able to give up blood entirely, but the idea of living without food held zero appeal. Blood sustained, it didn’t fill the belly.
For now, he’d take advantage of werewolf hospitality and fuel up for the coming fight. And he’d survey his companions. He knew all too well that allies today didn’t guarantee allies tomorrow. And when that status changed, he’d be ready.
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Slivers of hunger singed through Rose’s body.
Dar’s hands were on her waist, sliding up her sides. She arched into him, begging for more. Needing. He pressed her against the hard bark of a tree, denying her even a taste of his lips. Something wrapped around her wrists. Moaning, she fought the hold, desperate to touch him. But he faded into smoke.
The forest twisted around her, branches lengthening into strands of red.
They chased her through shadows, lashing at her ankles, wrapping tendrils around her neck. She tried to pull the strands off, but that only made them tighten. Made them whisper.
East. East. That is the map. That is the plan.
Sorcha’s voice.
Panic lent Rose strength. Lungs burning, she clawed at her bindings. She had to get away, couldn’t bear to see the broken shapes flocking around her aunt—the lines of power, like leashes, that connected each shape to her aunt’s fingers.
You’ve done well, Niece. Bring the wolf, if it pleases you.
I’m sure that it does. Doesn’t it, Rose?
“…Rose? Rose!”
Gasping, Rose lurched out of a deep slumber to find Raina’s face inches from her own. She tried to jerk away from the other woman, but her fingers were wrapped in the fae’s hair, holding on as if it were a fuchsia lifeline. Perhaps it was. Rose could still feel her aunt’s laughter, echoing inside her head.
“What happened?” Raina’s voice wavered uncertainly next to Rose’s ear.
“I—” Her throat flexed, mouth dry. She forced her hands to release their grip on Raina’s hair and eased back far enough to meet the fae’s eyes. Hexing hell, what did happen? I saw Sorcha, or dreamt of her. Was it the start of the LeFey curse, or just the afterburn from magically overextending herself?
Breath catching in her chest, Rose studied the sunlight filtering through the window. Morning was good, safe. But those weren’t Julian’s curtains. “Where exactly am I?”
“Fuzzy’s place,” another voice announced.
She frowned. “Sebastian?”
“The one and only.” He appeared overhead, propping his elbows on the back of the couch she was lying on, its fabric an unfamiliar khaki. In fact, the entire room was foreign, from the gray walls to the striped blanket tucked around her.
Right. The werewolf village.
This must be where they’d stuck her after she collapsed. She sighed. Why couldn’t fire be her element? It would make the post-casting situation so much less awkward. But fire wasn’t her element, and she had more important things to worry about. Checking she was still dressed, she pushed the blanket off and gained her feet. Grateful that the floor only wiggled slightly.
She took in the combined living room and kitchen. “Did everyone sleep here?”
“Nope. Well, not all of us.” Sebastian flashed a toothy grin at her.
Heat rushed from her cheeks to her chest. By Fuzzy he had meant Dar. She’d slept in Dar’s place. Had he stayed with her? No wonder the smell of him seemed to surround her, a tantalizing mix of cedar and male.
“The Alpha housed us all in his home,” Raina said.
“Except for the Terra,” Sebastian said. “He guarded your virtue all night.”
“Oh. Right. Well, that’s what fiancés do.” A sharp punch of disappointment and residual lust threatened to knock Rose over. She gripped the arm of the couch. God. She had to pull herself together—figure out what the heck she’d dreamed. Or hallucinated. “I’m sorry, y’all. I—I need a few minutes.”
“Of course.” Raina waved Sebastian out the door. “Set yourself to rights, then we must join Alpha Magnus and the others. It is just dawn, and there is much to say before the full weight of day is upon us.”
“Wait,” Rose called after them. “Can you tell me how Isis is?”
Stopping in the doorway, Raina smiled. “You will be pleased to know she is much improved and resting comfortably in the Alpha’s home.”
“Oh, thank God.” Relief made Rose’s knees weak—she’d been confident when they’d left the younger wolf at Julian’s, but tangling with that spell had sucked the certainty right out of her. She leaned over the couch and took a deep breath. The unique mix of smoke and cedar that was Dar washed over her. She wanted to curl back into that blanket, let her fingers slide down to where she longed for release…
She slapped herself. Find the washroom, dang it.
Alongside the couch, vinyl records and a giant sound system dominated the room. In the single pocket of free space sat a bold painting of jazz musicians playing on Frenchmen Street. A fist-sized dent sat beside the painting. She traced her fingers across the broken plaster, noted the dust littering a folded road map on the shelf below.
Fighting back an ache in her throat, she went and washed her face.
Her stomach dropped as she noticed flecks of red in her irises in the washroom mirror. She chanted a few lines and wiped the bags from under her eyes with a quick glamor, then returned order to her hair and color to her cheeks. Shaking her hands, she studied her fingernails—still their proper length, thank God.
“Whew.” She blew out a breath.
The magical backlash from yesterday had been intense. Six years ago, the dreams had seemed a small price to pay to access her mother’s craft. It was her family’s past, after all, why shouldn’t she see it?
She snorted.
How wonderfully naïve she’d been, when she’s started practicing blood magic in secret. Before she’d endured hours of haunting images from the LeFey’s long, vicious history. She’d gotten all too acquainted with the cost of casting.
But what she’d seen of Sorcha? That hadn’t felt like a dream.
Goosebumps raced across Rose’s skin as she stepped outside. The werewolf village was an unusual mix of old traditions spattered liberally with new technology that somehow managed to form a cohesive whole. She paused. Deep scratches marked building walls, with smears of red already being scrubbed clean.
How was she going to tell these people about Sorcha? The whole thing smacked of crazy. But was it crazier to believe what she’d seen? Sorcha was trying to manipulate her—the link with Dar clearly designed to cloud Rose’s judgement. Misinformation could be the next step. Besides, Sorcha never planned—and she hated maps.
Rose groaned. No point in muddying waters until I figure this out.
Right now, she had to help Julian take down the barrier spell and set the townspeople free. She jogged down the short flight of stairs to join Raina and Sebastian just as Dar appeared.
“My father is ready for us. As is breakfast.”
“And so is Rose’s face.” Sebastian clapped a hand against her shoulder. “Looking all polished up there, Red.”
“Gee, thanks.” Cheeks hot, she ducked her head. Guess I did too good a job on that glamour. 
“This way.” Dar took Raina’s arm without looking at Rose. She gulped. What had he told his pack—his father—about the spell between them?
She really didn’t want to have to explain the details of their connection to his father.
And she seriously needed to unglue her eyeballs from Dar’s ass. The members of his pack were watching her like angry gators with their tails in a twist. Her lips quirked as the werewolves’ flat stares shifted between her and Sebastian, the warning clear: witches and vampires weren’t welcome in their village. Rose couldn’t blame them. She wanted to ask how many wolves were still missing, but the words were lodged in her throat.
Head down, she followed Dar and Raina towards the Alpha’s two-story, circular wooden building.
“So the question is, who do those wolves hate more?”
Rose jumped as Sebastian’s voice floated by her ear.
“For some reason my ability to slink silently startles you? Perhaps you need some more beauty rest after all, my Southern belle. Or you doubt me—the horror.” He clutched a hand to his chest and mock staggered up a set of stairs. “Tragically, you give no reply to my brilliant inquiry. But, as I’m inexplicably fond of you, I’ll share my observations, anyway.”
She slanted a look at him.
“You.” He flashed a toothy grin.
“Wonderful,” she grumbled under her breath. No one should be so cheerful in the face of public condemnation. “You know, there’s something to be said for the old days.”
He chuckled. “What a shame that sunlight only burns vampires who made bad life choices.”
The perfume of roasted coffee greeted them as they reached the doorway. It should have felt welcoming; instead, the air pressed uncomfortably close.
“Take your food and a seat,” the Alpha voiced, low and fierce, from inside.
“Father.” Dar’s shoulders visibly tightened. “We should be searching, not eating.”
“There will be no more blind hunts. Now is the time for answers. Sit. Eat.”
Frustration rolled off Dar in waves, but he silently let Raina inside. Rose inched closer to Sebastian as they followed suit.
Warm light and the smell of cedar filled a large, circular room. Alpha Magnus stood before a stone hearth in the center of the space. In full Lykos form, he dominated the open space. Log benches, covered with padded green and brown cushions, surrounded the fire.
Julian sat upon one such bench, sipping from a steaming mug. He nodded at her, but the line of his jaw suggested the forthcoming conversation wouldn’t be easy.
She offered a hesitant smile.
“A LeFey blood witch has stolen power from this vampire,” Magnus gestured to Sebastian with an enormous paw, “and my daughter.” Rose flinched at the anger in his voice. “This witch has become an abomination. She has cast a magical net over my territory and attacked my pack. She infected mortals from our neighboring town, forcing me to divide my forces to protect both the town and our neighbors. Their Chief demands answers. As do I. Explain yourselves, witches.”
Yeah, telling the Alpha she’d seen inside her aunt’s head was not happening.
“Alpha, I’ve already given you the best summary I can of yesterday’s events,” Julian said. “While I’m no supporter of rash action, I do agree with Darrius. We must pursue Sorcha and disable her communication shield, we need to reach the outside, get assistance.”
Magnus snorted. “Your mad witch isn’t leaving. She’s trapped herself with her prey.”
“With all due respect, Alpha, I must—”
“I’ll suffer no more spells in my territory, Terra.”
Staying with her prey, that makes sense. There was nothing but mountains to the east. So why did that dream of her leaving feel so real? Because I’m cracked, that’s why. Rose blindly grabbed a cup of coffee and sat down beside Julian. God. It’d taken Sorcha less than a day to fry Rose’s judgement. She’d keep quiet and stick with Julian. He always knew the right thing to do.
“Arguing is more enjoyable with bacon,” Sebastian said. “But I’ve got my own questions, starting with why Rose was at Sorcha’s shop in the first place?”
“Her grandmother asked her to check on Sorcha,” Julian said.
“Seriously?” Sebastian waved a fork in her direction. “No offense, darling, but aside from the family connection, who on earth would send you to deal with a potentially dangerous witch?”
“Family connection?” Magnus growled.
Girding her insides, Rose met his gaze. “I’m her niece. My Grand-maman, Leonora LeFey, hadn’t heard from Sorcha for a couple of weeks. She asked me to check in—though she’d meant me to do it with Julian here. But…I know Grand-maman didn’t have any idea what Sorcha was up to. Much as she likes to keep things in the family, she’d never endanger y’all.”
“Is that so?” Brows lowered, the Alpha sent his son a pointed glance.
Curses, curses, curses. Magnus knew about the spell between them. Or suspected. She wasn’t sure which was worse. Just keep quiet and pray he’s southern about the matter. “I—”
“Awfully convenient, isn’t it?” Sebastian said.
“What is?” Dar sounded like a drowning man grasping at a lifeline.
“How very prepared Sorcha was. And how perfectly timed all of our arrivals were—including our red-haired witch’s. Right after I’m stabbed in the back, and Raina travels all the way from the fae stronghold, searching for a cure for her mother.”
“It was planned,” Dar said.
Rose’s gaze traveled across the dancing flames and over exposed cedar flooring to rest on a large pair of sturdy male feet. She glared at the feet. Wanting Dar played right into Sorcha’s warped hands. Heat that had nothing to do with coffee crept into Rose’s body, scalding her insides.
“So?” Magnus boomed. “I would assume witches have to plan their spells.”
“Indeed,” Julian said, “witches do plan their spells. But Sorcha’s actions are beyond regular casting. Not only has she mixed bloodlines, she orchestrated a shockingly elaborate plot. We cannot predict her next moves without taking that into account.”
It’s not that simple.
But Rose couldn’t say it. Nor could she tear her gaze away from Dar. His muscular calves led to a pair of sturdy knees, only partly visible beneath the khaki shorts he had on. Her cheeks flushed, lips dry.
Heat smoldered in Dar’s eyes as he propped his elbows against his knees.
Could werewolves smell arousal? Shoot and damnation. She wasn’t the only one caught in the spell’s trap. She took a hasty gulp of coffee. Coughing, she prayed her recent train of inappropriate thought wasn’t written in blazing color across her face.
Dar regarded Sebastian. “Are you suggesting Sorcha has allies?”
“Suggesting? I consider it stating the obvious, Fuzzy.”
Rose wrinkled her nose. “I’m not so sure, y’all. Sorcha’s never been much of a planner. Or a team player.”
“Are you saying the perpetrator is someone other than your aunt, witch?” Magnus’s voice was so mild that she made the error of facing him. But there was no mistaking the danger promised in his black-rimmed, lupine gaze.
Her throat locked. She really needed to think before she spoke.
“Doubtful.” Sebastian wandered to the edge of the room as if he hadn’t a care in the world. “Rose may not be the most articulate soul in the world, but she’s yet to prove she’s a complete imbecile.”
She flinched. His voice had gone oddly flat and he had a hard look in his eye.
“Mind your tongue,” Raina said.
“It has its own mind. And I do try to encourage independent thought.”
“I believe Rose was attempting to convey the unlikelihood of Sorcha having cultivated other witches as allies,” Julian said, still seated on the bench, one ankle crossed over a knee. “Sorcha chose exile from our society.”
“Interesting.” Sebastian made an exaggerated display of studying his nails, then smiled. “And yet, my unconscious self didn’t drag itself into her shop. Which means we already know who helped her.”
Rose glanced around. Everyone else looked as confused as she felt. Pushing hurt aside, she tipped her head sideways and studied the vampire. For someone who’d been so affable in the face of danger, he was acting strangely defensive. As far as she was concerned, that meant old hurts. “You think her ally is the vampire who betrayed you?”
“Obviously.”
“You called him the father of your house…” Rose’s eyes widened. “You compared Sorcha’s hunger to turning.” She waited for Sebastian to tell her she was wrong. Yet he said nothing. Her mouth fell open. “That’s why she picked you. You were turned.”
“Here I thought it was for my charming demeanor.”
Rose’s gut twisted. She had to explain why Sebastian had been chosen—which meant showcasing her understanding of blood magic in front of Dar’s father. Hex it all. She glanced at Julian, who gave a slight nod. Dang. Nothing else for it.
Clearing her throat, she clutched her mug and stared at the ceiling. “To merge bloodlines, Sorcha would have needed a turned vampire, one whose blood carried a strain as close to the original vampyr virus as possible. She didn’t suck out your power—she resurrected the original contagion. Or something like it.” Putting her mug down, she dragged fingers through her hair. “The dead never come back right, you know?”
“Turned?” Magnus snorted. “No vampire’s been turned for centuries. Last case I heard of was back in that English woman’s court in fifteen-something.”
“So we’ve been told,” she said.
“Rose…” Julian’s voice was thick with warning.
Facing her betrothed, she spread her hands wide. “It’s the only explanation. Blood magic can twist, distort, even occasionally resurrect. But it can’t create, not truly. Sorcha required a blueprint for her infection. And that’s why her victims are so afflicted.”
Magnus pointed a heavy paw at Sebastian. “Who betrayed you, leech?”
The vampire seemed to meld into the room’s shadows. “He’ll be long gone by now.”
She wished she could offer him comfort, but she knew he wouldn’t welcome such a thing. Though she couldn’t just drop the subject. Did this vampire’s involvement mean she wasn’t crazy? If she’d truly seen Sorcha in that dream, could her aunt be following his orders? Was this vampire the one driving Sorcha east?
Rose’s fingers curled around her neck.
“Please, Sebastian,” she whispered. “Every piece of information is valuable.”
“Fine.” White fangs flashed as Sebastian appeared once more by the fire. “The bastard who sold me to that crazy bitch is none other than Renard Moreaux, Master of New Orleans.”
Julian let out a low whistle.
Saint Merlin’s blessed breath. How on earth had Sorcha allied herself with such a vampire? She didn’t negotiate—she’d never learned to go around obstacles she couldn’t go through. She’d simply left society and stopped communicating with anyone. Or so Rose had thought. Whatever her aunt was planning, it was far worse than she had feared.
Rose dug her fingers into the padded cushion. “I might know where—”
“Father, if the blood witch has a vampire’s aid, we have to pursue her.” Dar rose from his seat and partly stepped between her and Magnus. “We can’t wait for the next attack, or we risk losing those still missing.”
“I won’t leave our village vulnerable, not to chase shadows in the forest.”
“Some of the scouts reported movement to the east,” Dar said.
“Alpha Magnus, if you’ll allow me to disable the communications barrier—”
“The scouts have seen things across the whole territory, Darrius.” Magnus rounded on Julian, fists clenched. “And don’t test me, Terra. I won’t send more witches into my woods until I’m satisfied I know where the first one is.”
“No!” Somehow Rose was on her feet, heart beating in her throat. “We can’t wait, because she’s not coming back. She’s going east. Whatever she’s going to get, she thinks it will make her invincible. So we need to stop her before she gets there.”
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Dar stared at Rose. His father would grant only a few moments for her to explain how she knew about Sorcha before carving the information from Rose’s hide. And Dar would be forced to let him.
Teeth tight, Dar kept his eyes on her. “Talk.”
“I…Ah…” Rose stammered. Morning sunlight slanted through the tall windows lining the Alpha’s main room. Their beams framed the apprehension on her face. Her fingers twisted together, as if she hoped to weave the smoky air into a blanket to hide beneath. “I was dreaming, or, well, that’s the wrong word. I—”
“Alpha Magnus, my apologies,” Julian interrupted. He slid down the bench and put an arm around Rose, trying to ease her back into her seat. “My betrothed engaged in complicated magics yesterday, and that has no doubt impaired her judgement.”
Her shoulders twitched as if trying to slough off the touch.
Dar battled the urge to rip the Terra away from her. He couldn’t challenge the male’s claim, especially not in front of his father. “I asked her, Terra. Not you.”
“Yes, darling, please do explain your sudden super-witch vision,” Sebastian said.
A snarl threatened the edges of Dar’s lips. He pulled them into a flat line.
“No super vision.” She drew a shaky breath. “Julian’s not entirely wrong—sometimes when I cast, I…see things afterwards.” Her words were slow and stilting, as though being dragged from some far corner of her soul. “Last night, I saw Sorcha. I think. It was unclear. Confused. But she kept thinking about traveling east.”
“That’s not all, is it, witch?” Magnus growled.
“I… No, I don’t think it is.” Rose lifted her chin. “Sorcha was thinking about a map. And her victims travel with her.”
“Sorcha wouldn’t dare go east!” Raina sent Dar an appalled look.
“Wouldn’t dare? The east had a wicked witch, but as I recall, she died. Perhaps our rampaging lunatic is interested in taking up the vacancy?” Sebastian emerged from the shadows.
The fae’s mouth formed an alarmed circle.
“Enough! That general direction holds some significance for the fae people,” Magnus barked, his guttural tone discouraging any further commentary. Paw flexing, he took a deceive step forward. “And Sorcha LeFey couldn’t possibly claim to know what that is. Move, Darrius. I’ll claw the truth from her niece.”
“It’s the truth, ah swear.” Rose’s lips were chalk white and trembling. “Ah don’t know how she got a map, but she sure was thinking of one.”
Dar’s nails gouged into his palms.
I must give way to my Alpha. But the scent of Rose’s fear licked his nose, and his feet refused to move. He couldn’t tell whether he was protecting her because it was his nature, or because the cursed spell was driving him to it. Either way, he had no interest in a proverbial witch hunt.
He wanted to lead a real one.
“Father, this is our best lead as to where Sorcha is going,” he declared, voice harsher than intended. “It’s our only lead.”
“And if Sorcha travels east, I must follow,” Raina said. “I cannot ignore such a threat.”
Julian shook his head. “There should be no pursuit until the Terra have been consulted.”
“Around and around we go,” Sebastian said. “We can’t contact anyone until we bring down Sorcha’s spell. Oh, and I’ve promised the witch I’ll take her head. I do try to keep those promises.”
“The longer we wait to dispel the barrier, the more dangerous it becomes,” Rose whispered. “For us as well as those townspeople it’s feeding from. And if the fae are in the east…”
Dar rubbed a hand across the mark on his chest.
With the exception of the two witches still seated on the bench, everyone in the room stood around the central fire. Arms were tense, eyes wary. The air thick with suspicion. He understood his father’s reticence, knew his trust was blurred by unwanted bonds.
Yet time was running out.
“A powerful spell,” Raina muttered. “Rose, when did you experience that glimpse into Sorcha’s mind?”
“Just before dawn, I think.” A tantalizing wisp of peaches and cream drifted across his nose. Dar tore his gaze away from Rose before he did anything stupid, like scoop her into his arms and cart her back to his cabin. He studied Raina, noting the concern etching itself deeper into her features as Rose spoke. “I remember dreaming… about something else, then everything went red, and I was seeing her thoughts. Why do you ask?”
“I’m not sure—yet,” Raina said. “I beg your pardon, Alpha. But I must consult the tree outside.”
“To think, all this time we’ve been making decisions without consulting the foliage,” Sebastian said.
“Not helpful. This endless back and forth isn’t getting us anywhere.” Dar glared at Sebastian before facing his father. “Father?”
The Alpha nodded once, and Dar followed Raina outside. Hopefully the air would clear his head. At least it would remove him from Rose’s vicinity. Taking a breath of fresh air, he found it unsatisfying, lacking the cold bite of early morning that he needed.
He poked at a branch with his finger. “Sure this tree is going to offer us some answers?”
“Honestly, Darrius, I hope it does not.”
“Well, shit.” He hunkered down beside Raina as she crouched beside a young huckleberry, whose adolescent leaves brushed the steps. “Want to tell me what we’re doing out here?”
She sighed and ran her fingers across bright leaves. “Rhosenveyl, my home, is the most well-protected Wrinkle. The first Wrinkle. A magical bastion shrouded in a veil so complete no mortal technology can even fathom its existence. Yet somehow, both your father and Sorcha appear to be familiar with its location.”
He raked a hand through his hair, still damp from his second shower. He had insisted on staying with the search parties all night, doing everything he could to find the missing wolves. The hunt had left him sleep-deprived and far from his best, and cold water had failed to improve things. Had he missed something? He frowned at the fae. “I don’t follow.”
“I am sorry, I am still trying to order my thoughts.”
“Take a moment.” Earth knew, Dar needed one too. He leaned back, propping his elbows on the stairs behind him.
Eyes partly closed, he studied the sky above him. The hairs on the back of his neck tugged. He couldn’t see Sorcha’s magic, but he felt it—an oppressive crackling, like a hornets’ nest waiting for someone fool enough to kick it.
Was the spell between Rose and him distorting his judgement? Shouldn’t his first instinct be the same as his father’s—to stay and guard his home? That was why he needed the time outside, away from Rose and her hold over him.
He scrubbed his eyes and watched Raina whisper to the branches. The huckleberry’s leaves quivered before her.
He frowned. “There’s no wind today.”
“No, that is part of my concern.” She glanced at him, eyes full of worry. “I am asking this young plant to tell me about the air.”
Dry leaves rustled, creating a soft, earth-borne rattle.
“Is it answering?”
Raina lifted a finger and Dar fell silent. She leaned towards the rippling branches, so close that small light green leaves brushed her ear. Huh. It wasn’t a myth; fae really could talk to plants. Who’d have thought that part of the stories was real?
The huckleberry crackled energetically.
Her face tightened. “Oh, dear.”
He sat up. “Raina?”
“I believe…” She swallowed and dusted off her skirt before meeting his gaze. “I believe we are in trouble. Julian Terra-Therion is more correct than he knows about the need to disable Sorcha’s shield. And soon.”
Dar drew a long breath. “I’m not telling that Terra he’s right. You can explain the developments to everyone at once.”
She gripped his arm. “Please. Say you’ll help convince your father?”
Dar paused in the doorway. There’d been an unfamiliar distance between him and his father all night. At first, he’d been too busy with the pack to notice. Then he’d noted the chill that remained between them even when the other wolves weren’t around. He hated that he’d been too afraid to ask why. “I’ll do what I can.”
He led her back inside, finding a tense silence had developed in their absence. Though he was careful to keep his eyes averted from Rose, he couldn’t stop himself from once more imposing his shoulder between her and his father.
“Father, the Lady Raina has something to tell us.”
“The plant with whom I spoke is unhappy with the day.” Raina’s body was stiff beside him, her words formal. “It does not like the way the air is thick and hot, lying heavy upon its leaves. Though its food is plentiful, it misses the wind. It claims that, as of a short time ago, the wind stopped. Completely.”
Julian slowly rose from his seat. “Are you certain?”
Raina gave a single, sharp nod. “Yes.”
Pregnant silence gripped the room, so deep Dar imagined he could hear the earth herself beating. Then Sebastian let out a low whistle.  “Well, shit.”
“It would appear, Alpha,” Julian said. “That Sorcha’s spell has begun blocking the very air we breathe. It is now of vital importance that we dispel this shield—which, I fear, can only be done in person. We must travel to its edge immediately.”
“You’ll not make demands in my house, witch.” Magnus stepped around Dar to point a clawed finger at Julian. “If the Fourth House seeks to reignite war, Terra, these theatrics aren’t necessary.”
Julian’s head snapped back like he’d been struck. “Alpha Magnus, I swear, this is no attack on your House. The LeFeys may have a complicated past, but Rose has never harmed anyone—”
“Enough.” Magnus faced Rose. “You claim your family had no warning?”
Dar’s lips tugged. He flattened them into a line to keep himself from snarling.
She lifted her gaze. “None, sir. There’s no way Grand-maman would take such a risk. If she’d even suspected Sorcha of dealing with a vampire, she’d have gone straight to the Magestracy.”
“And what proof of this do you offer?”
It took every ounce of Dar’s will to hold still. Fangs pushed against his gums. “Father, they saved Isis’s life. Surely there can be no further proof until we’re able to speak with the outside. And I believe them.”
“That does not mean what it should.”
The accusation speared his gut. “Are you questioning my loyalty?”
“No.” His father let out a disgusted huff. “Just your scent.”
“What?” His gaze collided with Rose’s.
The mix of horror, lust, and shame in her eyes punched right through him. Desire crackled over his skin. Dammit. That could not happen right now. He hadn’t considered the possibility that others would sense the spell—that it would inflict real changes.
Stomach sinking, he jerked his attention back to his father.
Magnus’s head dipped in thought, firelight warming the pale hues of his fur. “I’d hoped I was mistaken, that the smell was just a trick of smoke. But it clings to your fur like a sickness—one that threatens to infect my House. And worse, you listen to their words over those of your Alpha.”
Shock knocked the wind from Dar’s chest.
His father’s silvering muzzle curled upwards to reveal long, white fangs. “In my worst moments, I never imagined you’d take a witch to mate.”
Rose lurched to her feet. “It’s not his fault! Sorcha bound him with a spell. Or, well, she started it and—”
Julian yanked her back, clamping a hand over her mouth.
Disapproval radiated from Magnus. The silvering paws visibly tightened.
“Enough!” Dar pushed Julian and Rose back onto the bench, removing them from striking distance. He faced his father. No. This wasn’t his father, it was his Alpha. Lowering his gaze, Dar let his body slowly shift into his Lykos form. Deference mattered more when it came from the true form. “Father, I assure you. I’d never take a mate without your consent.”
“It’s not always that simple, Darrius.”
“You think I’d pick one such as her?”
“Then explain how you smell like it.”
Anger and fear churned through Dar’s gut. It was crucial to choose a mate wisely. Otherwise, there would be disaster—pack-ending, challenge-losing disaster. He threw a heavy paw in Rose’s direction. “I’m no witch’s puppet! I’m heir to this pack. My mate will be a leader. An equal. Not some scrap of a city-dwelling witch.”
The soft sound Rose made struck him in the chest and squeezed his heart.
But it only fueled his rage.
“I must confirm,” Sebastian said. “There’ve been lots of doe-eyes and a dash of creepy chanting, but nothing truly interesting.”
“Stay out of this, leech,” Dar snarled.
“Darrius.”
“My apologies, Father.” Taking a deep breath, he forced his head back down and flattened his ears. “Sorcha LeFey did this to me after she harmed Isis. I don’t know why, and I don’t care. All that matters is stopping her and removing all her sick magic. From everything.”
“Tell me, Terra,” Magnus rumbled. “Why has my son not been freed?”
Julian cleared his throat. “I’m afraid we had to focus our magic on saving who we could yesterday. And the more I learn of Sorcha’s spell, of her shield covering the area, the more I’m certain we can’t safely undo the spell on your son until that shield is dismantled.”
“I’ll start preparing the dispel right away.” Rose’s words sliced through him. “I…I promise.”
Every inch of him ached to pull her close, to beg forgiveness and to chase the hurt from her voice. Which officially made him the dumbest of dogs.
Got to keep the focus on the hunt.
And the collar off my neck.
“Father, I formally ask permission to take a small party of warriors and the Terra to the shield’s edge. The witches tell us its center is based in Pinemount, and that it’s shaped as a giant dome. We’ll travel due east to where the edge strikes the earth. We remove her shield, then we can track her.” Dar locked his aching jaw in place and waited for his father’s permission.
“We must determine whether she truly journeys east,” Raina added.
“I appreciate your concerns, fair one, but I cannot be hasty—with you or any of my people,” Magnus said. “If the witch is mad enough to head into the mountains, she will walk in a great many circles.”
Frustration grabbed Dar by the scruff and gave a nasty squeeze.
His father put too much stock in the security offered by Rosh Lupin’s remote location, nestled into the western side of the Cascade Mountain Range. Jagged peaks surrounded them, with those to the east reaching ever closer to the sky. A lot could hide in those peaks. Both his people and the fae had been doing it for over three hundred years.
He snuck a glance at Rose, noting the strain of her brow.
It wasn’t logical. He had no proof. But he believed she was right that Sorcha traveled east. Madness. No wonder his father hesitated.
Raina sent a desperate glance at Julian.
“Alpha Magnus, as much as I support careful planning, time may be a factor for all of us if the air is now being contained,” he said. “Sorcha appears to have tied much of herself into the dome’s creation—”
“I dislike being manipulated, Terra-Therion.” Magnus regarded Julian down the length of his snout. “But I agree with my son. Living beneath a spell of Sorcha LeFey’s creation cannot be allowed.”
Anticipation flared in Dar’s chest.
“Darrius.” His father’s attention once more rested heavily upon him. The edge of doubt ringing those eyes cut Dar to the quick. “You may take Ler and Worag with you, and escort Julian Terra-Therion east until you reach the edge of Sorcha’s shield.”
So few? “Father, Sorcha’s creatures are powerful, I can’t defeat them with only two wolves—”
“You’ll need me as well.” Rose’s voice was a soothing balm over his raw senses. It made him want to curl up against her and lay his head in her lap…
No. This had to stop.
“Need you?” Dar snapped. “You’re not going anywhere other than home.”
She flinched, but her gaze remained steady. “Julian will need help.”
“She’s right. Rose’s knowledge in this area exceeds my own. If Sorcha’s shield spell is as powerful as it appears, I will likely require assistance in dispelling it.” Julian’s steady, unaffected demeanor made Dar want to break things.
Most specifically, he wanted to break things against Julian’s head.
“Don’t worry, witchy-darling, I’ll make sure the forest doesn’t bite. Because there’s no bloody way I’m staying behind.” A glint of steel punctuated the statement. Dar glanced over to find Sebastian methodically polishing his borrowed blade.
“And me,” Raina said. “I must know if my people are endangered.”
“Very well, Darrius,” Magnus said. His father raked his paws over his silvered head, before sending Dar a weight-filled glance. “It appears you will also be in company with Julian Terra’s betrothed, the Printrionsa Ellura, and that vampire. You will be cautious and will stand as my representative if needed. And when Avery insists on joining you, as he undoubtedly will, the choice is yours. I cannot risk sending more without knowing where the witch truly hides.”
Dar set his teeth and nodded respectfully. “Of course, Alpha.”
His father was making it painfully clear he no longer trusted Dar’s judgement. He’d not been given so many instructions since his first hunt at the age of eight. And two warriors and his best friend were all he’d have with him?
Fine. He’d make it work.
As he made his way outside to gather supplies, his vision stilled over the beams of sunlight caught in Rose’s copper hair. Her full lips were pulled into a thoughtful frown. Desire heated his blood. He clenched his teeth, willing it back.
Fuck. Traveling with Rose through the forest? It promised to be a new form of torture, but at least her presence would prove to his stupid libido just how unsuitable she was for life in the woods. One uncomfortable day—two at the most—was a small price to pay to regain his father’s trust.
Dar would manage this journey to the shield’s edge.
And when it was over, he’d be free
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Rose tilted her chin as high as she dared as Dar disappeared around a bend, hidden by a line of trees. The other wolves who’d been sent with them were already scouting ahead, forging their path to Sorcha’s spell. The landscape was towering forest and thick moss, interspersed with floating leaves and upside-down mushrooms. Their pace was fast—faster than she could manage—and her companions became distant figures.
She understood the urgency; she just couldn’t get her feet to cooperate.
Adjusting her heavy backpack, she glared upward at the sky.
Far above the tree tops sat Sorcha’s magic. It pressed down on Rose with every step. With each pulse her skin tingled, fingers itching to cast their own blood spell. Longings she’d tried to leave in the past began to pick away at her defenses—urges she had to ignore, because Julian needed her help to tear that shield apart.
Overheated air lodged in her chest at the thought.
Her aunt had planned this whole affair, from kidnapping members of the other races, to trapping them beneath her dome.
Did Sorcha do all this just to get to me?
If so, it was working.
Sorcha wanted Rose in the east—exactly where she was heading. The exposure to blood magic. The bond with Dar. All the pieces Sorcha would think necessary to push Rose into a relapse. Hex it. Dar alone would have been enough to break Rose’s mother.
Stumbling up a sharp incline, she gave a bitter laugh.
She’d had a hole in her heart ever since her eight-year-old self had opened that bathroom door. That day, she’d promised herself no man would break her, then she’d nearly broken that promise over Carlos. The contract with Julian was protection, not—
“Enjoying your stroll in the park, my Southern Belle?”
Her foot caught on a protruding root, sending her careening forward. “Eek!” She flailed her arms in a mad, windmill motion.
Something grabbed her pack, pulled her upright and held her steady. “Where did that tree learn its manners? Shameful.”
The full weight of the backpack returned to her shoulders, and she groaned beneath it. “Dang it, Sebastian.”
“Who’d have thought a sweaty, tired woman could be so jumpy?”
Wiping her sleeve across her forehead, she stared at him. A smile teased the corner his mouth. It seemed genuine—but who could tell? Yesterday, she’d thought his behavior a sign of burgeoning friendship. Three hours ago, in the Alpha’s home, she’d been forced to reassess. Dar’s resentment she’d understood, but Sebastian’s cruel words had cut straight through her.
She looked past him down the trail, sighing as Julian and Raina vanished behind a rocky outcrop. After only sixty minutes of hiking, her lack of preparedness for a trek in the wilderness had become painfully apparent. No one else seemed to care how far she lagged behind. She should be grateful Sebastian wanted to keep her company. But the last thing she wanted right now was an audience.
“Ah’m fine,” she said. “No need to babysit the straggler.”
It had been a relief to leave the werewolf commune and its unwelcoming stares. In fact, she welcomed the space between herself and the others. Dar hadn’t so much as glanced at her since leaving his father’s home, whereas Julian had been blisteringly proper during their hour’s preparations. He was probably wondering whether she had led them into a trap. Then again, so was she.
Sebastian fell into step beside her. “I must say that long walks in nature do nothing to bring out your charming personality.”
She grunted. Perhaps vampires were only nice to people when they were injured and hungry?
“What? No witty rejoinder?”
“Nope.” Rose rubbed her neck and tried to walk faster. Her thighs burned. Her feet ached. And she wasn’t up to divining vampire fact from well-presented fiction. She needed to use this brief window to test her magic, to see how bad the cravings hit when casting a simple spell.
“Look, just go on up ahead. I’m right good at bringing up the rear.”
Confident he’d return to the others, she focused on following the rough trail. It wound underneath a toppled tree trunk, so large that a row of saplings sprouted along the top. She took a deep breath, the hot air uncomfortably thick with moisture. Nine a.m. in the Cascade Mountains and it felt like deep afternoon in the bayou.
It’s hotter than a goat’s butt in a pepper patch, and twice as ornery.
God. Sorcha’s shield dome needed to be dispelled—soon. The spell fed from the people in Pinemount, drawing power through the threads she’d touched. Too long, and there’d be no one alive to save. But the dispel would demand every ounce of skill Rose possessed.
But what if using my blood magic is exactly what we need to stop the dome?
It would only be this one time—
Shut up, that’s what addicts think.
“Wow, your lips are moving but no sound’s coming out. Shall we pause for you to catch your breath?”
Great, she had a spectator.
“Nope, ah’m just fine. You go on now.”
“Where would the fun be in that?” Swinging around in front of her, he skipped backwards with enviable agility. “Come now, this hike will feel so much longer if we don’t find a way to entertain ourselves.”
That was it.
She stopped cold. “Is that what I am?”
“Err. I don’t know.” Sebastian’s brow furrowed, eyes darted from side to side. “What do you think you are?”
“Entertainment. To you.”
“Uh.”
“Because you can look somewhere else for that.” Minding her footing on the cursed forest floor, she aimed a cool smile at him. “Thank you kindly for your earlier assistance. Please don’t feel obligated to stay.” Yanking on the straps of her pack, she squared her jaw and brushed past him.
“Now this is just stupid,” he muttered from behind her.
She trudged up the hill as fast as she could. She’d show him. Stupid was pretending to be her friend and then literally throwing her to the wolves. Or having your fiancé treat you with a cold, indifferent mask. Or fighting with your temporary allies because you were sexually frustrated.
Her shoulders drooped.
She was a LeFey, she understood how awful it was to have your dirty laundry aired before unsympathetic strangers—that’d get anyone all tore up. Besides, Sebastian hadn’t promised friendship. That’d been entirely in her head. Merlin’s blood, she really needed to listen to Julian’s advice.
Stopping again, she glanced back at Sebastian. “Ah’m sorry.”
A corner of his lips curled upwards, and he rolled his shoulders in an elaborate shrug. “Why are you sorry? I was being an ass. I’ve had a lot of time to hone the skill. It’d be rather sad if it didn’t work, don’t you think?”
She shrugged. “Yeah, well, I knew why you were being an ass. This isn’t your fault.”
“You wound me. I take great pleasure in believing many things are my fault.”
“Well, this ain’t.” Most of this mess was Sorcha’s fault. But the past few hours had made it painfully clear that, if Rose didn’t get a grip on herself, a whole cocktail of problems would be on her. Offering him a half smile, she resumed the trudge ahead.
Sebastian fell into step beside her once more. Her cheek burned and she knew he was studying her profile.
“Do you know I can hear blood pressure?”
“Huh?”
“I’m old enough to have picked up an assortment of nifty tricks, including hearing blood pressure. I always know when someone’s about to blow. Usually, I don’t much care, as long as it’s not at me… unless it would be entertaining to nudge them over the edge.” He waggled dark brows at her, yet his tone was oddly apologetic.
Frowning, she tripped over a root and had to catch herself against a nearby tree trunk. “Ouch. Dang it. What are you saying?”
“I’m saying it’s stupid, leaving the least experienced with such a heavy pack.”
She snorted. Whatever he’d been referring to, it hadn’t been her pack. “If you don’t want to explain, fine. As for the rest, I brought it, I carry it. Those were the stated wilderness rules.”
“Red, you just found my kryptonite.” Sebastian’s mouth split into a wide grin.
Lifting an eyebrow, she tipped her head at him. Then the weight lifted off her back and he flipped on the backpack with a fluid gesture.
“Hey! We’re supposed to carry our own supplies.”
“Gasp.” He clutched a hand to his chest in mock dread. “You mean we might anger the great and noble Julian? Will we tremble in fear before his scholarly finger wave?”
“Hah.” Rose made a grab for her pack. “I can carry my stuff.”
“Of course you can—eventually.” He effortlessly evaded her efforts and bounced down the trail. “Consider this time to gain your forest feet. Like sea-legs, only involving more moss and potential for moose shit.”
A huff of laughter escaped her. “Ah’ll have to work on avoiding those moose droppings.”
“Oh? I hear that it can be quite the werewolf aphrodisiac.”
“That’s so not funny right now.”
“Sure it is, just in the painfully relevant kind of way.”
He grinned, and she couldn’t help but smile back. With the heavy pack off her shoulders, she was able to make better time along the rough path. At this rate, they might even catch up to the others. Assuming Julian let them take a break.
“Thanks,” she said to Sebastian.
He gave a flourishing bow and helped her up a rise of shale.
“Not that I’m complaining, but why are you still here? Traveling,” she added, when Sebastian sent her a questioning glance, “with us.”
Amusement slid from his face. “Sorcha stole from more than just me when she took my blood.”
“Right.” Rose chewed on her lip. “It’s your vampire father’s blood, too. Why would he sell you to her?”
Mouth working, he shoved strands of dark hair from his face. “Because the method of my turning cost him, too. He’s never forgiven me. Though I never thought he’d let his hatred drive him to this.”
“What did you lose?” she asked softly.
A bitter smile twisted his lips. “Renard’s daughter. My wife.”
She couldn’t imagine how one had led to the other, but now wasn’t the time to question him further. Laying a hand on his arm, she gave it a light squeeze and let silence reign as they walked over another swell of earth.
A pulse of magic crackled above the trees.
Longing stole her breath and spiked along her skin. A hail of dew drops flew from the ground, shooting towards the sky. She slumped onto a nearby stump, dropping her head between her knees. “Hex it. This dome is getting more powerful by the minute.”
“Red?”
She waved a hand in his general direction and concentrated on breathing. She didn’t need to run any tests, didn’t need to check. Sorcha’s spell was ready and waiting to steal Rose’s very soul. She studied her fingernails. Her change wouldn’t be like Sorcha’s…unless she, too, stole power, taking from the fae she’d be casting beside, or the werewolf who’d been bound to her against his will.
Chest shuddering, she lifted her head and met Sebastian’s gaze. “I need to ask you something. And I need you to say yes.”
His jaw flexed. “Isn’t that what the Ice Prince is for?”
“No.” She shook her head and forced herself to stand. “And don’t call Julian that. He’s a good man. Too good. As soon as we reach the edge, we’ll begin the dispel. Given how fast the air is heating, we’ll have to. Julian will be locked in the casting with me—he won’t be able to protect himself.”
Sebastian let out a long whistle. “Protect himself… from you?”
She nodded. “My power—it’s the same as Sorcha’s. And she wants me to use it. Blood witches are rare, and Sorcha’s always said families should cast together.”
“Then don’t cast.”
“Doubt I’ll have a choice. If Julian tries to undo this dome on his own, it’ll kill him. And probably seal all our fates. Which is why he can’t know.”
“Dammit, Rose.” He dragged his hands down his face.
“I grew up with Sorcha. This ain’t the first time she’s tried to manipulate me.” Stepping towards him, she kept her gaze where his hands covered his eyes. Worry tightened her throat. “Ah know blood magic. I can do this, so long as I can trust you’ll take me out if things go sideways.”
His fingers parted far enough for him to glare at her out of one eye.
“I find I’m rather reluctant to plan your demise,” he said after a long pause. “But I can promise you this: if you start becoming Sorcha, I’ll slit your throat before your nails can grow so much as an inch.”
Pressing her palms into her stomach, she let relief trickle through her. “Thank you.”
“I’m not big on anything that might be called friendship.” He cleared his throat and slapped a hand against her back. “No more serious topics. We get enough of that from your charming fiancé. Now, say something entertaining to help relieve the monotony of trees while we catch up.”
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Dar refused to slow down. He refused to alter his course. And he absolutely refused to look back at Rose. This spell was not going to break him. Instead, they were going to reach Sorcha’s shield and break it.
Pushing through a cloud of twigs, he kept his attention on the path ahead.
Their progress was slower than he liked, especially with Sorcha’s distortion muddying their path. Then again, he was used to traveling through the Cascades’ backcountry with a team of dedicated Rangers or while hunting with his pack. Hiking with a fae princess, a vampire, and two witches, complete with spell-casting paraphernalia, was a wholly new experience. As it was, he’d adopted his human form for the journey—an attempt to smooth Julian’s ruffled feathers after the meeting with his father.
Dar pressed his hand to his heart, where the sting from that encounter still burned.
The sooner they succeeded, the sooner he could regain his father’s trust. At least most of his party appeared capable of handling the rough terrain. Frankly, Rose was the only one who was ridiculously unprepared. He squashed a twinge of concern at the thought of her, bringing up the rear of their small party. Under normal circumstances, he’d help her explore the wild and awe-inspiring slice of earth that was his home—
A fetid scent jabbed his senses.
Moving swiftly, Dar signaled his pack brothers, Worag and Ler, who were both traveling in full Lykos form, to guard their flanks. They broke off to each side, while he and Avery moved ahead and stopped at the top of a ridge.
A broken body lay at the bottom of the deep, moss-covered gully. Fractured limbs sat at unnatural angles, fingers curled as if they’d been trying to claw for higher ground. In the bottled heat of the woods, the stench was unnaturally repellent.
“Shit.” Avery pressed his arm to his nose as he hunkered down.
“Yeah.” Dar surveyed the scene for any signs of movement.
“Interesting. I’d thought we weren’t following Sorcha’s exact trail?” Julian approached alongside Raina, both peering over Avery.
“No trail’s clear under this dome,” Dar said. “But I don’t think we’re following her.”
“So why is this one alone? Where are the others?” Raina asked. “I thought they had to follow their master.”
Squatting on his heels, Julian studied the corpse. “I’d hazard a guess that Sorcha’s control over these creatures is incomplete. There may be ones that are able to leave her vicinity depending on the particular manifestation of their infection. We saw this with those who remained in town. It should have occurred to me earlier.”
Dar’s hackles rose. He stepped back from the edge and sniffed the air.
There was no sign of any other creatures, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. Catching Ler’s eye, he dipped his head in a circular manner. The other wolf nodded and disappeared into the trees. He’d search the surrounding area and ensure they weren’t being approached by Sorcha.
“We cannot leave the body—it pollutes the forest.”
“You’re right, Raina, we can’t,” Julian said. “There’s no way to bring it with us. If we weren’t traveling beneath this dome, I’d suggest Rose and I cast a simple incineration spell. But it’s probably too risky. What do you think, Rose?”
When there was no answer, Dar looked slowly over his shoulder.
No Rose.
And she wasn’t the only one missing—Sebastian was gone as well. The bottom fell out of Dar’s stomach. What the hell had he been thinking? These creatures were roaming loose across his territory, and he’d left some of his party behind—simply to avoid an attractive witch.
“Stay here,” he ordered. “Keep watch. I’ll get her.”
He took off down the path, retracing the steps he’d taken only minutes earlier. Trees flew by. What if Sorcha’s creatures had ambushed Rose, or the vampire had taken them off course? What if Sebastian had grown hungry and latched his fangs onto her neck?
Black mist swirled in the edges of Dar’s vision, fear pulsing in his throat.
Rounding an incline, he swung past an ancient fir and caught snippets of voices on the wind.
“You can’t want to jungle pounce that.” The vampire’s tones were unmistakable.
“What does that…” Rose’s southern threads joined the mix, but Dar didn’t let relief slow his feet. “Never you mind, I don’t want to know. Look, witch marriage isn’t about grand romances—it’s about compatibility and family. If you’re lucky, your family wants to strike a good balance between power and control.”
“I just fell asleep while walking.”
“Your hilarity knows no bounds.”
The conversation grew louder as Dar ran down another slope and past a small copse of cypress. Then he saw them. Sebastian’s head was thrown back in amusement, while Rose grinned up at him.
Anger of a type Dar chose not to identify lit within him.
“Seriously, Red, don’t you want to play with that fuzzy toy?”
“No way, Seb. I’m fully capable of appreciating the view without wanting to touch—” Rose stopped mid-sentence, surprise written in the lift of her brows. “Dar. Is there a problem?”
“Oh, it’s you. Time for dinner?” Sebastian draped an arm around Rose’s shoulders.
Gritting his teeth, Dar willed his toenails to retract before they punctured his hiking boots. “Found one of the dark witch’s creatures up ahead,” he growled. “Can’t just leave it there. Terra said something about incineration spells.”
“That’s odd. Julian and I agreed that casting under Sorcha’s dome would be dangerous.”
The afternoon light danced in Rose’s eyes. They reminded Dar of foggy spring mornings when soft pink light touched the gray earth.
Instinct clawed at his brain, insisting she’d been unprotected for too long.
The leech was far too close to her neck. He needed to separate them. Needed time to think. “Sebastian, the rest are waiting at the hilltop.” Dar pointed back the way he’d come. “Watch out for more creatures.”
“Watch out?” Sebastian blinked innocently, yet ill-concealed amusement lurked around the corners of his mouth. “Do you mean you want me to go ahead and leave you two...alone?”
Fangs pushed against Dar’s upper lip. He cracked his neck to the right in a futile effort to relieve tension. “Yes. Go.”
“I don’t think I can responsibly do that. There may be danger in the woods.”
Inhaling slowly, Dar spoke around his now-protruding canines. “I will protect us.”
“Hmm.” Sebastian tapped his jaw thoughtfully. “It might take a while for you to catch up. I mean, sorry, my darling Red, but you just aren’t that fast in this terrain.”
“Don’t you worry.” Her gaze darted between him and Dar. “I’ll manage.”
“You’re a good sport, Rose, and I respect that,” Sebastian demurred.
He gave her shoulders a friendly squeeze. Dar wanted to rip his arms off so he could never do it again. Rose squeaked, appearing more alarmed the longer she watched him. Dar quickly tried to arrange his face so that his expression was one of polite disinterest.
“I know!” Sebastian exclaimed. “I’ll carry you. That’ll get us back faster.”
The forest shifted from hues of green and gold to shades of gray. Dar took one step forward. He’d kill the vampire; that would be faster and would effectively remove the leech’s arm from her person.
Rose’s eyes popped wide. She took a quick breath that made her chest move in an intriguing manner. The tantalizing scent of arousal drifted across his senses, and he took another step towards her.
“Skedaddle,” she ordered the vampire.
“Now, now, don’t you need a chaperone? I could hardly—”
She jabbed her elbow into his ribs and then held a hand out at Dar in a pleading manner. “Sebastian, you get goin’ now or ah’ll let ’im eat you.”
“I doubt I’d be very tasty. I’m sure our furry friend has better—”
“Don’t think he cares much about taste.” She gasped as Dar leaned closer, so close her outstretched fingers brushed his chest. “Go!”
“As you wish.” With a laugh, Sebastian finally made his way up the hill.
Alone with Rose. At last. Dar was close enough to scent all the unique notes of her essence. Peaches and longing swirled through the air. She wanted him. Needed him. It would be so easy to pull her to him, to slide his arm around her waist and ease her onto the soft green earth.
“Dar—” Her hands were twined in his shirt, half pushing, half pulling.
“Mmmm.” He lowered his mouth, intent on tasting her soft lips.
“Stop.” Her fingers curled into fists and gave surprisingly solid thumps.
Her scent was screaming for release—for possession—demanding that he take her, mark her as his.
Yet she’d said no. Why?
Understanding came in an unwelcome rush: the spell.
Trembling, he lowered his head until their foreheads touched. She was safe. The vampire hadn’t hurt her. The creatures hadn’t threatened her. All he needed to do was get a handle on the last creature—namely, himself. He attempted to rope in his rampant emotions the way a cowboy might a steer.
She trembled slightly beneath his touch. He didn’t think it was fear. “Ah’m sorry,” she said. “This thing between us…”
“Not. Your. Fault.” The words cost him.
“But it happened because of me. Okay—” She drew a deep breath, the movement straining his fragile control. “These feelings, these wants, aren’t real. You need to remember what it’s like when you truly want someone. When you’re makin’ love with someone you’ve chosen to be with. Spells can’t compete with reality.”
Of all possible tactics, that was guaranteed to fail. “Can’t.”
“What?”
She’d no idea the lengths he’d gone to in order to protect his family. A dry laugh huffed out of him. “I can’t remember what I haven’t done.”
“Seriously?” She nudged his chest again, and he was finally able to step back.
“Yup.” The sheer surprise on her face had his lips twitching. “An Alpha’s heir can’t risk an unwise mating.” His breath steadied, vision shifting back to the human realm of rainbow hues. “So you can imagine how much fun that makes our situation?”
“Um, yeah.” Pink dusted her cheeks.
This time, jealousy was nothing but a slight twinge in his gut. Good, he was getting himself under control.
He lifted a brow. “Guess your experiences are a little different?”
“Um, yeah,” she repeated. Her gaze dropped to the crowning moss beneath her feet. “If you’re living in New Orleans and fancy some fun before getting hitched, it’s not hard to make that happen. I wanted to try things, so I did. Now I’ll marry Julian.” She looked up—teeth exactly where his wanted to be, biting her soft bottom lip. “Ah’m sorry. This must be so much worse for you. I’ll do everything I can to fix this spell.”
If fixing it involves getting naked right here, right now—
He mentally kicked himself.
Earth below his paws, he had to master this false passion. No more wayward thoughts, no more close calls. And no more avoiding. He needed to acclimate to her presence.
“We should get back to the others,” he said.
She bobbed her head in agreement and started up the slope. Silently, he fell into step beside her and tried to match his long stride to her much shorter one.
It didn’t work.
He kept moving ahead, then pausing to wait as she caught up. Sebastian might be a pain in the ass, but he’d been right about one thing: Rose wasn’t adept at hiking. They weren’t even halfway up the first hill between them and the rest of the party. He glanced at the sky, noting the sun’s unnatural red glow. The air sat thick and heavy against his skin. And it would only get worse. Delays weren’t an option.
Sighing, he stopped just ahead of her. “Will you let me carry you?”
“What?” Her head snapped up.
The corner of his mouth tugged into a lopsided smile. “I promise I’m in control. But this really is taking too long.”
Rose’s eyes widened. “Sebastian just said that to irritate you.”
“It worked.” Dar gave a rueful laugh. “But it’s not a bad idea. It would be faster. And it won’t irritate me nearly as much as watching him do it.”
“It’s a terrible idea,” she said.
“Maybe. But so is roasting to death in this giant, magical fish bowl.”
“That’s no reason to play with fire. Or explosives.” She turned away and cupped her hands over her mouth. He didn’t need to see the tips of her ears turning a deep pink to know the thought aroused her as much as it did him.
Okay, cradling her against his chest while alone in the woods was a recipe for disaster.
“Fine.” Holding out his hand, he was pleased to see his nails had reverted to their human state. He waited patiently for her to unglue her vision from her shoelaces. “Come on. I can still make this easier for you.”
She sent him a wary look that spoke volumes for her confidence in his self-control.
“I’m an alpha’s heir and descendent of the Urum’Taca warriors.” He gestured again and let his brows wing upwards in silent challenge. “I’m good.”
“If you’re sure.” She inched towards him, as if afraid any sudden movement would cause him to hump her like a horny dog or maul her like an angry bear.
Shame swamped him.
Their spell-bound state wasn’t an excuse for living down to werewolf stereotypes. “Absolutely. We’re traveling together. We’re allies. There has to be a better way to deal with this spell between us.”
She studied him for a long moment, then mischief lit her eyes. “All right. But if you slip up, I’m setting your fur on fire. For your own good, of course.”
“Noted.” He grinned at her.
Her slender hand settled in his and he determinedly ignored the rush of possessiveness that accompanied the touch. They were allies. And he would handle himself as an alpha should. Taking firm hold, he helped Rose up the hill.
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It was glorious torture.
With her fingers held tight in Dar’s strong grasp, Rose covered the rough ground far faster than she’d thought possible. She found this both a blessing and a curse. The others wouldn’t be forced to wait longer than necessary, but once they caught up, she’d have to let go.
And she’d have to pretend it didn’t matter.
Until this very moment, she’d never imagined they could be friends. Sure, she’d appreciated the view—who wouldn’t?—but enjoying his company? God. It’d been hard to manage her spell-born desire when he was angry and avoiding her. But this light, friendly side of him made her long to close her eyes and pretend, just for a moment, that the connection between them was real.
Moisture burned the back of her eyes. Six years had passed since her sixteenth birthday, and Sorcha was still finding ways to ruin her.
It had to stop.
“Dar?”
“Yeah?”
Facing him as they walked was a critical mistake. Her vision was instantly dominated by a smooth oval face, his straight nose, and his hewn jaw. It was a deceptively classic face, but for the startling silver of his eyes, which spoke of the wolf within.
“I reckon dispelling the shield will break the spell between us,” she said at last. “But if it doesn’t work, I’m going to get Julian to help.”
“Huh?”
“I know you’re counting on me to help end this, er, magical attraction. I promise I will. I just can’t risk practicing on us, you see.” She fixed her gaze on a tree ahead without seeing it. “Dispelling is…intimate. Ah can’t use the same magic Sorcha did—or even undo my portion yet. It’s too dangerous.”
His head quirked sideways, and he shrugged. “Do what you can. It’ll end when we kill your aunt.” His eyes widened. “I mean, stop her.”
She sucked in a breath.
An indefinable mix of emotion churned in her stomach. “I—Honestly ah’m not sure how to feel about Sorcha.” She didn’t want to plan her aunt’s death but couldn’t see how else to stop her. Did that mark Rose as just another type of monster? LeFeys were good at making monsters. Like her aunt. A woman she’d loved and trusted and learned from, who’d betrayed that trust in the most painful of ways. “Sorcha manipulated her own body. I’d thought the stories of blood witches changing themselves were myth.”
Chilled despite the heat, Rose studied the tree line.
“Blood spells are tied to the life of the caster. With Sorcha gone, Julian and I can clean up any remaining strands I accidentally cast.”
He gave her hand a companionable squeeze.
Heat flashed from her chest to her middle. Her whole arm tingled. She’d have cheerfully given that arm for the feeling to be real. The companionship she shared with Julian wasn’t even a pale shadow—more a watermark.
Rose bit the side of her lip. “I think Sorcha broke herself when she did this. You know?”
“I think I do. Sometimes people don’t want to live anymore.”
“She hasn’t been right since my mother died. Maybe even before then, but it got a lot worse after.”
The strong hand grasping hers flexed slightly. “You lost your mother?”
Rose ducked her head so hair partly hid her face. “Yes. I—”
“Oh, shucks,” a voice declared. “We don’t have time to roast those marshmallows.”
Her attention snapped ahead to find the others waiting in the shade beneath a cluster of trees. Sebastian uncoiled his lean body from the shadow of a tree and sauntered towards them. He winked at her. She tried to smile back, but couldn’t quite make her face cooperate. Instead her gaze traveled over three stoic, unblinking werewolves, and landed squarely upon Julian’s stony countenance.
Dar’s hand slipped away. Empty, her fingers curled into a fist that pressed into her stomach and she pushed her protesting legs to the crest of the hill. “Heard y’all need an incineration spell?”
“That won’t be necessary.” Julian’s eyes were cold as his voice.
She swallowed back the sour taste in her mouth. “Glad to hear it.”
“Super Witch here realized we could trigger a small landslide and bury the body. Quickest crypt-making I ever saw.” Sebastian chuckled as he bent down to pick up the two packs lying on the ground.
“Rose should carry her own pack now, Sebastian,” Julian said softly.
“I’ll take it.” She started as Dar held out one hand, smiling in an alarmingly benign manner.
“I don’t think—”
“Novice hikers shouldn’t carry this amount of weight. Not at the pace we’re setting. Or in this heat.” Dar swung her stuffed pack onto one shoulder, where it hung beside the large pack he already carried. He positioned himself directly in front of Julian. “It’s an alpha’s job to support his group.”
She could no longer see him, but she knew Julian’s nostrils were flaring by the whistling noise that snuck around Dar’s physical blockade.
“Julian, why don’t I walk with you for a bit?” she said with false cheer. “We can discuss dispel approaches.”
“Absolutely.”
A peculiar ripple ran from the base of Dar’s neck all the way down his back.
Oh, dang. Rose stepped between them, her back pressed against Julian.
Dar’s gaze remained fixed over her head. Even though she wasn’t the recipient of that stare, the intensity of it had her internal warning bells chiming. Finally, he said, “We can take the path along the western ridge, from Black Crown Rock to the Four Feathers waterfall. It’s the most direct route, though the terrain is tricky.”
“Of course.” Julian grasped Rose’s shoulders and guided her backwards.
Right. They needed to give ground first. She felt Julian relax slightly as Dar inclined his head and joined the other werewolves. Julian always said there were reasons beyond the Treaty that Terra avoided face-to-face dealings with the wolves. The Second House was very dangerous when backed into any sort of corner.
“Right, we’re all having a party in a big ole blood witch piñata. So let’s saddle up, kids, and go find the baseball bat.” Sebastian shot her a wide grin as their party sorted into rough order on the trail.
“Be on the lookout for Sorcha’s creatures,” ordered Dar.
The two massive werewolves dropped back to the rear of the line, while Dar and the smaller one called Avery headed to the front. Sebastian and Raina followed, one just a short distance ahead of the other.
This left Rose and Julian in the middle. Alone.
“Julian, I know what you’re going to say, and before you do I want to tell you that it’s not what you’re thinking it is.” The words flew out in a hurried rush, tied together by her thickening Southern drawl.
“What, exactly, do I think it is?”
“That I’m endangering the Treaty by being alone with Dar. But it wasn’t like that—”
“Of course it was like that, Rose. Every moment you’re alone with him, you’re tempting that spell. I can’t…” He rubbed at the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “I can’t break the rules for you. Not again.”
Like he did because of Carlos.
The reminder of how greatly she’d screwed up with her Marine lover was a sucker punch to her gut.
“I—”
“This is too big, Rose,” he said softly. “Even if I could live with myself, there’s no way I could cover this up. As soon as we bring down the shield, we’ll be in contact with the Magestracy and the Terra.”
Something lodged in her gut. He’d compromised his values, his bone-deep commitment to the Treaty, in the name of friendship. And she’d let him. Begged him. Had she doomed their contract before the ink had dried? Perhaps a good fiancée would release him, but she couldn’t. Those who broke betrothal contracts were ostracized by witch society. Without Julian, she’d have no options. No place.
She drew a breath. “I don’t want you covering anything, either.”
Silence walked the trail beside her for a moment.
“I know the past day has been…challenging for you,” he said at last. “You’ve never said what happened between you and your aunt, but I’ve guessed enough to understand you’re taking a serious risk.”
Glancing at him, she found his features an unreadable stone mask.
“I haven’t forgotten what happened, Julian. But Dar isn’t Carlos. And this is Sorcha’s magic, not mine. I’m not doing this to Dar.”
“Are you certain?”
No.
Her fingers tightened. “I will never allow myself to do that again.”
“I’m glad to hear it. When this is over, we will set a date. Neither of us wants a reckless union. We will build something steady and sure, and through it, we’ll support each other and our families.”
Rose cleared her throat, unsure whether relief or fear had clogged it. “I’ve no wish to end up like my mother, or Sorcha…or Grand-maman.”
Passion didn’t end well for the women in her family.
She fixed her gaze ahead. It took every ounce of will she possessed to keep her eyes from resting on Dar’s broad shoulders. “How long to the edge of the spell?”
“At this time it’s still unclear just how far the dome extends, but I think we should reach it by nightfall.”
“Good.” She needed to get away from Sorcha’s magic. Even knowing Julian didn’t seek out physical contact, she took his hand. He wouldn’t mind, not for a few moments. His fingers were slender, yet strong as he gave her a quick squeeze. She told herself it was right that no tingles shot up her arm, that no warmth sparked in her chest. It would make the rest of the walk easier.
Companionship was what they’d agreed upon, and it was darn well what she’d accomplish.
* * *
Hours later, the dome pulsed above Rose, as if mocking the futility of every step. Evening stretched across their path. Menace filled every reaching shadow. She waved a hand, trying to chase away the pine needles, which were buzzing around like gnats. The air was hotter than ever, despite the growing darkness.
Sorcha’s magic was growing stronger.
Julian had long-since walked ahead of her—it had taken all of five minutes for him to drop her hand. Rose had then welcomed the silence afforded by Raina’s quiet presence at her side.
Any moment they’d reach the dome’s edge. They had to. Her throat was dry, and the hasty dinner they’d eaten sat like a lump in her stomach. But she needed to stay focused and ready. She’d even reclaimed her bag, convincing Dar that she needed all her casting implements as close to hand as possible.
They’d just climbed another steep slope when Rose’s skin buzzed with electricity. Stumbling to a halt, she struggled to catch her breath.
Raina lightly touched her arm. “What is it?”
“Sorcha’s shield spell.” Rose’s lungs contracted, reducing her voice to a soft wheeze. With one hand pressed over her heart, she waved at their companions ahead. “Tell ‘em…stop.”
“Darrius, Julian, all of you need to stop.” The fae’s voice carried up the trail.
“Thanks,” Rose panted, wishing she knew whether it was the hike or the overwhelming punch of blood magic that was stealing her breath. At least everyone had halted. Hand still clutched to her chest, she forced herself to squeeze through the small group to the front where Dar and Sebastian stood.
Riots of power cascaded over her skin. The closer she got, the more violent the bursts became.
The dome had to cover an area at least fifty miles wide, yet there were no visual cues to warn those approaching its border. She grudgingly gave her aunt credit for creating a monolithic spell with such a restrained footprint. A sharp intake of breath beside her indicated Raina had followed, and that the fae’s senses had also registered the power ahead.
Rose’s vision shifted.
Everyone became dark silhouettes against a wall of blazing energy.
Hexing hell, Dar and Sebastian were close to it, much closer than she’d thought. Eyes wide, she grabbed two different male sleeves and gave them each a determined tug. “Back up.”
Sebastian sent her a dramatically bored look. “What are you doing?”
“Back up,” she repeated, throat constricting at the level of danger. The fine hairs on her arms were standing on end. She tried to pull them backward.
“Why? There aren’t any creatures ahead. Fuzzy here would have smelled them—”
“Stop.” Terror injected strength into her voice. Her grip on their sleeves tightened as she fought to keep Sebastian from stepping forward. “Back up. Now. Please! The shield is here.”
“Do what she says,” Raina added.
The two men exchanged dubious looks, but they reluctantly complied. Rose didn’t care if they thought she was crazy as a box of frogs, so long as they kept moving away from the shield. Happily, their backwards movement forced everyone behind them to follow suit.
“Isn’t this far enough?” Dar asked.
“No.” She walked them a good dozen feet from the edge, trusting Raina to keep the others in line. Only when they were free from the worst of the crackling miasma did she release her grip on their sleeves. “Okay, we’re safe here. I…uh…”
Awareness of Dar smacked her in the face.
She stood only inches from him. Hours of hiking in bottled, stifling heat, and he still smelled fantastic—like pure male mixed with damp cedar and forest moss to create the most sinfully enticing aroma she’d ever encountered.
“I believe we’ve reached the edge of Sorcha’s containment spell.” Raina’s voice was a bucket of icy water, shocking Rose back to her senses. Stepping away from Dar, she stared fixedly at the ground, hoping the others would assume the heat in her cheeks was simply from the exertion of the hike.
“Fantastic,” Sebastian said. “Surely we’re not now going to run away?”
“No, but it’s got to be dangerous,” Avery chimed in. “The witch got all pale when she was pulling you—”
“Her name is Rose.” Dar’s correction sparked stupid warmth in her chest.
Avery stared. “Right. Rose got all pale pulling you two back. So, I guess it’s dangerous to be close to the edge, huh?”
One of the two massive werewolves who’d joined their small party grunted. Both gray-furred in their Lykos forms, Rose struggled to tell them apart. Their expressions didn’t help, ranging from stoic to reserved—with a dash of suspicion just for kicks. Neither had proven big on talking.
“It is crucial to avoid assumptions,” Julian said. “A careful examination is necessary.”
“So we can take a look—”
“Stop!” Jumping in front of Avery, Rose flung her arms wide. “No one is going closer. Not yet.”
“But—”
Taking a leaf from Julian’s book, she held up a hand and waited. Conversation ceased once more. Forget words, this required visual aid. Walking to the side of the trail, she picked up a large stick. Then she turned to one of the giant werewolf warriors and held it out to him.
“Would you kindly throw this as far as you can,” she gestured towards the dome’s edge, “that way?”
He regarded her impassively.
“Please?” she added.
Brown eyes flicked briefly past her, no doubt seeking confirmation from Dar. He must have received it, as the wolf gave a single nod and took the stick. Good grief, she really needed to learn their names. She was pretty sure she’d asked Worag, who had a pair of thin white stripes running down his muzzle. He sent the stick careening forward.
“You don’t expect him to fetch it, do you?” Sebastian muttered.
She ignored the vampire, watching as the branch whipped round and round in the air as it flew with steady precision towards the blaze only she and Raina could see—Julian’s talents didn’t extend to magical sight.
“Honestly, Rose—”
An ear-splitting snap rent the air. Light sizzled. Slivers of wood exploded in all directions. Throwing up her hands, Rose twisted away as shards rained down.
Peeking upwards, she confirmed that the hail of toothpicks had stopped.
Turning to Worag, she said, “Thank you kindly.” No matter the situation, manners were manners. Besides, that had aptly explained the danger they faced. She stared upward at the angry wall of magic. “Dang.”
“You are going to need my help, again,” Raina said softly.
“I can’t condone—”
“She’s right, Julian.” Rose gripped his arm. “It’s risky and against the rules, but this spell is bigger than both of us. And—” she sent him a meaningful look “—other risks are greater.”
Sweet Merlin, she had to dispel something that large? It was a guaranteed recipe for disaster. Forget pear-shaped. This situation is okra’s ugly cousin. Aside from the danger inherent in being massively out-powered if she and Julian attempted this alone, if they didn’t break through the shield, Sorcha would continue into the East unchecked—while Rose and everyone inside the dome cooked.
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Dar glared at the rough line marked into the dirt before him.
His toes flexed inside his hiking boots, claws itching to come out. What had he been thinking, promising to stay behind that line with his pack and Sebastian? On the other side, surrounded by the shattered remains of Worag’s stick, sat Rose, Julian, and Raina.
Too close to Sorcha’s shield.
He felt like a coward, standing in relative safety while the magic-users dueled the dome’s powerful magic. Not that he’d be much help. He’d understood little of Rose’s plan, too busy convincing himself to let her go. Earth below his paws, he’d nearly lost that fight. When she’d walked past, he’d smelled her fear. The metallic edge of worry had marked Julian and Raina—but Rose?
She’d been terrified.
He raked fingers through sweat-dampened hair. The sun had long since retreated behind the mountains, yet the air remained as sticky as a steam bath. And it was getting worse, which was exactly why the three spell casters had decided to hurry. Or so they’d said an hour ago.
Carrying bowls of herbs and crystals and other witch paraphernalia, they’d set up a caster’s war board. They scratched witch symbols into the ground and lit candles. Then, sitting in a careful triangle, they’d begun to chant—all around the floating chaos that had taken over his forest.
Damn magic.
He swept the area with a glare.
Every twig, fallen branch, and log stood on end, hovering inches off the ground. The distortion had increased along with the heat. But maybe that meant the spell casters were winning? Whatever had been hiding the shield’s edge from sight had ceased to function. The section surrounding them glowed purple against the night.
Red lights crackled against the amethyst backdrop. They arched towards Rose. Just her.
Hands flexing, Dar hesitated only a moment before he yanked off his hiking boots and tossed them into the camp behind.
“Hey!” Avery ducked and shot him an accusing look—one mirrored by Ler and Worag. Damn. His pack’s disapproval burned over his skin, but it couldn’t compete with the alarm gnawing his bones. “Witches said they’d be a while,” Avery said, gesturing at their small fire. “Have some dinner with us and leave the magic folks to their work.”
“No.” Dar’s pants, socks, and shirt followed his boots.
“My dear werewolf, this is hardly the time for a strip show.”
He ignored the vampire. More red energy crackled, so intense it raised the hairs on his arms. Wearing only his boxers, he vibrated on the edge of the line, ready to shift at a moment’s notice. Even without the spell bonding him to Rose, he’d have been worried for his allies—and for his pack. If they failed here, it could cost them the lives of everyone in this entire area.
“You do know that I’m perfectly capable of staring at them on my own?”
This time he glanced at Sebastian, standing a few feet away with his toes also on the line. He was also studying the magic casters. Intently.
Dar’s shoulders tensed.
“Seriously. You should get a snack or something,” Sebastian continued. “Take a break from monitoring our little witch before your fuzzy fellows get even grumpier.”
Grunting, Dar widened his stance. He wasn’t going anywhere. Already, he could hear her chanting beginning to falter. “I’m fine. You take the break.”
“You must accept there’s nothing you can do for them.”
“No.” If things went wrong, he’d find a way to help. Somehow.
Instinct tugged at his scruff, demanding he protect Rose from the vampire’s scrutiny. Tricky, with the leech standing along the damn line. He inched across the dirt mark, angling so one of his shoulders sat between them.
Ahead, streaks of red and purple light surrounded the three magic users. As he watched, Raina’s natural pink glow seemed to expand, pushing against the churning mass of the shield.
“Fuzzy, crossing that line means disrupting their spell.” Sebastian’s dramatic sigh had Dar looking back and fighting a snarl. “I don’t need to speak Latin—though I do—to understand that disruption equals boom.”
His canines pushed against his gums. “Not crossing. Blurring.”
“Right. It’s that line that’s blurring.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” He frowned at the vampire.
“That my failure to pack popcorn was a serious oversight. Watching you give into Sorcha’s spell is quite entertaining.”
“I’m not giving in—”
Light fizzed from the corner of his vision. Turning, he discovered a shower of purple raining down upon the three figures before the shield. Their heads bowed beneath the monolith that was Sorcha’s power.
Rose’s voice faltered again. Even from the enforced distance of twenty meters, he could see she was swaying as she tried to gesture. Blue smoke licked along the hem of her t-shirt. Blood smudged beneath her nose.
His heart gave a single, massive lurch of protest.
“Whoa, there.” A hand gripped his shoulder. “You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?”
Shrugging off the vampire, Dar dug his toes into the soft earth.
“Guess that’s a yes.” Sebastian appeared before him, arms spread wide. “Don’t do this, Fuzzy. You’ll disrupt the spell and unleash all that energy on our asses.”
Dar lowered his head. One good lunge and he’d outrun any backlash. “She’s smoking.”
“What?” Sebastian whipped around. “That’s not good.”
“Move, leech.”
“This is why I don’t make promises,” Sebastian muttered. “This is going to suck.” He dropped his arms and stepped aside. But before Dar could take any satisfaction from the submission, a hand slapped the back of his head.
Surprise kept rage at bay. “Did you just smack me?”
“Yup.” Dancing around to his other side, Sebastian cuffed him again.
“Stop that.” Dar swiped at the vampire.
“Nope.” Another slap landed on his ear. “Not until you use your human brain.”
“I’ll show you human brain,” Dar said through tightly held teeth. Feinting right, he pivoted and jammed his elbow backwards, catching Sebastian squarely in the midsection.
“Oof.” The vampire stumbled a few steps away.
Flexing his hands, Dar let his lips peel back. No vampire was getting between him and his mate, not when she needed him. He paused as movement by the campfire caught his eye—his pack was closing in. Dar motioned for them to hold. This was his fight. He took in their flattened ears and rigid tails. They didn’t like the leech, so why did they disapprove of Dar fighting him?
“Don’t worry.” Sebastian waved a hand dismissively. “You and Red are annoyingly cute. I’m sure you’ll make adorable abominations together.”
Dar jerked. His hands balled into fists. “Watch your mouth, leech.”
Sebastian snorted. “So this isn’t your special love spell talking?”
“No,” Dar growled.
The vampire snorted again and arched a brow.
Doubt crashed over him, closely followed by shame. Damn. The slightest worry for Rose and the logical part of his brain had thrown up its hands in disgust. Letting out a long breath, Dar willed his teeth to retract. “Fine. Maybe it’s the spell.”
Sebastian pointed to the campfire. “Go. I’d like a chance of escaping our giant fish bowl of horrors.”
Painful truth dug into Dar’s brain. “Disrupting this dispel will really endanger us?”
“Yup. Only thing worse is a rampaging blood witch.”
“Fine. I’ll go.” Dar’s voice was a gravel-ridden rasp. He stared at Rose, hating how the shield’s energy lashed at her. Hating the smoke still curling from her clothing. Yet he resisted the urge to race to her side. He needed to leave the vigil to Sebastian. “But I don’t have to like it.”
“Neither do I,” Sebastian muttered.
The vampire’s tone tugged at Dar. Halfway back to the campfire, he turned and studied the way Sebastian stood along the scuffed line. His knees were slightly bent, arms loose, yet out from his sides.
Cries echoed from the group by the shield and Dar tensed.
Rose’s incantations were fractured, spliced with whispered statements that couldn’t possibly be part of the dispel. It was too quiet to hear clearly from his position, but it was almost as if two voices were coming from her. Julian bumped his shoulder into her, as if trying to help her refocus. She didn’t appear to notice him.
New red lines burst into being. This time, they were coming from Rose.
“No, Rose. No!” Julian shouted.
Instinct screamed. Sebastian dropped into a crouch—a hunting pose—aimed squarely at Rose. Red flooded Dar’s vision. His bones began to shift. The leech had tricked him into leaving her unprotected. But Dar would fix that.
Right now.
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So much for clever plans.
Sebastian should have let the damn werewolf run the damn line. Now he had to get across, knock Rose out, and hope to hell he didn’t blow himself up in the process. He braced himself as the bursts of power emanating from the shield’s edge became increasingly violent.
A bellow of rage blasted the air. Swiveling, he found Dar charging toward him.
Shit.
Narrowly evading a swipe, Sebastian jumped back and held up his hands. “Easy, big guy. I thought we were good?”
Head lowered, Dar stepped fully between him and Rose.
Double shit.
How the hell had the werewolf known? Doesn’t matter. Focus. Sebastian had to deal with the angry wolf—and fast—before another, rampaging blood witch was added to the mix. Lifting a brow, he forced his body to adopt a casual pose. “Do you know, I’d rather be stared down by wolf eyes in a wolf-face, than wolf eyes in a human-face?”
A long, rasping snort was the only response.
“Thought we were using human-brain, Dar?” Sebastian gulped. The creepiest stage of werewolfdom had to be this ominous midpoint between human and wolf. Dar’s eyes flickered as they slowly became rimmed in black. A nose hovering on the verge of elongating into a pronounced snout stopped mere inches from Sebastian’s. Time for an uncommon tactic: honesty. “I do not want to fight you. But we’ve got to stop Rose before this gets further out of hand.”
Dar’s lips peeled back. “Trust her. Or deal with me.”
“She asked me to take her out if things went wrong. And what she’s doing is wrong.”
In reply, the werewolf shoved him away from Rose. Completely out-muscled, hoping to reason his way out of trouble, Sebastian snapped his fingers before the wolf’s face. A human mouth full of canine fangs snapped at him.
Sebastian barely snatched his fingers away in time.
Power was rippling along the shield, framing the wolf with bolts of amethyst and crimson. And glinting off three sets of eyes, rapidly approaching from the right. He wasn’t just out-muscled—he was outnumbered.
He gulped down a lump of alarm. Honesty failed, so lying it is. “Rose is yours, Dar. Just don’t disrupt them.”
Dar’s head tilted in obvious confusion. “Wha—”
“Please!” Covering his head with his hands, Sebastian dropped to a knee. He made his voice climb in terror. “If you take her now, you’ll destroy any hope we have of escaping Sorcha’s net.”
The slender wolf grabbed Dar’s arm. “Hey, man. You can’t fight someone for the witch. That’s claiming her. You can’t claim her. Your father will kill us all.”
“I’m not.” Dar faced his fuzzy friend as the other two wolves closed in.
“We can’t cross the line,” Ler rumbled.
“Let me go!” Dar bellowed, swinging at Avery and Ler.
Sebastian cowered and inched to the left until he had a clear line of sight on Rose. God damn it, he needed to stop making promises. Not that he’d ever let Sorcha Junior be born before his eyes.
Red light pulsed, shooting from Rose into her two companions. Raina’s back arched as she soundlessly screamed. Julian doubled over, fingers grabbing at the dirt.
Fuck. Rose was actually stealing their power. Maybe their lives.
Gritting his teeth, Sebastian sprang forward. Blood surged through his veins. His vision sharpened. He heard the cries of rage, but knew the werewolves wouldn’t reach him in time. Only a few feet to go, and he’d—
Rose screamed.
A wave of power rippled outwards from her. He couldn’t stop in time. Had nowhere to hide. Stones, branches, and pine needles lifted into the air and peppered his body. Then a wall of red lightning knocked him off his feet.
Landing face-first in the dirt, Sebastian struggled to breathe.
His heart pounded against his ribs, faster than it had for centuries. Not good. This is not good. Ahead, farther than she’d been moments earlier, stood Rose. Her eyes were dark, bloody pools. Violet energy ringed her fingers and trailed from the white streak in her hair. The others writhed at her feet, but she didn’t seem to see them.
“No good,” she whispered.
Blood magic always takes its own, another voice answered.
“I don’t want to go back there,” Rose whimpered.
Too late. You’re already where I want you.
Sebastian’s insides ran cold as he realized the shield was talking to Rose. And it had Sorcha’s voice.
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Rose frowned at the fringe surrounding the antique mirror. The wallpaper blurred around the gilt edges, disturbing the otherwise perfectly appointed mantle. Since when had Grand-maman taken to decorating with magic?
There was a discreet cough from behind her chair and she quickly adjusted her posture.
People were watching. She needed to pay attention to the formal dinner party, especially since it was supposedly in honor of her sixteenth birthday. Ugh. No wonder her life felt like it was on repeat—she’d been forcibly gussied up and trapped at her grandmother’s table more times than she could count. As it was, the smile she’d determinedly maintained for the past three hours was threatening to permanently distort her face.
“Three interactions between vampires and werewolves were reported this week alone.” Magestrar Quinlan shook her head. “Canal Street is rife with incidents. And we’re still two weeks from Mardi Gras.”
“Exactly why it’s imperative we increase patrols,” said Abraham Terra.
Gripping her fork, Rose rearranged pieces of perfectly charred catfish on her plate and mumbled something that sounded like agreement. Her actual thoughts were neither required nor desired by her so-called guests. Aligned on her side of the table sat dignitaries from the witch Magestracy, all of whom had bowed to Leonora’s summons. They faced off across the tastefully-appointed divide against her father and his council followers.
“I have the greatest respect for your dedication, Abraham, but there’s no need for such a large stick,” Vytas said, voice smooth as polished mahogany. “The mortals seek thrills. Why patrol when we can simply license?”
Sure, Rose thought, why protect when you can profit?
Abraham’s bushy white brows looked ready to take flight. “Why, you—”
“A moment, if you please.” Vytas tapped his crystal goblet with a diamond thumb-ring. “Another drink, waiter.”
God, Rose was grateful her aunt had agreed to attend.
She glanced at Sorcha, but her aunt’s gaze was fixed on Vytas. No surprise there, though at least she’d come. Rose sighed. Wanting to spend time with Sorcha probably made Rose a horrible, unfaithful daughter.
Yet she couldn’t blame Sorcha, not the way Grand-maman did.
“My apologies, Abraham,” Grand-maman said from the head of the table. Her coiffed, silvering hair glinted in the candlelight. “My son-in-law’s enthusiasm has run away with him.”
“Not at all, Leonora. We Terra are accustomed to tempering those who would be hasty.”
“Hasty?” Vytas’s artful chuckle curdled Rose’s stomach. “I see it as preparing for the inevitable. Youth from all Houses will want to attend. You’d like to go to Mardi Gras, wouldn’t you, Daughter?”
Rose’s eyes widened as the entire table looked at her. “Um, well, yes, but—”
“See, Abraham? The Reformation Party isn’t arguing against the Treaty. We simply suggest modernizing our approaches.”
“And you’re all about safety, aren’t you?” Sorcha gave a low laugh. She winked at Rose, then speared a chunk of fish with a shiny black nail and made a show of eating it. Her painted lips curled into the most genuine smile Rose had seen all night—and it wasn’t a nice smile.
Covering her mouth, Rose smothered a laugh.
Scandalized expressions rippled along the table and Leonora cleared her throat. The cue made Rose sober. Dang it. She’d promised she’d be on her best behavior tonight. Leaning back, she wished she could disappear into her chair. She hated all the pomp and pretense of council dinners, with its mess of self-important chickens, all showing off their feathers. With Julian away at school in Boston, she’d have been totally alone if it weren’t for her Aunt Sorcha.
“This is a rousing discussion, but never say I let my guests enter debate with parched throats. Shall we adjourn to the parlor for petit fours and digestifs?” Leonora gained her feet and, as if their general had given an order, everyone at the table followed suit.
“Of course.” Abraham extended his arm and led Leonora into the parlor.
Swallowing a sigh, Rose took her place beside her father and walked into the carefully appointed space. Everything was polished mahogany and ivory silk, tastefully accented with crystals. Vases overflowing with red and pink roses filled the room.
She stopped herself from groaning.
Despite her name, she didn’t much care for roses.
“How perfect. Roses for my Rose,” Vytas said, loud enough for the entire party to hear. He gave her an elaborate hug and then swept off to speak with Magestrar Cato Milic—probably about some business proposition. She rolled her eyes, which was better than crying. Her father only paid her mind when it suited his political purposes, a fact she’d been trying to accept since she was nine.
“How perfect indeed,” Sorcha said from over Rose’s shoulder.
Twisting around, she grinned at her aunt.
In the sea of neat linen and pearls dominating the parlor, Sorcha was a breath a fresh air. Or dark air. Either way, Rose wished she could be as brazen. She’d love to sweep into a space with hair flowing down her shoulders and the LeFey shock of white on full display—a style solidly against Grand-maman’s dictates of fashion.
“I know you’re the guest of honor, but can you spare your aunt a few minutes? I have a surprise for the birthday girl.”
Rose barely contained her squeal of excitement. “Of course!”
“You first, Niece. We can’t have both of us go missing at once.”
Rose shared a conspiratorial smile with her aunt. Perhaps she’d get a birthday present she wanted after all—a new spell. She peeked at her grand-maman, but Leonora was embroiled in a debate with Abraham and Minister Van Rijn. She looked elated. All five members of the Ecclesia had attended the dinner—a major coup.
The scent of bourbon filled the air. Grand-maman wouldn’t notice if Rose escaped.
She let the plastic smile drop from her face as she slunk through the room. Navigating the important people in their evening finery, she swiped a pair of tarts from a nearby platter and slipped out the paned door to the veranda. She took a deep breath. Magnolia. The mid-January weather did nothing to impede her grand-maman’s ensorcelled greenery.
Curling back into the swinging bench, she watched the party through the window.
Sorcha stood in an empty pocket in the parlor. Her dark gown swirled around her ankles, an old-fashioned style markedly different from any other modern witch. Yet, when Rose looked at her face, all she saw were her mother’s features. And right now that face was once again aiming in the direction of her father.
Rose fought back the hurt at seeing Sorcha’s hopeful expression.
Doesn’t matter. Sorcha had already apologized. And Rose needed her aunt more than she needed to cling to old hurts. It felt like Rose’s mother lived on through her sister, somehow guiding Rose. She didn’t know what she’d have done without Sorcha. Without the worn leather journal she’d brought, its pages containing Rose’s mother’s detailed casting record.
Adjusting her skirt’s layers of starched lace, she grinned in anticipation.
The door cracked open and Sorcha stepped partway through. “Finally.”
“Sorcha, a moment,” a voice called after her.
Rose’s stomach dropped as her aunt stepped back inside with a rueful glance. The door clicked with an odd sense of finality. Leonora stood facing the glass, a rigid mask encasing her grandmother’s features.
Dang it all. Why did they always have to argue?
Rose had precious little practice time as it was. When she discovered she’d inherited her mother’s talent for blood magic, Rose had been thrilled. Grand-maman, less so. She’d warned Rose that the craft would strip her of her sanity and leave her a sad shell of a witch.
But reading her mother’s words, practicing her spells, had turned a light on inside Rose. She wouldn’t give up blood magic—not for anything.
“Ugh.” Sorcha slid out onto the veranda and leaned against the door.
“That wasn’t too long,” Rose said, holding up the tarts. “Lemon, your favorite.”
Chuckling, Sorcha sat beside Rose. “Looking out for your aunt, I see.”
Grinning through her tumbling-apart hairdo, Rose tucked a leg underneath her and propped her chin on her hands. “What are we learning today? I’ve been practicing healing tropes and listening to the blood and—”
“I can’t tonight.”
“What? No!”
Her aunt made a display of breaking her dessert in half and eating each piece. “I’m sorry, Rose. I know our next spell is important to you. But Mother is growing increasingly unhappy with our relationship.”
Biting her lip, Rose checked to make sure they remained alone on the veranda. She’d been raised to never talk about family issues in public—even quietly in the corner. Ladies don’t air dirty laundry, Grand-maman always said.
Sorcha waved a hand, jeweled rings and bracelets sparkling in the flickering light of the gas lamps. “She says I’m a bad influence. That I have to leave.”
“But…” Rose drooped with disappointment. “Surely we can do just one little spell?”
“The grand matriarch has spoken. I’m to leave the party immediately.” Sorcha’s lip curled and her lacquered nails dug into the padded seat. Then her voice softened. “But I got you a present, anyway.”
She gripped Rose’s chin, forcing her head up.
“My mother wants to keep us apart. To deny you the magical heritage that’s rightfully yours.” Her hold tightened, fingers digging into Rose’s jaw. “I’m not going to let her.”
Excitement warred with an unfamiliar trepidation in Rose’s chest.
“I’m so lucky to have you supporting me, Auntie,” she said. “I want to learn, to be as good as Mama.”
“One day, you’ll be even better.” Her aunt’s black eyes burned with conviction.
Shifting away, Sorcha pulled a package from behind her back—a dark box, no bigger than two paperback novels stacked together, bound with a single red ribbon. “This was your mother’s. Now it’s yours. Morganna would have wanted you to have it, just as she’d have wanted you to follow in her footsteps.”
Warmth rushed through Rose.
She blinked at the tears threatening to flood her eyes, and for a long moment, all she could do was glance between her aunt and the box.
Lips trembling, she carefully took the box and hugged it to her chest. So much had been thrown away that she’d thought Leonora and Vytas were trying to purge the family of her mother’s memory.
“You saved this for me?” she whispered. “Thank you.”
The veranda door swung open and Rose hid her present as Grand-maman stepped out.
“Sorcha, I believe it’s time for you to take your leave,” she said.
“No!” Rose slapped a hand over her mouth as her grand-maman’s sharp gaze cut through her. Straightening, she cleared her throat. “I mean, can’t Sorcha stay a bit longer? We just finished dinner, and it’s my birthday, and…”
Leonora’s eyes were pure ice. “Your other guests also require attention, Rose.”
“My guests? They’re not—”
Sorcha squeezed Rose’s arm. “It’s okay. I’ll visit another time.” Leaning in, she gave Rose a one-armed hug and spoke quietly into her ear. “That present is best opened alone. Soon you’ll learn your true power, and Mother won’t be able to control your life.”
The veranda bled into the rest of the night, the fringe around the massive parlor fireplace flickering through the window.
She was careful to keep the present hidden, taking it out only once she’d finally escaped to her room. The party carried on below, but in here she was blessedly alone. Placing the box on her bed, she stared at it for a long moment
She wanted to open it. But what if she didn’t like what she found? Grand-maman had expressed such intense disapproval earlier…
“Stupid.” Rose gave herself a shake.
Leonora LeFey only cared about her own political interests; having a practicing blood witch in the family was political suicide. That’s why she’d gotten rid of her daughter’s belongings.
Stomping to the bed, Rose tore the ribbon from the box. A rush of ruby silk spilled into her hands. She gasped with pleasure as the fabric glided across her skin, glinting like wine-colored jewels in the soft light.
She had to try it on.
Slipping out of her pink jacket and white dress, she threw them onto the floor with relish. Stockings, petticoat, slip, and hairpins followed, until there was nothing left but her and the silk that had been her mother’s.
Fabric slid against her hands, beckoning her with its shifting hues.
The robe felt sinfully smooth against her bare skin. It settled over her hips, molded to her breasts.
She slowly approached the standing gilt mirror until curls of golden leaf framed her reflection. Her hair was a tousle of flame broken by the white LeFey stripe. Eyes dark, hooded. The fabric flowed over her like shimmering fire, every movement against her bare skin creating a pulse of pleasure. It reminded her of how the boys at school watched the other girls.
Blinking, she realized her hands were running over her body.
Her breath was coming in short gasps. Her knees had gone weak. Yet she couldn’t sit, couldn’t move away from the mirror.
So beautiful. You should be the one the boys take into the bayou.
Her nails dug into the fabric. No more hiding behind prim skirts and buttoned shirts. Garbed in her rightful clothes, she’d be every boy’s desire. She swayed as the fabric wove around her body. Every inch of her aching for something she couldn’t define.
And powerful. The magic is yours to take.
If she embraced her craft, she’d be irresistible.
Her mother had been the most beautiful and talented witch of her generation. A blood witch. She’d worn the blood red silk, too. The same shade as the water dripping from the bathtub onto a white tiled floor…
God. Oh, God.
Her mother had died in this robe.
“No!” Rose tried to rip the silk off her body, but it slid from her grasp and coiled tighter around her. She couldn’t move away from the mirror. She gasped as a familiar figure materialized within the glass. Lacquer-tipped fingers guiding the death robe in its relentless journey across Rose’s skin.
“Sorcha? Why would you give me this?”
So you’ll embrace what you are.
Betrayal pierced Rose’s heart. “No. No! You’re all I have left. You’re here to watch out for me.”
I am watching out for you. Mother is making me leave town. She wants you to abandon your true craft. Only I can protect you from her.
This way, we’ll be inseparable.
Ice rushed through Rose’s veins. She clawed at the silk, desperate to tear off the hateful thing. But it slipped from her grasp and crept relentlessly upwards, wrapping itself tighter and tighter around her neck.
Binding her.
The room blurred. In crimson relief she saw her mother, her grandmother, Julian—all dead. Just shattered heaps upon the ground.
Not again.
She would not live through this again.
It’s a dream. A memory. The spell has sucked me in, forcing me to relive this moment. She couldn’t let it. Clenching her teeth, Rose willed the voices away. She had to break free. Julian and Raina are in the spell with me. I need to help them.
Hot air singed her lungs.
Bed, mirror, and silk melted away into a burning reality.
She stood in the eye of a maelstrom of power. Red and purple lightning split the air, crackling through her body. Screams filled her ears.
Squinting through the glare, she saw Raina and Julian writhing on the ground. Bolts of power lanced through them—streaks of light that were coming from Rose’s own hands.
“No, no, no.” She stumbled back, trying to break the connection.
But it was too strong.
Sheer power bound her in place. She watched in horror as lines of fiery red arched from her fingertips. They shot through the air, striking her friends on the ground. Farther. Burning through a running werewolf, forcing him down. Writhing in agony, he somehow continued to crawl towards her.
Pain exploded in her chest at the sight.
She wouldn’t be Sorcha’s weapon. Her pawn.
Rose knew the only thing that could stop this: Blood, blood, always blood.
Instinctively, she tightened her grip upon the shared dispel, harnessing the energy being sucked from her companions. They didn’t know how to fight this. But through her, their power could.
Grabbing the small, jeweled dagger she’d worn around her neck since it was taken off her mother’s, Rose yanked off the sheath. With a single, practiced motion, she drew the slender blade across her palm.
“You want blood, Sorcha?” Rose shoved her bleeding hand into the shield. “Take it!”
Energy shot up her arm. Flooding her body with such a volatile force that she’d have flown backward if her palm hadn’t fused itself to the shield.
Purple lines spread outward from her glowing hand.
“By my will and by my choice,” she chanted, the unfamiliar spell springing to her lips as she shouted over the gale. “Through my blood and my power. This spell I break, of you, by me. As I will, so mote it be.”
Power thrummed through her, beating like a heart. Purple fractures ruthlessly cleaved their way through the angry red shield. The spell’s death wail built. Fissures split. Wounds broke from the dome’s crumbling magical walls.
Cool air washed over Rose’s face.
Then the world went dark.
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Pain sawed through Dar. He tried to draw breath, but his body wouldn’t cooperate. Damn it. I’m not dying today. Levering himself up on an elbow, he slammed a fist into his chest once, twice, until his heart started beating. It lurched into action and the vise constricting his middle eased slightly.
Gasping, he coughed out a lungful of dirt.
Everything was dark. The air smelled of burning. Squinting past the lights crowding his vision, he wiped moss from his nose. What the hell just happened? He remembered chasing after Sebastian, desperate to stop him before he reached Rose. Then a wave of energy had sent the vampire crashing to the ground. Determined to get Rose to safety, Dar had fought off his packmates and rushed the line. Then a bolt of fiery lightning had lanced straight through him.
Blood thrummed in his ears. Worry tightened his gut.
He had to find his mate.
“Rose…” His voice came out in a rasping whisper. Coughing up more debris, he rubbed his eyes. It did nothing to diminish the dancing orbs obscuring his vision. He searched for the scent of peaches, but scalded ozone coated his nose and refused to let anything through.
Shoving himself upright, he stumbled forward. Near blind, he aimed for where he thought he’d last seen Rose. Past the dancing lights in his vision, it seemed dark. Hopefully that meant it was still night and he’d not been out for long.
His foot caught on something and he lurched sideways.
Regaining his balance, he identified the lump as an unconscious Sebastian. Good. Dar was moving in the right direction.
Some spots receded from his vision, resolving into the dome wall. It pulsed with an eerie purple light, casting everything before him in strange hues. Searching the area, he found three figures lying still on the ground.
A flash of bright copper caught his eye.
He stumbled towards her, dangerously close to the shield’s angry edge. His fur stood on end as he approached. The entire area was smoldering, including Rose. Thin blue smoke trailed from her hair to the glimmering beads that dangled all over her body. Dropping to his knees, he carefully laid a hand on her chest. When he felt it rise, his lungs relaxed, and his heart steadied.
Cautiously, he checked her, noting the scorched marks radiating up her left arm and the blood leaking from her nose. Bruises were already spreading along her right cheekbone, but nothing appeared broken. There were no lesions or swellings on her neck, nor was she lying at an awkward angle.
He gathered her gently against his chest and buried his head in the crook of her neck, letting the scent of her chase the trembling from his paws.
“Dar, you’ve got to get out of there!”
Lifting his head, he was pleased to discover the rest of his vision had returned. Avery, Ler, and Worag were all still standing in a row behind the line. Ears back and tails straight, their bodies told him threat remained. Unless, Dar thought, they think Rose is the threat.
A snarl pulled at his lips.
“Come on,” Avery called again. “They said disrupting the spell was dangerous! This is bad.”
The wind groaned, whipping a shower of pine needles into him and Rose. He angled his body to shield her from it.
The shield crackled, and he looked up.
No longer simply purple and red, the wall now appeared as though it were built from shards of glowing glass, each crack splintering into different, multicolored chips. Tracking the fractures up the curve of the dome, he saw they disappeared into a volatile mass of reds and purples. He ducked as some shards tore free and swirled past.
The spell was crumbling.
“We need to get to shelter! Avery, Worag, you’ll carry Julian and Raina,” he commanded, pleased to find his voice carrying over the wind’s cry. It did not escape Dar’s notice that his packmates hesitated slightly before hurrying over to the prone figures.
His jaw tightened. He’d deal with their lack of trust later.
Sticks and dirt rained upon his back as he gained his feet, taking Rose with him. His eyes narrowed at Sebastian and he tightened his grip on Rose. Alphas took care of everyone—even those they planned to brutalize for threatening their mate’s life. “Ler, get the vampire.”
Shaggy brows lowered in silent protest.
“Do it.”
With a final look of protest, Ler hoisted Sebastian’s limp frame over one shoulder. Without another word, they all ran for the campsite. It’d been set away from the shield’s edge, across a clearing and past the line of towering fir trees. At the time, the distance had seemed unnecessarily cautious. Now, Dar hoped it was far enough.
Shotgun-like cracks shook the air.
Risking a glance, he saw Avery and Worag behind him, each clutching an unconscious passenger and dodging debris as they raced across the clearing. Their faces were lit by flares of light. Glowing hail pelted the grass. The wind screamed.
Saplings flew past, dirt flying from their young roots.
Hot earth filled the air.
No time for the camp. Holding tight to Rose, Dar threw himself past the tree line. He lunged for an exposed tree base whose roots were as thick as his arm. These ancient firs plunged deep into the ground—it was the best chance they had.
Pinning Rose between the tree and his chest, he gripped the roots and braced himself. Any moment the gale would try to rip them from shelter.
But he couldn’t feel the wind anymore.
It’s more witch treachery. Don’t be fooled. Digging his claws into the roots, he waited for the assault. Nothing. He glanced at his packmates, holding roots beside him, and found them equally baffled. Then, risking his position, he leaned out to look at the shield.
The squall wasn’t touching their stand of trees. “The storm isn’t spreading past the clearing,” he shouted above the noise. “Seems to be sticking to the shield’s border.”
“You sure the witch isn’t fueling it?” Avery asked.
“Of course the witch is…” Dar’s eyes narrowed. “Rose isn’t doing this. She and Julian said the magic from Sorcha’s spell would have to go somewhere.”
“Maybe you should put her down. You know, just in case?”
Not a chance. Lips tight, Dar studied his packmate. Ever since Ormis had turned from friend to foe, Dar’d had one constant supporter beyond his family—Avery. His best friend. Who stood against his brother, Ormis, and always had Dar’s back.
Except, it seemed, when it came to Rose.
A caterwaul of defeat echoed through the trees. His attention snapped back to the shield in time to see the funnel of light and debris spin upwards into the sky. Cool mountain air swept across the land, ruffling Rose’s hair against his face.
Still cradling her, Dar stepped away from the tree.
“The vampire’s muttering.” Ler’s snout wrinkled in distaste.
Avery bent down to listen to the vampire, who was still draped over Ler’s shoulder. “Pets and east and some guy. Damn. Think he’s in Sorcha’s head again.”
“We should kill it. To be safe,” Worag suggested.
“We’re not killing Sebastian,” Dar said. No matter how much we want to. “We make camp and take care of our allies.”
All three of his packmates hesitated. Again.
He fixed his gaze on his best friend. Was yet another of his friendships about to fall apart? “I know I have an enforced—and false—mate-bond with Rose. It’s a spell. One her aunt made.”
“But…” Distress creased Avery’s brow. “Wasn’t it supposed to end with her dome? Aren’t you free?”
Dar paused. Right. That’s exactly what he’d hoped would happen.
“I just want to help,” Avery said quietly. “Unless you don’t want to be Alpha anymore?”
“I—” Emotion clogged Dar’s throat. “I know you’re worried. So am I. But this spell won’t change me. Or my intent to succeed my father as Alpha.”
“Then put Rose down.” Avery took a step toward him, Raina still hanging limp in his arms. “I’ll help.”
Dar instinctively pulled away.
Hurt flashed through Avery’s brown eyes.
“I can’t let her go. Not right now.” Dar’s hands flexed against Rose. Damn, she fit perfectly in his arms. Could a spell create all these sensations, or was there truly something between them? “The bond will end with Sorcha,” he decided. “In the meantime, I need a different approach. Rose isn’t my mate, but she feels like it.”
Avery held his gaze for a long moment, then he nodded.
Relaxing, Dar turned to drink in the destruction Sorcha’s dome had left behind.
A curving strip, roughly the width of the Cascade highway, had been shorn from the earth. He didn’t need an eagle’s view to know that swathe formed a perfect circle, marking where Sorcha’s evil had squatted upon his territory.
“We’re dealing with powers we’ve never seen before. And it’s not over yet.” He gestured towards Sebastian with his chin. “I’m guessing we’ll have information on our enemy when the vampire comes to. Rose isn’t awake to break his connection to Sorcha this time, so it’s up to us to make sure it’s Sebastian who rejoins us.”
As if sharing his worries, Rose gave a soft cry. He held her closer and whispered in her ear, “Shhh. You’re safe now.”
He hoped that wasn’t a lie.
“I’ll take first watch,” he told his packmates. He needed time for his insides to settle, and wondered if he’d manage to sleep at all. It had taken their magic casters three hours of elaborate preparation and casting to bring down Sorcha’s dome. They had nearly failed.
If it was this dangerous to end a single spell, how on earth were they going to stop the blood witch herself?
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Pure warmth suffused Rose, seeping into her back, her sides, all the way through to her core. The smell of hot cedar and forest surrounded her, telling her she was perfectly, blissfully safe. She wanted to burrow into this wonderful place and never leave.
“Rose,” a husky voice whispered in her ear. “Wake up.”
She kept quiet, willing the voice away.
“Come on, baby. Naptime’s over.”
Despite her resolve, insidious light wriggled through her defenses, creeping beneath her eyelids. It seemed awfully bright for evening. Droplets of sound resolved into birdsong. What kind of birds sung at night? Her brow furrowed in confusion and she peeked through her lashes.
Why were brilliant silver orbs hovering before her? And why did they make her want to purr beneath these hands like a cat?
Wait. Hands?
There were hands—large, masculine hands—curving round her waist and cupping the back of her neck. Hands that made her bones weak and her body melt.
They were not Julian’s hands.
Her eyes sprang open. She was lying on the ground and plastered against the Dar’s side. Their lips inches apart. Only a thin line of fabric between her and his glorious human-shaped body.
Desire burst inside her, with panic hot on its heels.
Had the spell won? The last thing she remembered was Dar standing behind the line, his gaze burning into her shoulders as she had approached the shield’s edge. Oh, God. Please, please say I didn’t entrap him.
“Let me up. I can’t be here with you…”
Face serious, he shook his head. Strong arms prevented her from pulling away with obnoxious ease. A rough palm cupped the side of her face, sending errant licks of fire all the way to her middle. She needed to get away before she stopped caring how she’d ended up curled beside him in the soft moss of the forest floor.
His mouth brushed the corner of her jaw. “We have company.”
“Company?”
“Look around,” he said softly. “Slowly. No sudden movements.”
Alarm rippled through her. She carefully peered over Dar’s shoulder. Her gaze met the shining point of what looked to be an arrow glowing faintly in the fading shadows.
With a gulp, she looked past the arrow to its owner.
Fae. She felt it before she registered the sweep of his ears or the multi-colored strands of silver, blue, and indigo hair tied behind his neck. Her senses, long accustomed to Raina’s presence, finally registered the newcomer.
Clad in green clothes marked with twists of armor, the fae had a narrow face, its sharp features set in cold lines.
Where were the others? Careful to moderate her movements, hampered by her mostly prone position in Dar’s arms, Rose looked around. A twinge shot through her palm as she moved.
Julian sat quietly, legs crossed and hands still, outwardly completely at ease. He had to know she was awake, yet his nose remained pointed at the ground and his body unnaturally still. While she lay in another man’s arms. God. Her stomach sank. The other werewolves were sitting around the fire and appeared equally discomfited.
But they weren’t looking at Rose.
Seven fae warriors surrounded them, drawn arrows glimmering with lethal intent. Sebastian lay face down upon the ground, his arms splayed outwards, hands empty. He caught her eye and, for once, she found no humor in his gaze. Most of the arrows, she realized, were aiming at him. More now swung towards her and Dar.
“Point your weapons elsewhere, fae.” Dar pulled her against his chest.
“Let me go,” she whispered.
“As soon as it’s safe.” He gave her a brief squeeze before raising his voice. “I speak for my clan, Rosh Lupin Northwestern. We have no quarrel with the fae.” His head lowered and he moved her closer still, until she couldn’t see anything but the muscles of his chest. “What quarrel do you have with us?”
Gritting her teeth, she held still. She wouldn’t risk a scene by insisting Dar release her.
“Our Printrionsa has been trapped in your land without consent, wolf.” Rose could just pick out the fae’s words around the contours of tense werewolf. “She has suffered for it.”
Suffered? She froze as memories began trickling in. Purple-lined glimpses of failed spells and broken promises congealed inside Rose. A quick glance confirmed the dome was gone, but she feared the price for dispelling it had been too high.
A whimper escaped her, and she pressed her face into Dar’s pectoral.
She’d dragged Julian and Raina into a blood spell and stolen their power. If she’d harmed anyone with her hateful magic, she’d never forgive herself. Pulling too much from others could render them unconscious—or worse.
“Brokk, enough.” That sounded like Raina.
Relief rushed through Rose. Needing visual confirmation, she jabbed a finger into Dar’s side, but her living shield refused to loosen his grip. She jabbed him again. She would not hide against him like a cowardly werewolf limpet.
“Printrionsa Elurra, I cannot—”
“Brokk, they did me no harm. I was tired from our efforts to destroy the witch’s barrier. That is all.”
Listening to Raina’s strained tones, Rose dug her fingernails into her palms. Ignored the pain that shot up her right arm. Physical dangers aside, she’d been taught that fae didn’t willingly give power to witches. Ever. Would Raina be punished for what Rose had done?
“Lower your weapons and we’ll speak,” Dar rumbled.
The vibrations from his words traveled into her chest, and her nipples tightened in response. Ending Sorcha’s shield had done absolutely nothing to the spell that bound them. His heat wasn’t just protecting her—it was trying to brand her. She ground her knuckles into his side and kneed his thigh, giving thanks he was clothed. He sighed. Then his muscles flexed and he stood with her still fixed to his side.
Finally upright, her feet hit the ground.
She nudged at his arms, and he huffed into her hair, but his hold loosened. Unable to risk another moment, she stepped away. The loss of contact was a physical ache, like she’d peeled the scab from a wound too soon and left it smarting in the cold.
“My Lady, it would be easier for us if we had both of you in our sights. Where is your cousin?”
Oh no. Rose located Raina and watched helplessly as all color drained from her face. Rose moved towards her ally, only to be brought up short by the tip of an arrow pressing into her throat.
“You’ll move that arrow, fae,” Dar growled from behind her. “Now.”
Showing her hands were empty, Rose shoved them into her pockets. She’d have backed up, but a frustratingly solid wall of werewolf prevented the retreat. “I don’t mean any harm. I just…” She gestured towards Raina. “She shouldn’t be alone.”
Distress contorted the fae’s features. Pink hair hung loosely around her, wings dangling limply. She clutched her throat, emitting a thin, reedy wail that pierced Rose’s heart.
“What has the leech done!” A guard took Raina’s arm.
“The vampire should die for daring to be near her,” said another, his talk of death all the more disturbing for the musical tones of his voice. Green eyes glinted from his amber face.
Bow strings tightened ominously.
Rose’s eyes widened. They were serious. “Leave Sebastian alone!”
The guard with the indigo hair bored through her with his otherworldly gaze. He must be the leader, as he wore the most elaborate clothing: a strange mix of metal, wood, and fabric. “You think to order me, witch?”
“Be at peace,” Julian said from behind her, his voice so calm that Rose could have kissed him—if he’d have welcomed it. “On my word as a Terra, I swear none here are to blame—”
“Your word as a Terra does not carry the weight it once did.” The guards’ leader held out a hand to Raina. “My Lady, please. Tell me.”
Pale and trembling, Raina shook her head at him.
“Don’t make her say it,” Rose snapped. Lifting her chin, she stared at the guard and hoped the shaking in her legs wasn’t obvious. “Please. Raina’s cousin fell during our flight from the one who caused all this.”
“Gilran gave his life to save Raina’s,” Julian added.
Fae eyes stared at her in an unblinking, reptilian manner. A stark reminder that she stood before the first House—the one farthest from anything human.
“Enough. Brokk, you and your team will stand down.” The scars of last night wrapped around Raina, a hard-won cloak that somehow only polished her beauty. “And release the vampire. He is merely another victim of the evil that has occurred here.”
“The vampire takes exception to that label.”
“Sebastian, hold your tongue,” Raina snapped.
“That’s not what women usually tell me.”
“My lady, are you quite sure?” Brokk sounded very skeptical. “You travel with a vampire and two witches, one of whom is covered in blood magic.”
Rose flinched.
“Do as I ask.” Raina straightened, appearing to regain some of her composure. “If this witch shows signs of blood magic, then…” There was a lengthy pause, during which Rose’s heart crashed to her feet. “Then it is because she took action to thwart a deadly blood spell last night, and, in doing so, saved my life.”
But Rose knew she deserved no such praise. She’d endangered everyone last night—ensnared by the past and tricked by the love she’d once had for her aunt. Not only had Rose cast blood magic, she’d used her friends to do it.
She gripped her beads. Perhaps what she’d done truly had been the only way to save her companions, but that didn’t change the fact that Sorcha had still pulled her in.
How large a step was it between helping and destroying when you wielded the same weapon for both? It had taken everything she’d had to stop casting six years ago. Reopening that gate would cost her. The taste of forbidden magic still lingered on her tongue. Just as Sorcha had wanted.
Her companions would be in far greater danger if they had more than one Sorcha to contend with.
She stiffened as Dar moved closer to her, the heat from his body warming her back. She had no right to take comfort in his mere proximity, no more than she’d had the right to put memories of the aunt she’d cared for ahead of others’ well-being.
“If you’ll speak, witch, then speak. Tell me who is responsible for the death of a royal fae,” Brokk ordered. “For my duty to the house of Ellura will not be bound.”
Taking a deep breath, Rose slowly approached him. Was this how wars began? Or simply how small families went from three to two? The knot in her stomach drew tighter. Grief prickled at the corners of her eyes. Julian stood, but she motioned for him to remain silent.
Her grandmother was right—they looked after their own. Even in death.
Swallowing hard, she said, “The one responsible is a witch named Sorcha LeFey.”
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The creaks and scuffs of hands gripping weapons made a hushed but deadly chorus. Birds should have been welcoming the early morning sun, yet the forest was silent. Dar forced himself to hold steady. They hadn’t gone through all of this to pick a fight with the fae. Even if those fae were currently threatening Rose.
The captain, Brokk, closed in on her as she summarized her aunt’s involvement.
Earth take it, Dar couldn’t deny the rush of pride filling his chest as she lifted her chin and stared Brokk straight in the eye. “Our goal was to dispel Sorcha’s dome and free the people of Pinemount—and we did that,” she said. “We’re not here to threaten the fae.”
“Nope. That’s your aunt’s job.” Sebastian dusted off his pants.
Shit. The vampire had definitely awoken as himself.
Surprise shaped Rose’s mouth. “Wha—”
“No one gave you permission to stand, leech.” Brokk leveled his drawn arrow at Sebastian. “You’ll not be the first blood-sucker to whom I’ve had to teach respect.”
“And no one needs that lesson more. But not today.” Light blossomed from Raina.
“My lady, this vampire just threatened Rhosenveyl. I will carve the truth from his blood-sucking hide and—”
“Enough.” Raina’s aura pulsed, growing brighter until it forced Dar to look away. “I am not some beaten shell of a fae, I am your Printrionsa. I will suffer no more doubt, no more disagreement, no more discontent. No more, do you hear me, Brokk?” Heat to rival the sun on the hottest day joined her words, the temperature climbing with her tone. Dar heard something sizzle, followed by a muffled cry.
Shit. Sebastian.
Stepping in front of Sebastian, Dar put himself between the leech and Brokk’s arrow—and Raina’s vampire-burning light. He held up hand, using it to block the worst of the light, blinking past it in time to see Raina stagger sideways. Earth below my paws. She’s as shaken as the rest of us. He couldn’t order her to stand down, but he could give her a moment to pull herself together. He kept his tone even; an alpha’s authority came from certainty, not volume. “Brokk, in case the word of your princess isn’t enough, this is my territory and my team. And this vampire has information on our enemy’s movements.”
Mouth twisted in distaste, Brokk lowered his weapon. “The word of my printrionsa is ample, wolf.”
“Good.” Raina’s blinding glow winked out. “Now, as it is your territory, get us answers, Dar.”
“Happy to.” Twisting around, Dar grabbed Sebastian by the neck. The leech wriggled, tapped on Dar’s hand—in response, Dar let his grip tighten. He might have stopped the vampire from going up in flames, but he’d no intention of forgetting Sebastian’s recent attempt on Rose’s life. “Talk. No bullshit.”
“Ahem.” Sebastian tugged at his neckline.
Dar lowered his brows and waited.
“Right,” Sebastian coughed. “During my latest sojourn into Crazy’s head, I learned our rabbit hole runs deeper than we thought. Sorcha LeFey didn’t just capture us. With a little help from her ally, Renard, she’s already on her way to the fae city. With a map.”
Brokk lunged forward. Dar blocked him with his free hand.
“You’d best be hurrying through the beginning,” Brokk demanded, his arrow scraping Dar’s arm, “and explain how you know that a blood witch, who’s defiled the lines of the Houses, has a map to our home.”
“You saw Sorcha last night?” Julian asked.
“Yup.” The smirk dropped from Sebastian’s face, along with any hopes Dar had of this new information being another of the vampire’s games. “She was thinking about how she had to go east, to the fae city, and the map she was using to get there.”
“What?” Raina gasped. “That’s not possible.”
“Sorry, Princess. I only know what the crazy shows me.”
“If you’re thinking we’ll believe that a mad witch—who’s apparently using your vampire blood to fuel her evil—is heading to our home, then you’ve got another think coming.” The pointed tip of Brokk’s arrow jabbed Dar’s arm. “Move, wolf. I’ll wrest truth from the leech.”
“Enough.” Tamping down the urge to snap his teeth, Dar used his size to force the fae captain back a step. A glance at his packmates told him they were ready for open conflict with the fae. But he refused to fail his father so greatly. “We need to confirm this threat, not fight amongst ourselves.”
Rose cleared her throat. Her eyes met his before flickering away, the brief contact enough to make desire tighten his pants. “Sebastian, did Sorcha think about where she was on that map? Or see any landmarks?”
A grin split Dar’s face. Damn, his witch was clever.
Sebastian rubbed his hands over his eyes. “I…It’s all muddled. Her attention was on her followers—her ‘children,’ she called them. But…Give me a minute.”
Waving aside a pointed arrow, the vampire paced between trees.
He paused and sent Dar a lop-sided smile. “I’m going to try and replay what I saw. I’m assuming you’re ready to stop me in case this goes poorly?”
Dar crossed his arms. “You’d be right.”
“Lucky me. Cuz this is the worst of my recently terrible plans.” Sebastian laced his fingers together, cracked them outward, and resumed pacing. “East, east, east. That’s what she’s muttering about…He said she must go east, so east she’ll go.”
“Listening to a vampire is folly,” Brokk said.
“Wait,” Dar said, putting a hand on the fae’s shoulder.
“She’d make him see how much he needed her, now more than ever.” Sebastian seemed to melt into the shadows, his voice changing, becoming higher. He laughed an odd, rasping croak that was nothing like his usual chuckle.
A shiver crept down Dar’s spine, but he signaled his packmates to hold their positions.
“My children sweep across the land. I created this. I gave them life.” Sebastian swung his hands, fingers hooked as if heavy nails pulled on the digits. “Soon, my niece will take her werewolf gift. Then she will stand at my side, as my sister once did.”
A yelp sounded to Dar’s right.
His attention snapped to Rose. She was white-faced, a hand clamped over her mouth. The urge to go to her and pull her against him was nearly overwhelming.
Then Julian strode over and placed both hands on her shoulders. For once, Dar was grateful for the Terra’s watchful eye, and his willingness to step in when Dar’s control started to fray.
“Wolf,” Brokk whispered urgently. “Stop this.”
Arrows strained against bowstrings. He understood the fear. But they needed this information. “We wait. If there’s any trouble, my pack is ready.”
Hovering on the edge of a tree’s shadow, the vampire tilted his head skyward. His hands reached upwards, fingers outstretched. “I could call enough power to break your jagged peaks. A flick of my wrist, and no more would tower over me.”
Mountains.
“Dar…” Rose laced his name with warning.
“How I long for that day,” Sebastian spoke in a high voice that made Dar’s fur stand on end. Earth’s blood, had he summoned Sorcha’s spirit into their camp through the vampire? He looked to Rose, whose lips were blanched, her eyes round with worry. Julian appeared to be holding her back, but her fingers were still moving.
Dar lunged for Sebastian.
“When Rose takes that first step, she’ll never look back. I will look my mother in her judgmental eyes and bask in her fear. I shall prove, once and for all, what it means to be the greatest LeFey—”
His fist connected with the vampire’s jaw.
He briefly had the distinct pleasure of simultaneously punching both Sebastian and Sorcha. The leech staggered backwards into a tree trunk with a satisfying crunch. It served him right for upsetting Dar’s mate.
The vampire shook his head and squinted at Dar through one eye.
“D-dang it, Dar. Stand back,” Rose stuttered. “I need to make sure he’s not still her.”
“He’s not.” Grabbing the vampire by the throat, Dar pinned him to the tree. “What did you see?”
Sebastian groaned. “Aside from stars?”
“Yes.”
He coughed and adjusted his collar. “Two peaks, one taller than the other. They curved towards each other, sort of forming a really shitty heart-shape. Hope you know it.”
Letting a grim smile tug at his lips, Dar released Sebastian and faced the others. “The Nesting Mountains. They’re an hour’s hike away. Directly northeast.”
“You can’t be suggesting we go there—it’s too far from aid.” Julian’s eyebrow lifted.
“Nor will we be taking your vampire or the blood-tainted witch any closer to our territories,” Brokk said.
“That is not your decision,” Raina said.
“I don’t mind going back,” Rose whispered, so quietly Dar wondered if she’d meant to say it aloud. But the determined line of her jaw suggested otherwise. Her chin lifted and she faced the fae guard. “You’re right. I’m a threat. I’ll leave.”
Emotions he chose not to identify plunged through him, constricting his heart and filling his throat.
“I could take her home,” Avery said quietly. “She’ll be safe there.”
“No!” Taking a breath, he cleared his throat. “No one is going back.”
“But Sorcha wants me.” Her voice cracked.
Dar’s jaw flexed. The damned spell between them demanded that he treat her as his mate, so perhaps he’d do just that. “We’ve brought down the shield, but not Sorcha herself. Until we do, we can’t know where it’s safe to go.”
“But to stay in wolf territory without—”
“You’ll have consent, Terra.” Dar smiled thinly, eyes narrowing when he saw the witch’s hands were still on Rose’s shoulders.
“I agree.” Raina lifted a hand, pre-empting any objection from her guards. “No witch or vampire could forge a map. My mother and our Magic Singer ensured as much when they moved the Wrinkle that houses my home. So Rhosenveyl cannot be where Sorcha is headed. We must learn her true target.”
“And soon,” Dar added.
“But not if we’re taking Sorcha what she wants. Right?” Meeting Avery’s gaze, he found a mix of approval and apprehension in his friend’s eyes.
“Even then,” Raina said, voice quiet yet wrapped in the authority of a queen.
Avery shook his head. “Dar?”
Dar understood his friend’s reservations. Yet a danger as unprecedented as Sorcha couldn’t be left unchecked. Though he wished it otherwise, he didn’t doubt the accuracy of what Sebastian had seen. For as long as Dar could remember, his father had spoken of the importance of their territory. No alpha would stand by while that territory was threatened—nor should a worthy heir.
Even if said heir was caught in a love spell with a blood witch.
He raised his brows in question. After a long moment, each of his packmates signaled his support.
“We’re agreed,” Dar said. “We stay together until we can confirm the path Sorcha is taking.”
Shielding his eyes, he checked the sun’s position in the sky. Higher now, its rays slipped between the treetops and warmed his back. Full dawn was nearly upon them, and their trail grew colder with each passing moment. “If we leave now we’ll be at the peaks before nine o’clock this morning. Then we’ll know.”
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Mother Mageia, let this answer not be sweet to drink but bitter to pay for.
Shoulders back and wings at the ready, Raina refused to show the tiredness dragging down her limbs. Every felt heavy, like her arms were made of stone, her legs of wood. If she let her guards see it, they would inflict unwanted help upon her—or worse, force her to wait—either way, they’d take her even less seriously than they just had.
Well, she was their printrionsa and she would make them listen. No force would keep her from pursuing Sorcha—from exacting revenge. She flicked her wings outward. Tired was better than numb. So she’d had her magic drained by a witch? Legend lied about the result—she wasn’t going to shrivel up like a leaf at the end of summer.
Sucking in a breath, she held it until her chest started to burn. She let it out and fell into step beside Brokk.
“Are you sure you’re well enough for this journey?” he asked under his breath.
She shot him a glance. “Quite certain.”
“Printrionsa—”
“Do not ask.” For if you speak of things, I’ll have to do the same. And she couldn’t talk about Gil, about the gaping hole he’d left in her heart. Not now. Maybe not ever.
For a moment, blessed silenced reigned. She focused on the crunch of pine needles beneath her feet, forced herself to breathe slowly through her nose. Despite everything, there was an odd comfort his Brokk’s steady presence at her side. She’d known him her whole life, and he’d always supported her—he’d also never quite stopped seeing her as a child.
“I’m sorry, lady, but I must confirm,” Brokk said. The witch spoke true?”
She glanced at him, taking in the stony set of his jaw, flat line of his mouth. Her own lips tightened in response. Did he now see her as both child and failure—the fae who’d abandoned her duty and gotten her beloved cousin killed? Whose word couldn’t be trusted? “Rose spoke true. I have already confirmed as much.”
“But the vampire—”
“Did my cousin no harm.” Light help me. It would be so much easier if that weren’t the case. If she could simply point Brokk’s arrows at Sebastian and be done with the darkness eating her insides. “We will speak of this no further.”
He let out a long breath, disapproval rippling over her. “If that is what you wish.”
“I do wish.” She fixed her gaze on the trail ahead. She ached to ask of her mother, but to what end? She remained printrionsa to the palace guards, so the queen lived, that much was certain. Why ask how quickly that would change?
She’d yet to decide if she had the means to stop that change.
If I dare. Unless I’m wrong…
“Raina, we should not delay our return.”
Not much time, then. Her heart constricted, pulling against her breastbone as if seeking shelter from a storm. Heat burned her eyes. She furiously blinked it away. First Gil, then—
No. She would not finish that thought.
“This is not a delay, Brokk,” she said, studying the sweep of the mountain tops as they pierced the sky. “This is strategy. And it is necessary.” Not just to know Sorcha’s true destination, but to decide if I dare turn to the witch’s niece for help.
Though she kept her gaze fixed ahead, she felt his study.
“Lady, we follow a path laid by a vampire—a vampire—who claimed to see through a witch…” He cleared his throat. “But, very well, I concede you’re correct, we must prove this trail false before heading home. Once that is done, we will return you to Rhosenveyl. Perhaps this witch will be found before our forces return. If so, I am content to leave her fate in wolf hands.”
Raina was not.
But she saw no benefit in arguing the point, not yet. Making a non-committal hum, she quickened her pace just enough to break away from his side, knowing he’d turn his attention to watching their surroundings.
Mother Mageia. What if this trail isn’t false?
It had to be false—no fae would betray Rhosenveyl. Yet with each footstep her discomfort grew, like a needle-pointed hedgehog, rolled inside her chest and growing larger with each step.
If Sebastian was right, if Sorcha had a path to the fae…then treachery dwelt in the heart of Rhosenveyl. How could that be? What fae would betray their kind—lead a monster to their very doorstep? Light help her, had a fae had a hand in creating that monster?
What would happen if Sorcha and her followers reached the city, if her sickness spread to the fae? With the Vassilisa dying, Rhosenveyl was vulnerable.
Unless I lead another monster to its door.
She looked pointedly at Rose.
Light have mercy; she’d never encountered such terrible power as she had last night before Sorcha’s dome. Every time they’d broken through a section of the shield another magical vein snaked through, repairing it before her eyes.
The cursed thing had been alive. And it had been beating them.
She’d been trapped in that spell, caught within a giant’s lung. It’s dark magic sucking her life to feed its own.
Sharp rocks cut into her thighs, twigs and dirt beat against her arms, her chest her face. A stand of crystals exploded beside her, the witch-made barrier disappearing in a cloud of dust. Caught in the spell, she could barely flinch. Unable to hide, unable to stop, she continued to weave her magic around Julian’s and Rose’s.
All their careful arrangements—witch trappings of bowls of water and herbs, crystals and drawn symbols—meant for nothing.
Blood trickled from Julian’s nose and red rimmed Rose’s eyes.
Above them, the sky pulsed with veins of dark magic.
And beyond the pain was a burning thought: Gil’s blood created this...
Raina shoved the memory away.
She needed to stop delaying and talk to Rose—alone. A quick check confirmed her guards were focused outward. Excellent. A short distance ahead, the witch’s petite figure marched up the trail. Head down, hands gripping the straps of her pack, she seemed lost in thought.
I can do this.
Raina ignored her body’s protests and walked faster. In a moment, she’d fallen into step beside Rose. Despite their fast pace, all color drained from the witch’s face, leaving a scattering of freckles to stand out in stark relief against the pallor of her skin.
She opened her mouth, closed it.
This witch had torn her apart as easily as tearing through a spider’s web, ripping magic from Raina’s very core. She’d been helpless against it, unable to stop her essence from draining through her fingers like a stream of water.
And that pain is my mother’s only hope?
Turning away, Raina listened to the wind as it whispered through the branches. She wanted to take comfort in the breeze, the free air as it washed over her face. They’d torn down Sorcha’s spell—that should feel like a victory, shouldn’t it?
Pine needles rustled ahead. What is it the humans say, hotter than hell?
She knew Gil wasn’t really speaking to her through the leaves of the forest, but it was as if he were standing next to her, sharing his love of mortal sayings and bitingly accurate jokes. He wasn’t wrong.
The biggest choices burn hotter than the sun, she thought.
The needles wiggled as if in agreement.
Sorcha’s dome was gone, leaving greater trouble in its wake. She’d woven magic—with a blood witch. In the entire history of Raina’s people, blood witches were the most feared. The most reviled of the fae’s greatest enemy. The only House who stole their powers from the life-blood of others, able to take what wasn’t given.
Her gaze dropped to the gray patches on her arms, a lingering mark of the magic she’d lost.
Wrapping her arms around her middle, she shifted to the sunniest part of the path. A single, younger blood witch had done this to her—unintentionally—and she was in perfect health. How could her mother survive such a thing?
She sighed and pushed past a low-hanging branch. My choices might burn, but they also stink.
Smells worse than Aefdane’s compliments on your wings, the leaves agreed.
It was such a ludicrous, perfectly Gil statement. Oak rustled in a shared laugh and she grinned at the leaves. Aefdane had been frustratingly unwilling to accept that, no matter how fine his features, she was never going to marry him. That decision had been easy—all three times. And Gil had been at her side, laughing behind a fall of water, making faces through a window.
But not this time.
She stumbled over a rock.
Pain pierced her heart, a swift and vicious knife. The laugh died on her lips. Light have mercy, how was she to decide such a thing without Gil?
There’s dark things, in the dark, the leaves whispered.
She wished she didn’t know it. Turning down Aefdane and all other offers of marriage had ruffled court feathers. Knowingly taking a blood witch to her mother’s side? That was like to set those feathers on fire.
It would be anathema to everything her people stood for—but how could she not?
She waited for an answer, but the leaves remained silent. There’d be no answers for her amongst the leaves, no help from the trees or imagined memories. Surrounded by palace guards and werewolves and a vampire she didn’t entirely hate, and yet she’d never felt so alone. Swallowing hard, she looked over at the witch walking beside her.
It was time to voice her questions.
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Rose welcomed Raina’s company along the rough trail. It helped keep her focus on the hike, and from babbling uncontrollably over Sebastian’s revelation. Countless garden parties under the eagle eye of Leonora LeFey had trained her to never air laundry before an audience.
Thanks, Grand-maman.
Unfortunately, Raina’s company only prevented outer babble. Inside, fear chased Rose’s memories in circles that drew tighter and tighter around her gut.
God, how could Raina stand to be near her?
Sorcha had barely snapped her fingers, and Rose had danced. She flushed with shame and let her hair cover part of her face like a curtain. She rubbed the bandage she’d wrapped around her left hand, pressing hard enough to send spikes of pain up her arm. Soon there’d be another scar on her palm.
Ahead, Julian walked beside the fae captain. Earlier, Brokk had threatened that a Terra’s word didn’t carry the weight it once did. Her fiancé was no doubt trying to repair some of the damage.
She glanced at Raina’s grave face.
Could she convince her that Julian had nothing to do with Rose’s actions? Or, better yet, promise to never again bend to Sorcha’s will? But her ally deserved the truth, and all Rose could offer was a pale apology. Shoulders slumping, she looked at her feet.
“Rose?”
Beads clattered against her leg as she skidded over a dew-slick stone. “Sorry, my thoughts were…”
“Elsewhere?” Raina offered a slight smile.
Rose couldn’t bring herself to return the expression. “Yeah.”
Her companion’s eyes glimmered with a strange intensity that made Rose want to look away.
“Raina, I know there’s nothing I can say to make up for what I did—”
“I wish to discuss the events of last night. I hope you will oblige me.”
Hexing hell. Rose would rather chew dirt than discuss last night’s magic with one of her victims. She studied the rigid line of Julian’s shoulders and sighed. She had to try and make amends for what she’d done.
“Um…”Deep breath, I can do this. “Of course.”
“Before the spell overtook me, I was able to study the magic at play. Both yours and your aunt’s. I’ve been considering my observations and comparing them to what I witnessed in Sorcha’s dead creatures.”
“Really?”
“Yes. It appears those poor souls we found in the forest suffered from the early bane of vampirism—a deadly sensitivity to sunlight. Which leads me to your earlier assessment of blood magic, that a practitioner can divine ancient viruses with access to the right blood.”
If I vomit on my shoes, I’ll be unable to answer.
Rose felt Raina watching her.
Dang it. Rose gave a short nod of agreement. “That’s what my mother’s books implied, though it’s an imperfect practice. I can’t say for certain, but I suspect Sorcha brought back unwanted elements of the original vampyr plague.”
Raina gave a pensive hum.
“Are you sure you want to discuss this?” Rose curled her fingers around the straps of her backpack.
“Yes. I wish to understand what I face. To weigh my choices as printrionsa.”
Right. There was a chance Sorcha and her followers were heading straight for Raina’s home. “Of course you want to plan. I’m sure Sorcha’s followers will all be vulnerable to sunlight or silver—or both. I just wish we could help them. From what I’ve seen, they’re dead—”
“But a disease is different.” Raina waved her hands, as if brushing away the answers she’d asked for. “The first blood witches used powers taken from vampires, werewolves, and, on occasion, fae. I wish the latter were no longer true—”
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to…” Swallowing bile, Rose covered her face with her hands. Why didn’t they let me leave? “There’s a price for power. The LeFeys learned that the hard way. I guess we’re still learning it.”
“I am not seeking an apology, Rose.”
“Well, I’m still sorry.” Even with her recently ensorcelled backpack floating on her shoulders, she struggled up a rocky incline. Joining Raina at the top, she took in the fae’s stiff posture and flat mouth. “What are you after, then?”
Raina’s throat worked. Then she gestured for them to keep moving.
They’d reached a gentle stretch of trail where the ground was softened by a blanket of pine needles. It sloped gradually towards a line of trees, above which rose two distinctive peaks.
The Nesting Mountains.
Breath shuddering in her chest, Rose crossed her fingers. As much as she wanted to know Sorcha’s location, she prayed they’d find no sign of her aunt. Then they’d return to Dar’s home, call for help, and let the experts in the Magestracy take over. She’d been a fool to believe she could put the past behind her.
“Does blood magic always have to steal power?”
She slowly faced Raina. “What?”
“Doesn’t your heritage mean a blood witch could pull something other than power from someone?”
This was officially the worst conversation. Ever. “Afraid I don’t follow…”
Raina sighed. “Prevarication is not my strength. What I am really asking is whether a practicing blood witch could counteract pois—”
A low growl echoed across the cold morning ground.
The fae guard swooped in like brightly colored guardian vultures.
Rose didn’t need to be werewolf or fae to understand the warning. Curses. They’d found something. Her fingers closed over her belt, ready to tear off beads if a threat emerged.
“I will not be held behind,” Raina declared, voice clear and cuttingly imperious.
The fae guards gave no indication she’d spoken, silently blocking her whenever she tried to move past them. Through the guards’ shifting plumes, Rose could just make out Dar’s shape disappearing into the trees ahead.
Rose quickly surveyed the area.
No fingers reached from tree branches, but the guards were acting like an attack was imminent, and Sebastian and the fae captain had also disappeared. Craning her neck, she caught a glimpse of Julian as he entered the copse of trees where she’d last seen Dar. All of them were heading off to face whatever lay ahead—without her.
Good. That’s good, she told herself. She was a risk. Especially to Dar.
She should stay right here, surrounded by fae guards who wouldn’t think twice about cutting her down if she fell victim to Sorcha’s whims. Dar and his packmates could easily handle whatever remained of her aunt’s followers.
But what if Julian or Dar encountered another blood magic trap and Rose wasn’t there to help? Yanking off a citrine bead, she slowly worked her way through the circling fae. Their focus was on Raina.
“I am your printrionsa, not your prisoner. You will let me pass!”
“My Lady, please. We need to keep you here until the all clear is given,” a guard pleaded, standing before Raina with arms spread wide.
The bead dug painfully into the flesh of Rose’s palm.
Feeling disloyal, yet resolved, she abandoned Raina and hurried off in the direction she had seen Dar and Julian disappear.
She would be strong. Careful. She’d only cast the simplest of fireballs if the others came face-to-face with Sorcha. No blood witch, no matter how powerful, could survive the assault of fae warriors and a pack of werewolves. Not for long. Rose’s allies would put an end to the evil her aunt had created.
They’d put an end to her aunt.
A lump formed in Rose’s chest.
Dar would be free. And they’d all go back to their Treaty-separated lives. She’d marry Julian and have only her grandmother sitting on the LeFeys’ side of the church.
The lump grew, pushing uncomfortably against Rose’s ribs.
Ancient trees towered around her, sentries keeping watch over the mountainside. Tendrils of mist rose from the forest bed and shimmered in the beams of sunlight cutting through the canopy above.
It would have been beautiful but for the unnatural silence.
Where was everyone? She didn’t want to call out and betray anyone’s position. Wincing at every twig that snapped beneath her feet, she skirted the depths of a tree’s twisting root base, resisting the constant urge to check over her shoulder. A root caught her pant leg and she stumbled sideways, only just managing to catch her balance.
Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to slow down.
Brighter light seeped through the veil of trees ahead. Squinting, she found smaller shapes silhouetted between the towering trunks. It was hard to tell, with the green halo of mist blurring everything, but the shapes appeared person-sized.
Why aren’t they moving?
Clutching her bead, she readied a spell and crept forward.
Her heart beat in warning against the back of her throat as the nearest shape resolved into the familiar back of Sebastian. It wasn’t right for Sebastian to be so still—or silent.
She’d seen that kind of stillness before; she still saw it in her nightmares.
“Sebastian?” she squeaked, waiting for him to inform her that high-pitched accents were so last-century. Nothing. Had Sorcha done something to him? Jewelry rattling, Rose grabbed his arm.
He jerked at her touch.
Relief rushed through her. “Thank heavens. You scared the bejeezus out of me.”
His mouth opened and closed. No biting commentary or snide remark. Her insides clenched. Sebastian was seriously not okay.
Tightening her grip on his arm, she gave him a solid shake. “What’s going on?”
Shaking his head, he lifted a hand and pointed.
Sweet Merlin, she didn’t want to look. Throat dry, she slowly tracked the line of his arm. Her eyes tried to reject the sight before them. She’d swear it was an illusion. Yet an unnatural stench filled her nose, a sickening mix of forgotten meat and moldering leaves.
The entire valley was broken and blackened and bleeding.
“Oh. My. God.” She held onto Sebastian, desperately needing the contact.
“God,” he croaked, “had nothing to do with this.”
“I… Don’t…” Everywhere she looked, leaves turned brown and fell. Grass withered. The trees that were still standing bore deep marks, as if ancient swords had cleaved through the bark. “It can’t be Sorcha. She didn’t take enough people.”
Sebastian simply shook his head again.
Lips trembling, she forced herself to study the wasted stretch before her. Wood-chipped spindles stood where lush trees had once been. The ground was more churned than if a hundred horses had just raced through.
“How?” she whispered.
“Sorcha didn’t stop at humans. She’s taken forest creatures. They… did this.”
A sob broke in her throat. Her family had caused this path of destruction: scratched and gored into being by hundreds of claws.
Though strands of magic thrashed against her legs, she refused to shift sights.
Instead, she searched for Dar and found him loping toward them with Ler from the far end of the broken trail. With flecks of black and grey marking the werewolves’ grim faces, they looked like firefighters returning from the front lines of a blaze.
Julian stood in the center of the swath, clearly awaiting the report. But the stiff line of his body said he already knew the answer.
“I did this.” Sebastian took a few steps towards the rest of their party.
Unwilling to release her hold, she stumbled with him, digging her heels into the ground. “Stop. This isn’t your fault.”
She bumped into his side as he stopped abruptly. “Isn’t it? For three fucking centuries I’ve thought losing Sophie was the worst thing to come from my transformation. Guess I was wrong.”
“Oh, Sebastian, I—”
“Stay out of my way!” Raina’s pink glimmer burst through the line of trees. The light surrounding her dimmed as she stepped onto death’s road and looked around. “Merciful Mageia. It’s pointing home.”
“The trail’s at least half a day old, possibly more.” Dar stood before the fae captain. “Everything’s decomposing faster than it should.”
Rose’s insides shriveled. Her aunt was willing to start a war with the fae, all in some insane bid to cement her vision of the LeFey legacy. Though what that entailed, Rose was afraid to imagine. She tugged Sebastian forward until they were within a few yards of the tight circle into which the others had gathered.
“Light take it, the vampire was right,” said Brokk.
“The path to Rhosenveyl is sacred. How did Sorcha LeFey gain a map? No fae has ever constructed one, let alone given it to a witch…” Determination settled over Raina’s features. “No matter. There is no way I’m allowing that creature to threaten my mother. Or my people.”
Rose shuffled closer to Sebastian. “It was my family that did this. My blood.”
He laid a tentative hand on her shoulder. She covered it with hers, surprised when he didn’t pull away. “My blood, too.”
“We’ll stop it,” she whispered.
“Or die trying.” He squeezed her shoulder. A bitter smile settled onto his features. Rose wondered if he was thinking of his vampire father, who’d sold him out and helped create this nightmare. “Time to get our illustrious allies focused.”
“Yeah.” Following suit, she adopted her practiced Leonora’s-luncheon grin and walked with him into the middle of the gathering. For all Rose knew, she’d already played into her aunt’s hands: she’d rescued Dar and wanted him. She had cast blood magic to save his sister, to break free of the dome.
Now, Sorcha’s trail of rotted breadcrumbs were leading them straight to the fae.
Rose rubbed her throat.
“So, kids, guess we’ve had our fun stroll in the woods.” Fangs glinted beneath Sebastian’s lips. A beam of sunlight slashed across his now-vulnerable skin. As if enjoying the burn, Sebastian’s grin widened until the full length of his pearly incisors was on display. “Now that your faith in my crazy witch-reading skills is restored, it’s time for some real work.”
Sorcha had used her LeFey heritage and Sebastian’s blood to steal lives and threaten over a thousand years of peace. Rose couldn’t give her any more weapons. She couldn’t risk turning herself into the same monster.
Tilting her chin, she faced Dar and Julian. “You have to follow Sorcha.”
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“Exactly.” Pride flared in Dar’s chest.
Despite the decaying foliage surrounding them, he could still pick the scent of peaches out of the air. Standing in Sorcha’s wake, feet blackened with unnatural death, had been enough to make even his packmates hesitate. Yet Rose had stepped forward, ready to face their foe—
He frowned. “Wait, why you say you?”
White ringed her irises. “I-I can’t go with you. She wants me. She did all
this because she wants me.”
His heart lurched. “There’s no way I’m leaving—”
Damn.
He had justified staying together on the basis that they hadn’t had proof of Sorcha’s whereabouts. Now that they did, he couldn’t argue staying behind wasn’t safe. If she truly wanted to leave, he couldn’t stop her. Shouldn’t stop her. “Rose, the strength and value you bring to this group far outweigh any risk—”
Raised voices forced his attention onto the rest of his party.
“We’re not going anywhere other than Rosh Lupin,” Julian said. The normally reserved Terra was covered in dust and dirt, his voice shaking. “There are people we must alert: the Council, the Terra, Alpha Magnus.”
“I will not run from this threat. I must return home—”
“Sure, Princess, you’ll cow that army with a flicker of your pretty wings—”
“Watch your mouth, leech. Or my arrows will render you unable to use it.”
This was no way to begin a hunt. Had they all been werewolves, he’d have silenced their bickering with a growl. He glanced at Avery, who rolled his eyes. Witches and fae were proving challenging allies, but not nearly as much as that damn vampire.
“Enough.” Shoving Sebastian aside, Dar stepped into the middle of the fray.
The vampire shot him a look. Dar bared his teeth in reply.
“I am afraid this is where we part ways, Wolf.”
Facing Brokk, Dar confirmed the fae captain had missed the obvious: he needed help. Dar’s claws itched to get moving—their target drew farther away with every passing moment. Yet the Four Houses hadn’t stood together in over a millennium.
Patience was crucial.
He checked the sun’s position. Still morning. There was time.
Robin’s-egg sky shone from behind the mountains’ jagged teeth. When he’d been a pup, his mother had spun tales of cloud giants propping immense blue shells atop stone. Even now, the sight of fir tree soldiers endlessly reaching towards those peaks never failed to bring him peace. He drew in a deep breath. “We’re in this together, Brokk. Time for old alliances to shift.”
“Forgive me, but the Terra has informed me your judgment is currently impaired.”
Clamping down on the instinctive spike of rage, Dar held himself steady as Julian approached. The Terra’s raised brows demanded a fist to the face, but his over-calm voice was worse. “The spell is manipulating you.”
Color fled Dar’s vision. How dare the Terra question his judgement before others?
Patience could go and—
“Julian.” Rose made the name a warning. Her voice washed over Dar, somehow letting him uncurl his fingers. “The spell affects desire. It doesn’t invent armies or sweeping stretches of destruction. You know that.”
Sebastian snorted. “Our lovely Terra has been guarding the same tree for so long he doesn’t even know where the forest is.” He grinned, displaying an unnecessary amount of fang. “Or that a stump’s grown straight up his—”
“Your theatrics are not helpful,” Julian said.
“Neither are yours.” Dar held the Terra’s gaze.
He hadn’t been able to let Rose go during the night, his instincts too mixed up to bear the separation. He’d even snarled at Julian for trying to take her away. But the spell hadn’t overridden Dar any further. There’d been no inappropriate grabbing. No near misses. It could only mean one thing: he was winning.
And it was time the male witch figured that out.
“None of the people you want to call are here.” Dar drew himself up to his full, human-sized height. “They’re a day’s travel away. Magical communication, you told me, takes preparation. And there’s no phone service in this part of the mountains. We’re the only ones who stand a chance of beating Sorcha to the fae city.”
Crossing his arms, still staring at Julian, he waited.
“You assume much, wolf,” Brokk said.
“No, sadly, he doesn’t.” Julian sighed, running fingers over close-cropped black curls. “I’m the last person to support encroaching upon a House’s territory, yet we cannot allow the fae to be attacked without warning. So I’ll support this—on one condition.”
“That I don’t join you,” Rose said.
Dar froze.
Could he face the monumental task of stopping Sorcha without her? Even here in this field of dying leaves Rose’s scent wrapped around him. If he so much as looked at her, he’d be lost. His mind knew the bond between them wasn’t real. But his body didn’t care. Until the spell between them was broken, she was his mate.
If he wasn’t careful, she’d stay that way.
“Not your decision, Terra,” he growled. Or mine. “It’s Raina’s.”
Turning, he studied Raina. She’d been unnaturally quiet during the exchange, her gaze fixed on the dying earth beneath her feet. At first he’d thought it was due to shock at their surroundings. Now, the rapidly changing expressions on her face suggested something more.
“I’m sure the printrionsa wishes to limit risks as much as I.” Julian crouched down and picked up a handful of disintegrating grass, letting it fall between his fingers. “One witch with the ability to foster such destruction is more than enough. We will send Rose to Alpha Magnus and—”
“No, Terra,” Raina said. “Rose comes.”
Dar’s mouth fell open.
“You can’t be serious!” Rose squeaked.
“I am quite serious.” Raina’s head tipped back, as if she sought guidance from the sky. “Rhosenveyl cannot be reached by witch magic. Or by any who are not fae. The path must be traveled by foot, and maps can only be made by a select few.”
Sebastian let out a low whistle. “Rabbit hole goes even deeper than I thought.”
“Explain yourself, vampire.” Brokk brandished his bow.
Biting back an oath, Dar stepped between them—again. Couldn’t his companions get along for five minutes? The shit-eating grin curving Sebastian’s mouth didn’t bode well for explanations. Nor did Brokk’s glare.
Despite his earlier promises, he looked to Rose.
She gave a slight nod of understanding and cleared her throat. “I reckon what Sebastian means,” she said, “is we can now be certain that a fae gave the map to Renard, the vampire working with Sorcha.”
Dread settled in his gut. “We not only have to stop Sorcha, we have to figure out who betrayed your people.”
“You’re spell-addled, Wolf,” Brokk said. “No fae would—”
“But they did.” Raina’s statement carried a quiet authority. “That is also how they poisoned my mother.”
All color drained from Rose’s face, leaving a scattering of freckles standing in relief against the pallor of her skin. “But I— I thought Renard was the poisoner? There’s no way Sorcha could have infiltrated the fae home…”
To the worms with it.
Crossing the short distance to her side, he gripped her arm. Her pulse beat against his palm. Ignoring his packmates’ disapproval, he gave Rose a reassuring squeeze.
“Raina,” Julian said, “you can’t possibly know Sorcha caused your mother’s sickness.”
A flash of pink light filled the glade.
“Can I not?” Raina’s wings spread wide. “Rosh Lupin’s healer, Merl, said my mother’s symptoms sounded like a sickness of the blood. None of our magics work. Instead, the sickness feeds upon our efforts. Exactly as Rose’s powers did last night.”
“That’s why you asked me all those questions about blood-craft?” Rose whispered.
“Yes.” Raina’s smile barely touched her mouth. “Likely my people’s traitor obtained the poison from Renard—who had obtained it from your aunt. I expect the payment was my capture. Sorcha got a bonus when...”
“When she got your cousin as well,” Sebastian finished.
Raina’s head dropped, and Rose flinched.
“Please…please, Raina.” She began to shiver so hard that Dar wrapped an arm around her shoulders to hold her steady. “I can’t go to your city. I can’t use blood magic on your mother. It’s too dangerous. I can’t.”
Raina looked pointedly at Rose. “You have to. Otherwise stopping Sorcha won’t matter. A witch will have killed our Queen and the fae will have no choice but to declare war.”
“Oh, God.” Rose’s breath hitched, and she elbowed free from Dar’s hold. “I…need a minute.”
Jaw tight, he watched as she disappeared into the trees.
He held out a hand when Raina made to follow. “Give her a moment.” He shifted his gaze to Julian. “We’ll need to travel faster to catch Sorcha. Can you and Raina make arrangements, and tick any diplomatic boxes, while I see to Rose?”
“Darrius, surely I should—”
“No. You want her to leave and Raina wants her to stay. I’m making sure its Rose’s choice.” Sending a look down the tortured length of forest, Dar headed into the trees. Sorcha must have taken many animals to so rapidly increase her numbers. He’d ensure she paid for it.
But first, he was going to talk with his not-exactly-a-mate.
“Dar?”
Glancing back, he found his three packmates clustered together. Ears flat, their tails hung partly between their legs. Guilt drove into his gut. He should let Julian see to Rose, stay and reassure his pack. But he couldn’t.
“One of you has to return to Rosh Lupin and report to my father. Avery, I’ll trust you to arrange that?”
Avery’s snout wrinkled with disapproval as he bowed his head. “Of course.”
“I’ll be quick.” It wasn’t hard to follow Rose. He easily distinguished her scent from the soiled blight clinging to the insides of his nostrils.
Dar’s fists flexed with frustration as he pushed past foliage.
The strip of forest would have been picturesque if not for the stretch of death to the left. Drops of pink peeked through fern-like branches, all nestled between tall reaches of mountain fir. Western bleeding heart. Its blossoms appeared fragile, yet were strong enough to grow from river beds to mountain slopes.
Much like the woman before him.
Leaning face-first against the wide trunk of an ancient fir tree, her head was buried in her arms.
Gripping a thick branch, he hesitated.
A monumental task lay before him. Before them both. But he’d look it straight in its beady eye. For the first time in days he felt refreshed, ready. He’d slept deeply the night before. And best of all—he hadn’t done anything.
Controlled contact wasn’t just safe, it was how they’d beat this spell.
“Rose.”
She jumped and whirled around, eyes wide. “Dar! You shouldn’t be here.”
“Last time I checked, this forest was my territory.” Letting a smile tug at his lips, he stopped a couple paces back from her tree. “You don’t have to come with us. Worag can escort you back to my father. You’ll be safe there.”
“Safe?” Her voice cracked. “There’s no safe. Not for me.”
“Rose, I…”
“Don’t.” Her hands covered her mouth, but not enough to muffle her words. “Raina’s right, I have to go with y’all to Rhosenveyl. You know it. I know it. Heck, even Julian knows it. I just—”
Her tortured gasp cut straight to his heart.
His muscles burned in protest, demanding to comfort her. “You need to talk to someone. Why not me?”
She snorted. “Oh, I dunno—maybe the spell that’s manipulating your brain into liking me?”
It was his turn to snort dismissively. “Lust and like are different creatures. Wanting you to trust me with your worries, that’s liking. Wanting to pin you against this tree and lick every inch of you is...something different.”
Color flooded her cheeks.
He hadn’t meant to say that. “I mean—”
“Oh, I understand what you mean. Too well. That’s the problem. Please, just go. Send Julian if you’ve a mind to.” As if seeking space, she pressed herself against the tree. The slight motion made her breasts swell against the thin cotton of her shirt. Their perfect shapes begged for his hands.
He dragged his gaze back to her face. “If you wanted to tell Julian, you’d have done it.”
Her eyes flashed, and then her shoulders drooped. “Fine. I don’t want to talk to him—he already knows too much about my past. I don’t want to talk to anyone. I’ll go to the fae city if I must, it’s just...”
Worry and something darker tinged her scent.
Understanding dug under his skin. “Something happened with Sorcha when you were younger.”
“I wish you’d ask questions instead of just assuming you’re right.”
“But I am right.” Wolves had an innate understanding of their mates—which apparently extended to false ones. Pain radiated from her, the type that came from deep wounds—carved by a person she’d once loved. They’d asked her to fight her family, not how she felt about it. A good mate—correction, a good alpha—needed to know what his pack stood to lose. “I’m an excellent listener.”
She raised an eyebrow in disbelief.
Grinning, he flicked a wayward strand of hair from her face. “Tell me.”
“Fine.” Her throat worked, mouth turned down at the corners as if she struggled to swallow a nasty pill. A short laugh huffed out of her. “Guess this’ll help you stay away from me.”
He doubted that.
“When I was younger I wanted to learn about my mother. Sorcha offered to teach me.” She blinked upwards at the pale underside of fir needles. “I thought if I learned my mother’s craft, I could keep her memory alive. But in the end, all I did was offer myself as a pawn to Sorcha.”
“You’re oversimplifying,” he said.
“Am I?” At his nod, she grimaced. “Well, mayhap I am. But if the ducks all end up in the pond, does it matter what happened to them on the way there?”
He tapped the end of her nose. “I think it does.”
She made a disgruntled noise, squinted at him through one eye. “Yeesh. Talking about wanting to wallow in the mud. All right. You asked for it.” Tipping her head back, she closed her eyes. “Sorcha saved my mother’s spell books and when I turned thirteen—a spell-casting age for witches—she started sharing spells with me. Simple things at first, with only the odd prick of a thumb to set the magic in place. Then spells got bigger. Some took an egg, others a mouse. And all the while I’m hiding my practice from Grand-maman.”
She let out a shuddering breath.
He held his silence, giving her a moment to compose herself, taking one for himself. Because hearing Rose speak so matter-of-fact about taking lives for magic sat strangely in his chest.
“I hated having to hide everything from my grandmother,” she whispered. “And I could only practice when she went out—studying anything took weeks, even months. But I’d gotten pretty good by my sixteenth birthday, or so I thought.” She gave a small, bitter laugh. “Not good enough to tell that my aunt’s big present wasn’t so much thoughtful as dangerously ensorcelled. Grand-maman had cottoned on to us, you see, and Sorcha thought binding me through a mirror and my dead mama’s robe would… I dunno, ensure she kept her protégé.”
His insides chilled as she told him about the curse her aunt had disguised as a gift, described as simply and factually as a doctor might a diagnosis.
Skies above. Such a betrayal would have tested the strongest of Urum’Taca warriors, left them pawing at the earth with rage. Yet she delivered the tale as a doctor might a diagnosis.
“How did you escape?” he asked after a moment.
“I kicked the mirror she was channeling through.” She shrugged. “I got lucky, I guess. It crashed into my bedside table and shattered.”
“That broke the spell?”
“Mostly…”
He longed to pull Rose’s hands away from her throat. To run his fingertips over the memory and promise she’d never be tortured by it again. “Mostly?”
She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. “Breaking the mirror severed the main connection, not the full enchantment. But it made a helluva noise. Grand-maman came to my room, dispelled the remaining strands and unwound the fabric from my neck. Sorcha doesn’t take ‘no’ easily.”
No wonder Rose feared her aunt.
At some point, he’d begun to close the distance between them. He leaned forward. Not touching her, just protecting her from the cold northern breeze. “Your grandmother must have been terrified for you.”
“Of me,” Rose whispered. “I’ve never seen her so angry. So scared. I knew from the look on her face that I’d almost taken a step towards the kind of evil that Sorcha’s now brought into the world.”
For years she’d blamed herself for her family’s failure. And he was going to sever their bond and return her to such people?
Disapproval rumbled in his chest.
“No, Dar. Grand-maman warned me about studying blood magic. She tried to stop me from walking down the red path that killed my mother and will be the death of my aunt. And what did I do? I proved my weakness. I proved it when I first fell in love, and yesterday at the shield’s edge. And right now, because I haven’t made you leave.”
Weak?
She was so far from such a thing that it humbled him.
“Do you want me to leave?”
“No. I want…” She gave a sad huff. “I want you.”
He cupped the side of her face, applying gentle pressure until she met his gaze. “A weak person would have welcomed the power Sorcha offered. Disapproving grandmothers wouldn’t matter, nor would any love spell.”
“But—But at the shield I cast that magic…I…”
“Did what was necessary to protect your pack.” The soft line of her body fit against his. Pure desire shot through him. He brushed his lips over hers. “If you were a wolf, I’d be honored to be your mate.”
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Rose tried to swallow her heart back into her chest.
Fingers twined in his shirt, face pressed into the curve of his shoulder, she failed to pull herself together. Not since her mother died had anyone peered into Rose’s dark places and come away still caring. It was entirely unfair that she felt so safe in his arms, even with the memories scratching at her insides.
She wanted to hate all the emotions he seemed intent on churning up inside her, yet she’d have given anything to be his true partner—even her safe future as Julian’s wife.
Dang it.
Leaning back, she forced her fingers to release their grip on his shirt.
“You’re strong. You’ll save Raina’s mother.” His brows lowered. “And you’ll do so without any more pacts with that vampire.”
She frowned at him. “No way, I need that security. Everyone does.”
“I need to know you’re safe, that you trust yourself.”
“Hex that. Trusting myself is the last thing we want. We need to figure out how to stop Sorcha, not throw everything away.”
He grunted, dragged a rough thumb over her bottom lip.
Pleasure blurred her vision. Fighting the urge to lick his hand, she gasped. “Are you even listening to me?”
“I’ll listen when you talk sense.”
Heat of an entirely different nature flooded her belly. “I am making sense! You’re the one who’s being all spell-driven.”
“Am I?”
“Yes. Stop it.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve figured out how to beat the spell.” His lips rubbed against hers, the rough hair on his jaw begging her to nibble it. Testing her. The sharp tang of pine surrounded her as she grabbed the tree trunk for purchase, hands running over tacky streams of sap.
Her whole body tingled. If she gave in and simply took what she wanted, then he’d be hers and she’d never be alone…
No.
She had to be strong. Remember she was betrothed.
Boring, a wicked voice whispered in her mind.
Clutching the rough bark that was helpfully preventing her from melting onto the ground, she mentally flailed for something—anything—to say. “What do you mean you’ve figured out the spell?”
He gave a low chuckle. “Simple. Controlled contact.”
Halfway through drawing in a breath, she choked. “That’s a terrible plan. You need to go. Right now, before I do something you’ll regret.”
“First, your promise. No pacts and no more being alone with that vampire.”
“I don’t owe you any promises. And I happen to enjoy Sebastian’s company.”
“Promise me. No more vampire.” Hands gripped her sides, lifting her until she was nose-to-nose with him. His strength sent thrills down her spine. If he wasn’t going to go away, he should darned well pounce on her and—
She cleared her throat. “Sebastian’s charming, and that makes it okay…”
Okay that he might have to kill me? Sweet Merlin, that’s stupid.
Dar’s eyes heated, and she knew he wasn’t going to give an inch.
“Fine.” She tried to hold onto frustration, but couldn’t when every inch of her skin ached to slide against his own. “No more pacts with Sebastian. Happy? Now everyone’s in more danger.”
“Except you.” He looked far too pleased with himself.
Her body pulsed with longing, nerves screaming for contact with him. Curse his human form, from the slope of his expressive mouth to his muscular arms that didn’t even show any sign of fatigue from holding her. She bit her lip. “You’ve got your answer—don’t you want to leave?”
Genuine concern crossed his face.
His hips held her upright as he braced an arm on either side of her, caging her against the tree. The juncture of her thighs pressed against his waist. A pulse of longing quivered up her spine. “Did I cross a line last night?”
“No, no.” She tried to wave her hands in denial and ended up planting them on the sculpted male chest before her. That did nothing to help her compose herself. “All things being equal, your keeping me close probably helped.”
A thrumming ache began to build in her core. Hard muscles flexed beneath her fingertips, warming her whole body, tempting her hands to linger on his muscles, to kiss the exposed skin of his open collar until she reached where his pulse beat in his neck.
She ran her tongue over her top lip. Surely she could have one little taste—
A warning light flashed behind her eyes.
I need to be the sensible one, she reminded herself.
“The sensible one?”
Oh no. Had she spoken out loud? “Er, you’re not being rational,” she said. “You have to go.”
“Controlled contact.” He sent her a superior grin and ran his hands up her sides, thumbs lingering beside her breasts. “This spell acts like an elastic band. The more we pull ourselves apart, the harder it pulls us back together. But if we’re in contact, then it’s got nothing to pull on.”
Somehow, her legs were circling his hips.
A taut thigh pressed into the soft, aching flesh of her center. Strong hands slid back down her torso until they cupped the curve of her back, moving her closer with delicious slowness. Unable to stop herself, she tilted her hips, riding his hard thigh and sending a cascade of pleasure through her limbs.
“That’s not how magic works,” she gasped.
“Seems magical to me.” He sounded breathless.
I could say the same about you. Light dappled his hair with glimmering drops and spread across the wide breadth of his shoulders. His short-sleeved ranger shirt was partly unbuttoned, the cotton stretched tight whenever he drew breath. And his irresistible, molten silver eyes focused on hers with unnerving intensity.
She dropped her gaze, inadvertently bringing it to rest on his waistband.
The worn, olive green khaki loosely hugged his narrow hips. There was an enticing gap, just the right size for her fingers to slide between shirt and shorts and tug him that final distance towards her.
God, she wanted him. No spell required.
She bit her cheeks. “We can’t let her win.”
“We’re going to fight her—together.” His husky whisper wrapped around her. “We must trust each other.”
“Of course I trust you. I’m trying to protect—”
“Tell me,” he spoke over her attempt at reason. “Where would you take me, if we were simply two mortals meeting in New Orleans?”
Anywhere we could get naked. Fast.
Pleasure spiked in her core as her hips flexed against his thigh. “Uh…”
His nose brushed hers.
The oddly hopeful gleam in his eyes said her answer was important. Biting her lip, she yanked her mind her back from the hazy edge of desire. “Well, I’d take you to my favorite place—a little shack of a restaurant on Frenchmen Street. There’s no view, no patio, garbage bags piled on the street out front. Its brightly-colored boards house amazing food and the best jazz you’ll hear. We’d sit at a tiny table, drink too much wine, feel every beat of the drum and wail of the saxophone.”
His sigh vibrated through her body.
Unable to resist, unsure why her heart was aching, she kissed the tip of his nose. “In another life, we’ve already done it. Stumbled home in the warm spring rain…” And made love in the garden, surrounded by the scent of magnolia.
He’d be perfect wearing nothing but moonlight and her.
“It would be the best night,” she whispered.
Strong fingers cupped the back of her neck and gently tilted her head until she couldn’t do anything other than stare into eyes that were burning with care—for her. “My whole life I’ve wanted to visit your city—to have that night. Part of me wonders if, maybe, it’s because you were there.”
Fingers trailed over her face, so gently that her breath caught in her chest.
Every nerve ending sparked and sizzled. She moaned as she soaked in the smell of man and cedar. Why try to talk when feeling was a thousand times better?
“See, controlled contact,” he murmured, breath hot against her ear.
Teeth raked the side of her face, nipping the sensitive flesh below her ear before trailing a path down to the hollow of her throat. She arched against the hard line of his cock, which was barely restrained by his shorts, demanding the pressure of his body between her legs.
“Please,” she breathed.
A growl reverberated from Dar’s chest as he claimed her mouth with the complete control of a master predator. Earth and male assailed her taste buds.
This was what it was like to be possessed—to be taken.
His fingers moved with tantalizing slowness, drawing teasing circles up her torso.
Desperate, she clawed at his shirt, yanking the cotton as she ran her hands up the bare skin of his chest. Fingertips lingered in the hewn valleys of his abdomen, digging into his pecs as she silently begged for more.
His thumbs brushed over her wanting breasts and fire raced through her veins.
But it wasn’t enough. Longing pulsed from deep in her belly, more insistent with every breath. What was the point of freedom, when it was devoid of such feelings? She needed his teeth to sink into the soft flesh above her collar bone.
“Bite me. Mark me. Make me yours,” she begged, her voice a rough whisper. “I have to be yours.”
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“Stop!”
His teeth pressed against enticingly soft flesh, Dar froze.
Lust morphed into rage with blinding speed. Who dared interfere with his mating? Bones popped, shifted, and spread. Keeping a careful grip on his mate, he turned to face the intruder. A short distance away, framed between stands of cypress, stood the Terra witch.
Was he here to stake his claim?
Julian strode towards them, his hands out, fingers splayed. But his weak gestures meant nothing.
She didn’t want Julian. She already had a mate.
“You must stop this at once,” the Terra said.
A warning growl rumbled in Dar’s chest. Fangs pushed against curling lips. Gently lowering Rose to the ground, he took one slow step towards the offending figure. He hoped the other male was stupid enough to challenge him.
He’d enjoy removing this burr from his side.
There was a tearing sound as claws ripped through the tough leather of his hiking boots. He took another purposeful step forward. He didn’t care about the boots. What he did care about was how Julian’s eyes widened, a satisfying band of white framing dark irises.
Then the scent of distressed female drifted to him from behind. The Terra had upset his mate.
“Leave. Now.”
“Darrius fe Magnus fe Clan Rosh Lupin, you must stop. This act would violate the very heart of the Treaty. As Terra, I am bound to prevent such transgressions.”
This male thought he had the right to interrupt Dar’s mating? To drive a wedge between him and his chosen partner? It was a challenge. One Dar intended to accept. No one, especially some Treaty-preaching witch, would control who he, an alpha, took as mate.
Crimson clouded Dar’s vision.
His expanding shoulders tore through his t-shirt, fingers curling into fists. Behind him, his mate cried out. He wanted to comfort her, but there’d be time for that later.
Claws ready, he stalked towards the Terra.
“Darrius, please. Think of your father—”
“Shut the fuck up.” A fist emerged from the brush, connected with Julian’s face, and dropped the witch like a heavy tome.
Caught between his burgeoning shock and a strong urge to rend the fallen figure, Dar stood still a moment, his chest heaving.
“A more unfortunate set of anti-social skills I’ve not had the displeasure of dealing with since living with my own kind.” Sebastian emerged from the brush and dusted off his jacket.
Chest too tight to speak, Dar concentrated on breathing.
“You’re not going to make me fight you again, are you?” the vampire asked, moving towards Dar with open hands. “Because I don’t think there are enough rabbits left around here to cover up that kind of damage.”
Dar looked down at the crumpled Terra.
The witch groaned and clutched his head, but was already struggling to sit up. A far quicker recovery than if Dar had hit him. If he’d lived.
Skies above, Dar had been seconds away from seriously injuring an ally. He might not like the superior attitude of the Treaty witches, but he respected their role. Or he’d used to. And to give into Sorcha’s spell was to betray all he held dear—his father, his pack, everything to which he had dedicated his life. Finding his voice, he met Sebastian’s gaze. “Thank you.”
“I enjoy hitting people, occasionally.” The vampire’s smile was a slash of white against dark leaves. “Figure we’re even now.”
Dar inclined his head in agreement.
Sebastian cleared his throat meaningfully and pointed his nose behind Dar.
Rose had flattened herself against their tree. Her cheeks were still flushed, hair tousled from his hands, her lips red from his kiss. She would have been the picture of desire, were it not for the horrified expression on her face.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I have to check on Julian. You should go.”
He closed his paws into fists. His heart was still pounding. Forcing himself to move away from her, he turned to Sebastian. “Stay. Help her.”
“Sure, Fuzzy.” The vampire gave a mock salute. “You go sort out your fuzzy fellows. They’re being uncooperative.”
“I don’t need a guard,” Rose protested.
“I know. It’s for me,” Dar grumbled as he stalked towards camp. It rankled on more levels than he could count to leave Rose, the girl he’d nearly taken to mate. His instincts were so churned up that the trees were still shades of gray. Damn this spell to the worms. He needed to focus on his pack, on the hunt. Pausing at the far side of a tree, he watched as she reached Julian and took his arm.
Dar knew she sensed him, though she didn’t turn.
Pushing through the foliage back to the edge of the desecrated clearing, he found the rest of his party clustered within their respective groups. The fae had congregated along the sparse tree line, standing around Raina in a loose phalanx that would prove equally effective against outside and inside threats. His pack’s gazes were steady as they awaited orders from a respectful distance.
Pulling off the remains of his ruined shirt, Dar dug a clean shirt out of his pack and checked the time.
Fuck. His lapse had cost them nearly twenty minutes.
“Ready your groups,” he barked. “We travel now. And we travel fast.”
“Five minutes, please, y’all.” Rose appeared, followed by Julian, who had an arm slung around Sebastian’s shoulders and a rapidly swelling bruise on his cheek.
“Dar? What the…” Avery’s mouth dropped open.
“Perhaps the Terra wasn’t so wrong,” Brokk muttered.
Shame fluttered in Dar’s belly. He’d cost more than time—he’d cost trust and momentum. And the Terra had saved him from a far greater error. When Dar was calmer, he’d have to thank the witch for that.
His eyes narrowed as Rose leaned over Julian, examining his blackening eye.
With a grunt, he yanked off his boots and torn pants. “Raina, is Sorcha’s path the only way to your city?”
Her aura flickered, then steadied. “No, there is another way.”
“Printrionsa.” Brokk motioned for her to step away from the others.
She shook her head. “Everyone shall hear this, Brokk. These people saved my life and tried to save Gil’s. They have committed to stopping the one who threatens us—and to saving my mother.”
Silence hung in the glade while everyone looked at Rose.
This time, at least, reason won the battle against instinct, and Dar didn’t step in front of her. She studied her hands for a long moment before lifting her gaze. “I’ll go with you to Rhosenveyl. And I promise I’ll do whatever I can to help your mother.”
Avery appeared at Dar’s side. Voice low, he said, “Don’t put yourself at risk.”
Dar’s back twitched, but he knew his friend spoke with genuine concern. “If I take a mate, it will be by my choice. She will be my choice.”
Unexpected certainty settled over him.
He was a descendent of the Urum’Taca, heir to one of the oldest and strongest Lykos clans. He’d dedicated his life to that role, to protecting his family—denying even the slightest urges, barely kissing the rare female he’d taken to dinner. So was he going to accept that some twisted, dark witch could dictate whom he chose?
Not a chance.
Drawing a breath, he turned to Raina. “What do we need to travel this path?”
The fae’s hands were clenched tight, though her voice was steady when she spoke. “Permission.”
“Then grant it. As soon as the Terra is ready, we travel.”
He examined his packmates, all still in their Lykos forms, noting their flat ears and wrinkled snouts. None of them would want to forsake a hunt to play messenger. Unfortunately, one of them had to. His gaze lingered on Worag. He liked the big wolf, but they’d never hunted together. “If you’ve any words to pass onto my father, you can give them to Worag. He’ll be returning to Rosh Lupin.”
The wolf’s shaggy brows lowered.
Shit. Worag was going to fight him on this. First the fae, then his own people. Neither would have challenged Dar if he hadn’t just validated their worries by disappearing with Rose.
“Beating Sorcha to the gate of Rhosenveyl is justification enough for permission. Even for a vampire,” Raina said.
As Sebastian snickered, she motioned for everyone to gather around her.
“Great Mother Mageia, that flows through everything and breathes life, heed my plea.” The surviving grass quivered. These were ancient words—ones, Dar was certain, every fae guarded with their life. “I serve the Vassilisa and my people. Thus, I give permission to these people to follow the path to Rhosenveyl.”
While Dar remained beside Avery, he couldn’t help watching Rose.
She’d frozen partway through rubbing some witchy goo onto Julian’s face. Following her into the forest hadn’t been a complete mistake, as Dar finally understood the roots of her fear. And no matter that fear, he had no doubt she’d fight to stop her aunt as fiercely as any she-wolf.
For years he’d dreaded living his father’s fate, but Magnus hadn’t regretted his choice. He hadn’t counseled Dar to pick a strong mate over a true mate. He’d told his son just the opposite: that a true mate was worth anything.
“May our feet be swift, our purpose sound,” Raina finished. “May we stop the dark witch.”
It was a good thing that Dar had a long day of travel ahead, because he had to think.
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Rose swore power rippled from Raina’s feet, spreading along the ground in a wave as each word rolled over them. Or maybe Rose was just having trouble breathing. Two LeFeys were going to the home of the fae: one by treachery, the other by royal invitation.
It was ludicrous.
Giving herself a shake, Rose risked a glance at Julian’s stony face. A bruise had bloomed beneath his left eye, which would never have happened if she’d managed to control herself.
Hex it all.
“Er.” She coughed. “I’ll have you fixed up in a jiffy—”
“So.” Julian’s voice left her chilled. “This is how you plan to negate Sorcha’s influence?”
“Negate?” A bitter-edged laugh burst from her. “You’re joking, right? Sorcha outmaneuvered all of us and you know it. She poisoned the fae Queen—the Queen, Julian—and forced me to follow her to Rhosenveyl. Exactly as she wanted.”
Rose’s heart tried to scuttle beneath her ribs and hide in the brush.
Too late to turn back.
“And now I’m stuck going to the fae city with a werewolf I should be avoiding.” She dabbed citrine-infused salve under his eye. The cream would blend with the sage oil she’d already applied and rapidly increase healing. “Don’t rightly matter. We’re in this fight with everyone here. We have to work together.”
“Within reason. This journey is not an excuse for you to embrace your craft.”
“I swear, Julian. This isn’t like Carlos, I—”
“Don’t.” The word was razor sharp. “You let the blood magic get away from you last night. You took us with you.”
“I know.” It terrified her, how easily she’d torn power from him, from Raina. As if it was nothing more complicated than collecting sand from a beach. In all the turmoil with Dar, she’d forgotten she had even more air to clear with Julian. What could she even say? I’m sorry that I leeched your power, spent the night curled up with a muscle-bound werewolf, then nearly had my way with him against a tree?
Though after what Dar had said to her in the woods…perhaps she could put some guilt aside. She had protected her pack.
“If you want me to be sorry for saving your life, Julian, you’ll be waiting a long time.”
Hard brown eyes regarded her. His jaw flexed.
She tilted her chin up. “I mean it. I’m sorry it came to that last night and I’m so, so sorry for taking your power without consent. But I can’t be sorry for saving you or Raina. That spell was going to kill us. You know it.”
He stared at her for a long time, his lack of faith scraping her insides. “No more, Rose.”
“I’ll be careful. I promise.”
“Right, because that’s going so well.” He sighed. “I agreed to last night and this morning, so I’m responsible. The wrong committed against Raina rests on my shoulders. But I cannot let your magic take from her again. Do you understand me?”
“What I did is on me, not you.” She rubbed salve into his skin—hard.
He grimaced and touched the bluish bruise on his cheekbone.
Saint Merlin save me. She’d broken something between them, or had failed to put the pieces back together after Carlos.
“I know it’s a hard dog to keep on the porch, but I’ve no idea how my blood got mixed up in that charm, Julian. I don’t,” she whispered. “It was a simple protection charm. Sure, I was all spun up in Carlos. Worried for him. Fretting, more than a little. But a blood binding? I’d have known I was doing it…”
Wouldn’t I? She sucked in a shaky breath.
Her memory was normally too dang accurate, offering up painfully perfect rendering of every time she’d stuck her foot straight in her mouth or messed up a spell.
So why the heck can’t I remember wrapping my blood into that charm?
Of all the things to draw a blank on, her fickle brain sure picked a doozy.
Lordy. She’d only wanted to send her mortal Marine back to the front lines with a protective bracelet, beads of jet and black tourmaline to shield and repel harmful energies. Simple things. Stuff she’d done hundreds of times. And weeks later, without any physical injury to his name, Carlos had ended up in the hospital, babbling about his southern Rose. So tangled up with her magic that she’d needed Julian’s help to unravel it.
How her blood had gotten mixed into that charm, twisted it up into some emotional flytrap? She honestly didn’t know—and holy hex, had she tried to remember.
But the magic had born her signature. It had been her fault. Somehow.
She swallowed hard.
“Ah’ve no idea how to fix this between us,” she said quietly, knowing he wouldn’t reply. Needing to clear the air between them anyways. “Your code is everything, and you broke it—for me. Our friendship…you’ve been my closest friend, and you stood by me—even after they marked me as a blood witch in school, told everyone to avoid me in case I ran to crazy that first year. And what do I do? I drag you down Nightmare Alley with all the care a tomcat shows a mouse. And I’m sorry for it. When you’ve had some time, I reckon you’ll let me know what I need to do to fix it.”
Enough of that friendship must have remained for him to sign their betrothal contract. To still offer her the chance at a respectable future. She had to believe that, given enough time, they’d set things to rights.
She carefully picked moss from his short black curls.
“I’m just about done patching you up,” she said. “We’ll be traveling for too long for you to carry another by earth. I was thinking I’d ask Sebastian…”
“Just stay away from the wolf.”
“Sure. Of course.” At least the journey to Rhosenveyl would give her a chance to sort through all the emotion tangled around her heart. She appreciated Dar in all ways—no spell required. The more she was with him, the harder it was to blame that attraction on her aunt’s spell.
She glanced over to where he was standing with the other werewolves. All of them were in Lykos form, they waited in a semi-circle around Dar.
“You’re going,” he said to Worag, who was staring determinedly at the ground in reply. Dar sighed loudly. “Just because I’m not the Alpha of our pack, doesn’t mean I’m not Alpha here.”
That was a lot of double-negatives, Rose thought, but decided it was best not to point that out. Dar’s freshly donned t-shirt seemed to dance over his shoulders, as if his body was trying to slough off frustration. One forefinger twitched in a repetitive motion that made Rose think of the children’s rhyme, ‘Eeeny, meeny, miney, moe.’
“You’re going, Worag,” Dar ground out, “or else I’m sending both Ler and Avery to report to my father.”
She bit down on a smile.
Dar was deceptive. All straightforward and short of sentence, yet somehow sneaky with it. She’d bet Dar could give Grand-maman a run for her money, one the matriarch would never see coming.
For a brief instant, silver eyes sparked against hers.
“Perhaps if you avoided staring at him, it would help you to avoid other things.”
Cheeks burning, her attention snapped back to Julian.
He cleared his throat and awkwardly patted her hand. “None of this is your fault, Rose. Not yet. But it will be if you let this spell control you—and him. Blood magic and spell-bonds and your obvious attraction to him? That could prove a deadly brew. His judgement is compromised. Yours must remain steady.”
It hurt to acknowledge the truth of that.
She forced herself to hold Julian’s gaze, to remember the trust they’d once shared. He had reason to doubt her, to worry. It was up to her to prove both him and Sorcha wrong. “I know. Happy endings only count if they’re real.”
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Despite a plethora of romantic literature to the contrary, travel by vampire was a bumpy, bony, uncomfortable ride. Perhaps if Rose had been madly in love with said vampire it would be different. She’d be the pliable heroine clinging breathlessly to his lean, muscular shoulders.
Sadly, that wasn’t for her.
Worse, it was only midday, and she had hours more to endure.
Sighing, she tried to shift to a better position in Sebastian’s arms while simultaneously not looking at Dar.
Twisting awkwardly, she tugged her fleece-lined hood over her head and tightened the toggles, trying to keep out a glacial wind. They’d left Sorcha’s trail in favor of the fae’s hidden shortcut across treacherous mountain tops, which meant they stood a chance of beating Sorcha to Rhosenveyl.
“Oof!” Air blasted from Rose’s lungs as Sebastian hit a dip at pace. Pushing her hood from her eyes, she wrinkled her nose at him.
He continued to stare straight ahead.
She eyed the suspiciously bland expression pasted on his face. Moments later, another drop added to the bruise spreading across her lower back. “Sebastian!”
“Ah, I do exist!” His eyes widened in mock disbelief.
“What on earth are you on about?”
“Why, my new role as your faceless bearer across unfriendly mountain terrain. I’ve pondered this and determined, to my everlasting surprise, that I don’t much care for it. In fact, I’m shocked by your lack of manners. You’d think you’d never been carried by a vampire before.”
“Seriously?” Rose made a face at him, then her mouth pulled down at the corners. Tendrils of guilt snuck past her paltry defense. She had insisted on traveling with him, after all. “All right, I’m sorry for ignoring you.”
He snorted. “You’re really too easy.”
Her lips scrunched to the side in frustration. She was too easy, in all the ways that weren’t any fun. “Dang it,” she muttered.
“I hate to state the obvious—”
“No, you don’t.”
A wide grin overtook his face. “Fine,” he laughed, “guilty as charged. So, to state the obvious—”
“Must you?”
“Oh, I think so.”
“Hmph.”
“We’ve spent the last two hours traveling in discomfort, with your eyes glued to that wolf’s backside, and you’re harrumphing me?”
Angling her head, she sent him her best imperious look.
“Why don’t you just get it over with? Wait until we reach the city, locate a convenient shrubbery, and get naked. Doubt it’d take much to get were-boy to scoop you up and make for the trees.”
Heat exploded across her cheeks. “You’re cracked. That’s about as good an idea as a rocking chair in a house full of long-tailed cats.”
“What’s the big deal? If it was just your creepy aunt pulling the strings I’d get it, but you two seem to genuinely like each other.” He smacked his lips as if there were a bad taste in his mouth. “It’s so disgustingly cute.”
Hope flickered and immediately expired. “Just stop, please. It’s not real, and even if he did like me as a person it wouldn’t be as a mate. And even if that were true, it would never be allowed.”
She felt Sebastian rolling his eyes. “Ugh. You’re not going to get all Romeo and Juliet on me and insist on honoring your family’s contract for stupid reasons? Because that takes stomach-roiling sweetness to a whole new level.”
“No.” The word was a whisper that screamed defeat.
Near the front of their party, beside the object of her affection, Julian surfed a mound of dirt. A twisting branch had been upgraded from walking stick, to makeshift steering wheel. She was ashamed of the relief she had felt when he’d confirmed they couldn’t travel together. Technically, she could have ridden her own magic. But fire through a forest seemed irresponsible.
Even less responsible would be throwing away her future on an impossible whim.
“Sadly, you’re right. I do like Dar. Far too much to inflict a bond with me upon him.”
“Such melodrama. You’ve watched too many soap operas.”
Face heating with frustration, Rose lifted one finger. “My mother married for love, and she got a husband whose political ambition trumped all things—LeFeys might be infamous, in the worst of ways, but we’re high enough up the witch ranks to have kept our seat at the original table. He took her last name and used her to push forward his political career. She gave up everything for him.”
Including me.
“But that’s not the best part,” she continued, before Sebastian could comment. She lifted a second finger. “Her twin sister—that would be Sorcha—also followed her heart. She broke her betrothal so she could be with the man she wanted—who also just happened to be my father.”
Sebastian stared at her. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“Oh, I wish.” Three fingers now pointed at Sebastian. “My mother walks in on them, and seven days later she’s dead by her own hand.” Sucking in air, she tried to force memories of that hateful day to the recesses of her mind. But she’d opened a dam. “They’d been as close as sisters can be. Grew up calling each other Snow White and Rose Red—that’s how I got my name—”
God. Am I going to keep talking?
The rest of the story bubbled in her chest, a brew of secrets and betrayal she’d smothered since she was eighteen.
“Hell, Rose…” This time the bump in the trail didn’t hurt; all it did was level her face with Sebastian’s. “You’re going to pay for making me say something nice.” His brows lowered and he took an exaggerated breath. He looked so comically disgruntled she’d have hugged him were she able to. “A soap opera-worthy heritage doesn’t mean you are a fate worse than death. As for Julian…Shit.”
He stumbled over a rise.
Jabbing a finger into his right pec, she forced him to turn enough for her to see—and gasped. “Oh, no.”
Arching over the hills below was a long, black wound.
Sorcha was still ahead of them.
Her stomach tied itself into an elaborate knot as Sebastian put her down. She tried to take advantage of their quick break—gulping some water and eating a protein bar, both tasting like cardboard.
She rubbed a dusty hand across her eyes, wishing it could wipe away the scarred earth leering from below.
“Ready for round two, Red?”
Forcing a smile, she stood still and held her arms out. “Come get me.”
Yet the black band her aunt had carved across the land hovered in the back of her mind; a distorted, red-tinted ghost imprinted upon her eyelids—a harsh reminder of the price of power.
Raina expected her to save her mother. And Rose’s chances of accomplishing that without using blood magic—her true talent—were slim to none. She might deny her talents, but all blood witches understood one simple fact: blood equaled strength.
Which meant Rose could use the same things to stop her.
“Julian is right to be afraid of me, you know,” she whispered.
Sebastian scoffed. “That witch is afraid of grammatical errors. And probably people who don’t recycle.”
Rose closed her eyes. “It’s no joke. The first time I fell in love, or what I thought was love, I screwed up.”
“Wore the wrong hat to church on Sunday?”
“A serious screw up, Seb.” She fought the urge to spill everything. Julian trusted her to keep those details private. But if she explained, just a little, maybe Sebastian would understand why Julian kept so close an eye on her. “Enough that the Magestracy could have thrown me in the Vault for messing with mortals. I got all smitten over one, and let a simple charm get away from me. Instead of protecting him, I bound his thoughts—with a blood spell. Julian helped me fix my mistakes, cover it up.”
“That stick-in-the-mud broke a rule?”
“Oh, yeah. A big one.”
He sighed loudly. “Are you saying I might have to like him?”
“At least refrain from punching him?”
“You ask so much of me.” He sighed again. “Fine, no more punching. But I still don’t think you should leg-shackle yourself to him.”
A lopsided smile pulled at her lips. “Julian and I will have a nice, respectful union.”
“Ah, the building blocks of lifelong boredom. That’s a guaranteed win.”
Rose thought of her grandmother. “Not guaranteed. But witches take betrothal contracts seriously.”
She rolled the beads on her belt between her fingers. Her thoughts sank into worry as the sun crept towards the western line of mountaintops. Soon, they would reach Rhosenveyl and learn whether they’d beaten Sorcha to the gates.
Studying the tight line of Sebastian’s jaw, she knew he must have shared the same misgivings.
“We’ll be there soon,” he said. “In fact…we might already be there.” The rest of the party had stopped up ahead, silhouetted by light streaming through a break in the trees.
Sebastian set Rose back on her feet.
Sharing a wary look, they approached the small group and saw what lay beyond.
Joy swept through her. The books and paintings she had seen as a child couldn’t hold a candle to the shimmering landscape before them. Rhosenveyl. They had made it. And best of all, there were no signs of Sorcha’s path to be found.
A knot loosened in the back of Rose’s neck.
Dar motioned them forward, and she fell into step behind him.
Her feet sank into the grass. It was the most intense green she’d ever seen, so bold it was as though they trod upon soft emeralds. The white stone of the city was pale, at the same time reflecting seemingly thousands of colors in a constantly shifting mirage. Light sparkled along the exterior wall as if woven strands of gold and silver bound the structure together.
The city disappeared behind a broad, fur-covered back as Dar stepped in front of her.
She jabbed his spine with a finger. “Please move, you’re blocking the view.”
“No,” he said in a guttural tone that sent worry spiraling through her. He set a slow pace forward, forcing her to walk behind.
“Oh, God. Sorcha can’t have beaten us here. There’s no sign.”
“She didn’t.”
“Then why are you being a living shield?”
“Something’s wrong.”
Ducking, she peeked under his arm. Raina headed the party, surrounded by the fae guard, her posture oddly stiff. Rose straightened and hopped to catch a glimpse over Dar’s shoulder.
Hundreds of guards lined the elaborate wall surrounding the city, bows drawn and tracking their movements. “What the—”
“Hush,” Dar said, voice low.
She twined her fingers through her belt and inched closer to his back.
The weight of all those flat eyes on her seemed to grow as she took in the bright colors and bizarre beauty of the city’s inhabitants. She felt every step along the polished flagstones that led to Rhosenveyl’s exterior walls, which curved into a partly open entrance.
She didn’t need to be fae to know this wasn’t a typical royal welcoming committee.
A group of immaculately outfitted fae posed before the gate, their finely wrought features pulled into masks of exquisite disapproval. Like Technicolor angels, they seemed ready to cast the heathens back into the darkness.
The fae in the center was framed by a halo of pointed arrows. He wore a set of armor so ornate that Rose thought it must have been designed for show, with no respect to function. His emerald eyes narrowed at Raina and hatred darkened his face as he spat, “Traitor.”




47

Raina’s head snapped back as the accusation lashed across her. Traitor?
Mad king’s blood, what had happened during the short time she had been gone?
Faces she had known her whole life seemed carved from stone. Family and old friends stood before the partly open gate, though none rushed to greet her. She blinked at her aunt, who stood clutching her husband’s arm, wings shielding her daughters.
“Aunt Loeralla?”
Raina’s heart stuttered as her aunt adjusted the crown of office upon her head. The gossamer circlet was strung with tiny stones and would have been worn by Raina when standing in for her mother. If her aunt was wearing it now, then her mother’s condition must have declined.
Worry sent the beasts in Raina’s middle slithering.
“Our commander will speak in the face of this aggression,” said Aunt Loeralla.
“Aggression?” Wild imaginings had tormented her the entire day—fear for her mother, for what evil the traitor might have carried out in her absence. Yet she had never considered that she would be prevented from entering her own city. “I do not understand. Please. My mother, how fares our Vassilisa?”
Pressing the back of her hand to her mouth, Loeralla turned away.
“My commander.” Brokk lowered to a respectful pose beside Raina. “As instructed, I located our Printrionsa and provided safe passage for her and those who aided her. We bear urgent warning—”
“Silence.” Alvar’s command cut the air like a sabre.
She straightened her shoulders. She’d never been overly fond of her mother’s commander, particularly this past year, when he had tried to force his son’s suit for her hand. But this behavior went far beyond a father’s dislike of the woman who had rejected his son.
She glanced at Aefdane, posing slightly behind his father, but his polished ceremonial armor and blank expression offered no insight.
Pretty and useless—as always.
Farther back, clustered around the curving wood and stone that formed the city gates, dozens of fae watched the proceedings. Some stood, peering between the twisting branches, while others fluttered overhead. Usually she rejoiced in her people’s rainbow clusters, but today the chorus’s expressions of curiosity and censure boded ill.
“Alvar.” She flexed her wings, knowing her royal colors would catch the afternoon light. “You will move. I must speak with my mother—”
“It is forbidden to show outsiders the way to our home,” he said.
“Yes, but—”
“Just as it is forbidden for any to leave our home and seek out our enemies.”
“What?” Brokk’s outraged cry echoed her own.
Alvar’s right hand moved in an almost negligent manner. Her heart lurched as arrows swung towards Brokk with deadly intent. Her House Guards shifted into a thin line of defense standing between her and the ranks lining the city walls.
“Brokk, hold.” No one else was going to die on her behalf.
Stepping past his guarding arm, she studied all who stood before her. Her eyes lingered on Xantho, his skin as weathered as his libraries. Their Scroll Keeper raised his brows, yet remained unusually silent. Was he trying to warn her?
She locked her gaze onto her aunt’s face. “Loeralla, I must tell you—”
“Tell me what, niece?” Loeralla’s eyes burned. “That my son, Gilran, who left to find you, has not returned? I can see that for myself. Which of these creatures you have brought to our home is responsible for his absence?”
“None here are to blame…” Grief thickened Raina’s tongue.
Her aunt folded in upon herself, red hues graying as she crumpled into her husband’s arms. Gil’s sisters turned tear-stained faces away, hanging onto each other. Their pain pierced Raina’s heart, where it found kin with her own.
“Gil…” She released a shaky breath.
“Raina Ellura led her cousin to his death, forsaking her people to bring terror onto our doorstep.” Alvar threw his arms wide as if to ward evil from his home. “Wolves might be forgiven, perhaps, but a vampire?”
A gasp rippled through the hovering crowd. Whispers rose, the word ‘vampire’ shaping hundreds of lips.
“Her treachery threatens the sanctity of this House,” Alvar continued.
Mother Mageia have mercy.
The House Guards tightened around her while the unmistakable sound of leather gloves flexing against shafts of oak filled the air. Raina’s hands were shaking. The traitor had been busy, had sold lies to those closest to her.
And they knew her weaknesses.
They did not, however, know her allies. She glanced at the werewolf standing behind her and mouthed, “help.”
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Dar signaled for Avery and Ler to pull their party together, trusting his packmates to watch over Rose. Reluctance tugged at his skin despite their presence, but he made himself leave her to stand beside Raina. If she was asking for his aid, then the situation with her people was truly at a crisis point.
“My House was once welcome here,” he growled.
He studied the fae named Alvar. The commander had clearly encountered the fae’s traitor, and had listened to them. Dar would bet his tail on it. The sooner they convinced Alvar of Raina’s innocence, the sooner they’d unmask that traitor. And remove Rose from the line of fire.
The full height of his Lykos form ensured that the fae watching from the gates could see him. “You betray old allies as well as your princess?”
“My duty is to protect the people while their Vassilisa suffers.”
Raina staggered as though the words were a physical blow.
“Then Rhosenveyl is diminished in your hands,” Dar said, teeth clenching. This bastard dared use her mother’s sickness as a weapon—for show?
If the fae Commander wanted a spectacle, Dar would oblige.
A murmur of a different nature rippled through the crowd as fur pulled into skin until he was very human, and very naked. He gripped Raina’s shoulder and glared at Alvar. For one who called himself commander, he wouldn’t be fighting in such ornate armor. There was no doubt why he’d lined the walls with archers.
The armor rattled as Alvar jerked away, his emerald lips curling in distaste.
Apparently, his strategy didn’t account for naked werewolves.
Dar kept his grip on Raina, preventing her from rushing forward alone. Her gaze darted frantically over the brightly colored fae displayed before the gate. “How is my mother? I must see her, I have found—”
“See her?” Alvar seemed to recover from his shock, puffing out his chest and pitching his voice to carry to those watching from the gates. “Raina Ellura, you have broken the Treaty of Four Houses, signed by our people in good faith over a thousand mortal years ago, promising we will remain apart from the other magical races. And now, while the Vassilisa lies on the brink of death, you bring enemies to our gates and ask for what? Forgiveness?”
Rage flashed through Dar and what had been a field of color turned gray.
“You ask questions, but don’t seem to want any answers.” He refused to let this fae goad him into shifting back into his Lykos form. But he was done with the damn posturing. “I am Darrius fe Magnus fe Clan Rosh Lupin. I demand audience with the Vassilisa of Rhosenveyl. Now.”
From behind, Julian cleared his throat meaningfully.
Cracking his neck, Dar forced himself to take a breath. Diplomacy wasn’t his strength, and losing his temper would only endanger his allies. He glanced at Raina, who gave a tight nod of agreement, then gestured for Julian to join the front of their party. Ler and Avery had pulled everyone else into a tight wedge—with Rose well protected in the center. Thank the skies.
Somehow, Julian managed to bow respectfully at the asshole. “With your pardon, honored Commander of Rhosenveyl—”
“High Commander,” Alvar corrected. “If you insist on addressing me, witch, you’ll do so properly.”
“Very well,” Julian replied, for once showing the value of his infuriating Terra demeanor. “High Commander, I am Terra Therion, here to alert your House and my Terra Fata brother to a great danger making its way to the walls of this city.”
“Danger? From where I stand, Terra, the danger is already here.”
Resisting the urge to yell at the smug fae, Dar made his fingers uncoil.
If he let his anger run away with him, he’d play right into Alvar’s hands. The commander seemed to bask in both the attention and his position of power, more concerned with his audience than the welfare of his princess. He was the obvious candidate for Raina’s traitor. But it made no sense. Surely a commander wouldn’t invite Sorcha’s invading forces onto his doorstep?
“Commander, you must heed—” Julian tried again.
“I must do nothing for you, witch.”
The low murmur rose to a clamor as the crowd reacted to their commander refuting the rights of Terra.
Alvar paused while the noise died down.
Using the brief respite, Dar looked back at Rose. Her lips flicked upward in a slight smile, but her eyes were round with worry. His gaze shifted to Avery, who stepped slightly in front of her and gave Dar a slight nod. If talks were about to fail, Ler and Avery would shelter her from the waiting arrows. Hunched in Ler’s shadow, Sebastian flashed an artificial grin, yet his whole body seemed locked in place.
Dar wasn’t the only one waiting for the next surprise to drop.
“In fact, your so-called warning is unnecessary.” His attention returned to Alvar in time to watch the fae press a hand to his heart. “I already know of the threat to this House, because I do respect the Treaty and those who guard it—in earnest. I will suffer the taint of your foreign Houses on my doorstep. But don’t mistake me. I will not suffer it long.”
“You already—”
“Your doorstep?” Dar interrupted Julian. “Clan Rosh Lupin recognizes this territory as belonging to Vassilisa Elurra.”
“With my sister too ill to rule, I must govern in her absence.” Raina’s aunt gestured to the commander. “Alvar, our esteemed High Commander, has been invaluable during this trying time.”
“I am here to serve the fae people.” Alvar bowed with elaborate dignity.
Raina let out muffled yelp but Dar flexed his hand on her shoulder—a silent request to hold her tongue. This trap had been laid carefully. But his instincts insisted more parts were yet to spring. Alvar, the worm, had shown his true colors. He was a conniving opportunist, waiting until Raina was weakened before making a bid for power—exactly as Ormis’ father had done when he’d challenged Magnus.
“Then serve your people,” Dar said, letting old hurts add to the grit in his voice.
“I am.” Despite the gravity of his tone, something disturbingly like triumph glittered in Alvar’s eyes. Behind him, a younger male, whose hair and skin matched that of the commander, moved closer to a female with impossibly long, purple locks. It was a move designed to showcase both figures.
Dar’s stomach churned. These fae were like wild dogs. Too weak to attack from the front, they nipped at their enemy’s heels until that enemy lashed out in anger and fell from the path.
Alvar took flight, emerald wings stretched wide. “I protect my people from the evil brought by Raina Ellura.”
Despite the space between them, Dar could hear Rose’s short, rapid breaths. His shoulders tensed as Alvar’s green gaze seemed to fix on her very location. Had the fae taken to the air to find her in their party?
Dar would tear apart any who threatened Rose—but there was no way he’d best a hundred fae archers. Diplomacy needed to work. Glancing at Julian, Dar found equal worry on the Terra’s face.
He gave the witch a subtle nudge.
“Maxim pacta sunt servanda, High Commander,” Julian said. “I am here as Terra to maintain the Treaty. Whatever you have been told, or believe to be true, a threat travels to your city. A blood witch has crossed—”
“Exactly, Terra.” The commander’s gold-embellished form glimmered in the fading afternoon light.
Rose gave a low hum of warning.
“Commander, please—”
Alvar’s voice ripped through the air. “Our Terra Fata already prepared me for the truth—that Printrionsa Raina Ellura did go to him under false pretenses and there learned of a blood witch living in the human town of Pinemount. While our beloved Vassilisa lay on her deathbed, her only daughter forsook her duties and journeyed to that town, where she found the blood witch and betrayed us to her!”
“I…I forsook nothing,” Raina said. “I left my city and traveled to the human dwelling because I believed there I might find a cure for my mother’s ailment.”
“A cure from a noted blood witch, one who was denied by her own people and exiled to the human town? Those witches don’t work for free, and I do not fail to notice that you have not returned with Loeralla’s beloved son.”
How did Alvar know so much?
Rose gave a short sound. Glancing back, he met her gaze and watched her widen her eyes in unspoken warning. He slightly inclined his head. She felt it too. This whole confrontation was like a well-executed music recital, and Alvar was the conductor.
Dar checked the sky—still an hour until dark. It was too long to stall for, and there were too many to fight.
Claws itching to come out, he kept his fists tight.
He’d seen his own father fall prey to a coward’s challenge, driven to rash acts by grief and rage. Dar wouldn’t make that mistake. He wasn’t mourning his mate—correction, false-mate—he was protecting her.
He’d hold his temper. Even if it killed him.
“High Commander, it appears you’ve been grievously misinformed,” Julian said softly. “Will you not recognize the right of parlay with those of Terra?”
Dar’s hackles rose as a meaningful look passed between Alvar and Raina’s aunt.
“You are not the Terra for this realm,” Alvar said. “In fact, you are part of the danger our trusted Terra Fata warned us of.”
“Then our Terra Fata lies!” Raina cried. “I have come to cure my mother, and you won’t stop me.”
Alvar smiled. The back of Dar’s neck prickled.
The commander wanted something—a particular piece of his trap that only Raina could trigger. But what? As if in answer, Rose gave another low hum. Clearly, she understood something he didn’t, but he couldn’t risk turning around to ask.
“And what is this mythic cure, Printrionsa?”
“I will have you know—”
Rose’s hum reached a higher pitch and he jerked Raina’s shoulder. She promptly swallowed the rest of her statement.
“But I do know, Printrionsa. And I can only be ashamed of how close you came to succeeding.” An elegant, armored finger pointed at Julian. “You come to tell Rhosenveyl that the exiled witch, Sorcha LeFey, travels to our door with an army of abominations. What you were not going to tell us is that Raina Ellura sold this witch the secret to our home. And that you, Terra, are contracted to marry none other than Sorcha LeFey’s niece…”
His finger shifted to Rose with devastating accuracy.
“Raina has conspired with this witch, Rose LeFey, so that she can finish what she started—killing the Vassilisa.”
The crowd exploded with outrage. Half the fae took to the air like a flock of startled birds.
“What!” Dar bared his teeth and widened his stance.
This was what Rose had been trying to tell him.
He didn’t care how many fae stood on those walls; none of them were laying so much as a finger on Rose, especially this self-important lawn ornament who dared to point arrows at his mate. Things were so much simpler when you could smash your opponent into the ground. He’d enjoy crushing this particular fae into the polished stone beneath his toes.
The best offense is a good offense, his father always said.
Stepping forward, Dar made himself as big as possible. “So this is your way of taking control of Rhosenveyl?”
“Excuse me?” Alvar’s head pulled back, and he blinked in shock.
Rose hummed approvingly.
He didn’t question her unspoken encouragement. They needed to push this situation in another direction—quickly. The strain of keeping their bows drawn would take its toll on the archers, and he couldn’t risk a stray arrow striking Rose or his pack.
“You think this pathetic power play is going to fool Raina’s people? There is no proof, just gossip.” He spread his arms as he shouted to the crowd.
“Go home, wolf.” Bronze stained Alvar’s cheeks. “Tell your father if he wishes to speak, it will be through the Terra of this realm.”
At the word Terra, Rose gave an urgent squeak.
So, his mate thought Rhosenveyl’s Terra Fata had a hand in this treachery? Raina had said her Terra Fata had told her where to seek a cure, ultimately sending her to Sorcha, and apparently this Terra had then warned Alvar—not only of Sorcha’s impending arrival, but of Raina’s return. There was only one way they could know so much.
Dar smiled. “In my home, if we have no evidence, then we have to prove it ourselves.”
“Prove yourself? That might work for heathen werewolves, but the fae have no need for such savagery.” Alvar angled himself towards the churning throng behind him. “I have the word of our Terra Fata, who did his duty and followed Raina Ellura to the blood witch’s home.”
Raina gasped.
What felt like the flickering warmth of flames began to warm the entire side of his body. His palm burned. He glanced down, squinting against the bursts of pink light pulsing through Raina’s aura.
Ignoring the burn, he maintained his hold on her shoulder in a silent plea to trust him.
“You have only the word of one Terra,” Dar said. “We have that of another Terra and of your Printrionsa, who both have the support of Clan Rosh Lupin.”
“On the contrary, wolf, I have before me undeniable proof that Raina Ellura led both a blood witch and a vampire to the gates of Rhosenveyl. It is only a matter of time before the other witch arrives. Until then, we will not allow our fallen princess to bring her darkness inside our city.”
Behind him, Sebastian let out a low whistle. Dar slanted a quick glance at Rose and she gave him an intent look before dropping her head and slumping her shoulders.
Very well, he could play that game.
Returning his gaze to Alvar, Dar let his voice descend into guttural tones. “Then the arrival of Sorcha LeFey will be what? Evidence?”
“Of course.” Condescension dripped from Alvar’s tongue.
It couldn’t have been clearer that the High Commander thought he was dealing with a simple-minded beast. Excellent. Dar stumbled backwards, pretending to gather his thoughts, until he stood before Rose. The cool press of her palm confirmed her silent agreement, her trust warming his heart.
“Agreed,” Dar said. Earth Mother, bless this act. He offered the commander a wide, tooth-baring grin and took the biggest risk of his life. “When we kill Sorcha LeFey, you and your people will have proof of Raina’s innocence.”
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Trapped between the fae city and an army of undead creatures, and all Rose could think about were the pert globes of Dar’s ass. Hexing hell. She needed to help Raina figure out how to outwit this bizarre conspiracy—not stand there drooling.
The butt flexed.
Lust rushed through her body. Her tongue ran over her top lip. If this clawing need for Dar had been irrational before, it had just flown past inconvenience and straight into insanity.
She wrenched her eyes away from the dimple on his left cheek and rubbed her hands over her face.
They were locked outside the fae city waiting for her aunt’s undead army to arrive, while Raina’s mother lay dying inside. Rose supposed she should be grateful they’d not been imprisoned. They’d moved away from the gates to a nearby rise, yet the outer wall of Rhosenveyl loomed only a short distance behind them, and glinting arrows still flickering in their direction. A situation guaranteed to get worse if she didn’t figure out how to kill her aunt.
Sorcha had harmed so many people, taken innocent lives, stolen power and transformed herself into a living nightmare. Yet she remained that final link to Rose’s mother…
Rose swallowed back the bile creeping up her throat. “So—”
“We’re totally, fucking crazy?” Dropping onto a patch of grass, Sebastian stared at her.
Dar’s shoulders bobbed in a negligent gesture. “Not at all.”
How he could be so certain in the face of disaster, she had no idea. But it lent steel to her spine and helped her push her shoulders back. God. If they survived this battle, her life was going to feel so much less without him in it.
Sebastian quirked a brow. “Sure this isn’t a case of your judgment being all spell-impaired—and the rest of us are suffering through osmosis?”
“I’m sure.”
Shoving the mess of curls out of her face, she drew a breath. “Sorcha hardly designed the spell between us in the hopes Dar would promise the entire fae nation we’d kill her, y’all. She wanted…I don’t know what she wanted, but this wasn’t it.”
“No, I imagine it was not.” Sitting on the grass, Julian’s head rested in his hands.
Rose glanced at Raina, who had yet to say a word. She and her guards looked like bright plastic toys, left outside and bleached by the sun.
Rose could only imagine the fae’s shock. Whether by witch or by fae, public machinations were eerily similar. She still couldn’t understand why their commander refused to take Sorcha’s threat seriously. Surely a co-conspirator would understand her aunt’s threat better?
The entire fae stronghold brimmed with layers of bright magic, yet she shivered as her gaze settled on the palace. Its multitude of twisting towers mirrored the shape of an ancient forest, with stone, tree, and metal existing in perfect harmony. The pale walls seemed to absorb the fading daylight, glowing with shades of purple and gold. Beautiful, but cold, as if Rose could feel the poison slowly killing Raina’s mother.
“We must not be hasty,” Julian said. “Conflict is never unavoidable.”
“Right, because we’re having a picnic.”
Julian glared at Sebastian, despair ringing his dark eyes. Rose understood. Open conflict drew closer with every moment, and it appeared one of Julian’s Terra brothers might be a key player in inciting that conflict. “The greater challenge before us is to negate this political tension.”
Heart aching, she walked over and crouched down in front of him. “Julian, tensions aren’t high due to some kind of misunderstanding,” she said. “You know that.”
His brows drew together in a fierce line.
“I’m Vytas LeFey’s daughter—I know a political ambush when it’s slapping me across the face.” Meeting his gaze, she gave his hand a brief squeeze. “Alvar knew too much, was too prepared to not be involved in this intrigue.”
“A weakling’s challenge.” Dar gave a disgusted huff of air.
“But…the Terra Fata could have reported in good faith, just as the high commander stated…” Julian smacked his lips, as if the argument tasted as weak as it sounded.
“They knew more than they could have learned just through following Raina,” Rose said softly. “With Sorcha’s dome blocking all communication that information almost certainly had to come from Sorcha— somehow. Which means your Terra brother is either dead, compromised, or part of something greater.”
“Fuck.” Julian dropped his head back into his hands.
Rose laid a hand on his back. “Why they’d want to re-kindle a war that nearly ended our world, I’ve no idea—”
“Doesn’t matter,” Dar said.
She looked up at him, one brow lifting in question.
He grinned and flexed his shoulders. “Whichever manipulative asshole wants what isn’t our main problem.” Then his expression sobered. “I’m sorry, Rose, but our primary concern is figuring out—”
“How to kill my aunt. Yes. I know.”
Dar’s hand lifted and quickly returned to his side.
She wished he could pull her close, that she could bury her face in his solid mass and believe, for just a moment, that everything would be okay.
Snapping her fingers against her hands, Rose paced.
“The problem is our lack of information,” Julian said. “When Sorcha kills people, she infects them with a warped reincarnation of the original vampyr virus. But we don’t have any understanding of what this has done to her own biology.”
“When in doubt, I opt for the tried, tested, always popular, ‘Off with Her Head’.”
She tried to force a smile. “It might not be that simple, Seb.”
“Please.” He flipped a hand at the darkening sky. “Ever seen a witch hex you when headless? I think not.”
Julian snorted. “That, I cannot argue.”
Twisting her ring around, she jammed the pointed stone into her palm. Every witch had her signature, and her aunt’s was stealing power from her victims. She clutched the ruby until pain lanced up to her elbow. “I don’t think we’re fighting just Sorcha. Not anymore.”
“Perhaps she comes for even more power,” Raina said.
Rose stopped pacing. No one was more powerful than the fae Queen. If that’s what her aunt sought…She gulped. Within an hour, night would close upon the mountains, and with it would come Sorcha. Like the vampire she’d partly become, her strength would be greatest in the dark.
There was no more time for chasing shadows.
Closing her eyes, Rose visualized the mental box in which she’d locked away years of study and craft. The key to understanding their enemy lay in the past she’d tried to bury. Slowly, she untied the red ribbon binding it.
Her fingers tingled, heartbeat heavy in her throat.
It’s been so long. Too long…
She coughed and resumed pacing, studying her surroundings as an attacker might their foe. “To resist the power of fae healing, the poison given to the queen must be terribly intricate. It was likely designed to act in stages, through a series of doses. At first, its effects would appear as nothing more than a poor night’s sleep, perhaps a mild illness. Blood craft is most effective when it’s a prick to the thumb rather than a hammer to the side.”
“Rose, this is—”
“Let her finish, Terra. We can’t fight what we don’t understand.”
Reassurance washed over her. Glancing at Dar, she found him towering over Julian. Arms crossed, his gaze was steady. Confident. If you’d taken what Sorcha offered, none of this would matter, he’d told her in the glade.
So it matters because I’m stronger.
She’d cling to that belief with both hands.
“Right.” She clicked her fingers against her palm, as rapid as her pulse. Everything she’d meticulously learned and then denied was tumbling through her head. “The craft is insidious, but it has limitations. Even an exceptionally skilled blood witch requires physical proximity to her victims.”
“So if Sorcha poisoned my mother…”
“Then she’s coming for that power,” Rose said quietly. “Your mother likely won’t survive the battle unless we reach her before Sorcha gets too close.”
“Grand,” Sebastian said. “So we sneak in, kill your traitorous commander—”
“No.” Raina’s voice shook as she twisted her hair into a tight knot. “The guards know you’re here, Sebastian, and will be particularly watchful for any vampire.”
“Someone needs to meet Sorcha in the field,” Dar said.
Oh, God. A scream of denial burned in the back of Rose’s throat.
She wanted to demand he stay with her. That he stay safe.
Instead, she met his gaze and bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. “Y-yes, you’d need to keep Sorcha and her army from the gates for as long as possible while Raina and I sneak into the palace. If anyone can accomplish such a task, it’s the princess and her specialty guard.”
Sebastian cracked his head to the side. “Excellent. You’ll use your questionable woo woo to save her Royal Highness. And I’ll cut off Sorcha’s head.”
“Rose!” Julian shot to his feet, eyes wide with alarm. “You can’t be serious?”
“She has to be,” Dar said.
Drawing a breath, she took in his broad shoulders, narrow hips and curving muscles all on display. Ready to fight. But what mattered most was the simple understanding in his eyes.
Bonds, even temporary ones, offered power.
She prayed it would be enough to face her aunt, to use her abilities without losing herself to blood magic’s blind lust for power.
Straightening her shoulders, Rose faced each of her companions in turn. “Sorcha once told me that a blood witch’s strength comes from her past. I still don’t understand that. But…when I used to cast blood magic, I’d suffer memories from my family’s past. Perhaps Sorcha’s seen this too, and seeks to complete what Morgan started so many years ago. Perhaps she’s simply mad. Either way, both she and Morgan are my past. It’s time I did something about that.”
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Dar ran both hands through his hair and steeled himself to face the coming dark.
Scouts had raced in mere minutes ago, announcing the impending arrival of Sorcha’s horde and reporting that most of the city’s outlying defenses had failed to activate.
More treachery, no doubt.
He heaved a disgusted sigh. All these people with their greed and their narrow, selfish minds. And for what? To steal power or a crown until chaos rendered it meaningless?
“This plan is madness. You know that, right?” Avery said.
Ler grunted in agreement.
“Necessary madness.” Dar regarded his packmates. “But you don’t have to—”
“You’ll just offend us if you finish that sentence. Like I’m sending my best friend into this fight without me.”
“No point in running. No interest if there were.” Ler offered a toothy grin.
Pride for his pack burned the back of Dar’s eyes.
With Raina’s permission, Julian had done everything he could to manipulate the earth into barriers and pitfalls in the valley’s narrow entrance. Brokk and his guards had slipped into the city, spreading the call to arms to all fae who’d listen. But they’d have no chance without Dar’s packmates helping him cut through to Sorcha.
“Guess you’d better say whatever else you need to say quick?” Avery nudged him.
“Huh? What are you—”
Ler coughed meaningfully and pointed over Dar’s shoulder. He did not have to turn around to know they meant Rose.
“I thought you both disapproved?” He lifted a brow.
“Maybe we still do.” Avery gave himself a shake, making his fur stand up at all angles. “But we decided no wolf should go into battle without saying goodbye to his mate—even if she’s temporary.”
Unable to risk a reply, Dar simply inclined his head.
Moving through the knot of people anxiously watching the far western slope, he aimed for where Rose and Raina huddled together, with Sebastian looking on from a short distance away. Light glimmered, and something sizzled on the ground between the two women.
“Check it out, Fuzzy. They’re making me a magic witch-killing sword.”
Pushing hair from her face, Rose’s cheeks were flushed. “We’re hoping Seb’s connection to Sorcha will create a blind spot. But it can’t hurt if his blade is also imbued with elements of oak and sunlight.”
“Things go according to plan, she’ll be focused on me,” Dar said.
“Hopefully not too focused,” Rose muttered.
A fae guard ran up and bowed to Raina. “Printrionsa, our people are coming. Just as we’d hoped. The Captain says we have time for a brief meeting before we divide.”
Dar held out a hand, stopping Rose from following the others. He had to face this storm from the ground. Her role lay far from him in the palace. If he dwelled on that fact, he’d lose the battle before it began. “We’ll join you in a moment.”
She ducked her head, scent tinged with remorse. “Dar…I…”
“If you succeed—if we succeed—the bond between us will end.”
Her bottom lip quivered, then firmed. “Yes.”
A bitter-edged victory if ever there was one.
“I don’t know—” She paused, as if to compose herself. Chin lifting, she moved until they were nose-to-nose. “I don’t know what I’ll need to do to break Sorcha’s hold of the Queen. But it will involve blood magic. And risk. And I—”
She looked away.
Cupping her face with his hands, he urged her to meet his gaze. “You’re strong.”
She gripped his wrists. “I gave you my word that I’d extract no further promises from Sebastian. So I’m asking you. If I fail, promise me you’ll end it.”
“You won’t fail.”
He must have tightened his grip, because she tapped his fingers.
“I’m not planning to fail. But disrupting this blood-poison requires me to use abilities I’ve denied for a long time. You’re the one person who can stop me—and you’ll need to stop me—if the worst happens.”
A shudder rippled through him.
“Please, Dar. It will…help me do what I must.”
“Very well.” Disapproval rumbled from in his chest. He couldn’t make demands, insist she remain safe. But, oh, how he wanted to. “Do what you can. But don’t lose yourself.”
She slid her hands up his arms. “I won’t.”
He drew in a shaky breath. “Good.”
Fingers curling around the back of his neck, Rose pressed her lips to his. Need spiked through him. Heat seared the space between skin and bone. Slanting his mouth, he claimed this piece of her. Tangled with her tongue. Wished the taste of her would last the battle.
Earth beneath his paws, how could a lie feel so right?
With a groan, he dropped his forehead to rest against hers. Was he really going to let their bond end?
“Don’t you dare die on me,” she ordered him in a fierce whisper.
“Never.”
“Better not. Or I’ll stuff you and display you in my parlor.”
“Darrius. Rose. It is time.”
Jerking away from her, he found one of the fae guards waiting a respectful distance away—Nyx, he realized, one of the junior guards who’d be escorting Rose and Raina into the palace.
He pointed the tip of an emerging claw at the fae. “Guard her with your life.”
Nyx bobbed her amber head. “That is my duty.”
Skin too tight, Dar shifted into his Lykos form as he joined the rest of his party, which was gathered around a rough map etched into the ground. They’d picked a roll of hill that offered the best view of the valley this side of the walls. As for the city walls themselves, a row of archers lined them, ready to stop any of his party who sought shelter.
The sight made his teeth itch.
Yet, as daylight fled the valley, smaller lights came, walking in groups through the gate to stand beside them on the hill. The burden of sending packmates and allies into battle weighed heavy in his chest, but each glimmering fae aura reminded him to keep his eyes on victory. No matter what.
“Your trickle has become a flood, Raina.”
Her smile was equal parts pride and remorse. “They need to believe their Vassilisa can be saved. That there is hope.”
“I’ve positioned volunteers on these locations before the wall.” Brokk marked spots with cut flowers.
“We’ll begin here. From there we can clear the way.” Dar pointed to a deep line marking where city walls met rock face. Rose stood a foot away, face solemn. He’d prefer her tucked against his side, enjoying the final slivers of time before their bond ended.
Brokk seemed to follow his line of sight. “There’s a lot riding on you, witch.”
“There’s a lot riding on all of us,” Rose said.
Moving between her and the fae captain, a snarl tugged at Dar’s lips. He jammed a claw into the dirt map. “Front runners launch here. We guard the vampire. If Sorcha expects his strike, she’ll prepare.”
“As you say, Wolf.” Turning to Raina, Brokk whispered, “I still don’t like this.”
“There is nothing to like,” she replied. “But if they don’t see you—”
Almost simultaneously Sebastian hissed and Dar’s packmates ceased talking.
Lifting his eyes from the map, Dar caught the first flicker of movement. Shadows snuck into the valley with the slow slink of those who know they’re unwelcome. His gaze snapped to Rose.
Wide-eyed, she reached for him, but Brokk shouted, “To arms!” and she jerked her hand away.
The captain pulled his bow into readiness as his guards hurried to their locations. Arrows bloomed in a row of light before the city wall. Brokk clasped Raina’s elbow, yet he looked at each member of Dar’s party. “May the light guide your steps.”
“May your arrows be sure, your heart steady, and your feet swift,” Raina replied.
“Lest darkness steal your light,” they said in unison.
As the captain and Raina broke apart, two junior guards, Nyx and Puck, reappeared, ready to lead their princess and Rose into the city. Would Alvar be waiting for them? Fur standing on end, lips stretched, Dar held himself steady. When Rose looked back, he forced himself to smile encouragingly. He trusted her to defeat her aunt, and, skies willing, he’d live to congratulate her.
Turning away, he stood beside his packmates and Sebastian as evil boiled into the valley. The distant shapes of two multi-legged creatures scuttled along the curved valley edge, flanking the motley horde from either side. The sight made his small force of three werewolves, a vampire, one reluctant Terra, a handful of royal guards, and an assortment of fae volunteers seem woefully few.
Dar flexed his paws. “Ready?”
“As we’ll ever be,” Avery answered.
Sebastian nodded. “Let’s go tell the bitch she wasn’t invited to this party. Bet she’ll just lose her head.”
A cry echoed and glowing streaks pierced the sky as fae archers fired in warning at the invaders. The arrows swooped across the valley, shedding pale, flickering light upon the scene before them.
Some things were better left in shadow, Dar thought. Because Death had come to Rhosenveyl. And she was smiling.
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It took every ounce of will Rose possessed not to hurl herself after Dar. The ground trembled, a terrifying reminder of how many he faced on that field. But too many people were counting on her, including Dar. Putting her back to the valley, she followed Nyx to where Raina waited. Hidden in the shadows cast by a hundred glowing arrows, they snuck around the outer city wall.
Trailing her fingers over the woven bands of stone and tree, Rose let the fae lead her to their secret entrance between two of the bends.
Please, let this be the right choice. Let me not be playing into Sorcha’s hands.
Careful to hold her tongue, Rose watched as Raina paused ahead of her. The fae had long since ceased to glow. Her wings lay in a straight line down her back, shoulders visibly tight. How awful must it feel, having to break into her own palace to try and save her mother’s life?
Keeping within arm’s reach of her ally, Rose watched where she stepped.
Be quiet. Don’t trip. The warning beat in her throat as they slipped between coils of wood and stone like thieves in the night—except they were trying to stop a crime, not commit one. Hidden by a roll of wood as they entered the first ring of the city, they could see armed guards patrolling the inner wall. She rubbed at the necklaces tucked beneath her shirt, wishing she could set that bastard of a commander aflame. Brave fae stood outside the walls facing Sorcha’s wrath, while Alvar’s troops prevented help from reaching Raina’s mother.
Thankfully, they had another way.
They hurried across a dark courtyard to another series of walls. Rose bumped into Raina when she came to an abrupt stop. Her beads, wrapped earlier in strips of scarf to muffle the sound, fell heavy against her side.
“What is it?” Rose whispered.
“Shhh.” Raina lifted a hand, but shifted enough to the side to let Rose see that the guard, Nyx, had stopped ahead.
Rose fumbled in her pocket for one of her emergency beads.
“Sorry to keep you waiting, fine ladies.” The second guard, Puck, emerged from the shadows, his purple skin nearly invisible against the dark wood. A wide grin shaped his narrow face. Unwrapping a package, he pulled out a series of cloaks.
Raina stepped forward to take one, and Puck flipped it out of the way.
“Not that one, my Lady.” His eyes danced as if they were children playing games in the park. “That is for the witch. Magic-woven cloth. To hide her so others cannot feel her pass.”
This undertaking needed strange fabric around her neck? Great.
Breath caught in her chest as she snatched the midnight-hued cloak from Puck’s outstretched hands. Shreds of moonlight shimmered against magic threads, the cloth disproportionally weighty, as though crafted from woven lead.
Hands shaking, she tossed it over her shoulders.
Hex it. Waving off Raina’s help, Rose secured the cloak tight beneath her throat, ensuring the hood hid her bright hair.
Too tight. Too dense. The fabric wanted to smother her where she stood. Stop it. Breathe. For a moment, she feared she’d lose her dinner, but she took a few controlled gulps of air. Reckon it’s past time I got done being afraid of fabric.
“Ready?” Raina asked.
“Yes.”
At Raina’s signal, Nyx and Puck led them between twisting columns, from one pool of shadow to the other. Carved stone glowed softly against the night, the bands drawing closer together as they moved deeper into the city.
She held her breath each time they passed by a group of guards or a pocket of civilians that were muttering anxiously together. She didn’t need to speak Sidhea to know they discussed the fighting on Rhosenveyl’s doorstep. A tall male landed in a group that stood in the middle of a street, close to a number of armored fae. A string of words cut the air, followed by a series of angry gestures.
He must have come from the wall—seen the state of things beyond.
Holding her breath, she followed her escorts. They were clever, using every distraction to avoid detection and creating disruptions where needed. Nyx and Puck were the newest members of Raina’s royal guard, young enough and less identifiable than her other, more experienced guards. None of Alvar’s troops would think to follow the new recruits, for what captain would send his printrionsa off with his least practiced?
Rose knew they were traveling as swiftly as possible, yet every second felt like an hour, every minute, a year. Her legs itched to break into a run.
I should be helping Dar, not taking a guided tour.
Finally, they reached a wall of faintly pulsing rainbow light. The borrowed cloak pushed upon her, compressing her insides as a section of the wall slid aside, allowing them entry. Catching Raina’s eye, Rose found all her worries reflected back at her. Her ally had friends inside the castle, working to clear a path. Yet Raina had to be terrified for her mother.
So was Rose.
She tried to smile encouragingly at the fae. Raina’s answering grimace confirmed she’d not quite succeeded. Biting her lip, she fell into step behind Raina, rubbing the round shapes of her beads through the fabric hiding them.
She wanted to rush forward. She wanted to flee the castle and never look back. But everyone outside was counting on her. She couldn’t let them down.
Colored hangings billowed from open windows, casting faintly hued shadows upon pristine walls. This place was alive with magic. Rose felt it even through the confines of her cloak. It ran through the floors and hung in the very air.
“Halt!”
The word sliced down the polished hallway into which they had just darted. Rose jerked to a stop, the ensorcelled cloak drawing tighter around her body. She forced herself not to fight it.
An armored fae stood in an open doorway, brandishing a glowing sword.
“Hey, Batha.” Puck held his hands out to his sides in a friendly gesture. “No problem here. We’re just delivering a message to the Magic Singer.”
“No one gets in or out of the palace, Puck. Those are the High Commander’s orders.”
Rose felt Raina tense. Hexing hell. If that soldier drew any closer, he’d see straight through their flimsy disguises. It didn’t matter whom he recognized first: Raina’s presence was as forbidden at this moment as Rose’s.
And they needed stealth. A fireball would be next to useless.
Abandoning her emergency beads, she quietly dug through the folds of scarf concealing her beaded belt.
“No one?” Puck stepped forward so that he stood in front of her, but Rose knew he couldn’t hide her for long. “The commander has the Vassilisa and her personal guard under house arrest?”
For a moment, the soldier’s features flickered, revealing a deep discomfort with the orders given to him. Then the trained mask regained control and the sword pointed decisively at their party. “Stand against the wall and remove your cloaks. I must hold you until I receive clearance.”
Puck remained in the way. “Come on, friend. You don’t want to do that.”
Rose’s fingers closed over the sought-after bead.
“Identify yourself.” The soldier stared intently at Raina and pushed past Puck, apparently unwilling to stab him. A slim blade openly in hand, Nyx blocked his path to Raina, but she seemed equally unwilling to attack one of her own.
There was nothing else for it.
Someone needed to stop this confrontation before it reached the ears of those who would lift their blades.
“Ashes to dust, iron and rust,” Rose swiftly incanted as she stepped beside Nyx. The iron bead burned against her palm, and she prayed her allies stayed clear. “Blow through the air, carry this gust.”
Opening her hand, she blew the blue-gray smoke into the soldier’s face.
His eyes bulged as iron invaded his lungs, his veins. Inarticulate burbles escaped his throat, too quiet to be heard by any other nearby soldiers. Streaks of blue radiated from his lips. Clutching his neck, he dropped to his knees in the hallway.
A perfect blood spell, as cruel as it was simple.
Rose’s knees shook as Puck hooked the handle of his sword under the soldier’s armpit and dragged him out of sight. She scrubbed a hand across her eyes, finding Raina and her guards staring at her. The guards looked horrified, while Raina’s expression was a frozen mask. Wanting to apologize, Rose opened her mouth, but the fae shook her head and motioned down the hallway.
Swallowing back regret, Rose nodded.
Echoes from the battle outside sent curls of dread through her stomach. Dar. Her eyes widened, and this time Raina nodded in unspoken agreement. They hurried down the long corridor. Nyx and Puck swept ahead, signaling that the way remained clear. They rounded another corner and passed more armored fae, though these guards showed no signs of preventing their passage. It seemed Raina’s supporters had been correct: once in the royal corridors, those sentinels would let them pass.
But Rose felt them watching her every move.
They stopped before a door of flowing crystal. The elaborately armored fae that stood guarding it looked at them for a long moment, before moving aside.
“Open,” Raina said.
The door swung inwards. Power lit the area. Inside, amethyst blended into emerald light, then became sapphire and aquamarine, swirling in a bed of glowing quartz. In other circumstances, the room’s staggering beauty would have filled Rose with awe.
Instead, she pressed her fist into her stomach and fought to keep her balance. Once-forgotten spells echoed in her mind. She’d rejected what Sorcha offered before, but was she truly strong enough to turn away from such power?
In this sacred space, lying within the very heart of the fae kingdom, she was going to practice blood magic.
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“From death, to death,” Sebastian promised himself.
Running within the tight phalanx of werewolves, he gripped his blade and wished he didn’t have to fucking stay his hand. Shit. He really should have thought this whole protection, trust-your-temporary-allies thing through.
Waiting to remove Sorcha’s head was his least favorite plan in a week of shitty plans.
His hand flexed with frustration against his sword’s hilt.
The bitch had made an entrance worthy of a 1930s diva, raised from the grave for this special occasion. At her feet shambled her entourage, poor creatures bearing slender resemblance to the rabbits, deer, bears and humans they’d been in their previous lives. Now they were dead. Husks pulled and prodded along like twisted puppets upon strings.
They reached the front-runner, the first, scattered line of her defenses.
“Keep low,” Dar barked. “Brace.”
Sebastian ducked as the werewolf slammed into another shambling mass and debris flew overhead. 
“Flank right,” Dar shouted.
“Flanking right,” Avery acknowledged, swinging away to head of a trio of former deer.
“Stay tight,” Ler grunted.
“Staying tight,” Sebastian echoed, running behind the giant werewolf like a fucking pansy. Shit. He could take a hit—he should be taking a hit.
The stench of their decay hung ripe in the air. Dust and dirt forming a sick cloud, a soot-filled mixture mold that made it hard to breathe and thrust the entire valley into shades of gray—one that blurred even his blood-fueled vision.
“Hanging in there?” Dar glanced behind.
Sebastian’s gut twisted at the worry ringing the wolf’s eyes. He forced a grin. “Fucking peachy back here. Just watch the front, Fuzzy.” You’re doing the hard work. The big wolf and his fuzzy fellows were Sebastian’s path to Sorcha.
He had one job—keep up.
He dodged creatures not knocked down by the werewolf blockade, spun around cutting nails. All while his sword pulsed, unused, within his grip. The stupid thing was their secret weapon, the only chance they had for stopping Sorcha—and why he was stuck in the middle of a fighting werewolf sandwich.
His hand tightened reflexively upon the hilt of his blade as he ran forward, leaping over a crumpled trio of foes.
He had to hold. Had to live long enough to introduce that sword to Sorcha’s neck.
Sorcha LeFey will pay for this, then I’ll kill every single person that helped her.
It wasn’t just his blood used to create this sickness; it was the one who’d truly turned him. His wife. The purest, kindest soul he’d ever known. How could Renard allow her blood to be defiled? Sebastian couldn’t fathom—and he damned well wasn’t going to try. He’d simply ensure Renard paid for it.
A glimmering luminescence ran along the length of his blade in an odd sort of agreement.
He wasn’t entirely sure what Raina and Rose had done to the steel, but it stung like sunlight fueled oak when he lightly touched it with the tip of his finger.
Perfect. If it hurt him, it would hurt the witch twisting his blood.
Gritting his teeth, he looked past the werewolves to the churning bulk of Sorcha’s forces. A blackened sea of locusts, here to rip life from the valley and steal it away—smother it with their oily shadow. A fucking unstoppable tide, ready to crash down upon them.
But he had to stop it.
Moreover, he had to survive it. Because he refused to let Sorcha’s be the only head falling to his new sword. He tightened his hold until the oak-infused metal singed his forearm. I’m coming for you, Renard. You and all your goddamn allies.
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Howls collided with unearthly screeches as the battle joined in earnest.
Dar reached the bulk of Sorcha’s army. He slammed into the creature before him with enough force to shatter its already broken form and kept straight on going, charging through bodies with Ler and Avery on either side of him. Julian and Brokk were staying on the edge of the battle, offering long-range support and leading volunteers.
“Aim straight for the center,” he bellowed. “Stay together.”
“Operation Steam Shovel is a go.” Avery kicked one of the creatures into the path of another.
“That name sucks. I want Operation Death Blade. Much cooler,” Sebastian said from the middle of their phalanx, loping through the cleared path.
Movement flashed in the corner of Dar’s eye.
“Look out.” He flung himself sideways, narrowly evading lethal claws. Rolling to his feet, he found himself face-to-face with a massive creature. Madness filled its eyes. Teeth jutted through gums and flesh, turning its head into a deadly pincushion.
The bear blocked Dar’s path.
Lowering his head, he gave a warning bark to his pack and received a yip of acknowledgement.
Digging his front paws into the ground, he dodged past the beast’s nose.
With a roar, it swung at him with a massive paw. Its claws sang through the air, slicing into Dar’s right shoulder. Pain radiated down his side, but he managed to throw himself beyond the bear’s reach. An enraged cry blasted his ears, and he knew Avery and Ler had successfully flanked the bear, tearing at its hamstrings.
The earth trembled as the creature collapsed.
Unwilling to waste time, Dar barked another command and charged towards the darkest pocket of the fray.
Breath burned in his chest, pain lancing from where Sorcha had marked him only a few short days ago. He ignored it. Crashing into flesh, he led the way through the horde. Wails of Sorcha’s creatures melded with distressed cries as fae fell in the onslaught.
Peering through the grime and muck, he confirmed his packmates remained alongside.
“Still behind us, vampire?”
“Sure. Having a ball.” The blade glimmered in the vampire’s hand, a strange luminescence running up its length. Dar had no idea what Rose and Raina had spread on the steel, he simply had to believe it would work.
He refused to let his gaze be drawn back to the city.
Rose wouldn’t fail him, and he couldn’t let fear for her cloud his focus. For her to succeed, for them all to survive, he had to get his team into position before she reached the queen.
“Morganna! Your memory walks at my side. It witnesses our triumph.”
The wail felt like frozen pins in Dar’s ears. Sorcha.
“From death, to death,” Sebastian yelled. “Let’s pay the bitch a visit.”
Dar looked to his packmates. “Guard the vampire. Wait for Rose. I’ll keep the witch busy.” Unleashing the ancient battle-howl of the Urum’Taca, Dar launched himself between two lumbering abominations and landed in the eye of the storm.
“Ah, wolf. How lovely. I’d grown tired of waiting.”
Chills rippling beneath his fur, he faced the speaker.
The first time he’d seen Sorcha, she’d appeared human. No more. The line of her once curving body was broken by strange muscle and jutting bones. A tattered black dress swirled around her ankles—the same one she’d worn a lifetime ago in that basement. Dead leaves and thistle dotted her long black hair, its white streak stained with dirt and blood.
Yet her every movement spoke of power.
“You will pay for every life you’ve taken, witch,” Dar growled.
Arms outstretched, distended nails raking the air around her in a wide arc, Sorcha LeFey laughed into the chaos. “What is life, if not this? With each step towards my vengeance, I feel the breath of my children. Just as I feel the presence of my niece. Soon, she will stand beside me.”
His paws curled into fists. “You won’t lay a finger on Rose.”
“Foolish wolf. You have brought her to me, exactly as I wanted.”
The sounds of battle beat against him, urging him to strike. But he had to wait until Rose struck against Sorcha’s power. For now, he had to keep Sorcha busy, draw her attention away from his packmates and Sebastian.
“Rose will never stand with you, witch. We’ll destroy you.”
She scoffed, nails scoring the earth inches from his hind legs. “If the first LeFey had truly stolen power, the Great War would have ended before it began. Now, it is exactly as he promised me. Together, my niece and I will teach this world the true power of the LeFeys.”
Keeping low to the ground, he circled the witch.
“What a pretty little line of lights on that wall. Too bad my beautiful eradicators will snuff them out.” Glancing into the swirling air, she flicked her wrist, and what looked like black smoke shot towards the wall. Towards Rose.
“No!” With a roar, he lunged at Sorcha.
Something struck him mid-jump. A word. Or perhaps her hand.
The world tumbled into a gray blur and the air burst from his lungs as he smashed back into the ground. Skies above, she was strong. And fast. Shaking his head, he stumbled clear of her reach.
Sorcha’s lips hooked into a snarl.
“You dare attack me? Ungrateful pet.” The snarl faded, her features becoming suddenly smooth, and his body went rigid with alarm. “You’ll have to be taught respect.” She reached into the air, and suddenly onyx threads ran through her fingers, a dark web of power tied to her person. “I do hope you like your surprise.”
Warped howls rose from the surrounding murk, the sounds a perverted mimicry of a wolf’s cry that belonged to neither Avery nor Ler. None of Dar’s packmates made such a noise, yet an answering cry built in his throat, as if his alpha’s instincts demanded he lead lost pack home…  
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Rose knew it was wrong to appreciate a craftsmanship that was responsible for slowly and torturously killing someone. Yet, standing in the formal room, its air ripe with silence and power, Rose couldn’t quite help herself. Subtle tendrils of blood magic briefly lifted their heads from the Queen’s body, like earthworms on a rainy day. Storing power until Sorcha drew close enough to claim it.
A masterfully made poison, hidden until it was so far developed that only those with a very specific skill set could possibly stop it—providing they could use the relevant blood and weren’t destroyed by the backlash.
Even then, it was a shot in the dark.
Raina gave a sound of distress that she muffled hastily with her hands. Face tight, Rose’s ally stood at the foot of her mother’s bed, closely flanked by Nyx and Puck. The two guards had smiled at Rose at the start of this endeavor. Now, they watched with open suspicion. Even fear.
More guards lined the room, tracking her movements with their weapons.
Rose’s stomach curled inwards. “Raina, I thought you said your family friend would meet us—”
A golden glow filled the chamber. Rose sucked in a breath as the most spectacular fae she’d ever seen resolved on the other side of the royal bed. Magic swirled through the fae’s floor-length golden hair and burned in her amber eyes. Magic Singers were said to be the longest-lived of all fae.
That supernatural gaze settled on Rose, leaving no doubt: this fae had studied her before revealing herself.
“Teacher.” Raina bowed her head respectfully.
The Magic Singer clasped Raina’s hands. “I feared you would not reach us in time, child. But I wonder whether you have brought a cure or a curse into this house.”
Rose squared her shoulders as Raina gestured in her direction.
“May I introduce you to Rose LeFey? She practices the same craft as the one who poisoned our Vassilisa, and has offered her aid. Rose, this is Sebille, our venerable Magic Singer.”
“Printrionsa,” Nyx whispered softly. “Are you certain?”
“She killed Batha with no more than a few words and a puff of air,” Puck added.
Doubts clamored in the back of Rose’s mind as her ally stared silently at the wasted form of her mother. What had probably been a bright, welcoming room was heavy with foreboding. Healing herbs drifted through the air, unable to mask the disease’s insidious breath.
Words stuck in Rose’s throat, beat back by her rapid pulse.
“Fear has no place in desperation,” Raina said at last. “And those who can take life can also give it.”
Tugging on the hated cloak, Rose let it fall to the floor. Her footfalls rang softly as she crossed the remaining stretch of polished wood and marble to stand beside Raina. A sense of warning rushed over her skin.
Saint Merlin, be merciful.
Clearing her throat, she gripped the LeFey ruby and prayed its reminder served her well, prayed that this wasn’t part of Sorcha’s plan. Yet she heard her own words as though through a sheet of ice, each chipping dully at the sudden barrier. “Raina, I’m going to need your blood.”
Raina visibly tensed, but her eyes remained fixed upon her mother. The Queen’s features were as fine-boned as her daughter’s, yet her face was twisted with discomfort, her skin nearly translucent. Hints of mauve lingered in her pale hair, but the color seemed to fade before Rose’s eyes.
Still facing the bed, Raina held out an arm. “Take it.”
Fear mixed with an alarming level of anticipation in Rose’s chest, whipping like batter in an electric blender. Her stomach itched, her body quivered. Family blood—fae blood—was the greatest weapon at Rose’s disposal. It also embodied the greatest risk. But she couldn’t crumble—couldn’t let Sorcha take so much from so many without a fight.
Her gaze fell onto the arm being held out before her. In a minute. First, prepare the room.
Freeing her belt, she quickly laid the necessary grounding stones around the Queen.
Quartz for clarity. Citrine for health. Malachite to attract positive forces. The ritual always soothed her, but this time, it barely steadied her breathing before everything was in place.
Lifting her gaze, she regarded Raina and the Magic Singer. “You’ll need to contain the backlash. Once I start, I—I don’t know what will happen.”
Amber eyes glinted with worry. “I will protect my Vassilisa with all that I am.”
“Right. Uh, great. Okay, then I guess we’ll get started.” One determined step returned Rose to Raina’s side, the fae’s arm still outstretched. The next motion had her mother’s decorative blade drawn and gripped tightly.
Yes. Need lanced through her.
Subtle as a knife and loud as a hurricane.
Willing her hands to be steady, she reached out and slowly drew the point of her blade along the exposed flesh of Raina’s palm.
Raina barely flinched.
Rose stared as blood leaked from the cut and formed a delicate crimson trail. Her heart lurched into her throat, but her body remembered. With a quick, practiced motion, she wiped the blade once, twice, across the back of her left hand. The rough cross was bright atop her pale skin.
Power seeped into her pores, branding her.
She could no longer stop her right hand from trembling as she dipped each of her fingertips into the trickle of blood from Raina’s hand. Left to right, large to small, she mouthed the incantation. With each digit, pressure built, thrumming within her core even as warmth leeched from her limbs.
“Move back.” Her voice scratched her own ears.
As one, the others stepped back, their feet scuffing in muted unison. The weight of their eyes pushed down on her shoulders. Did she want this too badly? Was this what it was to fall?
No.
This was what it meant to fight.
Setting her jaw, Rose smudged her carefully arranged stones with Raina’s blood, knowing that would bind them to her spell. On impulse, she yanked the LeFey ruby from its home on her middle finger and placed it atop the Vassilisa’s struggling chest. The stone had been forged during the Great War. It felt right that it stop another.
There was no spell for this. Only a past she’d tried to bury.
Light caught in the ruby’s depths, an ever-shifting vermilion sea.
Rose let it fill her inner vision as she chanted, casting her circle around the Queen. With each rhythmic line, she drew a red mark upon the queen’s arms and legs. Right to left, round like the earth that turns, she reached the end and let her thumb paint a final mark along the Vassilisa’s forehead.
The ruby glinted in warning, but she’d come too far to stop now. Mentally holding onto her bond with Dar, desperately needing his inner strength, she let the words fall where they would.
“Blood that binds us, blood that burns,
Flow and beat and pound by turns,
Carried from memory’s frozen ground,
Blood I command, this curse be unbound.”
Power slammed through her. Hot. Welcome. Filling her lungs and pumping through her veins.
For the first time in six years, she drew a full breath. She felt oddly calm as a wraith gasped from the Queen’s fragile form, its open mouth stretching to swallow Rose. Instead of retreating, she gripped the threads of power and let them carry her into darkness, where hundreds of voices cried.
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The sight of mangy fur hanging in limp tufts burned into Dar’s eyes. Lupine claws dragged unevenly across the ground. Jaws full of unnatural fangs lolled sideways, unable to close.
Their twisted shapes shambled towards him.
Breath rushed out of him. Four. Four members of his pack had fallen to Sorcha’s sickness. “You’ll pay for this, witch!”
“No, dear boy, you will.” Cackling, she spun around. Misshapen fingers scraped the edges of their pocket within the storm. Air rushed from her in a wave, throwing him backward into the soot-filled chaos he’d left only moments earlier.
A wall of gray blew past him.
He rolled to his feet. The pocket now encompassed his packmates and Sebastian, who were squaring off against a trio of abominations. Avery grappled with what had once been a deer, and Ler smashed through more human forms. They had no idea of the latest threats. He looked frantically for his sickened pack members, finding two of them already back on their feet.
Red, feverish eyes locked onto him.
“To me. She’s taken wolves!”
No more time for words. The vampire would have to figure it out. A short bark told Ler to swing left while Dar went right. One foe at a time. Stay together. Digging his claws into the soft turf, Dar propelled himself sideways.
Not fast enough.
Fire lanced across his back, burning all the way down to his hip.
A yelp of pain cut the air. He barely caught sight of Ler flying backwards before distended paws struck at him once more.
Dar twisted to the right, ignoring the sharp bite along his back. Lacing his fingers together, he drove both hands into the creature’s side with crushing force. It barely slowed down—stumbling sideways only a short distance. Its fellow rose from the murk, snapping at Dar’s throat.
He sprang backwards, barely avoiding a volley of flashing nails and broken teeth. These creatures had all the strength and speed of the Lykos, and all the unnatural rage of Sorcha’s poison.
Heart pounding, Dar dove for an opening.
He was fighting two-thirds blind in this slice of hell, unable to rely on smell or sound. They needed to regroup, fight strategically—
A figure landed beside him and he braced for the next assault.
“Easy, Fuzzy.” Sebastian yanked a gun from his waistband and fired into the battle. “I’ve got this.”
Dar watched as five bullets struck two former wolves and did nothing.
“Or not.” Sebastian tossed the gun aside. “Fuck.”
“Find Ler. I’ll deal with them.” Evading an attack from another wolf, Dar glimpsed what remained of its fur, gray with distinctive white patches. Jenna, a packmate who lived on the outskirts of his home. Maybe he could hold her off until Rose distracted Sorcha, and once the witch was dead, they’d be…
He caught Jenna’s gaping jaw in midair and looked her in the eye.
Saw nothing but mindless rage.
Rose had spoken the truth—these wolves were dead. Grief tightened his throat. Shifting his weight, he ripped off its arm. Nothing but dirt fell from the hole. Using the limb, he battered the creature away.
“Such power.” Sorcha’s chuckle carried through the chaos. “No wonder my niece is so taken with her toy.”
Dar snarled. He’d end these wolves’ suffering.
Then he’d end that witch.
“I found Ler! Hurry!” Sebastian shouted.
Scrubbing debris from his eyes, Dar found Sebastian standing above Ler’s prone body. Just as he took off for them, a muck-covered monster reared from the ground. Distorted jaws snapped before his nose, the sound of colliding bone lingering in the air. Bracing himself, he heaved the creature across the open space.
Another lunged for him before he could regain his footing.
Avery’s slender form pounced out of the chaos, all four paws slamming into the abomination and driving it into the ground. Almost simultaneously, a streak of light flashed past Sebastian’s shoulder and plunged deep into another creature.
Glancing over the fray, Dar caught sight of Brokk alongside other fae archers.
“Damn me.” Avery pulled himself off his crumpled target. “Even if they all stood still in a row it would take a long time to get through all these things. Sure hope Rose is right about all this.”
“She’s right,” Dar said, as he, Avery and Sebastian formed a circle around Ler. Hopefully they could buy his packmate enough time to heal.
“So much faith in my pretty niece. How well she’s captured you.”
“Is it time yet?” Sebastian muttered. “I could use my sword and—”
“No.” Dar slashed at another of the broken wolves, claws digging into its body with what should have been lethal force. The creature didn’t even break stride. A small pop of fire flickered to his right and part of the broken face disappeared. “Trust Rose.”
Columns of earth exploded upwards from beneath them, offering momentary protection.
One creature howled in agony as a column caught its mid-section, sending it shooting towards the sky.
A grim satisfaction flitted through Dar. The Terra was making himself known.
Avery grunted as he deflected a blow. “We can’t keep this up.”
“Urum’Taca do not—” Dar picked up a person-sized foe and used it to batter the one-armed former wolf. “—surrender.”
Streaks of fire burned across his body and his muscles begged for rest he couldn’t give them. Lurching to the side, he barely evaded another charge. He’d beaten these creatures in every possible way. But still they came, impervious to pain and unaware they were already gone.
Now everything hinged on Rose’s theory that disrupting the spell on the Queen would cause Sorcha’s control to falter on the field.
Every witch has her limits, she’d said.
He’d hold to that.
Sorcha’s laughter carried through the air as blinding light subsumed their pocket of space. Unable to smell anything in the muck, he desperately tried to blink his vision clear, but his eyes were swimming with red dots and darkness.
Then something heavy slammed into him, driving him into the ground.
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Slivers of light pierced the black veil, revealing half-formed images, like a partly-developed photo. Gradually, the scene resolved into something clearer and Rose realized she was hovering over the battlefield before the city gates. She’d thought to tear the spell apart from the inside. Instead…had it pulled her outside? Her heart beat in her palms. She wasn’t supposed to be in the line of fire. She was supposed to be helping the Queen and distracting her aunt—
Red lines yanked her onto the scored earth.
Rage and monsters and mayhem surrounded her. Claws slashed. Mouths opened with cries of victory or pain. The noise of it should have been overwhelming.
But it was silent. And that made it worse.
Rose spun around, desperately searching for Dar. Stumbling forward, she fell through the shapes struggling before her. For once the ground didn’t hurt. Part of her mind dimly registered this even as the rest of her froze.
Before her was a pair of red shoes.
Scuffed and covered in refuse, they were still everything she remembered. Unable to stop herself, Rose let her gaze travel over tattered raven cloth that fluttered in the soundless bedlam around her. Her eyes continued up the lean path of thin, distressed limbs, until two onyx orbs glared into hers.
“Hello, Niece.” The voice was low and familiar.
Loss speared through Rose, as devastating as it been had six years ago. She’d loved this woman, had idolized and followed her, clinging to every scrap of affection tossed her way. Rose pressed her palms into the torn grass, its crushed and dying stalks visible through her flesh.
Hex it. She was inside Sorcha’s spell.
“About time you got here. It’s rude to keep your auntie waiting.” Sorcha smiled, lips hitching upwards and stretching thin overtop fangs.
Dread drove Rose to her feet.
“How could you do this? How could you bring all this—” she flung a hand at the chaos encircling them “—into the world?”
“Why not?” Sorcha’s head tilted, studying Rose like one might have studied the curiosities in her long-abandoned shop. “It’s power.”
Through the shadows writhing around them, Rose finally caught sight of Dar. Alive. And battling for his life against her aunt’s creatures.
She fought the urge to run to his side.
“We’ve had enough death,” she said. “Enough loss. Stop this, Sorcha. Please!”
Black eyes gleamed with pleasure, and a head of tangled black hair turned to observe the battle. “Oh, my. Is that your werewolf, Niece? He doesn’t seem to appreciate my pets the way he should.”
Swallowing hard, Rose met the mad-edged gaze. “What do you want?”
“You.” Sorcha’s nails flexed, stretching into the fractured air.
Rose forced herself to study her aunt. She had to disrupt the spell—but all her tools were back at the palace with the rest of her body.
Buy time. Think. “You don’t want me, Sorcha. Not really.”
“Perhaps not, but you’re all I have. Morganna should have been here. She was the best, the greatest blood witch of our time.” Sorcha’s voice cracked and her eyes narrowed into black slits. “We had a legacy. A path. The one Morgan LeFey started.”
“A legacy you broke,” Rose said.
“Lies!” Razor-sharp nails whipped at her, and a chunk of Rose’s hair fell to the ground. God. Oh, God. They were both inside the blood spell, more real to each other than the world around them.
Which meant Sorcha was just as vulnerable as Rose.
She shifted sights and swallowed a scream. Everywhere, lines flowed into her aunt—a corpulent spider, permanently bound to her web. “You slept with my father. Let Maman find you. That’s what killed her!”
“No!” A blast of wind hit Rose. “That note lied!”
Stumbling back, she felt her necklaces thump against her chest. Reaching down, her fingers closed around her beaded belt.
She pulled off some citrine beads and braced herself.
“Morganna didn’t love Vytas,” Sorcha said, voice surprisingly soft. “You’ll understand that. Together we’ll expose their lies, reveal the truth of my sister’s death. They killed her, Niece. Don’t you see?”
Sweet Merlin, was all because of guilt? “No, Sorcha, I don’t.”
“Mother and her simpering band of fools killed Morganna. They’re afraid of us, Rose. They know our true destiny is to destroy their pathetic Treaty and take our rightful places as leaders to all witches.”
Rose risked a glance at Dar.
Her heart stuttered. He was pinned beneath the mutilated remains of a werewolf. Broken fangs snapped inches from his face. He had an arm shoved under the creature’s jaw, barely holding those teeth at bay.
“That’s why you’re here.”
“Is that so?” Gripping her bead, Rose reached for the blood-power she’d taken from Raina and stepped towards her aunt. Sorcha had become more magic than person. Every thread cut would reduce her power.
And give Dar a chance.
“The old ways are gone, niece. A new time is coming. Our time.” A hideous smile transformed Sorcha’s features. Long nails rippled as she gestured with deadly grace. “Stand by me, by your true family, and you can have your wolf. It is the only way we can have what we want.”
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Fetid breath ruffled the fur on Dar’s face. Agony gripped his shoulders as fangs dug into the flesh. He shoved his elbow upwards again, dislodging the teeth and barely managing to hold another strike at bay.
A faint cry reached his ears. And through the grime and pain he felt her.
Skies above, how was his mate here?
Fangs grazed past his cheek as he twisted his head to the side.
Damned things were strong. He had to get the creature off him. Had to find Rose. That blast of light had blinded him long enough to separate him from the others. He couldn’t allow the same to happen to her.
With a roar, he drove his paws upwards, flinging the creature back into the surrounding chaos. Scrambling to his feet, he searched the maelstrom.
A familiar specter flickered before him.
Rose.
Sort of. A shadow of his mate stood toe-to-toe with Sorcha, her stricken expression clear despite its translucence. More magic was at play, so she’d started her attack.
His team would have to strike soon.
He spun round and searched the throng for Sebastian and Avery, relief loosening his chest when he saw they still stood over Ler, who’d healed enough to gain a knee. But there were too many creatures for the vampire and Avery to hold off alone. Blood and soot streaked their faces, chests heaving with exertion.
Forcing his exhausted body to keep going, Dar dodged another flurry of claws and headed for his companions.
“You can’t turn it off, Niece,” Sorcha said. “You’re a blood witch.”
“Maybe, but I—”
“Used your power on a fae—on their queen? You’ll be thrown in the Vault and left to rot. Magically castrated. You’ll never take a full breath again.”
Dar froze and looked back, reading the truth of Sorcha’s threat on Rose’s face. He bared his fangs. “Leave her alone, bitch. I’d die before allowing anyone to—”
An invisible leash jerked around his neck, yanking him off balance.
“What was that, pet? Ah, yes, it is time to remind my niece exactly what else she stands to lose.” Sorcha’s nightmarish hands waved their deadly reeds with no regard for where they might strike.
“No. Sorcha, don’t.” Rose’s anguish seared his ears.
The creatures surrounding him stepped back, leaving him a perfect view of his packmates and Sebastian. They were surrounded. Dar had to help them, or the vampire wouldn’t last long enough to make his strike on Sorcha.
Throwing every ounce of strength against his invisible bonds, he only managed a single step.
“Apparently you don’t yet understand your situation, niece.”
“Oh, I understand things just fine. Isn’t it funny that you’re the one who warned me about overconfidence?” Rose tossed a handful of tiny flaming balls onto the ground before Sorcha. “I call the fire, I call the heat. As I will, so mote it be.”
Tiny threads sizzled to life before falling to ash. Rose was burning away the magic strands he’d seen Sorcha use.
In that moment, he knew he’d chosen his mate, and he’d chosen well.
“Do you think such puny magic can stop me?” Sorcha smiled almost benevolently and flicked her fingers. “Look at this, such a pretty thing.” A glowing line appeared, running between him and Rose, the ends of which led back to Sorcha.
“No. Please,” Rose gasped.
Sorcha’s nail ran down the thread, the touch reverberating in Dar’s chest. His ribs pushed against his skin, heart thundering as if she were pulling it directly out of him. “What do you think will happen if I fray this, just a little?”
The noose around Dar’s neck tightened, pulling him upwards until his hind paws barely scuffed the earth. Stay calm. Those who panic lose their prey. If Sorcha was focused on him, then she wasn’t watching his companions.
He caught the vampire’s eye, tipping his head infinitesimally towards Sorcha.
Sebastian grinned and swung his sword, as if to say about time.
A screeching growl reverberated behind him. All Dar could do was look as one of the misshapen wolves leapt into the clearing, sharp talons speeding towards Sebastian like outstretched bullets. “Watch out!”
Avery tried to shove Sebastian out of the way.
Too late. Too close.
Except something sprang up between Sebastian and the beast. The creature’s talons fell short of their target, punching through the shield like the tines of a fork into meat. The world was nothing but shades of gray, yet there was no hiding the blood already spilling from those wounds.
Dar’s stomach convulsed. “Ler! No.”
“Oh, my poor werewolf. Were you fond of that creature?”
Ler’s snout moved, as if he said something to Avery and Sebastian. Dark foam marked his muzzle. He turned to Dar, bowed his head, and crumpled. Rose’s cry echoed the pain in Dar’s chest.
“In igne ardeant!” Rose spat.
“Language, dearest. I’ve no intention of burning at any stake.” Sorcha’s low chuckle chilled him to the bone. “I’d hate for that to happen to your werewolf, Niece. He’s all you ever wanted, isn’t he?”
Eyes burning, Dar stared fixedly at Rose.
Ghostly tears ran down her cheeks. Her lip quivered, then steadied, and she gave Dar a slight nod. “Yes, Auntie. He is.”
Pride warred with grief as he braced himself for a final charge.
Rose reached down and a red line of power appeared in her hands. It pulsed with a sickly crimson light, and seemed to run from Sorcha all the way to the palace. Was this the line tying her to the Queen? The cord sizzled as Rose pulled, and the noose around Dar’s neck went slack.
Finally free, he sucked in air and staggered to his feet.
Sorcha had yet to turn, but Rose hadn’t taken her eyes off him. Her back arched as she yanked on the magical cord with what had to be all her strength. “End this, Sorcha,” she cried. “Or I end you.”
Digging his claws into the earth, he launched himself at Sorcha.
“You don’t have the power, Niece, because you will not take it!”
Bony fingers wrapped around his neck, catching him mid-leap as if he were nothing more than a fly chasing a dragon. He clawed at her arm, but it was like pawing at steel. Her grip tightened, threatening to crush his windpipe.
“No!” The magical line in Rose’s hands snapped. “Don’t hurt him.”
“You think you can stop me?” Sorcha lifted him further off the ground and idly traced patterns across his chest.
“Yes, actually. I do.”
Warning skittered across his skin—and it wasn’t for the creature holding him by the throat. He watched as red filled Rose’s eyes. Drawing a small blade from a sheath around her neck, she slashed it across her palm.
Darkness erupted from her clenched fist.
“Don’t be foolish.” Sorcha laughed. “This is the only way for us to be free.” She jerked him forward, holding him between her and Rose like a shield. Despite her mocking tone, her mouth tightened. The bitch was worried.
Good. The energy rolling off Rose should give anyone pause.
He had to believe she’d hold onto herself.
A flash of steel joined the shadows crowding the edge of his vision. The vampire was on the move.
Now, he mouthed at Rose.
“Blood to blood.” More lines appeared as she grabbed them with her bleeding hand.
Sorcha screamed, nails streaking towards Rose.
Whipping his body, he kicked Sorcha’s middle with both hind paws.
She reeled sideways, releasing her hold on his neck. Falling to the ground, he gasped for air. Mate. Help. No matter what, he had to protect Rose. Muscles screaming, he forced himself up and staggered towards her on all fours.
“You dare defy me?” Darkness belched from Sorcha.
Sorrow shaped the strange red orbs that were Rose’s eyes. Crimson lightning flashed around her figure. “Didn’t you learn anything from losing my mother? It’s the things you steal that break you.”
Black fire sped from her fingers, and a bright blade sliced through Sorcha, leaving only a thin line across her neck in its wake. A strange calm crossed her face, illuminated by the flames crawling up her legs.
“I’ll say hello to your mother, Niece,” he heard her say.
Then pain exploded in Dar’s chest, and he collapsed at Rose’s feet.
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A cold thing pressed into Rose’s cheek. Tendrils of sound vibrated from its flat surface, pushing into her skin. She groaned. Every muscle and joint ached. The raw skin of her hands protested viciously when she flattened them against the floor.
Pain spiked through her chest when she tried to move.
Gasping, she screamed silently. Oh, God. It felt like her heart had been gouged from her body. She squinted at the shining floor, unable to comprehend why it wasn’t red with her blood.
“Witch, can you hear me?” A voice asked close to her ear.
They didn’t sound overly concerned. How was it possible to hurt this much and not be dying? She tried again to lever herself off the miraculously clean floor and a reedy moan whistled between her teeth. “I—I can hear…”
“Then allow me to help you up.”
She held her breath as hands gripped beneath her armpits, lifting her into the searing light.
Holy hex, the sun had risen in the room with the marble floor.
Burying her face in the crook of her elbow, she moaned again and let the hands hold her upright. Where… Am I in the fae palace? I…I snuck in with Raina. Her mother—I tried to fight the spell killing her…
Rose’s eyes popped open, and she winced at the brightness.
As she blinked, the blinding white blur resolved into the distinctive floor and walls of the royal chamber. There upon the bed huddled the source of the light. A very alive fae Queen was sitting upright, holding tight to a sobbing Raina. They had to be tears of joy, because both figures were nearly incandescent.
Joy meant they’d won. Inside. But what had happened outside?
Rose had to know. Right. Now.
“Pardon me,” she said. “I have to go.”
Waving away the fae who’d been holding her, she staggered out into the hallway. Someone called out behind her, but she didn’t stop to see who had spoken or what they wanted. If the fight still raged outside, then she’d damned well be a part of it.
Footsteps chased her as she hurried down the gleaming walkway.
“Halt.” Blinking, Rose realized heavily armed fae blocked the way to the battlefield. Gleaming swords leveled at her chest. Oh, dang. She’d full-on forgotten about the traitor, Alvar, and his soldiers.
She stopped and braced herself against a wall. “Uh, I’m just heading out—”
“By order the Vassilisa, this witch has safe passage!” The guard, Nyx, appeared between Rose and the armored soldiers.
The soldiers paused. “By the Vassilisa?”
“Yes. She is well and the day is won.” Nyx bowed her green-and-brown speckled head, but her tone spoke of barely suppressed glee. “This witch has the Vassilisa’s express gratitude and, therefore, her protection. You are to provide safe escort outside.” She flashed a victorious grin at Rose. “And spread the word.”
The guards cheered, but Rose barely heard them.
Pushing herself off the wall, she kept going. Nearly everyone who mattered had been trapped beyond the city walls: Julian, her oldest friend. Sebastian, her newest friend. And Dar, the werewolf she feared she loved more than life itself.
“This way, witch,” Nyx said. “I will take you outside.”
“Hurry. Please.” Her throat felt full of razors and raw edges.
“We will go directly. Much faster this time. You’ll see.”
Word of the Queen’s recovery rippled through the palace, traveling through elegantly arched corridors and lustrous antechambers. Rose hurried past the swaying figure of Raina’s aunt, who stood with her husband and children—surrounded by a phalanx of royal guards.
It wasn’t for protection.
“Poison? No!” The aunt flapped her wings in obvious distress. “Alvar promised it would only make her sleep. We merely wanted what was best! Our people need an heir who will marry and bear children…What do you mean Alvar is gone?”
Rose’s lip curled, but she didn’t stop to give the creature a piece of her mind. Lungs burning, fear and doubt chiseling into her very being, she ran.
And stumbled outside into a wasteland.
The once-emerald field was covered with blackened figures, their frozen silhouettes blowing away with each gust of wind. Dirt-splattered fae cheered as Nyx called out, while others helped wounded make their slow way back to color. Crumpled just past the gates lay a pile of metal and crystal—all that remained of Sorcha’s eradicator, no doubt.
Beside it, she saw Julian’s familiar shape crouching beside an injured fae.
Tears of relief streamed down her face, but she couldn’t stop to check on her friend. She had to know what had happened to Dar. Surely whatever had freed the fae Queen and those poor creatures from Sorcha’s sickness had ended everything else?
Shoving hair from her face, she scanned the horizon. Between billowing clouds of debris, two figures became visible, one slight and somehow still vivid against the consuming gray.
But it was the other Rose cared about.
He leaned heavily on the smaller figure, fur and snout falling away to reveal a bleeding, battered, and blessedly alive man.
“Dar!” She scrambled over the disintegrating terrain.
His head shot up and he began limping towards her.
He was safe and naked and hers and…Oh, God. Gripping the flesh overtop her heart, she stumbled to a stop, finally understanding the pain in her chest. For a short time, they had belonged to each other. Now they were free.
And freedom hurt.
He stopped before her, close enough for her to feel the heat of his body. All she wanted to do was throw herself into his arms, to never let him go. But she couldn’t. Tipping her head back, she met his eyes and found in them the same mix of emotion that rippled through her.
“I knew you were stronger,” he said quietly.
“Dar, I…” I want you to hold me until the hurting stops.
He reached for her, then his arms fell back to his sides. “I know.”
“I—” Jaw tight, throat flexing, she tried to smile. For once, Grand-maman’s etiquette training offered a necessary lifeline, as it let Rose curve her lips just enough. “Sh-Shame wolves can’t keep witches—just imagine the indestructible pants I could have ensorcelled for you.”
His forced laugh was a punch to the gut. “Are you…okay?”
Giving up on the smile, she shrugged. “As ah’ll ever be.”
Pain clouded his eyes. “It will get better, Rose.”
“Will it?” She looked away.
“I wish—”
“Don’t. Please.” Unable to bear any words that gave voice to impossible hopes, she scanned for the rest of their party. A short distance away stood Brokk, the bright figure she’d seen walking with Dar. Nearby, a dirty, blood-spattered vampire stood in the field of ash.
Relief threatened to turn her knees to pudding.
Then she took in the rest of what she was seeing: Avery was hunched beside Sebastian, both looking at a dark mound.
“Oh—Oh no. Ler?” she questioned. Turning back to Dar, she found the answer stamped on his face. Somehow, her fingers were laced through his, squeezing in sympathy. She tried to snatch her hand back, but he held on. “Sorry. I shouldn’t…we shouldn’t…”
“It’s not an off-switch, Rose. Apparently.” He offered her a lop-sided grin. Both of his hands closed around her one and her stupid heart kicked against her ribs. “Come, say goodbye with me.”
“Okay.”
Reclaiming her hand, she wrapped her arms around her middle and walked with him to the small gathering. Avery’s head pointed towards the moon and a howl of mourning rent the air. An answering sound rumbled from Dar’s chest as they reached the fallen wolf.
There was no sign of Sorcha. Just dust beneath a starry sky.
Chilled, Rose glanced at Sebastian.
The sword that had ended Sorcha’s life was still clutched in his right hand, hanging limply at his side. Needing the contact, she inched closer and leaned into his side when he put his free arm around her shoulders.
As she had on the journey to the fae city, she watched Dar and held her breath, waiting for the wanting inside her to go away. But not everything had fallen to dust. Pulling clear quartz beads from her belt, she rolled them between her fingers. She thought of her mother, her aunt, Ler, all the people whose lives had ended in ash on a moonlit field.
“Blessed be,” she whispered. “Blessed be.”
Opening her hand, she let sparkling shards travel into the sky.
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Too late to the field to join her companions, Raina hung by the city gates, watching as they made their way across the blackened field. Their faces all bore the marks of loss, and she knew they’d come from honoring their fallen member. And I should have been there, with them. In contrast, all around her, Rhosenveyl buzzed with excitement—fae glowing with victory, with pride, as word spread of their queen’s recovery.
She tried to cling to the sensation, but it slipped through her fingers.
Her mother lived. Lived.
The light of that realization had flooded Raina’s soul, sweeping through her insides like the rays of dawn across the mountainside. Just like those sun-kissed slopes, she’d though it would keep her warm. It should have kept her warm.
Flicking her wings to steady her balance, she forced a smile for her companions.
“Raina. Oh, Raina.” Rose stepped forward, clasped her hands. “We saved your mother. Truth be told, I was afraid our plan was dumber than a stump and twice as blind. But it worked!” She gave Raina’s fingers a squeeze. “Ah’m so happy for you both.”
“Me, too.” Dar wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “So glad your mother made it.”
“Yes. It is a very good day for Rhosenveyl,” Raina murmured.
“On behalf of the Terra, we celebrate your success.” Julian bowed. “And we hope this will temper your need for reparations—”
“Julian,” Rose hissed. “Now’s hardly the—”
“No.” Raina waved off Rose’s concerns, wished her throat didn’t grow tight at the reminder of what she’d lost. Today she had to be a printrionsa, not a grieving cousin. “It is well. Please, let us go to the palace. There is much to talk about. And my mother would thank you—all of you.”
She let the others walk ahead, letting Dar’s bulk shield her as she schooled her features. Her people expected joy—needed joy, after all they’d been through—who was she to offer them anything less?
“Left side’s a bit crumbly.” Sebastian’s voice appeared in her ear.
She flinched, shot him a glare. “Whatever do you mean?”
He tapped the side of his mouth. “You’ve got a droop. Should shore up the defenses before jumping back into the cheering masses.”
She narrowed her eyes at him, but failed to muster even irritation. Not when she noticed the dirt streaking his face, the grim set of his jaw. Too tired to keep up the façade, she let out a shaky breath. “Is it truly so obvious?”
“No.” His lips twitched. “Most people only see what they want to.”
And what her people wanted was unconditional joy. A field of death lay steps from their city. Her aunt and her people’s General had betrayed them. And yet a plans for a celebration were underway. The kind where they’d set the lines of magic running through the city ablaze and sing their joy to the sky.
The kind of party that Gil loved.
Her step faltered. She pressed a hand over the hole in her heart, as if the pressure could stop the pain from flooding out.
“How do you do it?” she whispered.
He coughed. “How do I do what, Princess?”
Lifting her gaze, she met Sebastian’s eyes. She’d been afraid she’d find pity. Instead, she took solace in the hard anger that flickered in his black orbs. It gave her the strength to ask, “How do you smile on the outside, when you are screaming everywhere else?”
“Ah. That.” He gave a short huff.
“Please.”
“Fuck. Trust the royal to cheat with a please.” He scrubbed at the back of his neck, then dropped his arm to rub at a ring. “Truth is, Princess, I think about how I’ll make them pay. The rest just takes care of itself.”
She paused. “So you are not planning to leave?”
“Nope.” His lips curved into a cold smile. “Not before I’ve hunted down Alvar.”
“Then you go after Renard, the vampire who helped him.” She didn’t bother making it a question, though she waited for his confirmation. At his nod, she felt a smile curve her own lips, as chill and refreshing as a breeze off the glacier. “Good.”
“Yup,” he agreed, patting the sword at his side. “Your wayward general’s days are numbered.”
“You believe you can catch Alvar?”
“Not a doubt in my mind.” He flashed a toothy grin. “Now, shall we scandalize the non-arrested nobles still fluttering around your fancy palace?”
“Yes. Let us,” she said.
Then they would gather their forces and follow Alvar. They’d catch him. And kill him. For Julian hadn’t been wrong—Raina sought retribution, needed it like a plant needed the sun. But it wasn’t retribution against Rose and her family that she wanted. Rather, she wanted her people’s traitor and all those who’d helped him. And she wanted them dead. Maybe then she’d find it in her to lay Gil’s memory to rest.
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Later that night, after a flurry of discussions and hastily struck search parties, Rose finally had a quiet moment alone with Julian.
They chewed leftover trail snacks together in companionable silence for a few minutes. Her ears still buzzed from the day’s many conversations—how to make Renard Moreaux pay for his crimes, the need to lay Raina’s cousin’s body to rest, the hunt for Alvar and the answers he carried. Lines between Houses had been redrawn—already, the Queen had suggested a mixed party, reporting events to the Terra offices in New Orleans.
To Rose’s surprise, she wanted to be part of that.
I need to force the powers behind Sorcha into the light.
She knew from the way Julian’s hands methodically shredded his jerky before eating each strip that he was just as daunted by the fallout as she. Just as she knew she didn’t want those hands touching her.
Not the way a man should touch his wife.
Ending her bond with Dar had done more than scar her soul—it reminded her that freedom came in many forms.
“Julian, you’re my friend, and I hope we can mend our relationship. But…”
“But what?” he prompted.
“I can’t marry you.”
“What?” He grabbed her arm. “Did Dar do something? Force you? I thought I’d arrived in time in the woods.”
“No!” Her brows snapped together. “Dar didn’t do anything wrong. And no permanent damage was done—thanks to you. I’d never forgive myself if I’d let him mate me falsely.”
“Then why? Why this sudden—”
“Because it’s not sudden.”
With a sad sigh, she took hold Julian’s arm and gave a gentle squeeze. “Neither of us wants this. Not really. I thought I did. I thought it was right and would, I don’t know, protect me—from myself.” She broke off, taking a breath to steady herself before meeting his eyes. “Maybe you don’t care if you ever find that—that thing with another person. But I’ve realized I do.”
“Rose…I…the contract…”
It had rocked her family when Sorcha had broken her betrothal contract. It had never occurred to Rose she’d find herself doing the same.
She hoped it wasn’t symbolic of what was to come.
But standing in that field, surrounded by the dead pieces of her family, she’d wondered if passions were truly to blame. Or if fault lay with those LeFeys who denied themselves until it drove them mad.
“I’ll accept responsibility, Julian. My family has weathered broken betrothals before, and, in light of everything Sorcha’s done, it can hardly make things worse. I’ve always valued your friendship, and I’m so, so sorry for not fixing things between us after Carlos.”
“I’m not romantic, Rose, you know that.” He regarded her for a long moment. “You’re my friend. I thought we might be…content with each other. I’d never force you.”
“I know. But, you see, if you thought it was the right thing to do you just might force yourself.” She cupped his face. “Put duty aside, just for a moment.”
He gave her a look.
She returned the favor. “Try. Can you truly say you want to marry me?”
His jaw flexed. Then his hands wrapped around her wrists and gently pulled her hands from his face, giving them a squeeze before releasing them. “No. I don’t want to marry. Not you. Not anyone.”
The vise compressing her heart loosened slightly and the side of her mouth pulled upwards. “I hate to admit it, but this nightmare may have taught me a few things.”
Julian patted her knee and stood slowly, facing the valley below.
She knew he was studying the darkness, picturing the destruction they’d find in the cold light of day. “I’ll insist the dissolution of our contract was by unanimous agreement. I can’t honestly say otherwise.”
“Thank you.”
He nodded and gave her shoulder a hesitant squeeze. “Right, then. I’ll see you in the meeting chamber when you’re ready.”
The ripples from this day would leave permanent marks, for their world and for her personally. And the power she’d denied for six long years pulsed at the tips of her fingers—there was no way she’d be able to shove her blood magic back into dormancy.
She no longer wanted to try.
The side of her mouth hitched upwards as she imagined new blades of grass pushing free from the soot below. Putting her back to the window, she rubbed her thumb across the LeFey ruby. She’d discovered one final thing she and her aunt had in common: she was ready to fight for a new world.
END




Thank You
Thank you for reading An Inheritance of Curses. I hope you enjoyed the story as much as I enjoyed creating it. The world of Four Houses was born of love, imagination, and the very best kind of madness.


What’s next for Dar and Rose?
You’ll see them soon in Those Curses We Had Buried. Denying their continued attraction, they go to New Orleans to face the witch Magestracy and unearth the shadowy conspiracy surrounding Sorcha. And even with the help of Sebastian, Raina, and other allies, the odds are stacks against them. The forces behind Sorcha have deep roots, and Rose and Dar are going to discover that some things are better left beneath ground.
Excuse me, but what about Sebastian?
I must confess—that sarcastic jerk of a vampire is my favorite. Which means his book will happen, just not quite yet. First he has to help his friends (the ones he’s not quite ready to admit he has), get romantically entangled with a fae, and have secrets from his past return to bite him.
Waiting sucks
I know. I’m so excited for Rose and Dar’s next adventure and the evolution of their relationship (even more so for book three), but it’s important that I give you the very best story I can. I’m hoping to have Those Curses We Had Buried available in six months… We’ll see how it goes.
In the meantime, I’ll be sending everyone on my mailing list an exclusive preview of the first three chapters and unique Four Houses content. If you’re interested, please sign up at www.djholmes.com.
You’re also invited to hang out with me on Facebook at @DJHolmesAuthor (or www.facebook.com/DJHolmesAuthor/) I post art, tales of shenanigans, stories and excerpts about my books, and pictures of puppies.
I’d love to hear from you.
Can I help?
Actually, you can. If you loved this book and are eager for book two, then it would be wonderful if you’d post a review of Inheritance of Curses on Amazon.com and Goodreads. As an independent author, reviews are what make it possible for me to be seen by readers and a big part of what will eventually (I hope) allow me to become a full-time writer and put out more stories each year.
Hated the book but like me as a person? Well, it’s a shame about the story, but I’m glad for the support all the same. Please post a review—an honest review. Every author has ways they can improve, and what you disliked might be exactly what someone else is hoping to find.
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