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      “Put. Down. The cat.”

      I froze, up to my elbows in a box full of tangled string lights, a giant Halloween spider, three broken Easter baskets stuffed with faded paper grass, and a dingy, lopsided snowman.

      “I’m warning you…”

      I couldn’t see her from inside the tiny storage closet, but I could hear my new friend Kira’s voice shaking with some suppressed emotion. Rage? Terror? Laughter? I locked eyes with the snowman, returning its blank, dead-eyed stare as I considered whether or not to intervene.

      On the one hand, Kira Everleigh was a dragon shifter, and therefore more than capable of defending herself, her bookstore, and her horrifying hairless pet.

      On the other hand, the Valentine’s decor she was looking for was definitely not in this box, and the snowman looked like it was contemplating murder. Probably mine.

      Pushing to my feet, I brushed a few clinging bits of fake grass off my arms and poked my head cautiously through the doorway.

      Kira and the bookstore’s resident gargoyle, Hugh, were facing off across the front counter. Hugh clutched something green and fluffy to his chest, his gray face contorted in an expression of offended outrage, while Kira was very clearly trying not to laugh.

      “It is humiliating,” Hugh insisted, stroking the green bundle in his arms protectively.

      “It’s adorable,” Kira countered decisively. “And it’s still cold outside. He needs the extra warmth to protect him from drafts.”

      “I have knitted him three comfortable and stylish sweaters,” Hugh pointed out, before holding the green thing up where I could see it more clearly. “This… This is an insult to his dignity!”

      I took another look at the ball of green fluff and realized it was actually Chicken—Kira’s sphinx cat. His mouth was turned down in a perpetual expression of disapproval as he hung limp in Hugh’s grasp, and his pink, wrinkled body was almost completely hidden by a grinch-green sweater emblazoned with the words… “Cuddly as a Cactus.”

      Kira promptly lost the battle with amusement and erupted in irrepressible laughter, hand clasped firmly over her mouth as Hugh and the cat looked on with baleful expressions.

      “I’m sorry,” she finally managed to say, between chuckles. “It was his Christmas gift from Ryker, and I just couldn’t resist.”

      Hugh let out an aggrieved sigh just as Kes appeared at the foot of the stairs, her dark hair in a low ponytail and a worried crease between her brows.

      “Has anyone seen Ari? Our ride is here, I’m late to pick up Logan from lessons, and she’s disappeared again.”

      It had been three months since the explosive conclusion to the Symposium. None of us were what I would call recovered—the wounds of the past were still too fresh and painful for that—but we had settled into a new routine and begun to cautiously accept the realities of our new life here. Even Kes had relaxed significantly. She still struggled with anxiety and nightmares, as we all did, but knowing that Faris and the Shadow Court were not going to abandon us had made a world of difference.

      These days, she would occasionally come with me when I helped out at the bookstore or took the kids on walks through Myriad Gardens. She’d even popped in at The Portal once or twice.

      I knew a part of her still feared retribution for her role in Elayara’s schemes—for what she’d been forced to do, and the ways her magic had been used. But her whole mood seemed lighter, even as she spent most of her time in our apartment in the West Village, trying to help the kids with remedial schoolwork and worrying about whether the neighbors were watching us.

      To be fair, they probably were. That was pretty much Neighboring 101 among humans.

      “I haven’t seen her,” Kira said apologetically. “Last I knew, she was watching cartoons upstairs.”

      Last known location really didn’t mean much with Ari. Her sprite magic allowed her to teleport across increasingly large distances, and at six, she still found it hilariously funny to disappear at random times. I’d tried to explain the dangers, but I could tell she didn’t understand. And really, how could I possibly stop her?

      Someday, I needed to find another sprite to ask about her powers, but that was for a future when we weren’t wanted fugitives in every court except this one.

      “Hugh?” Kes turned to the gargoyle, whose face had gone strangely blank. “Have you sensed anything? Can you tell whether she’s left the house?”

      Since meeting Hugh, I’d learned that gargoyles developed a symbiotic relationship with their homes, and Hugh had been living at the bookstore long enough to have a strong sense of anything magical occurring within its boundaries.

      “I have not sensed the small hatchling leaving the premises,” Hugh replied stiffly. “If she were unsafe, I would have informed her caretakers at once.” Then the usually stoic gargoyle twitched violently, and my shapeshifter hearing caught the sound of a tiny giggle… coming from somewhere under the front counter.

      Kira must have heard it too, because her eyes widened as they darted to meet mine.

      I could only shrug. It was anyone’s guess how my capricious and irrepressible six-year-old had managed to co-opt the gargoyle’s loyalty to the point that he would cover for her. But she’d also managed to win over Angelica—icy and exacting gryphon assistant to the king of the shapeshifters—so…

      … No. Absolutely not. I’d promised myself I wasn’t going to think about Callum. Which meant no thinking about Angelica either.

      “Looks like you’ll have to leave without her,” I announced loudly, stepping out of the storage closet and approaching the front desk, pointing silently to show Kes our little escapee’s location.

      Her shoulders dropped, and the crease between her brows smoothed out. “All right, I guess I’ll head out, then. Can’t keep Niko waiting. Logan and I will just have to get hot chocolate by ourselves.”

      I winced, wishing we didn’t have to resort to bribery, but I wasn’t sure what else to do. Wise or not, I was just thankful it still worked.

      Sure enough, Ari popped into view right in front of Kes, her eyes huge and pleading. “No, wait, Kessie! Wait for me! You said I could go too!”

      “I did, Ari-bug, but you were hiding from us again.”

      “I was bored,” she informed us sadly. “The cartoons are boring and there’s nothing to build.”

      The tiny sprite might possess a soul of pure caprice, but she had the mind of a budding engineer, and had recently discovered Legos, thanks to a dusty bin full of bricks from a local thrift store. Now they were all she wanted to do, and she’d resorted to pouting whenever I wouldn’t allow her to take them everywhere we went. We had no instructions, but I’d looked up pictures online, and she’d somehow been able to replicate an astonishing number of the designs.

      “But now we are late,” Kes said firmly. “And it’s rude to keep Niko waiting when he was nice enough to offer us a ride. He has to get to work, and so does Faris, so we need to be on time to pick up Logan.”

      Ari’s chin dropped. “I want lessons, too,” she said mournfully.

      “Someday, Bug,” I promised her. “But for now, I need you to go with Kes. I bet you still have homework to finish before bedtime.”

      “Homework” for Ari was patterns and colors and fine motor skills and basic math, trying to get her caught up enough to hopefully attend school next year. And since most of it utilized her beloved Legos, the activities were usually more of a treat than a punishment.

      She perked up. “Oh, right. K, bye!” She waved at Kira, then ran behind the counter and threw her arms around the waist of the startled gargoyle. “Thanks, Mr. Hugh. See you next time.”

      And then she was gone, tugging Kes out the back door behind her before slamming it with decisive force.

      I winced at the sound. “I swear we’re trying to convince her not to do that.”

      But Kira was grinning evilly at Hugh. “I love her energy. And I love even more that she’s cultivated a willing accomplice.”

      The gargoyle favored her with a withering glare as he stalked out from behind the desk, Chicken still clutched in his arms. “One does not betray a hatchling’s confidence. Now, if I am no longer required, I will leave you to this revolting display of sentimental festiveness. It is time for Chicken’s bath.” And with that, he retreated up the stairs, leaving Kira and me alone with our amusement in the now quiet bookstore.

      “I’m so sorry for the chaos,” I said ruefully. “They needed to get out of the house, but helping with the Valentine’s decorations probably wasn’t the brightest idea I’ve ever had.”

      “Pfft.” Kira waved off my apologies. “I’m glad you all came. I love doing holidays, but I’ve been distracted with wedding prep and really needed the help.”

      Most older Idrians, it turned out, had yet to adopt the majority of human holidays or rituals. They had a few of their own festivals, and signified romantic attachment through mate bonds or blood binding ceremonies. But Kira had been raised as a human, and she still celebrated like one. She loved involving her family and friends in her various festive efforts, and couldn’t wait for her human-style wedding that was coming up in just a little less than two weeks.

      I was thankful for her enthusiasm for all things human, as her past had given us a way to connect. It probably also contributed to her refusal to reject me once she’d learned the truth about my own origins.

      “I should head out too,” I confessed, after a quick glance at the clock hanging over the door. “My shift starts in an hour.”

      “I shall drive you,” Kira proclaimed, producing keys from the pocket of her hoodie with a flourish. “We have a family meeting at Faris’s place later, so I’m going to hang out at The Portal until he’s ready to go. And it’s way too cold for you to be walking that far. Help me tidy up and then we’ll go together?”

      I could have walked anyway—it wasn’t that cold for January—but I liked the reminder that I wasn’t really alone anymore.

      “It’s a deal,” I agreed. “And thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira wasn’t a terribly experienced driver yet, so parallel parking her Subaru involved a lot of back and forth and muttering under her breath before she was happy. But even with the delay, it was still about fifteen minutes before my shift was due to start, so I nodded a quick hello to Oliver outside the kitchen before following Kira upstairs to Faris’s office.

      The sound of multiple voices coming from inside should have been sufficient warning to turn around and run for my life. But I was distracted, so I was already through the door before I realized that there was some kind of gathering in progress.

      “Just what I need—more people yapping while I’m trying to work.” Behind the scarred wooden desk on the far side of the room, a glowering, bearded elemental regarded us out of glittering green eyes, his massive arms folded over his chest in a pose of disgruntled obstinacy. “Someone tell me who planned this party so I can decide who’s getting thrown out first.”

      Faris Lansgrave might look and sound like a bad-tempered grizzly bear, but in reality, he had the biggest heart of anyone I’d ever met. Despite everything I’d hidden from him, he’d not only let me keep my job at his club, he’d also loaned us an apartment, was teaching Logan to control his magic, and had promised to protect us from the combined wrath of the Fae, Elemental, and Wildkin Courts.

      Whether the Shapeshifter Court was also after my head was a much trickier question—one that I preferred to simply ignore.

      “You’re on your own,” I muttered to Kira with a grin. “I think I’ll go wait in the kitchen for my shift to start.”

      “Running away so soon?” a cheerful voice inquired from behind my left shoulder. “Where’s your sense of adventure?”

      I looked up and back, and for a moment, my heart almost stopped at the sight of brilliant amber eyes and tousled auburn hair.

      Dragon.

      But it wasn’t him. Wasn’t the one dragon I wanted most to see. Wasn’t the dragon who haunted my memories and caused me to question every decision I’d made since coming to Oklahoma City.

      I still didn’t know how badly Callum-ro-Deverin hated me. Or whether he ever thought about me at all. I only knew that I had neither seen nor heard from the shapeshifter king since I walked away from the ruins of the Symposium. He’d apparently decided to end all contact, and honestly, it was probably for the best.

      “Surely you can’t have decided to ignore me already,” Kira’s middle brother murmured out of the corner of his mouth. “You barely even know me. I haven’t had a chance yet to prove how annoying I can be.”

      Ryker, at least, seemed prepared to be friendly, even though he had to have learned by now about the source of my magic. Had to have heard the truth I’d confessed during the final battle at the Symposium.

      That I wasn’t an Idrian at all. I’d been born human—granted magic only by the cruelty of the former fae queen’s experiments.

      And yet, from the grin lurking on Ryker’s face, the rumors of my humanity didn’t seem to bother him in the slightest. Did that mean Callum didn’t hate me either? Or was I reading too much into it?

      A tiny surge of hope made me want to grin back at the smirking shapeshifter beside me, but thankfully, I knew better than to encourage this particular dragon.

      “Someone call the exterminator,” I responded, swatting at the air with an exaggerated frown. “This building seems to be infested with large, flying pests.”

      Ryker only grinned wider before offering me a deliberate wink, and my heart ached in response. His voice was similar to Callum’s, and his smile too, but with a roguish edge that made it impossible to mistake him for his older brother.

      “Good to see you, Raine. How’s life been treating you?”

      I shrugged. “Can’t complain.” Or at least, I shouldn’t. “I stay busy.”

      The twinkle in Ryker’s amber eyes faded as he gazed at me thoughtfully. “Anyone tested Faris’s ultimatum yet?”

      I shot him a sharp glance. I honestly hadn’t expected him to ask that bluntly, but I probably should have. There was more to the playful, irreverent red dragon than he typically let on.

      “Not that I know of.” Though I wasn’t about to lower my guard.

      According to the new regulations laid down at the Symposium three months ago, I was technically in violation of several laws against the use and possession of stolen Idrian magic. And not only me—Ari and Logan were now criminals, too. But as the leader of the Shadow Court, Faris had declared that we were under his protection and not subject to the laws of the other courts.

      Not everyone agreed with his willingness to overlook our past—including some residents of the Shadow Court—but most of them were too afraid to test his power. Faris was the only reason the four of us were now free to live life on our own terms, and I considered myself permanently in debt to him.

      Which was why I’d agreed not only to stay on staff at The Portal, but to help with the special brand of torture that was likely to be Kira’s wedding.

      Not that I hated weddings. Or disliked Kira. She was the closest thing I had to a friend after Kes, and I even had a cautious respect for her fiancé, Draven.

      But, as evidenced by Ryker’s unexpected appearance, Kira’s wedding meant dragons. Eventually, it would mean seeing Callum again, and I didn’t know if I was ready. If I would ever be ready.

      The floor outside creaked slightly in warning, and only a quick sidestep saved me from being smacked by the door as two new people walked in and took a seat on the couch against the wall—Draven, Kira’s dark-haired, gray-eyed fiancé, and his half brother, Rath. The two surviving sons of Dathair, High King of the Fae.

      Rath’s eyes immediately found mine, and he nodded in a deceptively casual greeting. Acknowledging our connection, despite the fact that we’d barely spoken directly.

      In addition to his childhood history with Kes, our ties had deepened during the desperate battle that had concluded the Symposium. I’d wondered ever since how he’d managed to escape the poison that had incapacitated all but one of the other delegates. I’d also wondered what he’d been doing in Oklahoma City nearly two weeks before the Symposium began, but my plan to lie low and avoid attention did not include questioning the Crown Prince of the Fae about his travel habits.

      Nor could I encourage any friendship between us without feeling like I was betraying Kes. For whatever reason, she still viewed their shared history as a painful thing best forgotten, so keeping my distance seemed the best way to respect her choices. Though I did continue to keep a careful eye on the fae heir whenever he ended up lurking in my vicinity.

      “More of you?” Faris rumbled. “Did you change the meeting place without telling me, or is this a conspiracy to keep me from working today?”

      Kira laughed and rounded the desk to offer a hug that looked only slightly penitent. “Okay, okay, we’ll get out of your hair. Everyone downstairs for a drink!”

      They all moved towards the door, but just as I was about to follow Ryker into the hallway, Faris said, “Hold up a second, Raine.”

      I froze with my hand still on the door handle.

      “Shut the door.”

      Drat. The last time he’d called me into his office for a private chat, my life had been turned upside down. Stuffed full of dragons and shaken up for good measure. I still hadn’t recovered fully, so I definitely wasn’t ready for that to happen again. But I also didn’t want him to know how nervous I was, so I kept my tone casual as the door clicked shut.

      “Everything okay with Logan?”

      My thirteen-year-old elemental ward had been taking magic lessons from Faris several times a week, and though he hadn’t mentioned any issues, Logan didn’t talk much in general. He was also nearly as stubborn as Faris, and I could easily imagine the two of them butting heads.

      “He’s good,” Faris assured me. “Learns fast. Motivated. Strong, too. I don’t think he’ll have any problem protecting himself once we’ve caught up on his training.”

      Which was a huge relief. My biggest fear for Logan and Ari was their safety. Too many would hate them for circumstances beyond their control, and I wanted to know they would be able to defend themselves if needed.

      “Thank you again for helping him,” I said. “It might seem like a small thing, but I don’t know how much longer he could have held on.”

      Faris’s green eyes must have seen a little more than I intended to reveal. “You don’t owe me anything, Raine. Especially not for Logan. No child deserves to endure what he has, and I would have helped him no matter what.”

      I knew that now. But it didn’t stop me from feeling uncomfortably like I was in debt. I had nothing to offer these people who had given me so much, and I didn’t care for the imbalance.

      “This is about the wedding.”

      Oh. “I promised I would help. Are you worried about the out-of-town guests?”

      As the daughter of the former dragon queen, Kira was a well-known—and possibly somewhat notorious—figure among Idrians. Considering that she would be marrying the son of the fae king, there would be a lot of important guests in attendance, and many of them would have still-fresh memories of my confession at the Symposium.

      “Not exactly.” Faris leaned back in his chair. “They know better than to mess with my people. And sentiment about your situation is somewhat mixed. I don’t think there’s any consensus yet about how to handle it.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should find that encouraging or terrifying.

      “I just wanted to ask you whether you think you’re ready.” His gaze held mine steadily. “I’ll understand if you’d prefer to stay out of sight.”

      Faris was offering me an out.

      “I have to face it eventually,” I told him, trying my best to keep my expression neutral and my tone positive.

      But we both knew I wasn’t talking about any nebulous “it.”

      I was talking about him.

      Callum would definitely be at his sister’s wedding, and I was going to have to face him. Face the man I’d blindsided with the ugly truth about my past. I’d saved his Symposium, yes, but only by creating a mess and then running away, leaving him to deal with it.

      Without any conscious permission on my part, my mind replayed those final moments. Even after I’d confessed, he’d apologized for hurting me. For withholding the truth about his motivations. The last time he’d said my name… I could still hear it. At the time, I’d thought he sounded afraid for me, but weeks of silence had made me second guess that over and over again.

      “Let me know if you change your mind.” Faris interrupted my over-thinking in his usual gruff tone. “I can make sure you stay behind the scenes. Less likely to run into anyone you know.”

      It was kind, but I was through running from my past.

      “Thanks,” I said, and meant it. My boss was a good man, and I was truly thankful we’d somehow become part of his “people.”

      “Oh, and in case Seamus forgot to tell you, we’re closing early tonight.”

      My eyebrows shot up a fraction. “Nope, he didn’t tell me.” The Portal was rarely closed, and I was currently scheduled to work until three in the morning.

      “The glamour on the front door is fading, so I’m having an expert come in to renew it overnight. We’ll be shutting down around eleven.”

      That would mean fewer work hours, but more sleep, so I wasn’t about to complain. “Understood. Anything else?”

      “Just be on the lookout for a pair of out-of-town goblins. Last night they got drunk and one of them let it slip that they’re after a mark. I’m not certain they aren’t stupid enough to try for a bounty in my bar.”

      If they did, it would be the last dumb decision they ever made.

      “Got it. Then I’ll be heading out, unless…”

      From somewhere downstairs, I heard a crash. Then a concussive thud that shook the entire building, followed by silence.

      Sounded like someone had just made their last dumb decision.
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      I took the stairs two at a time and burst into the main room of the club, but not because I thought they needed me to defend it. There was enough friendly firepower in The Portal to destroy most of Oklahoma City, and Faris had sufficient faith in his staff that he hadn’t even bothered to follow me downstairs. But I did have one weird little magical quirk that might come in handy at a time like this, even if I didn’t know quite how I felt about it.

      I’d always called it my hunch magic, though I now knew it was actually power stolen from a siren. On occasion, it would deign to be helpful during potentially violent confrontations, letting me know how best to defuse or redirect anger, or even how to persuade someone to leave without starting a fight. And anytime I could stop a fight meant less chance of damages to the bar—also less chance of anyone getting hurt.

      When I burst in this time, however, it appeared the fight was already over. One of the round tables lay on its side, surrounded by spilled liquid and shattered glass. A pair of goblins lay on the floor in front of the bar, one whimpering and the other unconscious, as if they’d been bodily picked up and thrown into it.

      And halfway across the room, his arms folded across his chest…

      My eyes widened, and my heart began to pound as memories came rushing back. Of all the people I hadn’t expected to find here…

      “Hello, Kendrick.” The voice was deep and velvety-smooth, with a hint of a British accent. And unlike the last time I’d seen him, the owner wasn’t wearing glamour.

      “Shane.” That was Kira’s voice, but it was oddly unsteady. As if she’d seen a ghost. Or possibly an enemy?

      But Draven, Rath, and Ryker had not moved to defend her, so I doubted they perceived him as a threat, no matter how much he might look like one.

      Shane Isaacson was half-fae, half-goblin, and appeared to be in his mid-thirties. He was also undeniably attractive, with a muscular six-and-a-half-foot frame, dark brown skin, and glittering dark eyes. His long hair fell past his shoulders in beaded braids, half of which were knotted at the back of his head to reveal elegantly pointed ears. Compressed lips and a stoic expression concealed wickedly sharp fangs, which I knew were fully capable of ripping a few throats out.

      Not that I thought he would. Shane was no idiot, unlike the goblins currently groaning on the floor. And as far as I was concerned, he was one of the good ones.

      A very long time ago, we’d met in the depths of the fae queen’s prison. And earlier last year, he’d helped us after we escaped. Given us the knowledge we needed to survive, and even sent us here—to Faris and the Shadow Court.

      “It’s good to see you.” I stepped towards him, feeling the tension around us remain steady instead of falling as it normally would after a confrontation.

      What exactly was I walking into? And why had he not acknowledged Kira’s greeting?

      “Are you here for these two, or did they pick a fight?”

      A silent snarl revealed his fangs, and a hint of his frustration. “Both. Must be my lucky day.” A glimmer of golden light flickered in his dark eyes. “How have you been?”

      “Good.” I tried to let him hear that it wasn’t just the polite answer. “We’re all doing well, thanks to you.”

      He nodded minutely in acknowledgment. “Pardon me for a moment.” Without a single glance at Kira, Draven or any of the other spectators, he strode towards the groaning goblin on the floor just in front of the bar, picked him up by the collar, and hauled him up far enough to look him in the eye.

      “I suggest you find yourself a climate more suitable for your disgusting lack of morals or restraint,” he said softly. “And if you ever attempt to collect on that bounty again, it will be the last day you draw breath.”

      He didn’t wait for a response, simply dropped the hapless bounty hunter back to the floor, wiped his hands on his pants, and turned to look at me. “May I have a moment of your time, Miss Kendrick?”

      I blinked at him, then looked at the clock behind the bar. Five minutes to go until my shift started. Kira was still staring at Shane, so I turned my gaze to Seamus, the deceptively casual-looking wolf shifter who ran the bar.

      His eyes glowed amber with warning, but he nodded. “Card room is free. Don’t take too long.”

      So he trusted Shane enough to give us room for a chat, but not enough to let his guard down entirely. Noted.

      I led the way to the small room off the left end of the bar and shut the door behind us. Through the door, I could hear the hum of conversation resuming, and the sound of something heavy being dragged across the floor. If they were lucky, the goblins would wake up in Faris’s basement tomorrow morning. If they weren’t? To be honest, I had no idea what happened to offenders who were out of second chances.

      “I heard about Blake.” Shane clearly wasn’t much of one for small talk. “Pity he got away.”

      Blake had been another of our fellow prisoners—a human who had escaped sometime after I did. Unlike me, he’d failed to absorb any powers of his own, but had instead learned to use objects filled with stolen Idrian magic. After his escape, instead of rebuilding his former life, he’d used those same magical artifacts in his quest to build power and sow chaos between humans and Idrians. His attempts to derail the Symposium had nearly started a war, and the Idrian courts were still squabbling over the best way to deal with the aftermath.

      I shrugged. “We were lucky to survive. At least next time, he won’t be able to catch us off guard so easily.” A thought hit me. “Did you help him escape, too?”

      Shane shook his head. “I don’t think so. I don’t remember him, and I’d have killed anyone who tried to leave with her stockpiles.”

      Her. Elayara Elduvar. Former queen of the fae, now dead, but once the engineer of my torment and that of so many others. Her experiments were the real reason why I—and Logan and Ari—needed the Shadow Court’s protection in order to survive.

      Which made me wonder… Shane was in the business of freeing Elayara’s prisoners, and the Shadow Court had helped end her reign. By my estimation, that should have made them allies, but his response to Kira suggested they were anything but.

      “How do you know Kira?”

      His glance was as sharp as Irene’s chef knives. “Leave it, Kendrick.”

      Okay then.

      “Why’d you want to talk to me?”

      His expression shifted to something softer. On anyone but Shane, I would have called it concern.

      “There’s a new bounty up.”

      I grimaced. “The one those goblins were after?”

      He nodded. “They were the first and the dumbest. Most know better than to hunt openly on Shadow Court territory, so whoever tries next will be smarter. Faster. Quieter. Willing to accept the risk in exchange for the payout.”

      I’d known it was only a matter of time before one of the courts sought retribution for what they saw as my crimes. Never mind that the magic I possessed had been given to me against my will, and there was nothing I or anyone else could do to change it.

      “Which court?”

      “Not a court.”

      Oh.

      “And it’s not for you.”

      That was a surprise. I’d made myself the most visible of my little family for a reason.

      “Are they after the kids?” I was going to have to have another talk with them about safety.

      “No. The only one mentioned is Ke… your fae friend.”

      Kes. Well, crap. I’d known this was coming, but it still left me with a sick feeling of dread in my chest. “It’s Blake, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but it’s possible. The request specifies she’s wanted alive, and it’s popped up in some unsavory circles. Ones that I don’t normally swim in. You might ask the assassin, but if he’d heard something, he’d probably have told you.”

      By assassin, he meant Draven—Kira’s fiancé. Their past association must be darker than I thought if he wasn’t even willing to use Draven’s name.

      But whatever his reasons, I owed him—more now than ever.

      “Thanks, Shane. I appreciate the warning.”

      And I did, even if I could never tell anyone else he’d issued it. If I asked any questions about this bounty, they would want to know why someone wanted Kes—a quiet, easily frightened, seemingly harmless half-fae woman with no known magic. And that was an answer I could not, would not give.

      I half expected Shane to just walk off without another word, but he stayed put. Eyed me with a complicated expression I couldn’t quite read. My hunches didn’t seem to be offering me any help, so I just waited for him to decide what he wanted to say.

      “Are you staying somewhere safe?” He didn’t quite meet my eyes after asking the question.

      “It’s an apartment building.” My eyes narrowed a little as I watched him. “Faris owns it, so it’s definitely more secure than average.” We had to scan in through the outer doors, then there was an elevator code and a door code for our apartment. The windows and doors were alarmed, and the balcony door had metal bars between the glass panes. “And I think he keeps eyes on the place.”

      While I hadn’t seen any physical guards, that didn’t mean they weren’t there, and I knew for sure there were security cameras in place.

      Shane did not look comforted. “Whoever wants her doesn’t know exactly where she is yet, but they know she has links to the Shadow Court. They also have access to power and large amounts of money, and they know how to avoid being caught by the courts. You’ll both need to be careful,” he added, “until I figure out who’s behind it.”

      I somehow managed not to gape at him in shock.

      Even when he’d helped us escape, Shane Isaacson had made it clear that he was doing it for his own reasons, and not because he cared about any of us. He wanted revenge on the fae, and we were a part of that revenge.

      So why was he here? Why warn us, and why go to the trouble of hunting down whoever had set that bounty?

      His shadowed gaze warned me against personal questions, but I was more confident now than I had been the last time I saw him. I was also far more willing to risk making people angry if it meant protecting those closest to me.

      “What are you doing here, Shane?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “We both know you could have gotten me this information another way. A phone call, an anonymous note… heck, you probably could have kidnapped me on my way to work.”

      He didn’t deny it.

      “So what point is it you’re trying to make, and with whom?”

      His glower intensified. “I don’t owe you any answers.”

      “You’re right, you don’t. But quite frankly, I’ve earned my suspicions.”

      Thanks to Blake, I no longer cherished any illusions about the safety of past associations. “Maybe you didn’t hear this part, but Blake tried to recruit me, right before he nearly killed fifty innocent people. And he did it by appealing to our shared history. Claiming that people like us should help each other because no one else would. And for a little while, I almost believed him. So let me ask again, Shane—why are you here? Why are you helping us?”

      He smiled suddenly—a vicious, toothy expression. “You’ve grown up. Taken ownership of your power. Good for you.”

      But I wasn’t going to let him distract me. “Not an answer.”

      If anything, his posture stiffened even further, but at least he didn’t clam up completely.

      “Those kids deserve better than to be locked up again.” Something uncomfortable entered his expression. “And your fae friend was just a pawn. She shouldn’t have to go back to that life if she doesn’t want to.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him with skepticism. “Seems like I remember you saying you didn’t care, but this sounds an awful lot like you caring.”

      To my surprise, he didn’t snap at me for suggesting it.

      “One of the perks of working alone. I get to choose what I care about.”

      So the bounty hunter wasn’t all bite. In fact, if I wasn’t much mistaken, there was probably a heart buried somewhere underneath all that leather and snarling.

      “I appreciate it,” I told him honestly. “And if you find out anything else, I hope you’ll tell me. But there is clearly some kind of history between you and Kira, which makes me think you may not be precisely welcome here. I don’t want you putting yourself in danger for our sake.”

      Something flashed across his face—a look of grief as deep and cold as the ocean—and it turned him into a man both haunted and broken. Somehow, I suspected that his reason for hating the fae was tied to his antipathy for Kira. But he wasn’t going to tell me, and if I kept asking, he would likely stop talking altogether.

      Thanks, stupid hunch magic.

      “Well, if that’s all then…”

      The door behind me opened with possibly a bit more force than necessary, and I knew without looking that it wasn’t Seamus.

      Nobody entered a room quite like Faris.

      “Isaacson.”

      I backed carefully out of the way, hoping the two of them weren’t about to start something with me in the middle.

      “Lansgrave.” Shane didn’t look worried or threatened, but he did nod politely. Respectfully even. Seemed every Idrian with even a moderate amount of common sense knew better than to annoy my boss.

      Faris didn’t appear upset, but his tone held a mild warning. “My employee is due to clock in. If you have anything more to say, perhaps we could discuss it in my office?”

      Shane went silent.

      “And if you’re considering coming back, the offer is always open.” Faris’s voice remained a low rumble that I knew couldn’t be heard from outside.

      “Coming back?” Shane’s response was quick and bitter. “To what? Your precious Shadow Court? After you let her die?” He shook his head. “No. I’m only here because, despite all your posturing, you aren’t actually all that interested in protecting those who don’t work for you directly. So I don’t trust that you’ll protect them either, and I’d rather not see my efforts wasted.”

      Her? Who was her? Who had Faris failed to protect? And why did Shane care what happened to us? I had so many questions, but Faris was holding the door open and jerking his head at me in a clear sign of dismissal, so I had no choice but to squash my curiosity for now.

      I turned on my heel and left, emerging from the card room to find no evidence of the violent altercation that had so recently taken place. The table and chairs were already back in their usual positions, all broken glass had been removed, and the spilled drinks had been mopped up. The music was louder, and the bar was even slightly more crowded than before.

      Like nothing had happened. A clear message to anyone hoping to cause trouble at The Portal—in the end, their efforts would be meaningless.

      The only exception was Kira. My normally effervescent friend was at the bar, hunched over her usual ginger ale, with Draven at her side and suspiciously red blotches on her cheeks.

      Something was very wrong.

      But before I could approach her, Seamus caught my eye and shook his head in warning. Not the time.

      And after all, why would she need me? She was surrounded by family and friends—by countless people who loved her and knew her story. All I could do was make her feel the need to recount something obviously painful.

      No matter how thankful I was for the family of misfits around us, Kes, Logan, Ari, and I were still outsiders, and probably always would be to some extent. Our new friends were kind, but they could not change the reality of who I was and where I’d come from.

      They were Idrian, and I never would be. I was human, burdened with a hodgepodge of magic that had been stolen from Idrians just like them—magic I could neither deny nor fully control. There were so many things they took for granted that I would never understand. Secrets that I might never be able to share.

      All of these served as a barrier between us, and reminded me that, in some ways, I was still very much alone. My parents were long gone. I’d never known any other family, and I could never return to any kind of mundane human existence. I had Kes and the kids, but there were many things I dared not confide in them. Questions they could not answer. Burdens I would never ask them to bear…

      But that was enough wallowing. I was past due in the kitchen, so I hurried around the bar and through the swinging door, bracing myself for Irene’s opening tirade as I washed my hands and prepared for the evening rush.

      Maybe I would have an opportunity to chat with Kira later. At the very least, I needed to know whether there was anything about Shane that I should be wary of. And after that, if she chose to share more about their past? I would be more than willing to listen.
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      Unfortunately, the night turned busy, and I had no chance to catch my breath. About two hours after the goblin incident—with no further sightings of either Faris or Shane—Kira caught me on my way through the crowd, bringing me to a stop with a hand on my arm.

      “Raine, we’re headed out.” Her eyes were still a bit red, but otherwise, she seemed to have recovered. “Just wanted you to know that Kes texted me.”

      I felt the quick surge of panic that always accompanied any unexpected messages. We’d never really let our guard down after all those months of being hunted, and I doubted we ever fully would. “Is everything okay?”

      Kira nodded. “They’re fine, but she said the power is out. There was some construction work on the building next door today, so it’s possible they messed something up. But she said not to worry, they’ll be fine till after your shift.”

      Ugh. A power outage in January. It wasn’t as cold as it could have been, but cold enough that I hoped the blackout didn’t last long. Also, it would be no picnic to be trapped inside with two energetic kids and nothing for them to do. Maybe they could play flashlight tag. Make shadow puppets. Kes could be endlessly inventive when it came to keeping Ari occupied.

      “Thanks.” I met her eyes. “You okay?”

      “No,” she said, with a wan smile. “But it’s an old pain. And thankfully, I’m not alone.” She glanced at Draven, who hovered by her elbow in a protective stance, his gray eyes warm as they lingered on her face.

      “I’m glad,” I said, and I meant it. No one should be alone, especially not with the kind of grief I could see lurking behind her forced smile. “Are you off to plan wedding stuff?”

      “We are,” she confirmed. “Wedding committee at Faris’s place.”

      “Have fun?”

      She rewarded me with a far more genuine look of amusement. “What could be more fun than torturing Faris by threatening to bedeck his precious bar with glitter and tulle?”

      A snort of mirth managed to escape me. “Just let me know how I can help.”

      “Done.” With a final grin, she headed out the door. Ryker and Rath had already disappeared, and even Seamus was packing up, leaving his bar in the hands of a slightly cocky but good-hearted air elemental named Kyle.

      By eleven, the bar was nearly empty, so closing up was relatively quick and easy. I helped Irene with the last of the kitchen cleanup before emerging into the dimly lit bar and ensuring that all the tables had been wiped and the floor was thoroughly mopped.

      Then I waved goodbye to Emberly—Faris’s fire elemental office manager—and started my lonely trek home, to an apartment that promised to be almost as dark and cold as the January night.

      Thankfully, it was a shorter trip than it had been three months ago. Our new apartment was still on Sheridan, but considerably closer to The Portal, and I spent every bit of my fifteen-minute walk thinking through changes I could make to keep Kes and the kids more secure without returning to the days when all of us lived in constant fear. Wondering how I could alert Faris to the danger without him finding out the truth about its origin.

      Our apartment’s greatest vulnerability was probably the balcony with its glass door. It remained locked, barred, and alarmed, of course, and we were on the fourth floor, but I wasn’t sure what sort of enemies to expect, or what their magic might be. And alarms did little good unless help was close enough at hand.

      Maybe I could find a way to ask Faris whether he had people watching the building. While sounding entirely innocent and without revealing too much about why I was asking…

      As I approached our new home, it appeared that the power outage was confined to our building, a suspicion that was quickly confirmed by the electrician’s van parked on the curb outside. Hopefully that meant it would be fixed sooner rather than later.

      It also meant the elevator was out, but I usually took the stairs anyway, as elevators made me feel trapped.

      It was almost eerie, climbing the stairs in the dim blue glow of the emergency lights, and making my way down the silent hallway until I reached our door.

      It didn’t occur to me until I arrived that a power outage meant the door lock wouldn’t be working properly either.

      When it didn’t respond to me keying in the code, I knocked. Gently. I didn’t want to disturb the kids or the neighbors, but I knew Kes would still be awake.

      No answer. And I couldn’t call her, for the same reason she’d texted Kira instead of me—we only had the one phone between us.

      There was no way we could afford phones yet, and the one Kes used was a gift from Faris. More of a demand, actually. He’d wanted to give us two, but I was enough in his debt as it was, and had stubbornly insisted on waiting until I could pay for the second one on my own—an action I was beginning to regret.

      But it had never seemed like a problem before. Thanks to my unconventional childhood—followed by ten years of captivity—I’d never owned a phone, so I didn’t feel the lack. And typically, I spent all my time with other people who had phones, like Kira, Seamus, or Faris. I left ours with Kes for emergencies, and she would text them if she needed me. But tonight, all of them were at Faris’s condo for the wedding committee, so there was no way to know if she’d tried to contact them.

      Frustrated by my lack of options, I jiggled the door handle and felt my stomach drop as the door simply swung open… into a dark and silent apartment.
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      In the blink of an eye, I was back in the tunnels.

      A prisoner in the darkness, being hunted relentlessly.

      Forced to use my magic to survive.

      Competing instincts froze me in place as I fought with the ingrained desire to hide my magic from my captors. To refuse to be the weapon they wanted.

      But this was not a cave. It was my home. And with every breath, I was growing more certain that Shane’s warning may have come too late. This power outage may, in fact, have been deliberate, and my family might no longer be safe.

      If so—if the worst of my fears proved true—I was the only one who could help them, and to do that, I needed control of my magic.

      First, silence. I couldn’t use my fae magic for glamour, but I could quiet my footsteps and pass unheard, even by fae ears. Shapeshifters were another matter, but for now, I dampened my footsteps and crossed the threshold, reaching out with every one of my senses into the enshrouding darkness.

      My hearing was the only sense that remained heightened even in human form, but even so, I could catch no hint of sound. No one moved, no one even breathed.

      No one breathed…

      I had to cross through the kitchen and into the living room to reach the bedrooms, and I felt a stab of warning as I passed the utility room door on the right. Still no sound, but… something wasn’t right.

      And then I tripped over an obstacle in the dark and landed flat on my face.

      Adrenaline surged, and I rolled away, then crouched against the kitchen island, trying to quiet my breathing and rein in my panic. What could have been left in the middle of the floor?

      Something small… Reaching out cautiously, I felt my way forward until my fingers met canvas and rubber…

      Shoes. I’d tripped over Logan’s new shoes that somehow always ended up in the middle of a walkway or under the table instead of the utility room where they belonged.

      I rolled my eyes in the dark and pushed to my feet. Took hold of my fear and reached deep for the magic that blazed hot and fierce at my core. There was no need to be afraid. The power was mine now and I could not change that, so I grasped it, shaped it into a bright, crackling ball of blue, and hurled it into the heart of the darkness.

      It revealed only the familiar sights of our new home.

      A gray couch—only slightly used—that we’d found at a thrift store. A dark wood coffee table that Faris had been getting rid of. Couch pillows in varying shades of gray and green, also thrifted, and three brave little houseplants Kira had given us as a housewarming gift.

      I had no talent for decorating, but Kes had spent hours making our little house look like a home. There was a stack of picture books on the coffee table, a worn throw over the back of the couch, and a canvas on the wall with splashes of color. A few dishes were in the drying rack on the kitchen island, next to a pile of homework, Ari’s latest brick sculpture, and a bowl filled with apples and bananas.

      Everything seemed in order. But where were Kes and the kids? It was past midnight, and there was no way they should have gone out at this hour. Even without Shane’s warning, Kes was cautious. She always locked the door, and she protected the kids’ bedtimes religiously.

      Maybe Kes had fallen asleep. Maybe one of the kids had unlocked the door by accident, and maybe she hadn’t heard me knocking.

      My heart was pounding, and I could feel my pulse all the way to my fingertips as I moved to check the bedrooms. The bathrooms. The closets. They were all empty. All silent. I was alone in the apartment, and as I grappled with the icy spread of fear, a sound escaped my lips. It was a wordless cry of panic, and I did not care who heard me.

      Where could they have gone? There was no sign of a struggle. No indication of violence. Everything was in its place, so they must have either left swiftly of their own will, or been taken so quickly there was no chance for a struggle.

      Maybe they’d heard someone coming. Maybe they were hiding somewhere now, waiting for me to find them. Or maybe I was too late, and someone had already found them…

      I caught a glimpse of motion out of the corner of my eye. Reflexes threw me backward, just before a cudgel of some kind cut through the air where my head had been.

      The swift reaction left me crouched between my assailant and the bedroom door, my position now highlighted against the blue glow of my fae magic, so I snuffed it out, plunging the apartment into darkness once more. I heard a quick scuff, then silence, as I backed towards the living room, unsure of who or what I was facing.

      If it was Blake’s people, or even Idrian mercenaries looking for Kes, they should have been using magic, not a perfectly mundane club. Idrians did use weapons, but usually only in conjunction with whatever form of magic they wielded. But if it was neither of those two groups… What could anyone else want with us?

      Not that it mattered in the moment. Whether they used magic or ordinary weapons, I needed more room to maneuver. More time to figure out the best means of countering their attacks. I didn’t want to use light again, as that would reveal my location. Water magic was out—I didn’t want to flood the apartment—and my shifted form of a tiny white fox was hardly my best bet in a fight. So how else could I use my fae magic to my advantage, and somehow defend myself without killing my assailant?

      Regret stabbed me fiercely as I recalled all the times Faris and Kira had urged me to practice. I should have listened. But a part of me was still wrestling with the right way to approach these stolen powers, so I’d put it off.

      One cautious step at a time, I backed into the living room, straining to hear every faint scuff, every whisper of movement. But in my heightened caution, I still managed to forget the pair of shoes abandoned on the living room floor.

      I tripped for a second time and started to fall backwards. My reflexes kicked in, twisting my body in midair just before I was struck by a vicious blow across my shoulders. The force slammed me to the ground, shooting a spike of pain through my spine and forcing me to catch my full weight on my wrists. Stunned and gasping, I failed to move fast enough, and caught a second blow on the side of my unprotected head, followed by what felt like a series of kicks to the ribs.

      For a few moments, I couldn’t breathe. Stars blossomed in the darkness, along with pain so intense that I nearly blacked out. I could feel the warmth of blood trickling down the side of my face. There was a ringing in my ears. But I didn’t scream. I would never give them the satisfaction of screaming.

      But in the effort to make no sound, my fae magic slipped its leash and flared to life in a surge of blue flame. As I rolled to the side, raising my arms to protect my head, I caught a brief glimpse of two shadowy forms clothed in close-fitting black, bending towards me with hands outstretched. They were hooded and gloved, so I could see no hints to their identity.

      And then they were running away.

      I couldn’t let them get away.

      I pushed off the floor, slipped in my own blood, and crashed onto the tile again, vision hazy as pain stabbed through my temples again and again. Had to follow them. Had to…

      My eyes fluttered shut as darkness loomed, and I lowered my forehead to the cold floor. Breathed through the agony. I had to stay conscious. For Ari. For Logan. For Kes. Wherever they were, they needed me. Needed me to find them. To make sure they were safe.

      This time I inched forward before I tried to rise, clenching my teeth and pushing to my knees, then waiting for the dizziness to subside. A kitchen towel hung over the edge of the island, so I pulled it towards me with shaking fingers and pressed it against the side of my head. Needed to stop the bleeding. My ribs ached fiercely with every breath, but I didn’t think they were broken. And my legs were fine. They would have to be, because I was walking out of here.

      Two more deep breaths, and I rose to my feet, clutching the island for support. My head spun, and the pain tried to drown me, but I fought through, eyes narrowed to slits…

      And it was a good thing, because that’s when the power was restored. Lights flashed on, slamming into my skull like a fresh attack. I let my magic die as I shut my eyes, then opened them slowly, looking around for any sign of my attackers. Any hints of who they might have been. But the apartment was empty—empty and silent. No sign of Kes or the kids. No sign of… the phone.

      Wherever they were, Kes must have taken the phone. It was a good sign. A hopeful sign. If she’d been taken by mercenaries, they wouldn’t have let her keep it, but there was always a chance they would have left it on. If I could only get to Faris or Kira, we might be able to track her location.

      Except I didn’t know where Faris lived. I would have to call him, assuming he was even still awake. But even if he weren’t… Even if it turned out Kes was fine—that she and the kids had gotten away and were in hiding—I was willing to risk waking him up, if only to call Kes and warn her that home was still not safe.

      But how to call him? We didn’t have a landline, and if I tried waking up my neighbors at this hour, they would only call the police on me.

      Wait… The electricians should still be downstairs. And if not, there was a landline at The Portal. If I was lucky, maybe Emberly hadn’t left yet.

      I moved towards the door, one step at a time. Glanced down at my hands and arms and realized I couldn’t go anywhere looking like this. My head wound had bled all over me, and I looked like I should be dead. Or possibly arrested for murder.

      By the door… Next to Ari’s shoes, her mermaid backpack, and a haphazardly folded umbrella was a discarded lump of black fabric—Logan’s hoodie that he never bothered to hang up. For once, I was actually thankful for his terrible habits. I put it on over my sweater, pulled up the hood, and staggered out the door, leaving it propped open as a signal to Kes. If she came back, she would know not to stay.

      By the time I made my way down the stairs and out the front door, the electrician’s van was gone. There were few cars this late at night, and no pedestrians in sight, so it was going to have to be The Portal.

      I couldn’t ask the human police for help. As far as the humans were concerned, none of us existed. We could only rely on Idrian systems of justice, and thanks to our strange history? Yeah, Idrian justice was more likely to consider us criminals than victims. The only one who could—or would—help me now was Faris.

      The mile I walked nearly every day to work had never seemed so long. I was shaking all over—from pain, from cold, from shock—and the pain in my head seemed to echo all the way to the soles of my feet. I passed a man in a ragged coat who took one look at my face and scrambled all the way across Sheridan Avenue to avoid me. And when I finally reached The Portal?

      It was dark and empty. The doors were locked, Emberly was gone, and the glamour specialist had yet to arrive.

      I could break in. My lock picking skills were solid, ordinarily, but now my hands were shaking and covered in blood. And I also wasn’t willing to bet on Faris not having some kind of nasty magical traps awaiting anyone stupid enough to break into his bar.

      So now what? Hugh would probably help me, but I would never make it all the way to Twenty-third Street on foot.

      I stood by the back door, trembling with cold, and happened to glance down the alleyway to the east. To the six-story brick cube across the street.

      The Assemblage. Where the Symposium had taken place only three months ago. And where Callum had an apartment on the top floor…

      Maybe he’d had a landline put in. It wasn’t a good bet, but it was better than nothing. And it was safer than staying on the street. If I ended up passing out, I’d rather be in a dark, empty building than lying unprotected in an alley.

      The service entrance on Oklahoma Avenue proved depressingly easy to break into, and while it was slightly warmer than outside, I still shivered as I made my way through the darkened event space to the stairs at the front of the building.

      Though now I was shivering from more than just cold. There was also an inescapable flood of memories…

      Of the day I’d defended Callum using my elemental magic, then watched him defeat a lion shifter with his bare hands.

      Of my confrontation with Talia, when I’d promised to help her find her daughter.

      Of Callum catching me after I drank the elemental wine.

      And of the battle that ended the Symposium—splintered crystal, silver knives, and glittering ice, all stained by those final moments of violence. By Blake’s callous willingness to destroy lives in pursuit of power.

      The space was empty now, lit only by the tiny ball of blue fae magic that hovered just ahead of me. But it would never be empty in my head. I would always see Callum’s face after he learned the truth about my past. Always wonder what he’d been thinking, and whether he blamed me for the catastrophic ending of the Symposium.

      But whether he blamed me or not didn’t really matter now. All that mattered was finding Logan, Ari, and Kes—whether they were in hiding or kidnapped. And I wasn’t going to find them without help, which meant climbing five accursed flights of stairs to look for a phone.

      Each step seemed so much bigger than it ever had before, but I climbed anyway. Ribs screaming, head throbbing, blood forming a warm, sticky coating on my neck and matting my hair, I dragged myself upward. And by the time I reached the top floor, my vision had narrowed to no more than the few feet in front of me.

      I only stopped when I saw the doormat…

      Beware of dragon.

      He’d kept it. Even though he hated it. Probably because Kira had gifted it to him as a joke, and given their history, he would do anything for her.

      Thankfully, dragons didn’t worry too much about personal security, so the door featured a very simple manual deadbolt that I failed to pick the first time only because my hands were shaking.

      My second try was more successful, and the door swung open as I fumbled with my tools, trying to slide them back behind my belt.

      I had to keep it together. Had to keep going until I’d called for help.

      Leaning against the doorjamb steadied me enough to return my lock picks to their usual hiding place, and when I straightened, it was to an achingly familiar view that nonetheless seemed eerie and empty in the glow of my blue fae light.

      The apartment was simple and cozy, with restored wood floors, dark, earth-toned walls, and comfortable, rustic furniture with colorful pillows. Even though no one had been here in months, I detected the lingering scents of wood smoke, coffee, and… Callum. Memories surged, my head throbbed, and my eyes stung with the threat of tears. But I didn’t have time to cry. I needed to call Faris.

      If there were a landline in here, where would it be?

      I shuffled through the door, stumbled a little, and then froze as a whisper of air brushed against me, not from the doorway but from inside. A breeze coming from an empty apartment, as if a window had been left open… or something was moving in the dark.

      The door slammed shut behind me. I heard a single footstep, and then…

      Bands of iron curled around my throat. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t even breathe past that unbreakable grip.

      My fae light died, but the pressure only grew, and my vision narrowed as my whole body went limp. Something lifted me up and pulled me forward. My hood was yanked away. And in the darkness just in front of me, a pair of glowing amber coals flared to life.

      I somehow tilted my head back enough to stare into those fiery eyes and saw when they widened with horror and recognition.

      “Raine?”

      I knew that voice. Had dreamed of it so many times in the past few weeks. Might even be dreaming it now.

      The iron vise on my throat disappeared, and then I was being held up by a trembling grip on my shoulders. The lights flicked on, and I flinched away from the searing brightness, my eyes slamming shut against the pain.

      “All hells, Raine, what happened to you?”

      Suddenly, I wasn’t sure anymore. Was any of this real? Because that sounded like Callum, and he wasn’t in the city. I’d broken into his apartment only because I knew he wasn’t there. Maybe all of this was a dream that I could shake off. Wake up from. Maybe Ari and Kes and Logan were still asleep in their beds and everything would be fine…

      My knees buckled, and Dream Callum caught me. I caught a hazy glimpse of his face as my consciousness faded and comforted myself with the reminder that he didn’t hate me in my dreams.

      “I didn’t know where else to go,” I murmured, but the words were slurred and I didn’t know if he could understand them. “Need help. Kids. Kes. Gone. Call Faris.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” he promised, and his voice was everything I remembered. Deep and warm, with a hint of impatience and… a whole lot of worry. He definitely sounded worried. “I’ll take care of everything, just… Raine, can you tell me who hurt you?”

      I couldn’t. My mouth didn’t seem to want to form words anymore. But it was okay now because I was safe. Safe in a dream, or safe with Callum. He said he would take care of everything, and he always kept his promises.

      Always…

      With that last comforting thought, I let go and drifted away from the pain, into soft and welcoming darkness.
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      Ow.

      It was my first and only thought upon regaining consciousness—just one all-encompassing sensation of unrelenting yuck.

      My head throbbed. Breathing hurt. My back hurt, too. I was warm, at least, and that counted for something. But why did everything hurt so much?

      Last night… Kes. The kids. Gone. The attack… My eyes flew open and then slammed shut with a groan. When I flexed my fingers, they curled around something soft. It didn’t feel like my blanket…

      This wasn’t my bed.

      Which of my fragmented memories were real and which were a pain-fueled dream?

      More slowly this time, I peeled my eyes open, squinting against the light filtering through narrowly open shutters. I was in an unfamiliar bedroom, one with dark sage green walls and wood floors. When I turned my head to the side—not without a wince—I could see a bookshelf, a wingback chair, and a rag rug on the floor. Two doors, probably one for a closet.

      My final memories from last night began to play, but with gaps and static, like damaged film. I’d been looking for a phone. The Portal was closed. So I’d crossed the street, picked the lock, and broken into Callum’s empty apartment.

      Except it wasn’t empty.

      Maybe I’d dreamed that part. Maybe I’d dreamed it all. But this room, this bed, suggested otherwise.

      Someone had found me. But when and where? Had Kes and the kids been found, too? Were they okay? Or had Shane’s warning come just a few hours too late?

      The door to the bedroom flew open without warning. I flinched from the sound, as a brown-bearded mountain paused in the doorway, his green eyes glowing with fury as he scanned my face.

      “Faris.” I sat up, too quickly, and gasped as pain stabbed at my ribs and my skull. My hand darted to the side of my head and encountered a thick bandage. When had I been seen by a medic?

      “Did you find them?” My voice cracked and trembled. “Are they okay?”

      He looked back at me, and I saw the answer in his granite-hard expression.

      “We tried tracking the phone, but it seems to be turned off. And we searched the building.” His voice rumbled ominously, but in circumstances like these, it was a comforting sound. “They aren’t hiding there, and even if they were at the start…”

      If they were in hiding, they would have come out by now. If they were safe, Kes would have found a way to send me a message. Even if she’d turned off the phone so our enemies couldn’t track her, she would have called someone first.

      And she would never have just left without telling me.

      “I will find them,” Faris promised in an iron-hard tone—the sound of unstoppable elemental rage. “And if they were taken or hurt, I will find whoever dared kidnap my people and I will end them.”

      His gaze sharpened on my face. “After I obliterate whoever did this to you.”

      It was possible my attackers were the same ones who had taken Kes and the kids. But then, why had they been lurking in an empty apartment, only to run away at the first sign of my magic?

      “I don’t know who attacked me,” I croaked. “They didn’t even use magic.” They’d defeated me with good old-fashioned human means, and I was honestly a little humiliated by how badly I’d been beaten.

      “They still hit you pretty hard.” His jaw seemed to clench for a moment before he continued. “At least they didn’t…”

      Didn’t what? Kill me? Capture me?

      I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry and parched as that half a sentence took me back to the attack. It had happened so fast that I couldn’t quite be sure what their goals had been. If they’d been waiting for Kes, they might have realized I wasn’t their target and run away. But surely they would have noticed my identity after that first blow to the head. The boot to my ribs had seemed like a deliberate attempt to inflict damage.

      Had they wanted to kill or capture me? Or possibly just to frighten me? I recalled the two dark figures bending closer, but then my magic had flared and they’d run. As if terrified by my power.

      That suggested humans. Could it be Blake’s people, after all? Maybe they’d chosen not to use their magic artifacts to throw us off the scent. But then, why hire mercenaries if he still intended to do the work himself?

      The trouble was, I couldn’t think of any other reason for humans to be breaking into my apartment. Unless it was a simple case of theft… They’d broken in, seen we had nothing, and been trapped there when I came home unexpectedly.

      But that also made no sense. Out of all apartments in that building, why choose to rob one on the fourth floor? Not to mention that we probably had the least worth stealing. Also, the theory of mundane thieves did nothing to explain Kes’s disappearance. It would mean that two separate groups had decided to break into our apartment last night, which stretched the bounds of credulity even farther.

      The facts simply didn’t add up, and I couldn’t think my way through the problem while I was still in this bed, in an unfamiliar room. I needed to get out of here. Get back to my place. Look for clues. Look for…

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Faris ordered gruffly, eyeing me as if he could see every thought running through my head. “Yes, you have shapeshifter healing. I don’t care. Those bastards gave you a concussion last night, and you’re staying here until the medic clears you for action.”

      “You’re not the boss of me,” I muttered, knowing full well both that he actually was, and that I was being absurd. “I need to be there in case they come home. Or call. And if they don’t come home, I need to look for clues. Figure out who took them. You… have a wedding to plan. Family in town. This isn’t your problem, it’s mine.”

      One terrifying eyebrow lifted and those green eyes pinned me in place. “Nice try, Raine. But I think you know my answer.”

      I did. And I was in equal measures grateful and frustrated. Because even though I knew he was right, I also could not imagine staying in this bed even one second longer.

      “I’m heading back over to West Village to scan the area for anything we might have missed. If you remember anything relevant from last night, tell Callum and he’ll pass word on to me.”

      I froze with my mouth still hanging open as that one word echoed around my aching head.

      Callum.

      So I hadn’t dreamed it. He really was here. My former boss was staying in Oklahoma City, and he’d made no attempt to contact me. Which meant he probably never wanted to see me again, and I’d ruined it by showing up on his doorstep and practically throwing myself at him.

      My panic must have shown on my face, because Faris looked almost sympathetic.

      Almost.

      “You did say you’d have to face it eventually,” he reminded me. “You just got your chance sooner than you thought.” And then he disappeared, leaving the door open, and leaving me to an unenviable confrontation with my regrets, my embarrassment, and the dragon who’d caught me breaking and entering last night.

      Oh joy.
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      Except the dragon didn’t appear. My heart was racing, my stomach insisted it was going to be sick, and I could barely swallow. But after four or five minutes of anxiously waiting and watching the open doorway, I felt like I’d been kicked in the ribs yet again.

      Fine. I would go find him. Teeth gritted firmly against the pain, I swung my legs out of bed, set my feet carefully on the floor, and stood up. The world swooped crazily, and I caught myself on the corner of the headboard, clinging to it for a moment until the room stopped spinning.

      This stupid head injury wasn’t going to win. Not today.

      But as I stood there, I caught sight of my pajama clad legs and suffered a fresh attack of horrified embarrassment.

      I hadn’t come in here last night wearing pajamas.

      The thought was enough to stiffen my spine (ouch) and send me marching out of the bedroom on only slightly rubbery legs, in search of the insufferable dragon who couldn’t even be bothered to talk to me.

      Of course, regret set in the moment I set foot in the living room, but it was too late. The apartment was an open concept, and he was standing in the kitchen.

      Callum-ro-Deverin. King of the Shapeshifters. My former boss and probably the last person in the world I wanted to see me looking like a complete and utter disaster.

      He was even more gorgeous than I remembered. Six and a half feet of amber-eyed dragon shifter, his broad shoulders and trim waist accentuated by a soft, close-fitting gray sweater. His auburn hair was gently tousled, as if he’d just woken up or towel-dried it after a shower, and everything else about him seemed… tired. He was staring at his phone and sipping coffee out of a stoneware mug—his “King Callum” switch in the off position.

      He looked up and saw me, and for the barest instant, I thought I glimpsed a flash of raw vulnerability. Of relief. Even of welcome. But it was gone so fast, I immediately began to second guess what I’d seen.

      “Tell me these aren’t your pajamas.” Oh good grief, were those really the first words out of my mouth?

      I saw his lips twitch ever so slightly. “Those aren’t my pajamas.”

      “Whose are they?” Apparently, I was now committed to the pajama question.

      “Well, since you’re wearing them, I guess they’re yours now?”

      Not an answer, Your High and Mightiness. “Callum-ro-Deverin, did you or did you not change my clothing last night while I was unconscious?”

      He set down the coffee mug. “I did not.” One eyebrow arched in my direction. “I know you don’t think much of me, but I hope you don’t believe I would ever take advantage of you.”

      I didn’t. But…

      Wait…

      “What do you mean, I don’t think much of you?” That was absurd. He was the one who hated me.

      His expression shifted slightly. “After the way our last meeting ended, I assumed you never wanted to see me again.”

      What was he… oh.

      During the final battle with Blake and his people, I’d realized that Callum knew all along someone was using stolen magic artifacts. He’d hired me to be a distraction for his enemies—a wild card for the mole in his organization to focus on while he went on investigating behind all our backs.

      I understood why he’d done it. I even understood why he felt he had no choice. But I’d also had to pretend to be angry with him, to distract Blake and buy time for Faris to arrive.

      And I’d never told him that my anger was a feint. I’d walked away after the battle—too much of a coward to stay and face the consequences of my revelations.

      “I was pretending, you idiot,” I growled. “I needed Blake to think we were at odds. If he still believed he had a chance to recruit me, I thought it might give Faris time to show up. Once Blake’s people used earth magic, I knew it was only a matter of time before Faris figured out something was wrong.”

      My brain gibbered at me to shut up. Had I really just called the king of the shapeshifters an idiot?

      Callum’s eyes widened a little. “Then… But you disappeared. You never called or tried to get in touch. Faris said you needed time, so I waited.”

      His words staggered me. He’d been waiting… for me?

      Also, Faris said what?

      “I thought you’d want nothing to do with me,” I blurted out. “I’m not even Idrian, Callum. And I hid it from you. From you!” I waved a frustrated hand at him. “You’re basically the poster child for law and order, and I’m now in violation of who knows how many of those laws—laws that you literally helped write. I can’t even leave the Shadow Court because the minute I do, I’m a wanted criminal. So why on earth would I think you were waiting for me to call?”

      The king of the shapeshifters slid his phone into his jeans pocket. Picked up his coffee, took a sip, and set it down again—every movement a study in careful control.

      “Raine.” His sigh seemed to release a world of tension from that imposing frame. “I’ve spent the last three months feeling like I betrayed you. I promised I wouldn’t let anyone hurt you, and then I turned around and hurt you in the worst way possible.”

      His gaze turned haunted. “I’m the one who pushed for those laws. And in the end, they turned out to be horrifically unjust to the most desperate of Elayara’s victims. So I thought the only thing I could do was wait until I’d found a solution.”

      He’d been trying to fix it. The grumpy, inflexible, rules-loving dragon had been looking for a way to change the law. For me.

      “And have you found one?” I asked carefully.

      “No.” His jaw clenched and a flicker of fire flashed in his eyes. “But I’m not done trying.”

      “Thank you.” I took a few more steps towards the kitchen and then had to pause until my balance reasserted itself. “Sincerely, thank you.” For the second time in the last twenty-four hours, I was forced to fight back tears. Not a habit I wanted to get into.

      “So does this mean…” I paused. Not sure how to phrase what I was thinking without incriminating myself or revealing feelings I wasn’t ready to talk about. “Have we established that I’m not mad at you, and you’re not mad at me?”

      The dragon’s jaw unclenched and his entire body seemed to relax once more. “Seems that way.”

      “Then what are the chances of you letting me leave and not telling Faris?”

      The impossible dragon took another sip of his coffee and smiled. “Somewhere between zero and… less than zero.”

      Ugh. “Callum, I can’t be stuck here. My family is missing. With every minute that passes, it gets less and less likely that they’ll be okay, and I can’t just sit here and wait for news. I can’t.”

      He finally stepped out from behind the kitchen island, setting his coffee down before moving in my direction. When he stopped in front of me, there was only an arm’s length between us. His hands flexed for a moment before he stuffed them in his pockets, then his head tilted, and his eyes softened sympathetically.

      “Don’t think I’m not hearing you, Raine. Believe me, I understand the urgency of knowing your family members are missing.”

      It was true. If anyone understood, it was Callum, who’d spent so many years hunting for Kira after she disappeared.

      “But right now, you can barely stand up, and shapeshifter healing—if you have it—can only work so fast if you don’t actually shift.”

      Even if I wanted to shift, with Kes gone, I couldn’t risk it. Without her help, I might end up stuck as a fox, just as I had the first time.

      Somehow, that memory made the tears well up again, sudden and shocking, and this time I wasn’t strong enough to stop them. “I can’t just do nothing,” I whispered, as the first tears spilled over, leaving scalding tracks down my cheeks. “What if they’re scared or trapped or hurt? What if they think no one is coming? No one ever came for us before. They must be feeling so hopeless and…”

      I was really crying now. I didn’t do crying. Especially not in front of Callum-ro-Deverin. But here I was, standing in his living room, wearing his pajamas, with tears streaming down my face and no way to stop them.

      “I promised,” I told him shakily, tilting my chin until I could look into his eyes. Pleading for him to understand. “I promised I would always find them. That they would never feel lost or alone again. And every moment I wait… every moment I’m not looking… I’m breaking that promise.”

      One of his hands left his pocket, lifted, as if he might reach for me, and then stopped. Unsure.

      “I think you’ve forgotten,” he said softly, as his hand fell back to his side, “that you’re not alone anymore either.”

      I wasn’t alone.

      Faris had implied the same thing when he referred to Kes and the kids as his people. His words meant the world to me, but we’d been here for barely three months. Not all of Faris’s employees trusted me, nor was I willing to trust all of them without reservations.

      Not to mention, so far I’d brought them nothing but danger and destruction. How could I ask them to keep helping me when I had nothing to offer other than a murky past and mediocre waitressing skills?

      “I know Faris said I’m a part of the Shadow Court now,” I acknowledged. “But Kira’s wedding is less than two weeks away. Everyone has more than enough to do just to get ready, and I refuse to ruin this day she’s been looking forward to for so long. And it’s possible… Kes may have just been frightened and run. Maybe the phone battery died, and she can’t call, but she’ll come back when it’s safe.”

      I wanted to believe that. Wanted to cling to the possibility of an innocent explanation. But in truth, the evidence against it was too strong. And I kept hearing the echo of Shane’s warning. He might have believed that no one knew where she was yet, but what if he was wrong? I couldn’t afford to ignore the likelihood that someone had taken Kes as a result of that contract.

      Still less could I afford to tell anyone why that contract existed.

      “If it turns out that someone did take them”—I swallowed the surge of fear that accompanied that admission—“they may not even be in Oklahoma anymore. If they’re somewhere outside the Shadow Court’s territory, I can’t ask Faris to step on another court’s toes for me.”

      Callum just looked at me steadily. “Is that all your objections?”

      I had no doubt I could think of more. “For now.”

      “Then you can stop worrying,” he said, with an irritating calm that made me want to shake him. “First of all, in case you haven’t noticed yet, Faris has zero problem stepping on toes. I think he enjoys it. And he’s been way less worried about ticking off the other courts since Elayara kidnapped him and stole his magic.”

      Wait, what? “I had no idea.”

      Callum nodded. “He spent some time in the dungeon at her personal estate, with no magic and no way to fight back. So I think it’s fair to say that he takes kidnapping very personally.”

      There was a lot there to explore, but only after Kes and the kids were safe. “I still can’t ask him to dedicate time and attention to this when he has so much else going on.”

      “Then don’t ask Faris.” He looked at me calmly, almost challengingly. As if nudging me towards an inevitable conclusion. “Ask someone else. Someone who isn’t busy with a wedding and isn’t responsible for any Shadow Court business.”

      Was he suggesting…

      “I will not!” Horror at the idea drove me a step back. “Callum, don’t be ridiculous.”

      “How is it ridiculous?” He didn’t look even remotely scandalized. “I’m right here. I have literally years of experience with looking for missing persons. And most importantly, I don’t have any wedding-related tasks for you to worry that I’m going to miss.”

      “No.” I shook my head firmly. “You can’t be involved in this and you know it.”

      “I don’t know it,” he retorted. “So you’re going to have to explain to me why you won’t let me help when you clearly need it.”

      I wanted to growl at him for being so obtuse.

      “Look, it would never work,” I insisted. “I know how much you value rules. Doing things by the book. It’s why you’re so good at your job. So I can’t let you run over that part of yourself just because you think I need help. You’re the king of the shapeshifters, and you need to be able to say that you’ve upheld your own laws, not trampled on them for the sake of someone you barely know.”

      His mouth opened slightly, as if I’d actually surprised him with my argument. “You… That’s…”

      “Yes, I know I’m right. Thank you for noticing.”

      His side-eye held copious amounts of sarcasm. “Not what I was going to say,” he responded dryly. “I can admit that you aren’t entirely wrong—it’s true that I value laws, rules, and order. But not for their own sake.” His amber gaze burned fiercely, refusing to allow me to misunderstand him again. “What I value more is keeping my promises, and I promised you that your family would come to no harm because of your connection to the Symposium, or to me.”

      Except he’d made that promise to a liar and a fraud, and I would never ask him to keep it. Not anymore.

      “This has nothing to do with you or the Symposium,” I protested.

      He tilted an eyebrow. “Are you sure? Let’s review. Even if your family is safe, whoever broke into your apartment clearly either believes you have something they want, or they’re out for revenge. Which means they know your secrets, and the only reason you revealed your secrets is because of the Symposium. Because you needed to distract Blake and explain his goals. You made yourself vulnerable in order to protect me and all the other delegates, and saved us from a far worse outcome. In the process, you and your family became targets—for greed, for revenge, for research, and for hatred. All very possible reasons for whatever happened last night.”

      Not in my wildest dreams could I have imagined that he would see it this way. And I was still fairly certain none of the other delegates would share his views.

      “And what if your fellow sovereigns learn that you’re here? That you’re personally helping me, in defiance of the laws you pushed so hard to create. Won’t that drive a wedge between you? Make it even harder to gain their cooperation in the future?”

      Callum scrubbed a weary hand over his face and offered me a rather grim smile. “I’m not sure our ‘cooperation’ can get any worse, to be honest. I’ve spent the last few months trying to field their complaints and deal with the damages. I’m only here because…” He fell silent, as if unwilling to tell me the rest.

      “They didn’t fire you, did they?” I murmured in horror.

      “No,” he admitted wryly, “but sometimes I wish they had. I just… It was a lot, and I needed some time away from it all. So I guess you might say I’m on administrative leave.”

      Whatever they’d done to him, it was so bad that the dragon who hated cities had come here to recover. Here to the scene of what he probably saw as his worst failure.

      “So basically,” he added, his face softening, “if you let me help, you’re actually doing me a favor.”

      Now he was just babbling nonsense.

      Also, if I accepted his help, there was no way he wouldn’t find out the truth about Kes. No way that he wouldn’t eventually learn about the contract and start asking awkward questions.

      But… how could I say no? I had no money, no phone, and we’d given the stolen SUV back to the Fae Court, so I didn’t have a car either. Ari, Logan, and Kes were counting on me, and I refused to let them down, which meant I did need the help. So even if finding them meant being in debt to a dragon?

      That was a price I was willing to pay.

      And if it eventually meant revealing the truth about Kes? I would have to hope my new friends trusted me enough to accept her in spite of her past.

      “Okay,” I said reluctantly. “But there have to be rules. You like those, right?”

      Callum’s head tilted as he looked down at me. “Let me be very clear about this, Raine. I do like rules. I like to know what to expect, and I like to be in control. And for a long time, I pursued those things for their own sake. But when we found Kira again?” He shook his head. “I realized that I like those things because they keep my people safe. That’s all. So if I have to throw them aside for the sake of those I’ve promised to protect?” His smile was all dragon—toothy, predatory, and filled with the promise of vengeance. “I will set the rules on fire myself.”

      Our eyes caught, and I shivered involuntarily at the intensity in his gaze. He meant every word.

      “Understood. But I still want them. And once you agree to them, you can’t just break them because you feel like it.”

      He nodded. “Go ahead.”

      “The most important thing to me is my family’s safety. So rule number one is, no one else gets involved in this search without my approval. Rule number two… I won’t let you do anything that endangers your position. That means if we find out this investigation takes us outside the Shadow Court? You’re out. Also, we share information equally and don’t try to hide things from each other. And”—this might be the most important one of all—“anything you learn in the course of helping me cannot be used against me or my family at a later time.”

      Did that cover it?

      “I agree to rules one, three, and four,” he said promptly. “Rule two is open to negotiation.”

      “Callum…”

      His phone buzzed urgently, and with a bit of a wince, he fished it out of his pocket. Glanced at the number and answered.

      “What is it?”

      I heard muttering on the other end that sounded like it contained more than a few expletives.

      “Understood. We’ll be there as soon as it’s safe.”

      He hung up.

      “We?” I demanded. “Was that Faris?”

      He looked at me thoughtfully. “It was. But if I agree to take you with me, you have to promise to take it easy and not go charging off before you can even stand up straight. You lost a fair amount of blood from that head wound, and I don’t think you want to wind up back in bed.”

      I scowled in annoyance, but Callum had the advantage here. I wanted desperately to know what Faris had discovered, but I wasn’t recovered enough to walk that far and had no way to drive. For now, I was dependent on the dragon, and I was pretty sure he knew it.

      “Okay,” I muttered. “I promise. Now, where are my clothes?”
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      I ended up needing more than just clothes.

      My own were soaked in blood, so Kira had left me a spare set she kept at The Portal, along with a toothbrush and a comb. But when I went into the bathroom to change, I took one look in the mirror and let out a horrified squeak that was apparently audible even through the closed door.

      “Raine?” The dragon had clearly been hovering just outside. Probably in case I collapsed. “Are you okay?”

      Okay or not, I wasn’t about to let him in.

      “I’m fine,” I lied through clenched teeth. “Why didn’t you tell me I looked like an extra in a slasher horror flick?”

      Blood from my head injury had dried on my face, my neck, and presumably halfway down my torso. My hair was matted in gruesome chunks, providing a startling contrast with the white strands.

      “Because I have a mother and a sister and I didn’t want to die,” was the honest answer that came through the door. “Also, after last night, I was just relieved to find out that you’re going to be okay.”

      After last night…

      When I’d shown up on his doorstep covered in blood and collapsed. Right into his arms.

      Well, there was yet another embarrassing thought.

      “There’s shampoo in the shower and you can use any of the towels,” Callum told me. “If you’re feeling up to it. Just try not to get the bandage wet. You have eight stitches under there.”

      Ouch. Last night must have been worse than I realized if I’d somehow gotten eight stitches without waking up.

      I heard Callum’s footsteps fading away, and only once he was gone did I allow my humiliation to fuel a swift cleanup. I managed to wash most of the blood out of my hair in the sink and removed the gore from my skin with a washcloth. Kira’s leggings were short on me, but the t-shirt was soft and the hoodie was loose and comfortable.

      By the time I was done, I was feeling weak and a bit wobbly, so I leaned against the vanity as I pulled the door open… Only to take a staggering step backward when I encountered six and a half feet of dragon looming just outside.

      He caught me before I could trip over the toilet, steadied me, and then let go. Possibly because he saw me turning six different shades of red.

      “You sure you’re ready for this?” he asked carefully.

      I scowled at his chest and nodded. “I’m sure. If you’re ready, then we should go. I don’t want to keep Faris waiting.”

      One cautious step at a time, I made it to the living room, with Callum hovering at my elbow. Once we reached the kitchen island, he stopped hovering just long enough to pick up a to-go cup with steam rising from the lid, and a packet wrapped in paper.

      “Breakfast bagel,” he explained, shoving the packet into my hands. “And coffee.”

      Dang it. Just when I thought I had my emotions firmly under control…

      At the look on my face, Callum just grinned sympathetically. “Not alone anymore, remember?”

      It seemed they were going to hit me over the head with it until I gave in.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, unable to keep looking at him without losing what little composure I still had. “We can go now.”
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      We took the glacially slow elevator—thanks to my still-wobbly limbs—and approximately three years later, it deposited us on the ground floor. Callum’s phone buzzed twice during our descent, but he merely glanced at it and frowned before stuffing it back in his pocket. Must not have been Faris again.

      I managed to walk out to the curb under my own power, then stopped dead at the sight of a familiar-looking custom SUV idling at the curb. It was long and bulky, and built like a limo on the inside, with just two seats in the space behind the driver.

      “I thought you were on leave,” I accused, as I eyed the vehicle cautiously. “Usually, that means you don’t bring your entourage with you.” I wasn’t in any hurry to repeat my experiences from the last time I got into a vehicle like this with Callum.

      “Entourage?” a horrified voice echoed from behind me. “I am offended by the suggestion that I am anything less than my own unique and memorable self.”

      I winced as I looked back over my shoulder. “Very memorable. Mostly because every time I’m around you, something blows up.”

      Ryker chuckled wickedly. “Don’t worry. I rarely make the same mistake twice. We’ve definitely fixed the door lock problem, and the engine has a crush-resistant frame.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Avoiding wedding plans, of course,” Ryker responded promptly. “Also, Callum asked me to come, and I always do what I’m told.”

      He winked. Callum glared. I decided to shut up and get in the car.

      Though I did end up holding my breath most of the way to our apartment, especially when we drove past the exact spot where a team of Blake’s henchpeople had dropped a rock on our SUV and then tried to fry us to death on the inside. We’d survived, thanks to Ryker’s shifting into a dragon and tearing the doors off the vehicle, but I wasn’t sure we would be as lucky a second time.

      Thankfully, we arrived without incident, and Ryker let us off at the curb before heading off to find parking.

      I managed the short distance from the curb to the stairs, but the stairs themselves were too daunting, so we took another elevator ride. This one was faster, but the moment the doors opened, I felt my chest grow tight with remembered terror.

      Unlike last night, the lights were on. It was a bright, sunny day, and I wasn’t alone. But with every step I took towards the open door of our apartment, the fist around my heart squeezed tighter until I almost couldn’t breathe.

      “Oh good, you’re here.” Faris appeared in the doorway and gave me a critical once-over before beckoning us in with a jerk of his head. “I have another crisis to deal with, but I need to show you this first.”

      “What crisis?” Callum followed me in, casting an assessing glance over the interior of the apartment while he waited for Faris’s response.

      I tried not to think about what it must look like through his eyes and was only mostly successful.

      “Glamour failed on the front of the club,” my boss admitted with a bit of a growl in his tone. “I hired an expert, and she was supposed to fix it last night, but she never showed. So this morning a human wandered in, spotted Chicken and Waffles and Hugh in his draperies and ran off in a huff to report us for health code violations.”

      I wanted to care. I really did. On a normal day, I probably would have found the situation mildly amusing. But my eyes were glued to the wide, dark stain of dried blood in the middle of the floor. There was so much, and all of it was mine. I really was lucky to be alive.

      Faris was still talking to Callum. “…the city is already giving us the side-eye after Blake sent that anonymous message accusing us of kidnapping and abuse of humans, so now I have to go play nice and explain why they shouldn’t slap me with fines.” His eyes were starting to glow with frustration, and for good reason.

      Humans and Idrians did frequent many of the same businesses—particularly in a place like Oklahoma City where there were no official enclaves—but in Faris’s case, the liquors he sold could be dangerous for humans to consume. Thanks to the glamour anchored on the trees along the curb, the front door and windows of The Portal appeared to always be dark. There was a “Closed for Renovation” sign on the door, and only the local Idrian community knew what actually went on inside.

      Without the glamour, anyone walking by could see the bar, the stage, the dance floor, and the customers, many of whom wore no glamour of their own on the average night.

      This was going to be a genuine headache for Faris—and yet another thing we had to thank Blake for.

      “So, what did you find?” I probably sounded rude, but my family… I might not be able to breathe again until I knew they were safe.

      Faris let out a deep breath and visibly reined in his annoyance. “It’s more what I didn’t find, but I needed you to come down here to confirm it.” He gestured in an expansive circle. “I initially assumed this was either a case of your friend Kes panicking when someone broke in, or a contract kidnapping, connected to your role in the final hours of the Symposium. Carried out by some idiot mercenary or bounty hunter who thought they could collect on my territory.”

      A small part of my tension eased as I realized Shane hadn’t shared his warning with Faris.

      The elemental’s glower turned puzzled. “But there’s no evidence of magic anywhere. Just a lot of pieces that suggest this was done by someone with a strong grasp of human technology. The electricity was shut off at the main breaker. The security cameras have battery backup, but they show nothing out of the ordinary which means someone must have tampered remotely with the recording system. Even the door locks were compromised but not broken, and there’s no sign that the intruders even tried to search once they were in here. No sign of any foul play, other than the break-in, and this…”

      My heart sank as he held up the missing phone—clearly smashed beyond all possibility of repair. But who had done it and when? There was no way to know.

      “They attacked me with some kind of clubs or batons,” I reminded him. “They hit hard, and they hit fast, so they may have smashed the phone to keep me from calling for help. And the others…” I swallowed my panic. “If Kes and the kids were still here when the apartment was broken into, they would have had no real defenses. Ari has no defensive magic other than teleporting. Logan still needs physical contact to manipulate earth, so he would be helpless up here on the fourth floor, and Kes…”

      Neither Faris nor Callum knew the full truth about Kes yet, and I wanted to keep it that way. There was no telling how they would react if they knew it was her magic that had enabled Elayara’s experiments. Her particular “gift” that stole others’ magic and created artifacts using that power. Not by choice—never by choice—but because the fae queen had used everyone Kes loved against her.

      “Kes would have had no way to defend herself either.” Not against humans. Her only magical ability was taking away the magic of others. Ironically, if she were attacked by Idrians, she would have a better chance.

      Faris shot me a look that suggested he knew I was hiding something, but did not pursue it. I suspected most of his people had secrets, so he was probably used to ignoring small omissions like this.

      “Just in case we missed something,” he rumbled, “I wanted a shifter in here to sniff out any hints of magic.”

      So he’d called for a dragon and… me.

      Yes, technically, I had shifter magic—I could turn into a tiny, fluffy white fox. But I’d only done it once, and I had no idea if I could do it again, or even how to use my shifter senses properly once I was in my other shape.

      Callum, on the other hand, could shift just fine, but if he tried it in my apartment, he would destroy the whole building and everything in it.

      Some team we were.

      “Evidence or not, I’m not letting this go, so you two see what you can figure out,” Faris ordered, while heading for the door. “And keep me updated on your progress. Whatever you need in order to find whoever did this, you’ll have it. And I’ll get my people in here to replace the lock with something more secure.”

      “Faris?”

      He looked back over his shoulder.

      “Thank you.”

      He gave me a nod.

      “I know you’re busy with the wedding, so don’t feel like you have to keep checking in. I can handle this. Just… I don’t know how long it will be. So if you need to hire someone to take my place, I understand.”

      The look he shot me mingled long-suffering and annoyance with a flash of sympathy, just before he turned his attention to Callum.

      “Don’t let her out of your sight if you can help it,” he suggested. “I don’t want her going off and getting herself killed before she figures it out.”

      That stung a little. Figured out what? All I could sense for sure was the growing weight of a debt I could never repay. Faris said I was one of his people, and I was thankful for his acceptance. But what had I contributed to his court except enemies, destruction, a troubled teen elemental, and a distressing number of broken cocktail glasses?

      “We’re fine,” Callum promised. “Go put out fires.”

      With one last grunt, Faris disappeared, and I shifted my narrowed gaze to my former employer.

      “What was he talking about?”

      “I will explain it… after we search the apartment,” Callum countered stubbornly.

      Whatever. Bossy dragons and high-handed elementals weren’t the worst of my problems right now. I could come back and demand answers later.

      So I changed the subject. “Have you smelled anything weird?”

      One eyebrow went up. “Define weird.”

      Fair point. To most shapeshifters, my entire family probably smelled odd. Apparently, when in human form, a shifter’s sensitive nose was more attuned to differentiating between different kinds of magic than the scents of individuals. Mundane humans all smelled very much the same.

      So there was Kes, who was half-fae, and probably smelled slightly of fae magic. Ari and Logan were technically human, so unless they used magic, they had no defining scent. And I had no way of knowing whether Ari’s teleporting left a scent trail, because…

      “If it helps, I don’t detect anything that smells like unfamiliar magic. Without changing shape, the only Idrians I can tell were here are Kes and Faris. So I guess the next question is, have you been practicing your shifting?”

      And there was the question I’d been desperately hoping he wouldn’t ask me.

      “No.” I didn’t see any point in lying.

      “Why not?”

      The answer was complicated. Yes, I’d decided to embrace these powers I hadn’t asked for, and to use them to protect other victims like me. But I’d had no one I felt comfortable asking for help. No one I hadn’t feared would hate me for the source of my power.

      I probably could have asked Kira, but she’d given me so much already. And our friendship was so new and tentative, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to remind her of my origins. Or of the Idrians who’d had their magic—in some ways, their very identity—stripped away with no hope of return.

      Also, the first time I’d shifted, I’d had no idea how to shift back. I might still be stuck as a fox without Kes’s help, and I could never ask her to do that again. Every time she used that power, it hurt her—in more ways than one—and I refused to do that without a very compelling cause.

      “Raine.”

      I reluctantly turned to face Callum.

      “I’m not your enemy,” he said softly.

      Something about that statement stabbed deeper than it should have. As if I’d been waiting to hear those exact words. Waiting to weigh whether or not it was actually true, because for some reason, I still hesitated to believe it.

      Why would he help someone who wasn’t even a real shifter?

      “I haven’t tried shifting because… I’ve been busy,” I muttered. Part of me wanted to tell him the truth. But how could I explain my fear when he knew I’d already shifted back once? He would ask how I’d done it, and I couldn’t share that information.

      “Busy?” His eyes seemed to see right through me. “Or afraid of how the rest of the shifter community will look at you?”

      Drat him.

      “Maybe.”

      “Then today is a good day to try putting that aside.” His gaze was still steady. Compassionate. Without a trace of judgement. “First of all, when you shift to your other form, it accelerates healing even more. And second, you’ll have a much more acute sense of smell. You should be able to identify magic—if any was used—and possibly even catch small details about your attackers that you otherwise wouldn’t notice.”

      A compelling argument. However…

      “And I can help you shift back if you get stuck,” he said quietly. Almost like an afterthought. As if he’d somehow read my mind.

      He’d said the same thing the first time I shifted, but I hadn’t trusted him then. Hadn’t been willing to make myself that vulnerable in his presence, especially not after I’d bitten him… I felt my cheeks flush at the memory.

      Did I dare be that vulnerable now? Did I trust him enough?

      The answer was surprisingly easy. “All right. I’ll try.”

      I stepped away from the island, shut my eyes, and then opened them again in dismay.

      “Um… how do I…”

      The first time I’d shifted had not been a conscious choice. I’d been feeling angry. Trapped. Desperate. How did it work when I was actually trying to shift?

      But Callum remained unperturbed. “Can you identify the fox?” he asked calmly. “She may feel as if she’s a separate person sharing your space, with her own thoughts and preferences. Or she may feel like another facet of your own personality. It’s different from shifter to shifter.”

      It was kind of him not to point out the truth—that I wasn’t really a shifter at all.

      But I shut my eyes again and tried to remember what it had felt like to be the fox. To view the world from so much closer to the ground, my vision extending in a wide arc around most of my body. I’d been able to hear what had seemed like every sound in the universe—a cacophony of noise, from the whispers of a sleeping gargoyle to the roar of traffic on the interstate. And the smells… varied and pungent, many of them unpleasant.

      My paws had been tiny and white, my tail a long fluffy thing that wanted to wrap around my feet when I crouched low to the ground. I’d experienced an overwhelming desire to hide from danger, but also a surge of bloodlust when I’d tried to rip out the throat of the teen who’d attacked me. I’d felt the roughness of concrete beneath my pads. The rasp of a whine in my throat…

      And then she was there inside my head, or maybe my chest—somewhere at the very core of my being. A beautiful little bundle of white fur with bright eyes and a soul brimming with curiosity. She was not me—not exactly. She was more capricious, more brash, and I wondered distantly whether those were echoes left behind by the person she’d once been.

      But somewhere in that inner space, I chose to abandon caution. Crouched down, opened my arms, and felt her leap right into my heart.

      I opened my eyes, and everything was dark.

      I was trapped. My arms and legs were wrapped in some kind of fabric, and I whimpered as I began to thrash against the bonds.

      Until my head found the collar of my t-shirt and popped through it.

      I looked up. Way up. And felt even my fox heart skip a beat when I spotted Callum, smiling at me as if I’d done something miraculous.

      “You found her, didn’t you?”

      The fox did not appreciate being ignored and yipped at him. She was a strong-willed little creature, and I had to force her to focus. We had a job to do.

      “All right then.” Callum crouched down so he was closer to my level. “The first thing is to identify the scents that should be here.”

      Oof. With the wide variety of smells assaulting my nose, that wasn’t going to be easy. I needed to isolate them. So I nosed my way out of the heap of my clothing and trotted into Logan’s bedroom. Jumped up on his bed and took a good sniff…

      …then gagged and almost threw up on the bed. I knew teenage boys smelled bad, but this? Stale sweat and socks and old food all overlaid by a pungent musk that was probably his deodorant. If there was any hint of his earth magic, I didn’t think I could identify it with any accuracy. But if this was what Logan smelled like to my shifter nose? I could track this hideous miasma to the ends of the earth.

      My disgust must have been visible even on my fox face, because I heard a huff of amusement from the doorway.

      “Not exactly roses?”

      I meant to wrinkle my nose, but instead felt my lips peel back from my teeth in a silent snarl. The dragon only grinned as I leaped off the bed and trotted back across the living room to the bedroom that Kes and I shared with Ari.

      First, I nosed at a sweater Ari had left on the floor, then the blanket she’d taken to carrying everywhere. Just the sight of it stung my human heart to near-tears, but the fox was too busy cataloging scents. There was something different here… In addition to shampoo and apples and dirt. Something airy and bright. Something like the first spring breeze. Was it her sprite magic?

      “I’ve never been around enough sprites to know what you might be able to smell,” Callum noted, “but even half-fae have a distinctive scent—like winter woods, sometimes with a hint of chocolate.”

      Kes’s favorite sweater was lying at the foot of the bed, and I suppressed the fear that filled me at the sight long enough to take a deep sniff. Sure enough—something piney and brisk flooded my nostrils.

      And with all three scents rattling around my head, I returned to the living room. What could the fox detect that my purely human senses had missed?

      The smell of dirt and growing things. A small puddle of spilled juice beneath the table that was just beginning to go sour. The trash needed to go out. And the blood… I tried again not to gag, but the fox remained unbothered. Taken together, though, the scents were just too strong to catch anything else in the area of the kitchen and living room.

      But what about the utility room? When I’d walked in last night, I’d sensed something off. Maybe one of my attackers had been hiding there.

      I trotted over and nosed my way through the partially open door. The light was off, but I didn’t need it.

      We didn’t use the utility room for much of anything yet—we hadn’t been able to afford a washer and dryer, so the space was empty except for a few pairs of shoes and a set of hooks we used for coats.

      Which made it much easier to identify something that didn’t belong in our apartment at all—the faintest whiff of stale beer.

      Before she died, drinking had been one of my mom’s many vices, so I recognized the smell. Neither Kes nor I drank, and the kids certainly wouldn’t have access to beer, so this must have come in on one of my attackers.

      Which, again, suggested humans. Most Idrians preferred their own brews, as alcohol didn’t really affect them the same way.

      But why would humans other than Blake’s have broken into our apartment? What could they possibly have wanted, and why take Kes and the kids with them?

      It suddenly occurred to me that there was one other possibility I hadn’t considered. What if Kes had gone with them on purpose?

      There was still a lot I didn’t know about her. Could she have chosen to leave without telling me, taking the kids with her?

      No. I wasn’t ready to believe that just yet. Not to mention, she would have had to convince Ari to go with her. There was no holding Ari anywhere she didn’t want to be, and she’d been happy here.

      It was still possible that Blake’s people were responsible. If they’d found out Kes was here, they might have avoided using magic in order to throw us off the trail. Might have decided to take the risk of doing the job themselves in order to avoid paying a bounty hunter. But why take the kids? Unless… Blake would know how much Kes valued them. How much easier it would be to control her using hostages.

      Rage and desperation flooded my tiny body, and I abandoned the utility room, nose to the floor.

      In the open doorway, I caught that same hint of alcohol, then again in the hallway outside the apartment. With the scent fixed in my nose, I leaped forward, following it down the hall to the stairs. The door was closed, so I whined briefly at Callum as he jogged up behind me. He hit the bar, and I flew down the steps, pausing only at the landing as I detected hints of piney woods and stale, sweaty musk—Kes and Logan. But was that from last night? Or could they have left those scents at any time in the past few days?

      At the foot of the stairs I had to pause to wait for Callum to open the door again, but then I was loose in the lobby, suddenly assaulted by a dizzying array of new smells and sounds.

      But the fox would not be deterred. We circled, ignoring the sidelong looks from a couple of startled residents, then bolted outside, nose to the ground, following that faint hint of stale beer. Across the sidewalk to the curb, where the trail went right into the street…

      I stepped off the curb. Horns blared. Brakes screeched. And then I was dangling off the ground, my scruff caught in a firm hand as I was lifted back onto the sidewalk.

      “Raine.”

      I squirmed and snarled. I needed to follow that trail.

      “You need to separate yourself from the fox. Her reasoning is bleeding into yours, and you almost ran right into traffic.”

      I heard the command in that voice, turned my head, and was caught in the glow of burning amber eyes. The king of the shifters was crouched in front of me, but I felt no urge to cringe or to obey. Instead, I flattened my ears and barked. A warning, that if he tried to stop me, I would fight back.

      “Raine, it’s me. Callum. You need to trust me. We will follow the trail, but only once you remember who you are.”

      I snapped my teeth at him. Of course I knew who I was. I was a hunter, and I was tracking… But what was I tracking? Dinner? Family?

      No. I was tracking the one who’d attacked me. The one who might have taken my family.

      My people. I was human.

      And I had almost forgotten where I was.

      I whined, hoping Callum would hear it as the apology it was.

      He nodded and released me. “We can cross, but I think as long as it’s daylight, you shouldn’t be out here without a leash.”

      My ears flattened again, making it fairly evident what I thought about that.

      “Not for you, for them.” He jerked his chin at the cars streaming past. “You are clearly not a dog, and you don’t want anyone freaking out and assuming you’re a wild animal.”

      Okay, that was fair. But we didn’t have a leash, and I didn’t want to wait to follow the trail.

      “There is a way…” Callum hesitated. “For right now, I can carry you across. If you’re okay with it. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

      Hah. The thought was definitely uncomfortable, but not for the reasons he was thinking. And right now, I didn’t care whether I was comfortable or not. I only cared about figuring out what had happened to Logan, Ari, and Kes.

      So I nodded my little fox head and bounced on my little white paws and an instant later my breath left me in a whoosh as Callum picked me up, cradled me in his arms and headed for the crosswalk.

      I froze, mostly from the disorientation of being so suddenly scooped off the ground, but also from the sensation of being so close to him. My fox nose informed me that he smelled… good. So good. It was the same scent I remembered from that first day in his apartment, and somehow it steadied me, helping me to center myself. As did the brisk, steady rhythm of his heart, so loud to my fox ears. I felt less divided, less scattered. More attuned to the fox without being consumed by her.

      In this form, I was so tiny in comparison to his tall, athletic frame, but I still felt safe, just as I had before. Back when he was simply my enigmatic employer. I’d never been able to make sense of it then—not when Callum had logically posed the greatest threat to my safety—so I’d decided not to try. And now, I didn’t have the luxury of divided attention.

      But just as I had before when I touched him, I caught the edges of a flood of emotions and sensations that seemed to come out of nowhere. A sense of protective determination. Patience. Power—so much power it staggered me. And a strange kernel of something else. Something spiky and raw, filled with tangles and knots and confusion, but also with warmth.

      But then we were across the road, and he was setting me down. The moment my paws hit the sidewalk, I raced forward, up and down the curb, desperate to find the trail. Searching intently for any hint that might tell me which direction my attacker had gone. For any whiff that suggested Logan or Kes might have come this way.

      There was nothing. Only the mingled scents of a thousand faceless pedestrians, the sting of exhaust, and the cold, bitter smell of city air.

      So where had they gone? And where was the one who carried the miasma of stale beer? He’d run from me, gone downstairs, and…

      I was an idiot.

      I’d probably walked right past the intruders last night. As I’d made my way into the building in the dark, barely even glancing at the windowless van parked at the curb, with the name of an electrician on the side…

      There was only one way to be certain. I needed to call Faris to confirm, but if I was right? I’d just found our first clue.
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      Of course, before I could ask anyone anything, I had to shift back.

      Which meant yipping at Callum and bouncing up and down until he got the hint that I wanted to go back inside, to where my clothes were.

      And then facing the inevitably awkward moment where I had no idea how to return to a shape with opposable thumbs so I could put them on.

      But as Callum picked up the heap of borrowed clothes, carried them into the bedroom, then knelt down to place me on the floor, it seemed he already anticipated both my needs and my awkwardness.

      “Remember how it felt when you found your fox. When you welcomed her, consciously allowed her to be a part of you. This next step is just a reversal of whatever that looked like for you. If it was an awakening, it’s allowing the fox to sleep. If it was a joining, it’s envisioning yourself as separate entities. It’s a very individual thing, and you’ll need to find your own way, but if for some reason you can’t find it this time…” He hesitated, as if he knew I wasn’t going to like what he was going to say.

      But I was in a hurry, so I yipped and butted him with my head. Apparently, the fox was an impatient little devil, and I would likely be paying for it later with a hefty dose of embarrassment.

      “…I should be able to help by commanding your fox to sleep,” Callum finished in a rush.

      Nope, didn’t like that at all. But I also suspected it might not work on me. Where his bossy stare seemed to cause other shifters to show him their throat, it had only ever put my metaphorical hackles up. Made me want to out-stubborn him, even before I’d known his name.

      So I glared at him until he stood up and backed away, a hint of a smile on his face.

      “Okay. I’ll be right here if you need me.”

      I glared a little more.

      “Well, not right here.” With an almost nervous sounding laugh, he ducked out of the bedroom and shut the door.

      At least I wasn’t the only one feeling awkward about this. With a tiny little fox sneeze, I turned to the heap of clothing that smelled of smoke and paper and a little brimstone and… tea. Yup, that checked out.

      But I needed to focus. So I dove into my own head, trying to brush past the swiftly moving currents of information flowing in from my nose and my ears to wherever my human shape was hiding.

      This whole experience should feel so much weirder than it did—this feeling that I had another creature sharing my space, my thoughts, my impulses. Why was I not freaking out more? Yes, I’d been a fox before, but I hadn’t really had time to think about what it meant. Hadn’t had a chance to process this weird new piece of my reality. Now, however, I had no choice but to embrace it—not if I wanted to find Ari and Logan and Kes.

      But for the first time, I felt maybe just a teeny bit grateful. Even hopeful. This magic could be more than a curse I must atone for.

      The swirling currents of scents and sounds eventually parted, and… was that me? A human shape slept, curled up, foxlike, on her side. She was like me, and yet not. Her hair was white and thick, but it glowed faintly, and the strands moved as if stirred by a slight wind. Her eyes were closed, but her face… That glowed too, like her pearlescent skin could barely contain the magic within. She looked peaceful, and there was no blood in her hair. No scars on her hands. She was simply… herself.

      I needed her to wake up, and yet I hated to disturb her.

      Thumbs.

      Her eyes flashed open, glowing with blue. She sat up, and from within the circle of her arms, a fox stretched, yawned, and winked at me before bounding away and fading from view.

      My eyes opened to the glorious sight of my own scarred human hands.

      I’d done it on my own!

      “Raine?” The voice was muffled by the closed bedroom door, and I almost yelped in panic.

      “Just a minute!” I’d never scrambled into my clothes so fast in my life, and the moment I was dressed, I yanked open the door. “Callum, I need you to call Faris.”

      He didn’t argue, just pulled out his phone, hit a number, and handed it to me.

      Thankfully, Faris didn’t seem to be in the middle of anything, because he answered almost immediately.

      “What did you find?” His voice was even more growly than usual.

      “Nothing,” I responded. “The scent trail ended at the curb. Faris, did you call in an electrician last night to deal with the outage?”

      “Emberly did.”

      “Who did she hire?” I needed a name.

      “I don’t know, but she told me they called this morning and left a message. The power was already back on when they got there.”

      Bingo. “Thanks, Faris.”

      “You know something,” he rumbled threateningly. “What is it?”

      He had more than enough to deal with, so I wasn’t going to say anything until I was sure. “Just a hunch,” I replied evasively. “I’ll let you know when we have more.”

      “Raine…”

      I hung up. Stared at Callum out of wide, startled eyes. “I just hung up on my boss.”

      “I recall you doing considerably worse to me.” He quirked one teasing eyebrow. “Apparently you’re a lot more terrified of elementals than you are of dragons.”

      Weirdly, it was true. For some reason, I’d never managed to be properly afraid of this dragon.

      His expression sobered. “What did you find?”

      “One of my attackers was hiding in the utility room last night. I followed his trail, picked up hints of Logan and Kes, but those may have been old. I don’t have enough experience to know for sure. The thing is, the scent of my attacker ended at the curb. No sign of it on the other side.”

      “So he—or she—got into a vehicle,” he surmised.

      I nodded. “There was a van parked out there when I got here last night, with the name of an electrician on the side. The power came back on while I was here, and then the van was gone, so I didn’t think anything of it. But Faris just told me the emergency technician they called never actually did anything—the power was already on when they arrived.”

      His amber eyes went sharp and hot, a glow sparking in their depths. “Who was it? Can you remember the name?”

      I wished now that I’d paid more attention. But I’d been tired and thinking about the bounty Shane reported. Wondering how to keep our apartment secure, not realizing it had already been compromised.

      My eyes shut. I could do this. Back when I’d been held captive by the fae, they’d been trying to train me for some nefarious purpose—to turn me into someone they could use. Assassin, soldier, spy… I’d never been quite sure. I also hadn’t cooperated very well, but part of the process had been memory training. I almost hated to acknowledge that those years had given me anything good, but if it could help me find my family…

      I rewound the scenes in my head, past the shift, past the waking up at Callum’s apartment, past the pain and the blood and the cold, past the attack… Everything flowed backwards in a jumble of silent images until I reached the point I was looking for.

      There, in the glow of the streetlights, sat a white van—a windowless cliché, with an empty roof-rack. The license plate was blue, with the familiar white silhouette of a scissor-tailed flycatcher. Could be stolen, but at least it was registered in Oklahoma. And on the side of the van…

      Four colored triangles, bases touching at the corners, pointing out to form a star shape. Each triangle contained a basic image—a light bulb, a lightning bolt, a power plug, and a… maybe a screwdriver? It looked like clip art. And at the center of the four was a white square containing two letters. Possibly an R and an E? There were words below, but they were blurred, as if I hadn’t truly seen them.

      It would have to be enough.

      My eyes snapped open. “I think I have enough to go on.”

      Callum eyed me thoughtfully before responding with a nod. “Okay. Faris’s security cameras may have been tampered with, but there should be others in the area that weren’t. Draven has a connection with someone—probably on the wrong side of both human and Idrian law—who can retrieve that kind of information, given the right monetary motivation. If you can describe the van, he might be able to tell us both who got into it and where it went.”

      Hope surged until I realized what he’d said. Monetary motivation… My heart dropped with what might have been an audible thud. “Callum, I have about three dollars to my name.”

      He regarded me steadily. “I already told you I consider myself in breach of my promise to you. I swore that your family would be safe, and they aren’t. As far as I’m concerned, that’s more than enough cause for me to assume financial responsibility for this, but…” His gaze sharpened. “Only if you agree. The last thing I want is to create an imbalance of power, or for you to feel indebted in any way that might affect the choices you feel that you have.”

      None of this was his fault. But it wasn’t mine either—at least, not as far as I knew. And I didn’t have the luxury of noble principles that would allow me to reject his offer. Would I regret this later? Maybe. But I could worry about the price when Logan, Ari, and Kes were safe.

      So I nodded. “Okay.”

      He didn’t move. “I know you probably feel as if you’re not in a position to refuse.”

      Drat the dragon for being far too perceptive. I tried to continue to meet his eyes, but they held a compassion so fierce that I had to look away again. He saw too much, and the set of that stubborn jaw told me he wasn’t going to be talked out of whatever he was about to say.

      “So let me state this now, as clearly as I can—my involvement here is of my own free will. I fully intend to take responsibility for the promise I made when you agreed to work for me, so if there is any debt, it exists on my side, not yours.”

      I didn’t agree. How could I, when he’d already given me so much? And it wasn’t about the material things either. What mattered most to me was the trust and respect he’d offered when I’d had none—earned none. He’d respected my abilities. Trusted me at his back. Believed me when I told him Blake was about to attack, and supported me even at the cost of his own reputation.

      No, I owed this dragon so much more than I could ever begin to describe or repay, but that argument would have to wait. It was going to be a long one, and we were on the clock.

      “We can argue about it later,” I hedged, refusing to commit or agree to anything. “For now, I accept your offer to pay Draven’s hacker. Can we call him? Email? Arrange a clandestine meeting in a dark alley?” Time was slipping away, and I needed answers.

      Callum regarded me thoughtfully for a moment or two before he nodded. “Yes. But first, I want to check something.” He lifted a hand towards me a little too swiftly, and I flinched back. Not because of Callum. I had no fear of him, but my instincts ran too deep.

      And there was still too much of my story that he didn’t know.

      But he didn’t lash out or even appear hurt. He stopped. Gave me space, while never looking away. “May I?”

      May he what? “Yes?”

      My body froze like a gazelle sensing a predator, but he moved slowly and carefully, as if he sensed the lurking presence of my panic. One step, then two. He was right beside me, close enough for me to feel his warmth, and to be reminded of that odd sense I’d gained when we’d worked together before the Symposium.

      Even with my eyes closed, if I focused, I could always tell where he was. I could feel the burning pressure of his shapeshifter magic, the force of his power and personality. But it had never felt like a threat. Instead of making me want to step back, that furnace of his magic created an inexplicable yearning to move closer. To lean into it, let it surround me, catch me, carry me…

      But then those yearnings were swept away by the shock of his fingers in my hair. I felt the smallest tug as he brushed it back. Then he leaned towards me, and his fingers skimmed lightly across my skin, the sensation sending a wave of warmth crashing across my nerve endings.

      “Good.” The word was soft and filled with satisfaction.

      I blinked and turned a little to throw a confused glance his way. “What’s good?” I didn’t love how breathy I sounded.

      “Your shift accelerated the healing process. The bandage and the stitches are gone, but there’s no swelling, and the wound is closed, so I don’t think you need them anymore.”

      Come to think of it, my back and my ribs didn’t seem to hurt anymore, either. Did all shifters heal this fast?

      A rush of exhilaration swept through me as I contemplated the possibilities. Now that I knew how to control the shift, I could take more risks without worrying about the aftermath.

      “I can see you considering the implications,” Callum said dryly, “so let me warn you. Yes, you will heal almost impossibly fast, and can come back from devastating injuries. But it takes a toll. Shifting alone requires a lot of energy, and only the strongest can manage more than one shift in the space of a day. If you’re trying to heal at the same time, you’ll burn through your energy reserves like a wildfire through a dry grassland. You’ll be able to keep going for a bit, but then you’ll pass out, so you have to be somewhere safe before the crash hits you.”

      Was this why shapeshifters were rarely loners? So they had someone to rely on for safety when they crashed?

      “Noted.” My pulse, I realized, was now galloping out of control. Callum was still standing there, only inches away, with his hand resting on my shoulder. His gaze caught mine, and I froze, somehow snared in a moment of vulnerability. I should move away, but I didn’t want to.

      And maybe it wasn’t just me, because he hadn’t moved either. As if we were both reluctant to break this fragile web of something now strung between us.

      “Am I interrupting?”

      Both of us started. Our tenuous connection shattered. Heat flooded my cheeks as I turned to see Ryker in the doorway of the apartment, leaning on the doorjamb with a slight smirk on his face. “I finally managed to find parking, then some kind gentleman spent five minutes offering to sell me something that may or may not have been legal, after which I was catcalled by a couple of senior citizens and barely escaped with my life. But now it looks like I shouldn’t have hurried. Do you two need another minute?”

      We absolutely did not.

      “Nope, we’re done here,” I muttered, and turned away from Callum as the blush expanded to include my ears. There was no way they wouldn’t notice me looking like I’d magically developed a bad case of sunburn. “Just finishing up.”

      I heard Callum murmur something behind me—something that sounded suspiciously like, “This isn’t even close to finished,” but I pretended not to hear him. Never mind that he knew I had shifter hearing—I absolutely could not permit myself to think about whatever had just happened.

      It brought back memories I hadn’t yet dared to explore. Memories of the way he’d protected me when the SUV we were in caught fire. Of the way he’d looked when he asked me to be his date to the Symposium. And of that meeting on the rooftop—on the night when everything fell apart.

      I’d been wearing a dress that made me feel beautiful. When I finally found him under the stars, I’d seen—just for a moment—the flare of mutual attraction. He’d said my name as if it were pure, priceless magic, and his eyes had burned, not with threat, but with something much deeper.

      But only a few moments later, he’d brought my world—all my hopes for the future—crashing to the ground. I’d believed everything over between us, even the first, tentative, unfurling feelings of friendship.

      Then, of course, he’d learned the ugly truth about my past and about my magic. Blake had tried to kidnap or murder a room full of powerful Idrian leaders, and nearly destroyed fifty years of peaceful relations between Idrians and humans. And in the aftermath of that destruction, I’d walked away. Left Callum to deal with it alone, because I couldn’t bear the thought that he might hate me.

      But he didn’t hate me, so what did we have now? Now that he wasn’t my boss—wasn’t anything official. Just a man. But also a dragon. And maybe most importantly, someone who cared enough to help me.

      “So, where are we going?” Ryker stepped through the doorway, and I saw his expression change as he spotted the gruesome bloodstain on the floor. “Have you found out who I’m going to be setting on fire for thinking they can get away with attacking my friends?”

      I blinked at him, and he nodded back, with an uncharacteristically grim expression that promised violent retribution.

      “Sorry, Raine, but dragons don’t do anything halfway, especially not when it’s family. We have each other's backs—always—so whatever this is, I’m in.”

      I choked a little. “Ryker, we aren’t exactly family. And I don’t know what we’re getting into here, but it might be messy, and you’ll probably end up regretting it. If you’re doing this to get out of wedding chores, I recommend you stick with the glitter and tulle.”

      He somehow managed to look mortally offended. “First of all, since when am I not family? You’re one of Faris’s people, you’re Kira’s friend, and you’re Callum’s…” He paused, raised an eyebrow, and shrugged with a slight grin. “…something.”

      Great, now I was probably blushing on the soles of my feet.

      “Not to mention you saved his life,” Ryker reminded me. “Anyway, maybe the more important point is, I’m a red dragon. We adore trouble. Our favorite things are tactical dilemmas, weird conundrums, and downright sticky situations. They’re what get us up in the morning and make life worth living.”

      “And also he’s just easily bored,” Callum added from behind me.

      “You wound me.”

      “But it’s Raine’s decision,” Callum said firmly. “I promised she got to make the call on anyone else being involved.”

      Ryker didn’t exactly pout, but it was close. “Please?”

      Again, it wasn’t like I was in a place to be choosy. “You have to promise not to do anything crazy,” I warned. “The most important thing is getting my family back safely. I don’t know yet who did this, or why, but I won’t risk them being hurt because one of us went off on our own or acted on impulse.”

      “I would never take their safety lightly,” Ryker assured me. “I want to help.”

      “Then… welcome?”

      He gave me a serious nod. “What can I do?”

      What could he do… What could any of us do? The van was our only real lead, so our first priority would be tracking it down. But maybe we could approach this problem from more than one direction.

      “We’re guessing from the lack of any magic used in the attack that whoever broke in was human,” I told him. “Which seems to rule out Idrian mercenaries or bounty hunters. What it doesn’t rule out entirely is Blake’s people. We know he…”

      I stopped and swallowed my next words, along with a jolt of terror. I’d caught myself just in time—just before I let slip the real reason why there was a bounty out on Kes. I had to hope that Callum wouldn’t remember what Blake said that night…

      “There is only one piece left now. Only one thing I need, and I suspect you know where it is.”

      “We know he what?” Callum prompted.

      “He seemed to want to capture me pretty badly,” I continued shakily. “Maybe he… He may have decided to take Kes and the kids to use them against me. Convince me to do what he wants.”

      But why not use magic? And why not rely on the bounty hunters, if he was actually the one who’d hired them?

      It didn’t make sense, and the more I thought about it, the more I had to conclude that we might have more than one human enemy. Maybe more than one person had escaped the fae queen’s prison with a vendetta and full knowledge of what Kes could do.

      But even if Blake’s involvement seemed unlikely, I still couldn’t afford to overlook any possibilities. With Ryker’s help, though, maybe we could narrow the field.

      “I know it’s a big ask, but do you think you could work on tracking down Blake’s whereabouts?”

      The two dragons exchanged glances. “We’ve been working on that since the day of the Symposium,” Callum informed me grimly. “But quietly. The other courts have, of course, made their outrage with his actions known, but they’re also completely divided on the best response.”

      When were they not? “Are they making it harder to find him?”

      The shapeshifter king shrugged wearily. “Somewhat. The Fae can’t treat him as a legitimate threat without acknowledging their responsibility for this mess, so they’re mumbling diplomatic nonsense while silencing any potential witnesses and refusing to let us investigate in their territory. The Elemental Court has rallied behind Talia’s search for her daughter, who they believe was one of the Idrian prisoners. Essentially, they’re blaming the fae for everything and trying to convince the Wildkin Court to side with them so they can justify demanding a search of official fae enclave property. But the wildkin are so loosely organized, they’re terrified of provoking human retaliation, so they just keep running around counseling caution, while Leith sits back and watches them scurry with a smile on his lips.”

      Sounded like a proper nightmare. But he’d left one court out. “And the shapeshifters?”

      Callum’s answering silence was more than a little ominous, and it was Ryker who eventually answered. “They’re busy putting out fires and issuing formal apologies to petty little whiners who can’t stop being butt-hurt long enough to see the bigger picture.” It was the closest I’d ever heard to bitterness from the usually cheerful red dragon.

      Callum shot him a look of annoyance. “And you ask me why Skye won’t agree to send you on diplomatic missions.”

      “Am I wrong?” Ryker demanded, a little heat behind the question.

      Callum sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “No. At least not entirely. But I suspect the complaints and the fuss are largely a smokescreen to cover the fact that the courts are simply doing what they’ve always done in moments like these—acting independently in the face of a threat. They move to strengthen their own position and secure their own people, and trust that the other courts will do likewise.”

      “So, the courts are probably all searching for Blake on their own?”

      He shot me a confirming nod. “And they’re all looking for ways to protect themselves from humans who have the ability to use our magic against us.”

      Which meant…

      If any of them figured out why Blake wanted Kes, she would become the most hunted person on the planet. And none of those who hunted her would truly understand her power, let alone what it cost her every time she used it.

      So who all knew what Kes could do? I suspected Shane did, but I had no proof. Prince Rath probably also knew the truth. He’d grown up with Kes—the two of them had even once been friends—until his mother had manipulated her by threatening his safety. The heir to the fae throne played his cards close these days, but his protective stance towards Kes was undeniable, and I was fairly certain he wasn’t her enemy.

      As for our fellow prisoners, not all of them knew about Kes’s magic, but many would. Once Elayara had learned to mimic Kes’s power, she hadn’t needed her every time she wanted to drain someone, but she’d used her often enough—compelling her cooperation by threatening the lives of everyone she cared about back at the Fae Court.

      So there were more than a few others who’d escaped with the knowledge—human and Idrian alike—and any one of them could technically have posted the bounty on Kes. Hoping to use her to continue stealing magic, or maybe clinging to some tragic hope that she could reverse what was already done.

      Of that number, the first person who came to mind was Ethan. Ethan was like me—one of only five humans who’d successfully assimilated stolen magic. But he’d hated his new powers even more than I had, and for good reason…

      I shivered. There was so much pain, guilt, and terror wrapped up in my memories of Ethan. But there was no way he’d been here. His magic was too volatile, and there would have been far more destruction if he was personally involved. Not to mention, the last time I’d seen him, he was nowhere near stable enough to concoct a plan like this one.

      He would have needed help. Human help… which might mean Blake again, but that brought us back around to where we’d started.

      The realization of how many potential enemies were out there made the yawning pit in my stomach grow, but it was better to know. Better to understand what we were facing now.

      “So I’m guessing if you’d found anything meaningful on Blake, you’d already have told me.”

      “There isn’t much,” Ryker confirmed. “But we think he may be close. I did an investigation into his background, and before being taken by the fae, he spent pretty much his whole life in the Denver area. Lived alone, and like all their victims, had no family to speak of. After his escape, we think he established a base somewhere in either the Southwest or the Plains before starting to track you. And he came here shortly after the location for the Symposium was publicly announced. We know that’s about when he started to recruit humans for his ventures, and it was around the same time he made contact with Heather.”

      He said the word with a bitter twist and a glow in his amber eyes that promised retribution.

      Heather had been one of Callum’s assistants—a half-shifter who couldn’t actually shift, and who had betrayed us in exchange for Blake’s promise that he could give her shifting magic. She’d disappeared after the Symposium, probably well aware that if she’d been caught by the shifters, her life would be cut very short, very quickly.

      “Do you think his base could be in Oklahoma somewhere?” Most Idrians would know better than to start anything anywhere near the Shadow Court, but Blake wouldn’t. Oklahoma was at a junction of major interstates, yet still far enough away from the Fae Enclave in Colorado, the shapeshifters in New Mexico, and the Elemental Court in North Carolina.

      “It’s possible,” Ryker admitted. “We’ve been trying to retrace his steps after he escaped. He was moving a pretty big stockpile of stolen magic, so it’s likely he left a trail somewhere. Hired a truck, rented a warehouse—something.”

      “We should step up our scrutiny on the vehicle rentals,” Callum noted. “I can’t figure out how he managed to move that much stock out of the prison on his own. Much less transport it out of fae territory.”

      “I’m on it,” Ryker promised. “Wherever he is, Blake has been lying low since the Symposium, but if he so much as twitches, we’ll find him.”

      “Thank you,” I said soberly, knowing I could never truly repay any of the people who were helping me. “Thank you for caring enough to help. I know I can’t do much, but if you’re ever in a position to need help in the future, you can count on me.”

      The red dragon did me the favor of not laughing at the offer—just reached out and squeezed my shoulder sympathetically. “Try not to worry too much. Your family will be ok. We’ll find the base, storm the gates, then I’ll eat Blake, and everyone else will live happily ever after. Deal?”

      To my dismay, I felt the sting of tears again and swiped at them hastily as I offered him a shaky nod. “Only if I don’t eat him first.”
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      We split up after that. Ryker handed over the keys to the SUV and took off with some mysterious plan of his own, while Callum called Draven. The former assassin confirmed that he could find a “surveillance professional” willing to work with us, but that the hacker would need a picture of what we were looking for.

      A picture that existed only in my memory.

      So while I started sketching hastily on a page torn out of one of Ari’s coloring books, Callum stepped into the next room and called our hacker. He was on the phone for a surprisingly long time, and when he returned, he wore an expression of grim satisfaction.

      “You ready?”

      I held up my awkward, lopsided drawing. “No, but I think I’m as close as I’m going to get.”

      “It’s fine,” he promised. “I managed to secure an in-person meeting, so we can search for the van without having to wait to hear back.”

      My heart sped up at the same time my stomach sank. This was good news—the best—but what had he sacrificed in exchange for the privilege? Hackers were secretive by necessity. For one of them to agree to actually meet with us, Callum had to have made it worth his while.

      “Callum, what is this going to cost?”

      He didn’t flinch, but met my challenge squarely. “Far less than the value of three lives. I have no regrets.”

      There was nothing I could say to that. In my heart, I agreed—a life was beyond price—even as I wondered how greatly this would add to the intangible sense of debt I carried towards the shapeshifter king.

      We left the apartment in silence, and I fought back a rising tide of despair as I closed the door on the remains of the new life I’d hoped to build. Like a house of cards, it had swiftly collapsed due to a single, unforeseen enemy.

      If it was this easy—if our safety was still so fragile—how could we ever live in peace?

      When we found where Ryker parked the SUV, Callum opened the back door and gestured me forward with a slight bow. As if there was any chance I would allow him to play chauffeur.

      “Knock it off,” I muttered, stepping around him with a glare and sliding into the front passenger seat. “I’d rather walk.”

      He just shrugged and grinned a little before taking the driver’s seat and pulling out onto Main. After about half a block, he took a right on Classen and headed north.

      We both seemed lost in our own thoughts as our drive took us towards northwest Oklahoma City, to a largely abandoned fourteen-story apartment building just off the Northwest Expressway. A broken neon sign proclaimed it had once been the Ackerman Luxury Apartments, but from the weed-choked parking lot to the handful of shattered windows, it was clearly no longer luxurious—more like barely habitable.

      “Don’t worry,” Callum said, apparently reading my dubious expression as doubt in the capability of a professional forced to live in such squalid conditions. “Draven promised me a reliable expert. Our hacker lives in the basement. Probably hijacking the electricity and piggybacking on someone else’s internet.”

      “I was actually a little more worried about being lured to our deaths or hunted by renegade trolls,” I informed him, “but thanks for adding a new fear to my collection.”

      He parked the car, then paused for a moment before opening the door. “If anything threatens you, I hope you won’t hesitate to fight back,” he reminded me. “With deadly force, if necessary. Whoever we’re looking for either kidnapped your family or tried to, which means they’re willing to play as dirty as it gets. But I know what you’re capable of, and thanks to Blake, so do a lot of other powerful people. If they’re smart, they’ll be terrified of getting in your way.”

      His confidence was oddly satisfying, and I reminded myself that Callum wasn’t exactly helpless either. Together, we were a formidable team.

      We got out of the car, and I must have shivered a little too loudly, because Callum took one look at me, rummaged around in the passenger compartment, and then threw me a coat. It was huge and heavy and smelled like Callum, and I froze for a moment with it in my arms, wondering if I dared put it on.

      “Aren’t you going to need this?” I asked dubiously.

      “Dragon, remember?” He offered me a slightly smug smile. “The coat is just for show. I don’t get cold very easily.”

      He didn’t have to offer twice. The wind was icy and his coat—while three or four times too big for me—felt like a hug.

      No. Bad Raine. No thinking about hugs, especially not now.

      Trying desperately to free my hands from the sleeves, I trailed Callum around the front of the building, following a cracked sidewalk choked with overgrown weeds. On the far side, we found a set of stairs leading down, ending at a steel door.

      “Don’t step on the stairs,” Callum warned. “Only every third step is safe. I’m going to jump down and then I’ll catch you.”

      Excuse me? He what?

      But it was too late to object. He’d already taken the leap and was looking back up at me expectantly.

      I eyed the drop. It would probably be fine. Only about twenty steps. So I jumped, very deliberately not at him, and landed…

      …with a grunt as he snatched me out of the air and set me on my feet, so quickly I didn’t even have time to protest. And even if I had, there was not a shred of repentance on his face as he turned to the door and eyed the metal sign fixed just above my eye level.

      
        
        NO TRESPASSING

        AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

      

      

      Eyes narrowed, he put one finger on the sign and moved it, twisting it forty-five degrees counterclockwise.

      The lock clicked.

      “We’re in,” he announced calmly. “Shall I say something terribly cliché and tell you to stay behind me?”

      “Please do,” I grumbled. “It would give me an excellent excuse to kick you in the shins.”

      “Would you prefer ladies first?”

      “Thank you,” I said sweetly. “I would.”

      I gripped the doorknob, twisted, and pulled.

      The door swung open, but Callum grabbed me around the waist and tugged me backward, just as a series of pops sounded and about a dozen paintballs ricocheted off the concrete wall behind us.

      Bright pink paintballs.

      I turned to glare up at him. “Did you know that was going to happen?”

      “Not exactly,” he hedged. “But I suspected there would be a few more traps than our hacker friend was admitting to.”

      “Does he want to meet with us or not?”

      “Probably testing our sincerity… and our desperation.”

      That was fair. If we were law enforcement trying to set a trap, we might be rethinking our path forward. Heck, I was rethinking it too, but it wasn’t like I had options. Even if I got shot with a hundred paintballs, I needed the information the hacker could provide.

      “Fine.” I glared at the now open door. “What’s the next obstacle?”

      “Tripwires.” Callum peered into the darkened interior, his eyes glowing faintly as he scanned for threats. “But I don’t sense any.”

      “Just tell me if that changes,” I requested grimly, and took my first step inside, a glowing ball of blue fae magic in my hand.

      We found ourselves in the bowels of the apartment complex, surrounded by pipes and boilers and furnaces and who knew what else—a vast jumble of machinery that had once been needed to provide heat and water to the fourteen floors above us. Dust and rust were everywhere, but the floor was suspiciously clean, aside from an occasional pile of discarded boxes or crates. A few bundles of cords and wires ran past us into the dark, while somewhere ahead I could hear the steady drip, drip, drip of a leaking pipe.

      “Cozy place,” I remarked, holding my light higher as I looked around. “Which way do we go?”

      “Straight.” Callum’s eyes glowed brighter. “I still don’t see any wires, but let’s go slowly.”

      I didn’t want to go slowly, but neither did I want to end up fried or impaled on exploding machinery, so I gritted my teeth and headed off down the narrow pathway ahead of us.

      We’d gone about ten yards when I spotted a light up ahead—either a reflection of my magic or produced by some independent source. I narrowed my eyes, and sure enough, it was moving towards us, blinking in a regular pattern as it glided along the floor.

      “Callum.”

      He stepped up beside me, gaze intent on the approaching threat…

      A puff of air ghosted against my cheek and I reacted, without much of a plan other than to not be standing in that space. I slammed into Callum, shoving him forward and sideways, where we bounced off a rusty metal tank, just as a sharp ping sounded from a few feet behind us.

      Where we’d been standing only a few moments before, a needle-tipped metal dart rolled along the floor and disappeared beneath an array of valves and dials.

      “Sincerity and desperation, huh?” I almost snarled the words. “The tripwires were just a feint—to make sure you wouldn’t be watching for anything else.”

      Callum’s grim expression suggested he might be almost as angry as I was.

      We waited there for a moment, tense with anticipation, as the blinking light finally emerged from the darkness and came to a stop at our feet…

      I shot Callum a disbelieving glance. “Is this really happening?”

      It was a robot vacuum. And sitting atop the vacuum was a porcelain doll with long golden ringlets, wide creepy eyes, and a folded piece of paper taped to her hand.

      “I’ve had about enough of this shop of horrors,” I muttered as Callum retrieved the note and unfolded it.

      “Congratulations,” he read. “You are foolish enough to meet me, but smart enough to survive. Know that this is only a fraction of my capabilities, and I can ensure your silence at any time. If you still wish to consult, proceed to the end of the path. The door is open.”

      We eyed each other, and Callum raised an eyebrow. “Still don’t want me to go first?”

      “Oh, I’ve definitely changed my mind.”

      A laugh rumbled from his chest as he stepped around the horrifying doll and took another step. Then another. I followed close at his heels, sensing the pressure of eyes from somewhere—and really disliking the darkness behind us—but feeling like we had no choice but to keep going.

      To my surprise, we arrived at our destination without further incident and found the door mentioned in the note.

      “You ready?” Callum reached for the doorknob.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      He tugged it open.

      We peered through the doorway, then stood side by side, blinking in mingled shock and disorientation.

      It was as if we’d fallen through a portal and ended up in another world—a world of warm yellow light pouring out of a cozy sitting room, complete with floral chintz couches, embroidered pillows, and a startling number of lamps. The walls were lined with shelves containing china teacups, porcelain figurines, and… dolls. More dolls, in all imaginable sizes—a sea of frozen eyes that somehow seemed to be staring directly into my soul.

      And on one side of this perplexing scene was a horseshoe desk overflowing with monitors. There were monitors on the wall, wires and cables taped to the floor and the ceiling, and a stack of unwashed teacups shoved to the edge of the desk. And in the rolling chair that turned slowly to face us…

      “Hello, dears. Welcome to my office.”

      It was… someone’s grandma.

      If I could have drawn a picture of the essential nature of Grandma-ness, it would have looked exactly like this woman. She was perhaps in her early seventies, with white hair gathered in a tidy bun atop her head. Gold wire-rim glasses perched on the end of her nose, and she gazed over them out of twinkling blue eyes. Her cheeks were pink, and her hands were wrinkled, and she was wearing a cardigan embroidered with birds. A cardigan.

      “Tell me you have a cat,” I blurted out.

      Her sweet grandma smile widened. “Would you like tea and gingerbread cookies with your cat?”

      There was no way I was eating anything this woman fed me.

      “Oh, don’t look like that, dear. I only poison people on Tuesdays.”

      “It’s Tuesday,” Callum noted, a slight smile curving his lips.

      “Is it?” A comical expression of surprise widened those blue eyes. “How the time does fly. I suppose I was too busy raiding with my grandchildren. They live in New Zealand, so I do tend to get my days and nights mixed up from time to time.”

      She bounded up from her chair with far too much energy for a woman of her age. “Come and sit. Tell me what you’re looking for, and I’ll see if I can help you.” Her sideways glance held a hint of warning. “Though the price may change based on the difficulty, legality, or the traceability of the search.”

      “I would expect no less.” Callum seemed to have regained his equilibrium, while I was still floundering around looking for mine. “And thank you for agreeing to meet with us.”

      “No thanks necessary at the price we agreed upon.” She winked, then indicated one of the chintz couches with a wave of her perfectly manicured hand. “And please, call me Grandma Pearl. Now, what do you have for me?”

      I fumbled in the pocket of my jeans for my clumsy drawing. “We need to find this van.” I smoothed out the wrinkles and handed it to her. “A white one, no rear windows, with this logo on the side in blue and gray.”

      She sat down across from us and adjusted her glasses to peer at the drawing more closely.

      “We want to know who got in it and where it went.”

      “Last known location?”

      “Parked in front of the Sheridan Village Apartments.”

      “Time?” Her tone had grown brisk and businesslike.

      “Last night, around one in the morning.”

      “And the apartment security cameras?” Her expression suggested she already knew.

      “Someone seems to have messed with the recording.”

      “Mmm.” Her eyebrows arched expressively. “How unfortunate.”

      “Do you think you can find it?”

      Her smile turned undeniably smug. “Oh, I can find almost anything, dear. Just don’t blame me if you don’t like what I find.”

      “Any information is better than what I have now.”

      Drawing in hand, she headed for her workstation, turning around halfway there to eye us once more. “Are you sure I can’t interest you in some tea? I have a lovely chocolate rooibos that just arrived yesterday.”

      “Thank you,” I said hastily, “but I’m good. Already had coffee this morning.”

      Her mouth curved downward in an expression of distaste. “Philistines.”

      She could call me all the names she wanted if she would help me figure out who attacked me.

      Once back in her chair, the affable grandma seemed to fall away, revealing a silver-haired shark with steely eyes and nimble fingers. Keys clacked, screens flashed, and I started with surprise when the strains of a stately classical tune filled the underground space.

      “Bach for searches,” she called out over her shoulder. “Wagner for hacking, unless I need more finesse. Then I just go with the mood.”

      Callum was visibly shaking with the effort of holding back laughter.

      Personally, I was too busy being legitimately terrified. No idea why this little old lady raised the hackles on my neck so badly, but even Callum had never scared me the way she did. Was it my hunch magic at work? Or just my plain old lizard brain sensing a camouflaged predator?

      “Aaand, here’s your boy.” She let out a cackle as she eyed the screen in front of her.

      I leaped to my feet and darted across the room.

      Sure enough—in the single frozen frame visible on the monitor, I could clearly make out the same logo I’d seen the night before. The letters in the middle were indeed an R and an E, but the shot was too blurry to read the words underneath.

      “That’s it!” I said fiercely. “Where is this?”

      “Liquor store camera near the corner of Western and Main,” she reported, a little distractedly. “They were headed north. You can go sit down again. This is going to take a bit.”

      She dove back in, so I returned reluctantly to the couch, trying to avoid looking at the painted eyeballs that seemed to be watching my every move.

      A flicker of movement caught the corner of my eye, and I turned, half expecting one of the dolls to start brandishing a weapon, or perhaps the almost viscerally necessary cat.

      But the thing that moved casually around the end of the couch and regarded me stoically out of round, unblinking brown eyes…

      “Am I seeing things?” I murmured to Callum, freezing in place as I eyed the creature with suspicion.

      “Only things that are really there, I hope.”

      “Perhaps it’s time for a checkup, dear,” Grandma Pearl admonished, without even turning to look at me. “That’s Reginald Cornelius Bunbridge III. He’s a pedigreed French Lop. Three time Best-of-Breed at the ARBA Convention.”

      He was what now?

      It was indeed a rabbit, but an enormous one—probably weighing around fifteen pounds, with soft brown fur, long floppy ears, and a sense of urgency on par with the average basset hound. As we watched, he flopped onto the worn floral carpet, stretched out his back legs, and appeared resigned to—if not thrilled about—our presence in his domain.

      “I’ve had him since he was just a teeny ball of fluff,” Grandma Pearl explained, her focus still on the screens in front of her. “He watches my shows with me. Has a taste for electrical cords, the silly darling, but he’s getting better.”

      I gave up, resigned to the fact that I was in some sort of alternate world and may as well resolve not to be surprised by anything until after we left again.

      We might have been there for hours. Perhaps only minutes. But at some point, I could feel my eyes begin to droop, and my mind turn hazy. I shook my head rapidly, trying to hold my eyes open wider. Of all places to fall asleep, this really wasn’t one I would choose. But just as Callum had warned, the incredibly swift healing process seemed to have robbed me of energy, and even my limbs were beginning to feel heavy…

      “Raine.”

      I jerked awake. Turned my head to look at Callum, and saw amusement creasing the corners of his eyes. Despite our surroundings, he appeared relaxed and confident. One of the perks of being a dragon, I guess.

      “You can sleep,” he said quietly. “I know you need it, and this may take a while. I promise you’ll be safe with me.”

      Was it weird that even in the midst of this bizarre underground funhouse of china and chintz, I didn’t doubt that for a moment?

      But I really didn’t want him to know just how warm and squishy his words made me feel, so I shot him a scowl filled with deep and terrible suspicion. “How do I know you won’t let your guard down in front of Mr. Bunbridge there? He looks like he eats fingers.”

      “Only shoestrings, dear,” Grandma Pearl called from across the room. “He hasn’t bitten anyone in weeks.”

      Callum’s smile was still more soft than teasing. “I promise not to let Reginald eat you, or your shoestrings.”

      How could I say no after a promise like that?

      “Okay.” I yawned. “Wake me when there’s anything to report.”

      I sort of remembered laying my head back against the couch. But after that, there was nothing but oblivion until I heard the deep rumble of Callum’s voice calling my name.

      My eyes cracked open. My cheek was resting on something soft, and my arm was wrapped around it like I was hugging my pillow… I lifted my head, and found myself nose to nose with a dragon.

      A stupidly gorgeous dragon with wavy auburn hair, a shadow of beard on his jaw, and beautiful lips that curved in amusement as he watched me blink slowly to wakefulness…

      I sat up so fast it made me dizzy. The room swooped, my cheeks heated, and I heard a cackle of laughter from Grandma Pearl.

      “Naptime is over, dearie,” she said. “Come and see what I have for you.”

      I couldn’t even look at Callum. Not after I’d used him as a pillow. Had I drooled on his shoulder? Please let me not have drooled on his shoulder. But I was too embarrassed to check, so I hopped up and headed purposefully across the room to where my answers—hopefully—awaited.

      “Your results.” A series of windows peppered the entire bank of monitors, all with images of the van. Some were videos, some stills. “We have two people in the front, but they’re wearing dark clothing and I can’t get a good look at faces. One male, one female is my best guess. The name on the side of the van is Restoration Electric, and the logo appears to have been taken directly from a stock image site. If they are a real company, they have no web presence or phone number, and the state of Oklahoma doesn’t know they exist. The van is registered in Oklahoma, but the name on the registration is fake, and the address takes you to a vacant lot.”

      My jaw almost dropped at the amount of information she’d been able to uncover, even if none of it was good.

      “So, is there anything helpful at all?” I must have sounded frustrated because those eyes twinkled at me over her glasses again.

      “Not so fast. As far as passengers, I have no proof one way or another whether there’s anyone in the back of the van, and you were correct that all cameras in the vicinity of the apartment building show nothing of interest around the time of the incident. However…” Her smile grew positively terrifying. “I can tell you where the van is now.”

      I could have hugged her. But I didn’t, because her bunny was probably there for personal protection and would eviscerate me in seconds. Anything was possible here, and my hunch magic wasn’t letting me forget it.

      “Where?” I kept my tone calm and somehow managed not to either reach out and shake her or wring my hands in desperation.

      “Stinchcomb Wildlife Refuge, East Hiking Trail.” She pivoted yet another monitor to show us a shot taken from above—probably by a drone using a spotlight. And sure enough, there was our van—sitting off to the side on a dirt road, near what appeared to be a small, semi-circular parking lot. No people in sight. “This is live, of course. But I can only keep my drone on it for a few minutes longer before it will need to recharge.”

      I somehow suppressed the urge to reach out and touch the screen—to forge some tenuous connection with this one bit of evidence we had.

      “Is anyone in it? Has your drone picked up any people nearby?”

      An arched eyebrow warned me that my tone might have been too demanding, but apparently she was in a good enough mood to answer me anyway.

      “No hikers in January, dear. And the van appears to be empty. If you’re hoping for witnesses, you’re unlikely to find anyone who cared enough to notice, and the closest security camera is at the football field a quarter of a mile away.” She turned her chair towards me, a warning on her wrinkled face. “It shows them arriving around four in the morning, but that’s all I can tell you.”

      So they hadn’t been met by any other cars.

      “We’ve had a significant amount of rain,” Callum said thoughtfully, “and the waterways in the refuge connect to the Canadian River. They could theoretically have moved by water and been met by another vehicle.”

      We were looking at a dead end. Maybe. But better than nothing if we could get to that van and look for clues.

      “Thank you.” I suppressed the bizarre urge to curtsey to Grandma Pearl before I backed away. “This is helpful.”

      “Even if it wasn’t, I don’t do refunds.” She removed her glasses and let them hang from the cord around her neck. “And don’t thank me, dearie, thank your wealthy benefactor over there.”

      I wondered anew just how much this had cost Callum.

      “Then we’ll be going,” I said, with what I hoped was a polite smile and not a terrified grimace. “That is…”

      “Oh, never fear,” Grandma Pearl assured me with a cheeky wink. “I never maim a lucrative client. Bad for business. You’ve been quite lovely to work with, so you’ll find that all security measures have been disabled on your way out. I hope you’ll consider me again should you have any tracking or surveillance needs.”

      “Of course,” Callum agreed, coming up behind me and nudging me surreptitiously towards the door. “A pleasure doing business with you as well.”

      We retreated, with an itch between my shoulder blades that made me want to move faster, but I didn’t want Grandma to know how nervous I was. And we were almost to the door before she spoke again.

      “I don’t normally do this, but I’m feeling quite generous today.”

      I turned to see her regarding us over the gold rim of her glasses, the faintest hint of a smirk on her lips.

      “It appears you have a friend hoping to discuss something with you in the parking lot.”

      The dragon beside me reacted in an instant, his frame shifting to hover closer to me, every muscle coiled in anticipation. “I see. And is this friend here because he followed us, or because he happened to learn of our whereabouts in some other way?”

      Those genial blue eyes turned to flint in the space of a heartbeat. “I live by my reputation, Dragon King, just as you do. And I do not care for the implication that I would betray a contract.”

      So she knew who he was.

      “Then you also know that I needed to ask.”

      Her nod was slow to come. “As do I.”

      “We value your services,” he stated promptly. “There is no benefit to us in betraying your location.”

      “I agree,” she replied unexpectedly, followed by a toothy smile. “If I did not, you would find that the way out can be considerably more difficult than the way in.”

      I was so ready to be out of this scary old lady’s underground lair, even if it meant confronting more enemies above ground.

      “Then, until next time.” Callum tilted his head respectfully, opened the door, and pulled me through it into the darkened basement.

      The moment the door closed behind us, he stopped abruptly, and I collided with his warm bulk. It was a measure of how freaked out I was that I didn’t step away immediately.

      “You okay?”

      “I may never sleep again,” I admitted, producing a flare of fae light and holding it aloft. “Does Draven know his hacker friend is a horror movie grandma with an attack bunny and a teacup obsession?”

      “If not, then I’m not going to tell him,” Callum said, in a dark tone that promised eventual retribution. “He deserves to find out the same way we did.”

      Fair enough. “So who do we think is waiting outside? Also, what time is it and how long was I asleep? I feel like we stumbled into an alternate dimension.”

      He consulted his phone. “It’s a little after six-thirty. Which means it’s already dark. No idea who’s out there, but they will have had time to set up a trap, and we won’t be able to see them easily.”

      My heart sank as I realized we might have to fight our way out of here. Grandma Pearl’s magnanimity hadn’t extended to telling us who or what might be lurking in the parking lot. She was probably inside right now, watching her monitors, petting her bunny, and drinking tea while waiting for the show to start.

      “Do you have a plan?”

      “No,” he said. “How do you feel about improvising?”

      I hesitated only for a moment. “I trust you.”

      “You really do, don’t you?” he murmured oddly. “Then I guess let’s see who’s out there.”

      Despite my fear of whatever remaining traps Grandma Pearl might have set, we made our way to the exit without incident, but just before we reached the door, Callum’s phone buzzed.

      He pulled it out and glanced at the screen, and I watched as his expression froze.

      “What’s up?”

      “Text from Kira. Just says ‘Come to the bookstore.’”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “I think,” he guessed, “she has information. And she wants us to hear it in person. Which means…”

      It probably wasn’t good news.

      He looked at me, amber eyes hard and direct, his entire posture shifting to something focused and predatory. The dragon was awake, and it was not feeling patient.

      “Change of plans.”

      “I thought we didn’t have one.”

      “We do now.”

      “Don’t forget we have people outside who might want to kill us.”

      “They’re welcome to try,” he said, and pulled open the door.
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      He’d shoved his phone into my hands and disappeared into the darkness before I could even gather my courage to step out into the stairwell. After all, we were below ground, and our enemies could simply be staring down at us, waiting to pounce.

      Should I go outside and risk an attack or stay inside and wait for this ramshackle construction to collapse?

      Outside it was.

      I’d set my foot on the first stair when an impossibly loud roar split the air. It pierced to the core of my brain, my body, my very viscera, and nearly dropped me to my knees.

      Somehow, somewhere, I’d heard that sound before, just not like this…

      I took the stairs two at a time, hoping Grandma Pearl hadn’t been lying about disabling her traps. Even if she had… Nope, wasn’t going to think about it. I forced myself to keep moving while calling up my fae magic and letting it hover at my fingertips. It was the one aspect of my power that I’d practiced with, so if someone tried to jump me in the dark, they would be getting a vicious surprise.

      But no attack came. I reached the top of the stairs, took three steps towards the parking lot, and then skidded to a stop as I saw what awaited me.

      Callum hadn’t been kidding when he said there was a change of plans.

      In the faint glow of a single flickering light, a gargantuan black dragon crouched, wings held ready, tail lashing as it confronted a lone enemy. Its glittering eyes were narrowed in anger, its mouth partially open to reveal fangs as long as my arm. A pair of elegant horns curved back over a sinuous, muscular neck, strangely incongruous against the armor-plated mountain of black scales.

      I heard the screech of brakes from passing traffic—human drivers realizing what was happening and stopping to gawk—but I was too busy with my own gawking to pay much attention.

      Technically, I’d seen Callum’s dragon form before—on the day I’d agreed to work for him. But there had been no lights on the Assemblage rooftop that night, and I’d been too terrified for my life to notice details.

      Now, my jaw tried to drop as I took in the dragon’s true size for the first time. He was bigger than Ryker by at least fifty percent, and all of it armored for battle, with wings, teeth, and claws ready to rend and tear. He was death embodied—built to take on armies and come away unscathed.

      But there was no army awaiting us. Just a single slender figure dressed in simple, dark clothing, backlit by the lone light pole in the parking lot. His short white hair glowed faintly, but his face remained in shadow as power crackled from the edges of twin swords that shimmered with blue.

      As the two unearthly beings confronted one another, an unnatural wind stirred the air, whipping dead leaves into a maelstrom and flattening the weeds that choked the cracked concrete. Power flared, and I caught a glimpse of our enemy’s face—dark skin marked by parallel scars running from his hairline to his chin…

      Vinrath Elduvar, Crown Prince of the Fae.

      All the tension drained from my body, and I almost laughed as I sagged against the concrete wall that protected the stairwell. I’d been so on edge, I’d taken Grandma Pearl’s words as sarcasm, but she hadn’t been lying when she said it was a friend.

      The fae and the dragon eyed each other for a moment before Callum shook his head like a wet dog, folded his wings, and sat back, looking highly disgruntled.

      How I could tell he was annoyed I had no idea.

      “Prince Rath.” I jogged towards them, relieved beyond words that there would be no need for a fight. “Did someone send you to find us?”

      Callum snorted and offered me a dragonish side-eye. He was pretty sure Draven must have told Rath where we were. The assassin was the only other person who might know Grandma Pearl’s location.

      “But he didn’t even tell you,” I pointed out. “If he knew, why would he make you pay extra for the information?”

      Both Callum and Rath turned to look at me oddly.

      “What?”

      “Were you speaking to the dragon?” Rath’s expression was decidedly odd—somewhere between startled and amused.

      “Obviously,” I retorted. “Callum just said…”

      Actually, no. Callum hadn’t said anything. Because dragons couldn’t talk. Except for Kira, apparently, but her circumstances were unique even among dragons. Was this my hunch magic choosing to kick in at a strange place and time? It had never worked this way before, but that didn’t mean much.

      “Ryker tracked Callum’s phone and informed me of your location,” the fae prince admitted, before tilting his chin up to regard Callum with a curious tilt to his eyebrows. “Have you told anyone else about this interesting development?”

      The dragon glared, and a tiny waft of smoke escaped his nostrils.

      “He wants you to shut up,” I translated helpfully, and then caught myself for a second time. Why on earth was my brain insisting it could tell what Callum wanted to say?

      “Dragons usually do,” Rath said, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Particularly this dragon. But this time, I’m afraid you aren’t getting rid of me so easily.” The smirk vanished, taking his usual sardonic edge with it. “I want to help.”

      Well, crap. Someone must have informed him that Kes and the kids were missing.

      “We don’t even know exactly what we’re looking for,” I told him, a little untruthfully. “Or if anyone is actually in trouble. We’re just following all the leads we have.”

      Rath’s posture shifted to confront me, and his suddenly piercing gaze sliced through my masks like a scalpel. “Do you genuinely expect me to believe that?” he said softly. “You’re going to have to practice your lies, little human, if you want to hide how terrified you are of losing them.”

      A shiver shot down my spine, but I couldn’t let the fae prince see how worried I truly was. I wasn’t sure how far Kes trusted him, so how could I confide the reasons for my urgency?

      “Your fear is as evident as your wounds,” he continued. “I know how deeply you care for Kestryl and the human children, so why would you reject my help when the situation calls for haste?”

      Above our heads, the dragon let out a growl, and his wings flared again. His massive head lowered, bringing him nose-to-terrifying-nose with the fae prince, while his armored bulk shifted towards me. It was a clearly protective move—a threat, and a promise of retribution if Rath didn’t back off.

      But I didn’t need a dragon to fight my battles. At least, not this time.

      “He doesn’t scare me,” I chided, bumping the side of the dragon’s head with my shoulder. And oddly enough, it was true. Despite his occasionally menacing aura, I felt no fear of the fae prince. Was it my hunch magic trying to tell me to trust him?

      Callum didn’t make any further threatening moves, but his lips peeled back in a ghastly snarl to let me know what he thought of my lack of caution. So in a moment of urgency, annoyance, and sublime idiocy, I reached out and smacked the dragon—yep, slapped a literal dragon—on the nose with my palm.

      I immediately realized what I’d done, possibly because slapping a dragon hurts. And also because the dragon reared back to look at me with a comically startled expression.

      Rath abruptly dropped his transparent attempt to intimidate me and let out a huff of laughter. “I can genuinely say that I’ve never seen anyone bold enough to slap a dragon before. Which is a pity. I find it wildly entertaining. Any chance of you doing it again?”

      “I can slap fae princes too,” I muttered under my breath.

      I was far too embarrassed to look at Callum, but suddenly I felt the warm rush of his amusement fill my mind, along with reassurance. He wasn’t mad, just startled.

      Surely I was imagining things.

      “As fun as this is,” I said, “Kira is waiting for us. I get that you want to help, and I’m thankful, but maybe we can discuss it later?”

      But the fae prince persisted. “If you will not allow me to join you, I will simply carry on searching on my own.” His expression turned positively mulish. “You might as well take advantage of my skills and my connections to speed your own efforts.”

      I could see the appeal, but how could I make this decision without knowing what Kes would want? Anyone involved in this search was eventually going to learn some uncomfortable truths. But wasn’t it reason enough to take that risk if it meant she would be found sooner?

      “I’ll think about it on the way,” I finally promised. That would give me time to talk to Callum without the fae prince listening in.

      But the dragon only swiveled his head on that long, sinuous neck, gestured to the SUV with his nose, and shot me a pointed look.

      Oh. Oh.

      I felt my face heat as I considered this fresh complication. He’d shifted so fast, he’d shredded his clothes, and now he couldn’t shift back without… Nope, not thinking about that. Definitely not picturing it.

      “You don’t keep extra clothes in your car?”

      He did not. There was little reason for it, since he almost never shifted in the city. As the growing traffic jam and occasional flash from phone cameras indicated, seeing dragons tended to scare the human residents, and he could get in trouble with human authorities for creating a hazard in an urban airspace.

      “You can hear him, can’t you?” Rath asked me quietly.

      “I…” Should I admit it? I didn’t even know precisely what I was admitting to, but at this point, it wasn’t like I could deny it. “It’s not like hearing a voice,” I hedged. “But I do feel like I know what he’s trying to tell me. I just don’t know how.”

      Rath’s expression turned sharp and sly and almost wickedly amused. “Then I might have some information that would interest you.” The words were barely out of his mouth before he was nearly knocked off his feet by a sharp blow from the dragon’s tail.

      It didn’t seem to faze him. “Don’t be so dramatic, Your Majesty. I’m not an idiot, and I have no intention of repeating my mother’s mistakes.”

      Oh, wow. He just went there.

      “But allow me to point out that you cannot drive until you can shift, so perhaps you’d be willing to consider my offer?”

      He was right, and the worst of it was, he seemed to know that I shouldn’t be driving either. I knew how, of course, but I’d been imprisoned by the fae starting when I was sixteen, so I didn’t have a license. It was one thing when we were escaping the Fae Court and I’d had no choice, but these days I was trying to be a mostly law-abiding citizen. Which meant I probably shouldn’t risk getting caught driving a car registered to the Shapeshifter Court.

      “I’ve already glamoured my own mode of transportation,” Rath informed us, “so I am available to drive Raine to meet Kira. You would be free to fly back home and join us once you’re more… suitably attired.”

      Callum didn’t like it. He was angry that he’d shifted for battle when there was no enemy. Angry about leaving me alone with Rath. But he also knew it was the most logical course of action and couldn’t think of a reason to refuse.

      Neither could I, much to my dismay.

      “I will be fine,” I insisted, arms folded across my chest as I stared up at his scaled face. “You’ll probably beat us there, anyway. And if we never show up, you can hunt us down and find out for yourself whether fae royalty tastes like chicken.”

      Rath let out a suspicious sounding cough. “Considering his family history, I suspect he already knows what fae royalty tastes like.”

      Yep, he went there again, and Callum was clearly just as surprised as I was. But he also seemed resigned to leaving me with Rath, and as he turned towards me, I caught the edges of another thought.

      Be careful. Stay safe. Key is in the coat pocket.

      I reached my hands into the pockets of Callum’s enormous coat, and sure enough… there was the smooth, cool shape of a key fob beneath my fingers.

      This wasn’t just my hunch magic. This was something entirely different, and I was terrified to look at it too closely.

      “Thanks,” I said, suddenly feeling reluctant for him to leave. Which was ridiculous. I was more than capable of handling this on my own. In my entire twenty-six years, I’d never had anyone to rely on, so I shouldn’t need anyone now. But something about Callum-ro-Deverin made me feel safe in a way no one and nothing else ever had, and after another taste of that safety, I didn’t want to give it up again.

      Which was all the more reason for me to let him go. Learning to rely on someone who couldn’t stay was nothing but a recipe for heartache and disaster.

      “Go on, then. We’ll see you at the bookstore.”

      Callum backed away, molten amber eyes still resting on me, as if trying to communicate something more. Something wordless and fierce. His wings spread to their full, terrifying width, and I heard the sound of shouts and screeching brakes as the traffic from nearby Northwest Expressway reacted to the sight of a dragon preparing to take flight.

      I scowled at him as fiercely as I could manage. “You’d better disappear before we have a lot more explaining to do.”

      With one final growl, the dragon lifted off, his powerful wingbeats generating a sudden wind that nearly knocked me off my feet. A few moments later, he vanished into the night sky, leaving me with his coat, his keys, and a darkly amused fae prince, who sheathed his weapons and came to stand beside me.

      “I confess, I am a little surprised you ended up choosing to risk your life at my hands,” he murmured. “Or perhaps I’m simply shocked to discover that Kestryl has not warned you more sternly against trusting me.”

      “Should she have?” I shot him a wary glance as I pulled the key fob from my pocket, allowing it to lie in my palm as I regarded him. “Kes doesn’t actually talk about her past very much. All I’ve heard from her is that the two of you used to be friends, and that you were the only member of the Fae Court who didn’t make her life a misery. And yet, she still doesn’t want to see you.”

      Rath nodded, but said nothing.

      “So, how about you talk while you drive me to the bookstore? You have about ten minutes to explain why Kes wants nothing to do with you and then give me a convincing reason to let you help.”

      His nod was sharp and decisive. “Agreed.”
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      With the dragon gone, traffic gradually began to flow normally once more, so we had only a short wait before we were able to pull out onto Northwest Expressway heading southeast. Thankfully, the streets were only lightly congested at this time on a weeknight, so I was confident we would make good time on our way to the bookstore.

      “All right, talk,” I demanded. “I need to know if I’m betraying Kes just by being in the same car with you.”

      “What makes you think I would answer you truthfully?” His question held no sarcasm, only curiosity.

      “Magic,” I said flatly, drawing a humorless laugh from the enigmatic fae.

      “Fair enough. As to what Kestryl would think”—I saw his fingers tighten on the steering wheel—“I cannot promise an accurate answer. She was not very forthcoming the last time we spoke, and the best I was able to determine was that she experiences a sense of guilt whenever she sees me.”

      He was looking straight ahead, so it was difficult to gauge his mood, but what I could see of his expression looked bleak.

      “If anything, it should be the opposite,” he went on. “I failed to protect her from my predatory mother. Failed to keep her safe from the more vicious members of the Fae Court. So I do not blame her for not trusting me, nor for refusing to see me. My face is a part of a million painful memories, and that is not something I can change by insisting I am guiltless, or by working to earn her favor. No matter how much of my life I commit to righting those wrongs, there are some sins I can never atone for.”

      It was such a forthright and self-deprecating statement that I was forced to reassess my initial impression of the heir to the fae throne.

      On each of our previous encounters, Vinrath Elduvar had struck me as observant and insightful, but with a bitter edge that made him unpredictable, sharply self-mocking, and wildly dangerous. With a heart, perhaps, but a deeply buried one. Now I began to wonder how much of that was true, and how much a carefully fabricated image.

      This Rath was still observant, still insightful, still very, very dangerous. The anger and pain I’d glimpsed before was there, true, but tempered. Softened. Balanced by wisdom and possibly even… empathy?

      Not something I’d ever thought to find in a fae.

      “The embittered, overlooked heir is just a feint, isn’t it?” The words came out before I considered the wisdom of saying them aloud. If I was wrong, or if that was a closely held secret…

      But the fae prince only glanced my way with a faint hint of surprise. “What did Callum tell you?”

      “Nothing.” Though he’d hinted at it when the two of them had met right before the Symposium.

      “You have siren magic, don’t you?”

      It was his turn to shock me with a question, and for a moment, I was left gaping as I tried to determine the wisest answer. But a hunch finally prodded me and I went with the truth. Chose to trust. Maybe I would end up regretting it, but my magic didn’t think so.

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      “Before the Symposium, when you asked me whether I had anything to do with Logan’s disappearance. Your magic was trying to convince me to tell you the truth. I could feel the push. It was small enough I could have ignored it, but chose not to, because I wanted you to trust me then.”

      Great. Just great. Of all the people I would have wanted knowing that I had siren magic, Vinrath Elduvar would not have been on the list. Him, or any fae, really. Even with my growing intuition that he was likely a decent and honorable person, I still needed to be careful. There was no knowing what someone with his connections would do with that information, or how he might be able to use it against me.

      But there was one card I could still play that might give me a bit of leverage against him.

      “Since we’re bringing up personal information, how about you tell me what you were doing in Oklahoma City two weeks before the Symposium?”

      His face showed no reaction.

      “I thought at first that you might have been meeting with Callum, but he didn’t seem to know you were in town. And after the way they criticized Talia for showing up early without an invitation, I realized there had to be something underhanded going on.”

      “You could have just asked me to keep your secret,” Rath said coolly. “Why resort to veiled threats or blackmail?”

      “If I remember correctly, you told Callum that lying and backstabbing is just an afternoon’s diversion among the fae,” I replied pointedly. “This is just me trying to speak your language. And don’t think I haven’t noticed you didn’t answer.”

      The fae prince laughed softly as he took the right turn onto Classen Boulevard. “I knew you were a delight when you threw your humanity in everyone’s faces at the Symposium. But I find that I like you even more than I dared to hope.” He grinned suddenly—a sharp, wicked expression that communicated nothing so much as evil glee. “Dare I say that I cannot wait to find out what the Dragon Court will think of you.”

      Talking to this fae was giving me a bad case of whiplash.

      “You’d better be able to wait,” I grumbled, “because I plan to meet them exactly never.”

      “Best of luck with that.”

      “Still haven’t answered the question.”

      My driver braked for a red light and let his head fall back against the seat with a sigh. “You must remember, little human, no matter how much I resist the stereotypes of my people, I am still fae. We don’t give away information easily, especially not when it exposes our weakness. However, in this case…” He paused, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “If this is what it will take to earn your confidence… When you saw me before the Symposium, I was in the city for a meeting with Shane Isaacson.”

      Not what I’d expected him to say.

      Shane hated the fae. Even more than I did. Had basically dedicated his life to screwing them over. So what could he and Prince Rath possibly have to talk about that didn’t involve bludgeoning each other to death or swearing a lifelong vendetta?

      “He keeps a house here that he uses on occasion. And while he has no love for the fae in general, he and I share a common goal—ensuring that every trace of my mother’s evil is wiped from existence.”

      Actually, that checked out. Which made Shane’s reaction to Kira even stranger. I was tempted to ask Rath about it, but that would have felt too much like prying, and I didn’t need that information to decide whether or not to trust him.

      “At the time,” he continued, “I was attempting to chase down the location of my mother’s victims. I wanted to offer… something.” He shrugged. “I know it could never be enough, but it would also be wrong to pretend that nothing ever happened.”

      “Then you weren’t tracking us.”

      He shook his head emphatically. “It was as great a surprise to me as to Kestryl when I saw you all in the park that night. Though”—his lips twisted in a self-mocking expression—“the surprise was clearly a more pleasant one for me.”

      I believed him. For better or for worse, he’d been honest with me, and it seemed he was sincere in his offer of help.

      “All right.”

      He glanced at me with evident surprise. “All right?”

      “You can help. With certain conditions.”

      “Name them.” The fae prince was tense as a tightly coiled spring—anticipation entirely focused on my answer.

      “No pressuring Kes once we find her. If she wants to talk to you, then fine, but otherwise, you’ll stay away and leave her to this new life.” I wasn’t sure yet whether he knew about her magic, but he was likely to find out if he went down this road with us, and I wouldn’t let him take it out on her later.

      “I already agreed to that,” he told me. “The reality is, my life is tied to the Fae Court, and therefore to all of her ugliest memories. She has no desire to return, and I’m not here because I believe my involvement will change her mind.”

      “Then the other conditions are the same as I gave Callum. No one else gets involved without my approval. We share information and don’t hide things from each other. Also”—my voice turned harsh—“anything you find out about me or Kes or the kids cannot be used to hurt or blackmail us. Ever.”

      For the next two blocks, he stared silently out the windshield.

      Then… “I already know,” he said softly.

      Every muscle in my body tied itself into horrified knots. Kes had been so terrified of what he would do if he knew the truth. So miserable at the thought of him finding out that her magic had been used to hurt him.

      “You know…” I didn’t want to say anything out loud until he fully confirmed my fears.

      “I know about her magic, Raine.”

      “You can’t tell her,” I blurted out, turning to face him and clutching the door handle with whitened knuckles.

      “On the contrary,” he said calmly. “I believe I must tell her. That I should have told her the full truth when I saw her before. I not only know what her magic is, but I know how my mother used it. I know how Elayara used Kestryl’s own sense of compassion to torment her.” His tone grew harsh, and his gaze out the windshield was bleak and haunted. “I even know that she used me as a part of that torment, so I do not for one moment accept that Kes does not deserve to understand that I neither blame her nor hate her for my mother’s actions.”

      I was left with no words. No response that would do justice to his pain. Nor could I argue with him that he was wrong.

      Because Kes did deserve to know.

      “You love her, don’t you?” I blurted out suddenly, and the sigh that answered me echoed with old pain.

      “Yes,” he said, with stark honesty, “but not in the way you’re thinking. In the past, you would have been right, but the Rath and Kestryl of the past no longer exist, and whatever future I once imagined for us will never come to pass. Too much has come between us, and there are too many dark memories that may never truly fade. Worst of all, I am tied to the Fae Court, and will never be free to follow the demands of my heart. But even though our paths are separate now, I still care enough to do whatever I can to ensure that she is safe and happy.”

      My heart broke for him, and for Kes.

      “Okay,” I agreed hoarsely. “I guess you know her better than I do. Just… Promise you’ll be careful?”

      “Always.”

      “Then… welcome to the team.”
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      We didn’t say much during the last few minutes of the drive. Rath appeared to be lost in some grim contemplation of his own, and I was now free to worry obsessively over why Kira had texted us but not mentioned why.

      Did that mean it was something so terrible she could only tell us in person?

      When we finally arrived at the pink and black house that served as home to Kira’s bookstore, I barely waited for Rath to put the SUV in park. The moment he pulled into a spot, I leaped out and headed for the stairs behind the store that led to Kira’s apartment on the second level.

      By the time I reached the door and lifted my fist to start knocking, it opened, and Kira’s wan face greeted me.

      “Thank the heavens, you’re here.” She pulled me inside.

      “Rath is coming too,” I noted, and she looked startled but poked her head out the door to watch for him.

      “Where is Callum? I thought you two were together.”

      “We were,” I acknowledged. “Long story, but he ended up shifting and had to fly back to his apartment for clothes.”

      Her eyes went wide. “He shifted? Were you attacked?”

      “We thought so, but turned out it was just Rath.”

      Speak of the devilish fae prince… He arrived at the top of the stairs just as I said his name.

      Kira shut the door behind him and commenced pacing across the kitchen, her phone clutched in tightly clenched fingers.

      “What happened? Why did you text Callum?”

      As she turned to face me, heavy footsteps came pounding up the stairs from the bookstore below, and Callum burst in, more on edge than I’d ever seen him. His hair was windblown, and his eyes were a little wild until they landed on me, at which point he seemed to force himself to stop and breathe.

      “You made it.”

      I nodded, watching him carefully. His jaw muscles remained clenched for a moment, his shoulders unusually tense, as if prepared for a fight. And he was still looking at me, a slight glow simmering in his gaze, when Kira held out her phone, screen towards me.

      “I got these texts,” she said, her tone wavering slightly.

      “Okay?”

      “From an unknown number.”

      Dread hit me like a freight train, stealing the breath from my lungs and leaving a sick ache in the pit of my stomach.

      The only reason she would have called us here for texts from an unknown number…

      “Kes.” I whispered the word, and she nodded slowly, compassion in every line of her face.

      I reached out, fingers trembling, and took the phone. Dropped my gaze to the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        This is Kes.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I wanted to let you know that I’m safe.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        The kids are with me, and they will be fine as long as you stay away.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We miss everyone, but please don’t try to find us.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And don’t tell Faris, or any of his people. I don’t need them messing up my life anymore. If they show up, it’ll only cause trouble.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’ll be safer where we are, and there are things I need to do.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Secrets I’ve never shared.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Don’t look for me. It’s better this way.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Please forgive me.

      

      

      

      

      

      It felt like being kicked in the chest by a mule. At first, all I could see was the fifth message.

      I don’t need them messing up my life anymore.

      She was sending me a message. But was that truly how she saw me? Did she resent my interference in her life? Wish I’d never brought her here, where she felt the need to stay hidden in the apartment, forever barred from any kind of normal existence?

      It activated so many of my deeply buried fears, for a few moments I was unable to break free.

      I couldn’t feel my fingers, and as the phone began to fall, a hand appeared and snatched it out of the air. Handed it to Kira.

      Callum grabbed my shoulders and turned me to face him, his grip firm but gentle.

      “Raine, look at me.”

      I looked.

      And for some reason, I didn’t see him the same way I usually did. Instead of the gorgeous, powerful, untouchable king of the shapeshifters, I just saw… Callum. Auburn hair barely tamed, scruff shadowing his jaw, lips pressed tightly together as he stared down at me. Unbearably handsome in his simple black pullover and jeans. He was wearing his boss-dragon stare, the one that made other shapeshifters cringe and show their throats, and ordinarily it brought out every bit of my stubborn, hard-nosed refusal to bend to anyone’s will.

      But this time? It felt like safety. It felt like… home.

      And in an impulsive moment of absolute desperation, I leaned forward, wrapped my arms around his waist, and buried my face in his chest.

      I hugged the shapeshifter king, and he went motionless in response. But only for a moment, and then… he hugged me back.

      He hugged me back. Wrapped his arms around my shoulders and pulled me closer, wrapping me up in his steady warmth and unyielding strength.

      “I’ve got you,” he murmured, and I gave myself a half dozen breaths to lean on him and let him be my anchor. I wanted to stay there—to let him hold me steady in the midst of this whirlwind of pain and uncertainty. But this was already going to be embarrassing enough once I pulled myself together, and I knew Rath and Kira were watching.

      So after that half dozen breaths, I pulled back, gave him an unsteady nod, and held out my hand for the phone.

      “I need to read it again.”

      He handed it back without a word, then leaned in to read the texts over my shoulder.

      I read them again. And then again. Took a deep breath and crossed the room to hand the phone to Rath.

      “I think it’s definitely her,” I said, trying not to let anyone hear how badly I was shaking. “Not someone pretending to be her. She’s the only person I know who texts like that with all the capital letters and correct punctuations. If they were pretending, they would have texted the way they would expect from someone our age.”

      And if it really was her…

      “Pretty sure she’s being coerced into doing something, and they’re holding the kids hostage to ensure her cooperation. She thinks she can keep the kids safe by doing what they want, and keeping me safe by warning me to stay away.”

      The fae prince’s expression was grim as he scanned the series of texts. “I agree. And given that she didn’t use your name but lumped you in with Faris, I believe she doesn’t want to risk them learning your identity—or your connection. There’s a chance her kidnappers would have taken you too if they’d known the truth.”

      That… one hundred percent sounded like Kes. Far more like her than insisting I stay out of her life because I only caused trouble. We’d been through too much together—relied on each other for too long. I knew her better than that, too, but for those few moments, I’d let my guilt and my fears overwhelm the truth.

      “She said there’s something she needs to do,” I said slowly. “That means…” I looked at Rath and he offered me a grim nod.

      These despicable monsters were threatening the kids to manipulate Kes into using her magic. They were hurting her, just as Elayara had done.

      I drew in a deep breath and whirled to face Callum, pulling his phone out of my coat pocket and shoving it into his hand. “Can you contact Grandma Pearl again? See if she can trace this phone number?”

      He didn’t ask a single question, just snapped a picture of Kira’s screen and started texting.

      I turned to Kira. “Thank you.”

      She was watching me with a peculiar expression, her arms folded across her chest, and I recognized the stubborn glimmer in her eyes as one I’d seen on her brother a million times.

      “You’re about to try to brush me off, aren’t you?” she accused.

      “I…” Couldn’t exactly deny it. “You have a wedding to plan,” I pointed out cautiously. “I don’t want anything to get in the way of that. You’ve been waiting for this for so long, and…”

      “Weddings be damned,” she snapped suddenly. “If you think I’m just going to sit back and fiddle with music and flowers after this, I swear, I might just lock you up in The Portal’s basement until you come to your senses.”

      She glared at her brother. “And you! You know what I can do. Were you planning to keep me in the dark over some misguided nonsense about keeping me safe again?”

      “No.” His answer was steady and sincere. “I trust you. And I do know how capable you are. But this time it isn’t up to me. Also, up until a few minutes ago, we weren’t sure what we were dealing with, and there’s no point in calling in an army unless there’s actually a war.”

      Kira huffed a bit, but seemed mollified. “Okay then. Restock my tea cabinet, and I might consider forgiving you. So what’s our first move?”

      If only I knew. If only I had information to help me decide. But I was flying on pure, terrifying guesswork, and praying that it would be enough for me to save Kes and the kids.

      “I still don’t think we can rule out the possibility that Blake is involved.” He suspected I knew Kes’s location, but according to Shane’s warning, didn’t have absolute proof. His flunkies would have had no way of knowing we were roommates, so it might actually make sense they would have tried to incapacitate me rather than grab me.

      “But I also don’t think we should limit our options,” Callum added. “Just because we believe humans took them doesn’t mean it has to be Blake. There could be any number of humans out there targeting Idrians for reasons we haven’t even thought of yet.”

      But if that was the case… Why Kes? Why not take someone more visible? More powerful? Someone with obvious magic? Kes’s unique power made this theory unlikely, but how could I explain that to Callum and Kira without betraying her confidence? And yet, how could I possibly point them in the right direction without telling them the truth?

      Kira dropped onto her sagging couch and hugged one of the worn green pillows with a frown. “We still don’t know where that”—her words devolved into viciously muttered commentary on Blake’s character and parentage—“is, do we?”

      “Ryker is looking into it,” Callum told her. “But we don’t have a lot of good leads yet.”

      “We have the van,” I reminded him. “We can go chase that down while we’re waiting for an answer on the phone.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Kira announced, bouncing up again, but I’d already made up my mind. There was no chance I was letting her put herself in harm’s way—not now. But there was one thing she could do, just as long as I was willing to take the risk.

      I’d hoped there would be no need for this, but under the circumstances… “Actually, there’s something else you could investigate. Something that might need Draven’s help, if he’s willing.”

      “Anything,” Kira promised. “Name it and it’s done.”

      I hoped desperately I wasn’t making a mistake, but now that I knew for sure they’d been taken… my family’s safety had to take priority. Our secrets wouldn’t matter if none of them survived.

      “There’s a contract out on Kes,” I blurted out. “Or at least there was. I need to know who’s behind it and whether or not it’s been withdrawn.”

      Everyone in the room was suddenly staring at me, Kira in shock, Rath with calculating focus, and Callum with narrowed eyes.

      “How did you find out?” My former boss’s tone was level and controlled, but I could tell there was more going on beneath the surface. I just couldn’t quite tell what.

      “Shane Isaacson told me yesterday. He came to warn us.”

      Kira’s head tilted thoughtfully. Whatever feelings she might have about the half-goblin mercenary seemed locked behind intent curiosity. “The Shane I know doesn’t do warnings. He also doesn’t get emotionally involved, especially not where the fae are concerned.”

      Callum hadn’t moved, but I knew before he opened his mouth that he was about to ask the one question I didn’t want to answer.

      “As far as any of us know, Kes has no significant magic and has stayed next to invisible since you arrived in Oklahoma City. So why is there a contract on her, and not on you?”

      I met his amber gaze steadily, and as our eyes clashed, I sensed not anger, not frustration, but concern, along with what looked like a hint of disappointment.

      He was probably disappointed that I’d felt the need to hide this. That I hadn’t trusted him enough to share the truth. I had to hope he would understand the impossible position I was in, but if not, there was nothing I could do. I’d made the decisions I had to make and I would not take them back.

      “Kes does have unusual magic,” I admitted. “And we keep it secret for a reason. But Blake…”

      A sudden rush of fear choked off my words, but it was too late for second-guessing. Callum had already figured it out.

      “She’s the missing piece, isn’t she? The one thing Blake still needed. He thought you would know where it is.”

      Drat him for being so perceptive. For seeing through my every attempt to be evasive.

      “You have to swear you will never reveal this to anyone outside this room,” I insisted desperately. “The more people who know, the more danger she’s in. But yes. She is his missing piece. That’s why I’m afraid…”

      Afraid of what Blake might do to her. Afraid that I’d ruined these fragile new friendships by concealing a dangerous secret. Afraid that I’d endangered Kes by revealing it—even in part—and afraid that she would hate me when she found out I’d done so.

      But Kira came to her feet. Crossed the room, put her arms around me, and hugged me.

      It was my second hug of the day, and I didn’t hate it. In fact, it was all I could do not to start crying again. What were these people doing to me?

      “In this family, we know a thing or two about dangerous secrets,” she said fiercely. “So thank you for trusting us with this. We will protect it the same way we protect everyone we care about—with our legendary family stubbornness, a complete inability to know when to quit, and, of course, dragon fire. If necessary.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “You have no idea…”

      “How scared you’ve been?” She smiled crookedly. “I might. We should swap stories sometime. But for now, let’s get this party started. Draven and I will look into that contract and find out who’s behind it. We’ll also check in with Ryker and see if he’s made any progress. The two of you can go hunt down this van you were talking about, and Rath…”

      “I will contact Shane to determine what else he knows about the bounty,” the fae prince stated coolly. “We have a casual connection, so he may be willing to discuss it with me.”

      I could tell Kira desperately wanted to ask him about that, but she refrained. “Then it’s a plan,” she agreed. “After everyone passes the nutrition check.”

      The what?

      “Who’s eaten since breakfast?”

      None of us responded.

      “That’s what I thought.” She took her phone back and pulled up an app. “Luckily for you, I have barbecue on speed dial. I’ll order sandwiches so you can eat on the go, but you are going to eat.”
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      True to Kira’s prediction, we all ate—even me. I didn’t think I was hungry until she handed me a sandwich bulging with pulled pork and a basket of perfectly crispy fried okra, but I somehow managed to devour it and actually felt better afterwards. It seemed everyone found it difficult to tell her no—including Rath, who eyed his brisket with suspicion, but still downed it without complaint and even seemed to enjoy it.

      After we finished, Callum and I dropped Rath back at the Ackerman Apartments to pick up his motorcycle, then headed west on Route 66, on our way towards the site where Grandma Pearl had found the missing van.

      Callum was unusually quiet for the first few minutes after we left Rath, and I found myself growing increasingly nervous. Was he angry? Disappointed? Or just trying to figure out how to never talk to me again?

      “Just say it,” I finally demanded, unable to bear the suspense. If he was upset with me, I’d rather know for sure than go on wondering. “Whatever you’re thinking, it can’t be worse than what I’m imagining.”

      He looked a little startled by my outburst. “I’m not angry,” he assured me, “if that’s what you’re worried about. I just… I knew you were carrying a lot. Trying to financially support four people while hiding from literally everyone. Working for someone who scared you spitless, just to keep your family fed and safe. Worrying about a pair of kids with unstable magic, while pretending to be Idrian because it was your only option.”

      Yeah, it sounded pretty bad when he put it like that. And that wasn’t even a full list.

      “But somehow I just realized that you’ve also been carrying a lot of guilt that isn’t yours to bear.”

      He had no idea.

      “I think you blame yourself for more than the magic you carry. You blame yourself for all the people you didn’t save when you escaped. For failing to protect Kes and Ari and Logan from whoever took them. And now for the possibility that someone else will be hurt in the process of finding them.”

      I did. Of course I did.

      I’d made a lot of progress after the battle with Blake. Laid aside my guilt over the magic forced upon me and recognized that Elayara’s actions were not my fault. I hadn’t chosen to be her prisoner. It hadn’t been my decision to experiment with people’s lives, or to cause untold suffering to her many victims. But if I was going to find a way to heal, I also had to own the things that were my fault.

      “I’ve made a lot of selfish choices,” I told him flatly. “Both back then and now. I know there’s no shame in using the magic Elayara forced on me. I can’t change what was done, and the best way to honor her victims, the best way to make this life I’ve been given worthwhile, is not to hide, but to use this power to protect others.”

      Callum’s expression turned odd, but I wasn’t ready to hear him say that none of this was my fault.

      “But it was me that chose to run with only the four of us. Because I was afraid that if I went back, none of us would make it. I told myself I would help the others escape as soon as we were safe, but now I’ll never know whether I was just lying to make myself feel better. Whether I would have chosen to give up my own safety in order to save them. And after we came here, after Faris gave us a home, I also chose to ignore the potential dangers because I just wanted to not be afraid for once.”

      I’d wanted to catch my breath, just for a moment. To pretend we could have a normal life.

      “So now, because I was so desperate for something simple and normal, because I didn’t trust anyone with the truth of who might be hunting us, I’ve gotten everyone caught up in this new fight. Spending their time, risking their lives, trying to help us. And for what?”

      I shifted in my seat, turning towards Callum, begging him to understand. “I’ve brought nothing but trouble to any of you. And I have next to nothing to offer in the future. I have no knowledge any of you need, no unique power, no special abilities. All I can see is this mountain of debt that keeps growing and growing with no way to pay it back. No way that I’ll ever be enough to justify what’s been sacrificed for me, let alone for Kes, for Ari, and for Logan.”

      I hadn’t meant to say all that. To say any of that. It made me too vulnerable. Laid too much of my heart bare for him to see.

      So why had I picked Callum for all of this emotional vomit?

      He didn’t speak for a few moments, as if waiting to make sure that I had no more to say. But what more was there?

      “I understand the burden of guilt over things you have no control over,” he said at last. He didn’t sound angry. Didn’t even sound judgmental. He just sounded like… himself. Like a person I was beginning to associate with more than just stubbornness, responsibility, and strength. He was also patient. Thoughtful. Sacrificial. Willing to carry the burdens of others without complaint.

      All very strange things to say about a dragon I’d once viewed as the greatest threat to my existence.

      “But Raine, somewhere in all of this, I think you’ve been missing a voice to remind you that you don’t need to do anything to justify your survival.”

      It wasn’t that I was trying to justify my survival… was I?

      “You should know that you—just you, as you are—are worth protecting.”

      My mouth opened to tell him he was wrong, but no sound came out, because something in my chest cracked. Not audibly, but I felt the breach in my walls, caught a glimpse of everything that lurked behind them, and caught my breath in a gasp I knew he could hear.

      I was worth protecting.

      I recognized each individual word in that sentence, but taken together, they meant nothing. Nothing I could make sense of. Nothing I dared believe. Because if they were true…

      “I can’t.” I said honestly, my voice trembling with the effort. My words were raw and bleeding, and they probably told him too much, but there was no other way to stop this. “I don’t think I can hear this right now. I want to believe it, but if I try…”

      I was afraid. Afraid of what I might find behind that wall. Afraid of losing control and being forced to confront all the bodies I’d buried—the corpses of hopes and dreams that had died long ago. I didn’t dare unearth those ghosts until I was somewhere far safer than a late night scavenger hunt with my family’s lives at stake.

      “I’m not going to push you,” Callum said quietly. “But neither will I watch you drive yourself to the breaking point under this burden of guilt that’s eating you alive. We don’t help you because we believe there’s something for us to gain. We help you because you’re one of us. You’re family now, and family doesn’t abandon each other. Not ever.”

      I heard the echo of Faris’s gruff voice as he left my apartment…

      I don’t want her going off and getting herself killed before she figures it out.

      Was this what he was talking about?

      “There is no math you can use to explain this,” Callum continued. “No equation that tells us how much help we’re allowed to receive, or how much we’re supposed to give.”

      “But I’m not…”

      He cut off my protest with a single glance, amber eyes blazing.

      “You are.”

      When had this happened? How?

      I had no idea how to make sense of it, so it was probably for the best that Callum’s phone buzzed with a text.

      He used his fingerprint to unlock it before handing it to me. The text was from Grandma Pearl.

      
        
          
            
              
        sorry can’t help you

      

      

      

      
        
          
        burner phone

      

      

      

      

      

      “She can’t trace the number,” I announced heavily. “The texts are a dead end.”

      So we were back to only one potential lead—the mysterious white van. We just had to hope that we had not delayed too long, and that it would still be waiting for us when we arrived.
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      Stinchcomb Wildlife Refuge was a thousand acres of marshland and swamp that bordered historic Route 66 on the far west side of Oklahoma City. After the text from Grandma Pearl, I searched it on Callum’s phone and learned that it contained a maze of trails, woods, and waterways mostly used for hiking, kayaking, and birdwatching. However, it was apparently best known for its many reported Sasquatch sightings, a fact that probably would have delighted me if our errand weren’t so urgent.

      My search confirmed that there was a parking lot for hikers near where Grandma Pearl’s drone had found the abandoned van, so I plugged the address into maps and then tried to distract myself by browsing through an online forum dedicated to enthusiastic eyewitness reports of Bigfoot encounters, alongside equally enthusiastic posts by Bigfoot debunkers.

      My scrolling got me through the small municipalities of Warr Acres and Bethany, but once the city ended and we found ourselves nearing our destination, I turned my attention to peering through the windows instead. Not that I could see much. There were few streetlights, and once we turned off Route 66 and began making our way towards the trailhead, even the cars thinned out, until there were no other headlights to be seen.

      It was nearly nine and completely dark, the road liberally marked by ruts and potholes and overhung in places by bare trees. Even though we were technically still inside the city limits, it felt as if we were miles from anywhere, surrounded by wilderness that might vomit something monstrous at any moment. Maybe even Bigfoot, though after exploring the many alternate theories proposed by skeptics, my money was on bear shifters fishing in the Canadian River.

      But whether Sasquatch was real or not, it helped my nerves when I glanced over and remembered there was a literal dragon driving the car. Whatever was out there, he could probably eat it.

      During the day, I might have driven right past the parking lot and never given it another thought. It was little more than a small, paved loop with a sign proclaiming “Stinchcomb Wildlife Refuge.” On one side of the lot, a dirt road that was probably the hiking trail made its way off into the trees, and parked there on the margin of the road was a white van with a blue and gray logo that said “Restoration Electric.”

      I let out a silent sigh of relief. Our lead had not disappeared.

      Callum pulled into the lot, parked near the entrance to the trail, then turned off the engine and the headlights.

      “Give me a couple of minutes,” he said quietly. “I’m going to see what I can sniff out without shifting.”

      I decided not to argue. As an actual shifter, his nose was far better than mine in human form, and any clue, no matter how small, could make a huge difference.

      Once he left the SUV, Callum approached the van cautiously, stopping every few feet to watch and listen and scent the air. He was using the flashlight on his phone, so I could follow his progress, heart pounding as he circled the van and then returned.

      “Seems safe,” he reported. “I was afraid they might have set a trap—rigged it to explode, or worse—to keep anyone from following, but there’s no sign of magic, and I don’t smell anything that suggests explosives.”

      I glared at him as I unbuckled my seat belt and reached for the door handle. “So you actually went out there thinking you might get blown up.”

      He shrugged and grinned. “I heal fast.”

      Apparently, even though they existed at the top of the Idrian food chain, dragons still found ways to take ridiculous risks.

      “You need to stop putting yourself in danger because of me, Callum-ro-Deverin.”

      If anything happened to him…

      But he just looked me dead in the eye.

      “You’re worth the risk, Raine Kendrick.”

      I froze, my gaze fastened on his with a vulnerability that terrified me. There was no time to hide my feelings. No chance to conceal what his words did to my heart. It cracked yet again, and the widening gap in my walls threatened to unleash a pain I hadn’t realized I could feel. Memories I’d forgotten. Hurts I’d buried so deep I believed them dead. Gone. Past revisiting.

      “It’s okay,” he said softly. “Okay to feel. Okay to fall. But there’s no hurry either. Just remember—I’m not going anywhere, and I regret nothing.”

      I swallowed the feelings that surged up—feelings I couldn’t even begin to name—and nodded. I didn’t have the bandwidth right now to process what his words meant, but I knew I would hear them over and over again in my memory, and wonder…

      Did I believe him? What did it change if those words were true? And when would we have a moment of peace where I could allow myself to be vulnerable enough to find those answers?

      Certainly not tonight.

      With a single, tremulous nod, I slipped out of the SUV and moved towards the van at Callum’s side.

      As we approached, he used his phone to take pictures from multiple angles, then tried the passenger door. No surprise, it was locked, but that, at least, was something I could fix.

      “Don’t!” I yelped, as I saw Callum’s hand clench around the handle and his shoulder muscles bunch in preparation. I’d already seen a dragon pull the door off a car, so I knew it was possible. It just wasn’t necessary.

      “Why do you dragons seem to think tearing things apart is always the answer?”

      He looked down at me, eyebrow tilted in amusement. “Are you actually going to complain?”

      No, I was not, given that the last time, Ryker had used this particular technique to prevent us both from burning to death.

      “Watch and learn,” I insisted, and thankfully, in spite of my nerves, managed to pick the lock in record time.

      It would have been unspeakably embarrassing if I’d failed after those smug assurances.

      Once it was open, I let Callum lean inside first. After a few breaths, he turned around, his expression grim.

      “Whoever they are, they were prepared. It smells like a perfume factory in there. They obviously anticipated being followed by shapeshifters and didn’t want to risk leaving a scent trail. Might mean we’re on the right track.”

      “Can we get in the back?”

      He nodded and leaped inside, dropped into the driver’s seat, and pressed a button somewhere on the left side. I heard a click as the locks released and raced around to open up the rear doors.

      The space was clean and empty. No matter how hard we searched, there was nothing to indicate that the vehicle had ever been used by a genuine electrician, but no signs of serial kidnapping either. No blood, no hairs, no rope. No scraps of cloth or smudges of makeup. Only the bare floor and the overwhelming scent of something sweet and flowery.

      “We’ll need to get it towed back to my place.” Callum stood by my shoulder, a frustrated glower tugging at his mouth. “Looks like they were careful, but there’s bound to be fingerprints or DNA that we can match to Kes and the kids if they were in here.”

      “Can you actually pay someone to do that kind of thing on demand?” I probably sounded skeptical, but I knew all too well the indifference of human law enforcement to the problems faced by Idrian citizens, so it wasn’t like we could ask the police for help. “Do Idrians even keep fingerprint records?”

      “We don’t, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be compared.” He shot me a reassuring nod. “I’m sure we can find someone to take prints from your apartment and the van, see if anything lines up.”

      After a quick text, he shut the rear door and snapped one last picture. “I’ve asked Faris to send out a tow truck. All we can do now is wait.”

      It was frustrating to be forced to wait for answers yet again, so I headed back to Callum’s SUV and turned the headlights on, using them to illuminate a path from the parking lot towards what appeared to be the promised swamp. It was probably seventy or eight yards through patchy brush to the edge of some seriously murky looking water. According to the map, this was just a dead-end offshoot from the main river, so the ground was soggy and much of it muddy underfoot.

      I wasn’t sure how long it had been since the last rain, but once I left the pavement and headed towards the water, I noticed several sets of footprints, some of which were dried around the edges, but a few that were not. In fact, when I bent down to feel the depression left by someone wearing boots a fair bit bigger than my own, I noted that the entire print was still sticky, with a freshly broken twig crushed into the tread-mark.

      Someone had walked here quite recently.

      “Callum, come take a look at this…”

      I heard a thud from behind me, like a body hitting the ground. Then a slight squelch from somewhere ahead in the darkness, accompanied by a whispered curse. My hunch magic screamed in warning, so I threw myself to the side just as a brilliant orange ball of fire flew past my head.

      Not dragon fire, I recognized grimly, as I kept rolling and came up in a crouch. That was elemental fire, and it was followed by a roar that sent me scrambling backwards on hands and feet.

      Again, not a dragon.

      A burly mass of dark fur charged out of the darkness into the beams of Callum’s headlights and roared again, with lips pulled back from a mouthful of teeth meant to rend and tear. Not Sasquatch, thankfully, but a bear shifter. Smaller than Yolande—who’d fought beside me at the Symposium—but big enough, and it was not alone. It was flanked by one, two… four humanoid companions.

      One, I guessed, must be the fire elemental who’d already made his presence known. His hand was raised—ready to call more fire—and his lips were curled in a completely irritating smirk. One of the others was tall and slender, with long limbs, mottled gray skin, and green hair that tangled wildly around his face. Like Faris’s bouncer, Oliver, he was a drus—the male counterpart of a dryad—and would have significant physical strength, as well as possessing power over the trees that loomed in a dark mass on my right side.

      Great. Just great.

      One of the remaining two was clearly fae—a woman with gray skin and silvery hair—and the last appeared to be a goblin. His skin and hair were dark, but his eyes gleamed gold in the darkness as he looked down on me with a patronizing sneer.

      Was this the trap Callum had been looking for? Had the kidnappers used the van to lure us in and now intended to ensure that we never lived to report on their identities?

      If so, it was a strangely diverse group of kidnappers, and all of them were Idrian.

      Unless…

      “The van is ours,” the goblin said. “We found it first. But we’re in the mood to be reasonable, and since there’s only one of you, we’ll show mercy and allow you to leave unharmed.”

      Wait, what did he mean only one?

      I risked a glance over my shoulder, expecting to see a certain auburn-haired dragon shifter preparing to unleash the fullest extent of his wrath.

      “If you’re looking for your hulking friend, he won’t be joining you,” the fae woman said smoothly.

      I somehow managed to conceal the ripple of fear that shot down my spine when I spotted the huddled shape lying limp in the middle of the dirt road behind me. It was too dark to see details, but it had to be Callum. What had they done to him? Why wasn’t he moving?

      “Why do you even want the van?” I kept my voice small and a little whiny. Couldn’t afford for them to figure out how desperate I was.

      “Same reason as you,” the fire elemental retorted. “There’s a big fat bounty on that half-fae woman, and we plan to be the ones to collect.”

      They were following Kes’s trail. Which meant that either they’d been at our apartment that night and seen her get into this van, or…

      Grandma Pearl was selling information to whoever was willing to pay for it.

      Siren magic or no, my hunches insisted it was the latter.

      But now I was stuck—confronting five determined Idrian mercenaries, with no backup and not much idea how to use my own magic to defend myself.

      The wisest course of action would probably be to back down and let them have the van. But how could I let them leave with my only link to Kes and the kids? How could I give up when I knew someone was hurting Kes and this might be my only chance to find her?

      There had to be something I could do. Some way to stall the mercenaries while I figured out what they’d done to Callum…

      Water. We were surrounded by it—in the river, the nearby lake, and even underground. When I reached out with my elemental magic, I could feel it pooling beneath me, like a sleeping giant, wide and deep and shimmering with potential.

      “I don’t even want the money,” I protested, only half my attention on the enemies in front of me. “Maybe we could work together? I bet I know some things you don’t.”

      The fae woman didn’t bother to hide her derision. “Like what? And if you don’t want the money, why are you out here ankle deep in the mud in the middle of the night?”

      Ankle deep…

      “The target has something that belongs to me,” I complained, staying crouched close to the ground, my profile low and my posture submissive. “I just want it back.”

      But even as I crouched there with my hands in the dirt, I reached deep, deep beneath the surface and stretched to the fullest limits of my senses. Threw a silent call into the darkness, pulling the sleeping giant towards me in a slow but inexorable rise, forcing the ground water higher and higher—letting it soften the dirt and seep into cracks in the rock as it came.

      There was so much of it. A bit of panic crept in as I realized what I risked should I lose control, but it was too late to stop now. The mercenaries were eyeing me with a combination of suspicion and greed, and I had to hold their attention.

      “I know that the person who took them is a human,” I blurted out, only for the fire elemental to let out a burst of scornful laughter.

      “What would a human want with this bounty?” he scoffed. “How would they even know it existed?”

      “I don’t know.” I was practically babbling now. But the water was still rising, and I sensed faint movement beneath my feet. There wasn’t much time left before my opponents noticed, and I needed to get closer to Callum. Needed to be able to pull him to the relative safety of the parking lot in case I lost control.

      “But I know other things too! And I’ll help you, if you’ll just let me go with you when you find where they took her.”

      The group exchanged glances, and the moment their attention wasn’t fully on me, I moved. Faster than I’d ever moved before, darting towards the dark heap of Callum’s unconscious form while simultaneously reaching beneath the ground to the swell of water forming under our feet. It had seeped in and filled every available space, forcing its way through every crack and crevice, splitting rocks, turning earth to mud, and mud to a quivering jelly.

      Like weeks of flooding rains in the space of a few moments, I’d saturated every inch, and now that it had reached the bursting point, I pushed…

      …and the ground beneath my enemies’ feet vanished.

      I heard cries of anger as the five mercenaries plummeted at least a half dozen feet downward, into an unnatural sinkhole that yawned wider and wider—a sucking pit of mud that threatened to expand all the way to the river itself.

      And as they scrambled to keep themselves from being swallowed up by the mire, I was kneeling on mostly solid ground at Callum’s side.

      Or at least what I could see of him, given that he was completely covered in tree roots.

      The drus had ambushed him.

      Luckily, I already knew a thing or two about repelling this type of magic, thanks to Blake’s attempt to use it when he attacked the Symposium. The only question was, could I divide my attention enough to do it without losing control of the water I’d used to form the sinkhole? I’d pushed the biggest mass of water away from us, but if I failed, it would come rushing back, potentially pulling us both into the sinkhole, or washing away the very evidence I was trying to protect.

      Once again, I cursed my own hesitance to practice, and promised myself that if we survived this, I was going to throw every bit of my spare time into learning. Whether for defense or attack—I would embrace every possible use of my power. Never again would I find myself feeling helpless in the face of my enemies.

      After a deep, stabilizing breath, I took hold of a part of the water I’d pushed away and brought it hurtling towards me, forming it into fragments of ice as it flew.

      I heard shouts as the frozen missiles sliced through the air near the mercenaries still floundering in the mud, and saw a flare of blue as the fae woman began to gather her own magic.

      I had only seconds, but if I was fast enough and strong enough, a few seconds was all I would need.

      The ice came to a halt in front of me and I shaped it into a ring of wickedly pointed shards that encircled Callum’s position, hovering points-down above the ground.

      Now for the trickiest part—dividing my focus yet again.

      Reaching deep into my core, I called up the glow of my fae power and pulled a strand of it out into the darkness.

      My hold on the water was weakening. It wanted to rush back in and fill the hole, and I could feel it trembling with eagerness to be free. So, of course, that’s when the fae shot a blast of magic in my direction.

      I flung myself flat on the muddy ground, getting a mouthful of dirt and feeling the cold and the wet seep in through my shirt, but somehow I hung on. The strand of blue still hovered before me, and I gritted my teeth, forcing it towards the shards of ice inch by agonizing inch.

      Pain spiked through my temples, but I did not let go. I used that chain of fae magic to string the ice together like a necklace—every floating shard glittering with power—and just when I felt a warm trickle of blood burst from my nose to cross my lips and drip down my chin, I finally let them fall.

      They slammed into the ground and plunged deep—spikes of ice infused with fae magic—and the imprisoning roots recoiled with a silent scream of pain. I heard a hoarse cry from the drus, right before I collapsed.

      The mass of water surged towards us before I managed to regain my grip, and I heard splashing from the bottom of the newly formed sinkhole, followed by an enraged roar from the bear. If any of them figured out how to escape this, I was a sitting duck. And the fire elemental… He might not need line of sight to fry me where I sprawled on the cold, wet ground, eyes squeezed shut against the agony throbbing between my temples.

      The earth beneath me rippled—the sinkhole preparing to expand—and I gasped in panic, praying I hadn’t set off a disaster I could not contain. One that would devour not only my enemies, but me and Callum as well, along with the abandoned van, and possibly even the parking lot.

      But my strength was ebbing, and I could no longer divide my attention. Wasn’t sure I could shield myself if the mercenaries attacked, let alone both me and Callum.

      “Raine.”

      The sound of my name in that deep, furious voice was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard.

      Callum was free. He was awake. And he was very, very angry.

      “Keep your eyes closed,” he bit out grimly, and with my head still throbbing in pain, there was no danger of me ignoring the request.

      I covered my head with my arms and threw every particle of my remaining strength towards holding back the water. But my sensitive shapeshifter hearing caught the whisper of clothing being removed, and I managed to plug my ears just before the roar of a pissed off dragon split the air—shaking the ground, and drawing cries of alarm from the mercenaries.

      It was one thing to laugh in the face of a single nameless enemy. It was entirely another to be up to your knees in mud and facing a furious dragon.

      “Be careful!” I called, as a new fear hit me… The weight of the dragon could easily collapse the unstable ground beneath us, leaving us trapped in the mud alongside our enemies.

      Somehow, he seemed to understand my warning.

      A fierce wind blasted me as his wings beat the air, and I opened my eyes in spite of myself, just as a jet of flame exploded into the night with savage brilliance.

      I caught a single glimpse, an image that might be seared into my memory forever—that gargantuan bulk of scales and claws, hovering on nightmare wings, wickedly fanged mouth agape as dragon fire scattered the darkness.

      He could have crushed them in an instant. Could have incinerated them without thought. But instead, his fire shot over the mercenaries’ heads like a warning.

      Run, or else.

      And run they did. Or maybe floundered. Swam. Back towards the river. Anywhere that might get them away from the winged terror they’d awakened.

      Relief swamped me, and as it seeped into my bones, I released my grip on the water, bit by bit, letting it ease back into its former channels and pools. The tension drained from my body, leaving me limp and aching. Unable to rise. Barely able to keep my eyes open. Callum had been right—the process of healing earlier in the day had taken too much of my strength, and now I was nearing the edge of collapse.

      The dragon watched our enemies flee, and when the sounds of splashing finally died away, he seemed satisfied and settled back to the ground. Turned towards me…

      And that’s when a final blast of elemental flame came hurtling out of the night. Not towards me, not towards Callum, but towards our only lead—the one piece of evidence that might help us find Kes.

      As if the fire elemental had thrown everything he had into that single shot, it impacted with a whoosh and blazed up—brighter than the dragon fire, fierce as a tiny sun.

      I screamed—a desperate, heart-rending sound that echoed in my own ears like the cry of a stranger—and tried to grasp enough water to put it out, but I had nothing left. And the dragon…

      He whirled towards me, planted his feet on either side of my body and crouched close, shielding me with those leathery wings as an explosion rocked the night—the van’s fuel tank venting its fury to the sky.

      And all I could do was lie there. Feeling utterly safe… and utterly devastated.

      Our only link to Kes was gone.
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      I don’t know how long we huddled there with the dragon shielding me from the heat, but as the fire seemed to burn itself lower and lower, I once again felt that echo in my mind—not truly audible, but still clear.

      Callum was begging me not to fall asleep. He was going to shift back.

      My eyes were already closed, so there was no chance of me seeing anything, but I could feel when the bulk of the dragon vanished. Heard the sound of breathing—harsh and labored. The small whispers and rustles as he pulled on his hastily discarded clothing.

      Then his voice. I was so happy to hear his voice.

      “We need to move. In case they come back.”

      He sounded exhausted, and I recalled what he’d told me earlier—that only the strongest shifters could shift twice in one day, and afterwards… they collapsed.

      I couldn’t afford to just lie here. We were alone and exposed, and if we were ambushed, neither of us would have the strength to do anything about it.

      So I opened my eyes and pushed up on trembling arms. Today, we were all each other had, so we were going to have to keep each other safe. Somehow.

      The shapeshifter king dropped to one knee beside me, and I scanned him quickly for injuries. His pullover was on backwards, and his stubbled jaw was clenched in fury and stubbornness, but there was no sign of blood or pain. Only the reflection of my own loss echoing back at me from his amber eyes, alongside a swell of relief mingled with determination. He wasn’t going to collapse until we were safe.

      “Raine.”

      And then his hand was cupping my face—warm and somehow steady—as his gaze seemed to pierce straight through me.

      “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

      “No.” I couldn’t seem to come up with more words. Not when he was touching me. Not when he was looking at me with that bright, peculiar expression that said…

      No. I refused to let my hopes run away with me. “I’m okay.”

      A sense of deep satisfaction welled up from somewhere outside myself.

      “Five of them, Raine.” His eyes glowed faintly. “You took on five of them and won.”

      More like I’d stalled them until I could free the dragon, but I was willing to take the win.

      “Thank you for saving me… again.” My voice rasped and shook in the aftermath of so much adrenaline.

      “You saved me first.”

      Somehow, every time the two of us were together, we ended up almost dying.

      “We need to stop doing this.”

      Callum’s hand dropped as a bit of a growl rumbled from his chest. “Doing what? Winning?”

      That’s what I got for hanging out with dragons. “No, that part I’m good with. But I’d like to skip the near-death experiences, starting now.”

      He just shrugged, as if near-death experiences were on par with gnats or unexpected rain showers or stepping in gum in a parking lot. “I’m afraid you may not be able to escape those entirely. The important things are being prepared to defend yourself and knowing who to trust at your back. And Raine?” He caught my gaze and held it pointedly. “I trust you. No matter who I was facing, if I could only choose one person to have my back? I would choose you.”

      My heart tried to stop, and I could only sit there blinking stupidly as I attempted to process his words. It was an utterly insane thing to say. He could call on help from other dragons. A winged assassin. A fae prince. Some of the most influential Idrians on the planet were among his friends. So what did he mean by saying that he would choose me?

      Maybe a more important question was, what did I want him to mean? And did I even have the energy to figure that out?

      “Car,” I managed to say, changing the subject to something a little less fraught. “Safer.”

      He took my arm. Somehow pulled me to my feet, and together, we staggered to the SUV. Opened the rear door and crawled in.

      I didn’t have enough energy to pull myself up onto one of the seats—not to mention the leather was white and I was covered in mud—so I simply stayed on the floor, setting my back against the front of the seat and stretching my legs out towards the cab. Callum followed, shut the door, locked it, and then collapsed on his side next to me.

      Thanks to the custom interior, there was a lot more open floor than normal, but it was still cramped with six and a half feet of muscled shapeshifter sharing the space.

      “Have to stay awake.” Callum’s words were slurred, and I could feel his body going limp beside me. “Call Ryker.”

      Call Ryker. I didn’t have a phone.

      “Callum, where is your phone?”

      He went silent for a moment.

      “Dropped it.”

      So the phone was outside somewhere—maybe lost in the mud—and we had no way to ask for help. Hopefully, whenever the tow truck got here, the driver would call someone.

      Well, more than likely they would call the human emergency services, and we would be in an absolute crap ton of trouble for creating a brand new sinkhole, setting a van on fire, and disturbing the peace.

      But it was difficult to be very afraid of these consequences when I was limp with exhaustion and floating on a sea of emotions I couldn’t seem to bring under control.

      We’d won the fight.

      But we’d lost the van.

      We were exhausted and vulnerable.

      But Callum was lying beside me.

      His bulk was somehow warm and reassuring, even as he slipped towards unconsciousness. And with him this close…

      It was impossible not to be reminded of the almost magnetic attraction I’d felt when I first saw him—an attraction that time had neither softened nor diminished.

      He was still gorgeous. Utter physical perfection in my eyes. Only now I knew that he was also caring, protective, responsible, dependable, and gentle when the occasion called for it. He loved his family, cared about injustice, and knew how to apologize when he was wrong.

      And he trusted me, even when it made no sense.

      Kes had seen it coming. My own heart had tried to tell me, but I’d silenced it to protect myself.

      Only now—when I was too tired for denial—was I willing to admit that I was completely, stupidly in love with a stubborn, responsible, rule-following, pain-in-the-ass dragon.

      I wanted Callum-ro-Deverin, and I could never, ever have him. Thanks to Leith, King of the Wildkin Court, I knew all of the reasons why I would never be acceptable as Callum’s… anything.

      He had the reputation of the dragon royal family to think about. His position as shapeshifter king. True, shapeshifters didn’t always mate with their own kind, but with Kira marrying a half-fae, there was more political pressure on Callum to choose a proper dragon as his partner.

      Also, there was my criminal history to consider. A human walking around with four different kinds of stolen magic had no business considering herself a potential partner for one of the most prominent Idrians in the country.

      So. It wasn’t like anything could ever come of this. But I was exhausted, and my boundaries were weak, so for once, I didn’t try to stop myself from embracing the moment.

      We were together. And despite the mud and the cold, the disappointment, and the waning adrenaline, for the moment, all was well. Being this close to him—having him rest beside me in perfect contentment—was at once exhilarating and comforting. Completely safe. Safe enough to finally let go and let my exhaustion carry me off to sleep.
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      I awakened to the sound of beeping. A warm, heavy weight rested on my lap, and my fingers were tangled in something soft.

      When my eyes cracked open, I saw lights flashing and heard voices approaching the SUV.

      Right. We’d found the van. Fought mercenaries. Callum had shifted, the van exploded, then we’d crawled back into the SUV and passed out, despite my best intentions.

      I looked down, and my heart almost stopped.

      Somehow, in his sleep, Callum’s head had ended up in my lap. My fingers were resting on his beautiful auburn hair, and his arm stretched across my legs, almost hugging them.

      My heart pounded as I stared at him—his face relaxed in sleep, dark eyelashes stark against his skin, stubble grown out to shadow his jaw. Utterly vulnerable, trusting me to keep him safe.

      I should wake him up. Should disentangle us before whoever was out there found us in a decidedly compromising position. But I couldn’t bring myself to move. Didn’t want this unforeseen and impossible moment to end.

      But end it did, and I heard the locks click just before the door was yanked open with enough force to strain the hinges. A bright, focused light flashed into my eyes, and as I shielded my face with my hand, I could make out a bearlike form looming in the open door.

      Still not Sasquatch, sadly.

      “They’re here!” Faris’s voice was a deep, angry rumble and I smiled in spite of myself. Where I had once been terrified of that sound, somehow, the cranky elemental now just sounded like home, family, and safety.

      He lowered the flashlight and looked me up and down, taking in the mud and Callum’s limp form.

      “Are the two of you utterly incapable of being left alone without creating some kind of disaster?” he grumbled. “How is he?”

      “He shifted twice in a day,” I explained, and saw Faris’s gaze sharpen. “But I don’t think he’s hurt.”

      The only answer forthcoming was a grunt. Then, “What happened out here?”

      “Mercenaries.”

      Faris’s eyes glowed green in response.

      “There were five of them. They were after the van, just like we were. Linked it to Kes. Blew it up just so we couldn’t use it to find her first.”

      He didn’t seem surprised by this information, so I suspected Kira must have filled him in on my revelations about Kes.

      “And the sinkhole?”

      “That was, uh…” I swallowed. “That was me. A drus ambushed Callum, and I had to find a way to hold them off.”

      One of his eyebrows rose. “Pretty damned smart. Except for the part where it came just a little too close to destabilizing a critical piece of the city’s water supply.”

      Well, crap. “How do I fix it?”

      He huffed. “You don’t. Luckily, you know someone who can rebuild the underlying structures that keep the water where it belongs.”

      Meaning himself.

      I let out a long, relieved breath. “Thank you, Faris. I’m sorry to keep causing problems for you. I swear I didn’t mean to break anything.”

      “You were just trying not to die?”

      I shrugged. “If it’s any consolation, I’d prefer to avoid these situations, too.”

      Faris grunted again, this time in what sounded like agreement, and indicated Callum with a jerk of his chin. “Shall I remove my nephew?”

      My hesitation was just long enough to produce a knowing gleam in my boss’s eyes.

      “Just hang tight. We’ll get what’s left of the van onto the flatbed, and then drive you back into the city.”

      He started to turn away, then reached into his pocket and tossed me a phone. “Found this on the ground. You can give it to him when he wakes up.”

      Then he shut the door, and I relaxed once again, feeling the exhaustion creep back up my limbs and tug at my eyelids. Callum hadn’t been kidding about the toll healing took. Even after a nap, I didn’t feel even close to recovered.

      “What time is it?”

      My heart rate skyrocketed at the unexpected sound of Callum’s voice—a sleepy rumble that made me want to stroke his hair and soothe him back to sleep.

      But I managed to yank my hand away, face flaming with embarrassment, before I betrayed any of the feelings currently rioting in my chest.

      “No clue,” I admitted. “Were you just pretending not to be awake?”

      “Still asleep,” he mumbled.

      I felt my heart crack a little, and admitted to myself that Sleepy Callum was utterly adorable. Weird thing to think about the most powerful shapeshifter in North America, but I wasn’t going to take it back.

      “Don’t worry,” I said quietly. “You can keep sleeping. We’ll take you home.”

      His whole body shifted closer, as if to reassure himself that I was still there—that we were, indeed, safe—and then he seemed to relax again.

      On the floor beside me, Callum’s phone buzzed. I almost ignored it, but then realized that it might be something urgent, so I picked it up to glance at the screen.

      There was a text alert.

      From Grandma Pearl.

      A surge of anger momentarily pushed back my exhaustion, and I glared at the screen for a moment before coming to a decision. Normally, I wouldn’t dream of looking at someone else’s texts, but I needed to know if I was right—if she’d sold information to the mercenary crew.

      So—not without a twinge of guilt—I used Callum’s fingerprint to unlock it, then tapped on the messages icon.

      There were three texts, and then a slightly blurry photo.

      
        
          
            
              
        my business is information and all information is for sale

      

      

      

      
        
          
        i’m sure you understand

      

      

      

      
        
          
        but i feel that a warning might have been more fair

      

      

      

      
        
          
        consider this a partial refund

      

      

      

      

      

      So I was right. And maybe Callum had expected it, but I still seethed with fury. Whatever she’d sent, it couldn’t possibly repay us for the loss of our only lead.

      I tapped on the photo. It was a head on picture of the white van, before its destruction. We’d seen similar ones before, at Grandma Pearl’s, with two people sitting in the front.

      Except this time, the driver was unmasked and looking straight at the camera.

      Adrenaline shot through me as I stared at the picture. It was a little blurry, true, but not so much so that this person would be unrecognizable. She was probably about my age, with medium brown skin and dark hair either pinned up or in braids. Her expression was grim—almost hunted—and something… something about her seemed familiar, even though I didn’t think I’d ever seen her before.

      But even if I hadn’t, someone had to know who she was, which meant…

      We had a new lead.

      A long sigh escaped me as my head fell back and my eyes shut once more. This wasn’t over. Wasn’t a complete disaster as I’d feared. I could rest, knowing that there was still a way.

      Sleep claimed me, with a tiny smile on my lips, and my fingers resting gently on Callum’s hair. I might regret my boldness later, but I was too tired to move.

      Right.

      That was the only reason…
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        * * *

      

      The next time I woke up, I was in a bed that wasn’t mine.

      Again.

      Sunlight was glimmering through the slats of modern looking shutters, leaving patterns on the gray bedspread. The rest of the room seemed sterile and unlived in—also completely unfamiliar.

      Again.

      I really had to stop doing this.

      “You’re awake!”

      At least the voice was someone I knew.

      Kira was leaning into the room, gripping the door frame for balance and watching me with wide, hopeful eyes.

      “How are you feeling?”

      Battered. Anxious. Sore. But most of all…

      “Is Callum okay?”

      A faint smirk appeared on Kira’s lips before she seemed to catch herself and smooth it away. “He’s fine.” She straightened and strolled into the room. “The double shift just wiped out his energy stores, but he’s up and growling at people.” Her head tilted to the side and her eyes narrowed. “And his first question when he woke up was whether you were okay. Is there something you’d like to share with the class?”

      Her question took me straight back to the moment Callum had touched my face. Demanded to know if I was okay, and told me he trusted me to have his back.

      True, it was far from a declaration of love, and some might not even find it all that romantic. But my heart kept insisting that his actions meant something.

      “Like what?” Part of me wanted to spill everything and ask her for advice. She’d already confided that she thought there might be something between us, and that the idea, for whatever reason, delighted her. But how embarrassing would it be if I poured out my heart and my hopes and then found out that Callum had no actual interest in me?

      “Raine.” Kira crossed the room and sat on the foot of the bed. “Have the two of you not talked about this at all?”

      I shook my head tentatively.

      “Then I’m going to smack my brother upside the head until he starts behaving like a grownup.” Her frown grew decidedly fierce. “The vibes between you two are so thick, they’ve started to feel like…” Her words trailed off.

      Like what? I was desperate to know, while being simultaneously terrified to ask.

      “Anyway, he’s here.”

      Thank you, for dropping that bomb while I was still wrestling with my wayward heart.

      “And where is… here?”

      “Faris and Morghaine’s. It’s quiet during the day since they’re off dealing with the city health department, and big enough for both of you to recover while someone kept an eye on you. And before you protest that you don’t require babysitting, we had the medic come in to check on you both, and she warned that you would need a lot of rest. Didn’t want you waking up and taking off unsupervised.”

      I gave her my most convincing “Who, me?” face.

      “Whatever. You would have been out that door the minute you could walk, and you know it.”

      Yes, probably. And I couldn’t decide whether I loved or hated that she knew that about me.

      “Anyway, Callum wants to talk to you as soon as you feel up to it.”

      That sentence was enough to send a jolt of adrenaline racing through my limbs. I scrambled out of bed, stood up, and discovered that—once again—I was wearing someone else’s pajamas.

      It was probably a bad sign that I instantly wished the pajamas I was wearing were Callum’s.

      Also, I really, really wanted to stop waking up in strange places wearing unfamiliar clothes.

      “I’m up,” I said, with a brisk confidence that was miles from the truth. “And I need to talk to him, too.”

      Kira looked me over for a moment as if trying to make sure that I wasn’t about to fall over, then tossed me a hoodie. “Sorry about changing your clothes again. You were covered in mud and blood, and I didn’t think you’d want to wake up that way.”

      “And I’m sorry about ruining your clothing and constantly needing to be brought home and put to bed like a toddler,” I said dryly. “I swear I’m going to break this habit as soon as possible.”

      She laughed. “A pretty common occurrence for shapeshifters, I’m afraid. You’ll probably end up getting a lot more comfortable waking up in weird places wearing whatever clothes are available. Or you could always start carrying around extra outfits. Most shapeshifters do—kind of like a mom with a diaper bag.”

      Yep, all of that would take some getting used to.

      “Come on.” She headed for the door and beckoned me after her with a jerk of her head. “I’ll make you some tea while you guys talk.”

      I pulled the hoodie on over a t-shirt featuring a band I’d never heard of, smoothed my hair back as surreptitiously as possible, and followed her out of the room.

      We ended up in a wide hallway decorated with an oddly shaped mirror and half a dozen impersonal art prints—almost like a hotel. There were several other doors—all closed—and at the end of the hall, a set of stairs leading down. All of it was filled with natural light from numerous windows, and I couldn’t help feeling a little subdued as I was reminded of the vast difference between my own circumstances and those of everyone helping me.

      My closest allies were two kings, a princess, her consort, and a royal heir, and then there was me—a criminal human refugee living on the generosity of others.

      Lucky thing I’d been forced to bury my pride ages ago, or it would have been smarting with the reminder of the yawning gap between us. As it was? I would use every scrap of power and influence they were willing to lend me if it meant bringing Kes and the kids home.

      The stairs opened into a bright, modern living space with massive, floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over downtown. The open floor plan was simple and sleek, done mostly in gray and red, with black leather couches and a black dining room table. It appeared barely lived in, except for the stainless steel and black kitchen, which showed evidence of habitation—a coffeemaker, an electric kettle, two plants, a couple of abandoned mugs, and a frying pan on the range. The kitchen island was even messier, with a stack of papers, a laptop computer, a steaming mug of what—knowing Kira—was probably tea, and…

      A dragon.

      A gorgeous, grumpy dragon with messy hair, just the right amount of stubble, and an endearing frown on his lips…

      I slapped myself mentally, just as said dragon spotted us and almost fell off his barstool.

      But even as I was busy berating myself for the direction of my thoughts, our eyes met, and the most astonishing thing happened. For the first time since I’d known him… the dragon blushed.

      Oh no. Was he remembering last night? The way he’d put his head in my lap while he slept? Recalling the things he’d said to me? Or worse, the fact that I’d been running my fingers through his hair?

      Or was he just feeling embarrassed about being ambushed and taken out of the fight by a single drus and a bunch of tree roots?

      No matter how badly I wanted to know, I was way too chicken to ask, so I went with a more practical inquiry.

      “Was it as bad as it looked?” I tucked my hair behind my ear and hoped I sounded more brisk and businesslike than I felt.

      When Callum just looked puzzled, I clarified.

      “The van. Was everything completely destroyed?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.” He glowered at nothing in particular, then held up his phone. “You saw the picture?”

      I winced. “I did. I’m sorry. I swear I don’t normally read people’s messages, but when I saw who it was from, I just…”

      “I’m not upset,” he assured me. “I just wanted to know that you’re okay. None of us knew, or even could’ve guessed. We’ve called her family, but…”

      He paused at the puzzled look on my face. “You didn’t recognize her.”

      I shook my head, feeling the uncomfortable weight of dread begin to grow behind my heart. “Should I have?”

      “Maybe not.” His forehead creased in thought. “I always meant to ask whether you might have seen her in the fae prison, but there was so much going on that I forgot.”

      My heart began to pound. “Who, Callum? Who is she?”

      “It’s Chesney,” he said softly. “Chesney Bradshaw.”

      I knew that name…

      Talia. The elemental queen. Chesney was her daughter’s name.

      The woman driving the van—the one who had taken Kes and nearly killed me—was the missing princess of the Elemental Court.
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      “Blake could still be behind it.” My thoughts were racing as I contemplated the implications, but even as I said the words, I didn’t feel like they were true. Blake was nothing if not vocal in his hatred of all Idrians, so I doubted he’d bother to recruit them to his conspiracy.

      Except… he had recruited one—Heather, Callum’s former assistant. But that didn’t necessarily mean my initial instincts were wrong. Heather had been used for her connection to Callum, and Blake likely wouldn’t collect any other Idrian allies without a similar reason. So maybe what we should be looking for was anything in Chesney’s past that might make her a valuable asset to Blake’s cause.

      What did we know for sure about Chesney? Talia had been searching for information about her when she visited the Shadow Court in the fall, which made sense now that I knew Faris had once been Elayara’s prisoner as well. Callum had confirmed that the elementals suspected Chesney had been taken by the fae, but lacked enough proof to make an official accusation.

      What if they were right? And what if… What if Chesney was one of those Idrians who’d lost their magic permanently as a part of Elayara’s experiments?

      Most of the fae queen’s Idrian victims had regained their magic with time, like Faris. Those whose magic had been used to create artifacts always regenerated their power. But those whose magic had been transferred to a human subject? They never would.

      If Chesney was among them, it would explain why we’d assumed it was humans who broke into my apartment.

      And if she had indeed been robbed of her elemental magic, perhaps the loss had driven her to hide, even from her own family. Perhaps it had even made her desperate enough to turn to Blake for help.

      “I don’t think Blake is behind the kidnapping,” Kira interjected. “Draven checked on that contract you told us about, and we’re pretty sure Blake is responsible. Somehow he has enough contacts on the shady side of Idrian law to get it seen and picked up by the right—or rather the wrong—people.”

      “Maybe he had his own people out looking for her, too.” Kes was literally the linchpin of his plans, so he would be pulling out all the stops in order to find her.

      But Kira shook her head. “Rath made contact with Shane, and he confirmed it—the bounty was raised just this morning.”

      “So that means…”

      Kira’s lips pinched with frustration as she nodded. “Yep. Blake already knows someone took her.”

      Which meant there would be more crews out there—more mercenaries just like the ones we’d defeated last night. More professional bounty hunters hungry for a payday, none of whom probably cared a lick about collateral damage.

      “You said you called Chesney’s family?”

      Callum nodded. “Talia is on her way here.”

      That might be a good thing. It might also be a recipe for disaster.

      The elemental queen was a powerful woman whom I’d managed to offend within minutes of our first meeting. She’d come to Faris looking for information on her missing daughter, but that night—in her frustration—she’d threatened the safety of his employees and his customers.

      I’d accidentally used my elemental magic to stop her, and she’d responded by threatening to destroy Callum’s reputation. We’d reached a tentative truce—in part due to my promise to help her find Chesney. But I doubted either of us had imagined her search would end like this.

      “So, how do we proceed from here?” I knew we couldn’t turn to the FBI or the police. “Is there any kind of centralized resource for kidnapping cases among Idrians?”

      “Not an official one,” Callum informed me. “We tend to handle these kinds of things on our own, whether between families or between courts. But considering how many years our family spent looking for Kira”—he shot his sister a wry look—“we have a lot of experience on our side.”

      We had experience, and we had a lead. What we didn’t have was time.

      Chesney hadn’t done this alone. And if Kes had indeed been kidnapped by a group of Idrians whose magic had been stolen, we were now in a race to see who could reach them first.

      If Blake’s mercenaries got there first, the kidnappers would have no defense against them. Kes would disappear again, and we would be back to square one.

      And even if we got there first…

      There were no happy reasons for the Idrian victims to have taken Kes. No reasons I could think of that didn’t end in tragedy.

      Given her cryptic texts, I could now guess what they wanted her to do. But even if they tortured her, she could never give their magic back. Her power didn’t work that way, and if they pushed her too far?

      I knew her. She would keep trying to help them until she had nothing left.

      But how could I communicate the urgency to anyone else without revealing even more of Kes’s secrets? Callum, Kira, and the others might be willing to forgive me for concealing dangerous information, but if they found out Kes was ultimately to blame for Elayara’s reign of terror?

      I couldn’t predict exactly how they would react, but it wouldn’t be good. And anyway, it wasn’t my secret to tell. I could never betray Kes that way unless there was literally no other choice, so I was going to have to find some other plausible reason for haste.

      Thankfully, Callum’s train of thought was on the same track as mine.

      “Chesney must have lost her magic to Elayara,” he mused. “So she and her friends probably want Kes for the same reasons Blake does. Which means if we don’t get there first, there’s going to be a battle, and…”

      “Kes and the kids will be collateral damage.” I finished his sentence, not bothering to hide my horror at the thought.

      “Then we hurry,” Callum said simply. “This is all we’re working on until they’re found.”

      “Agreed.” Kira’s tone was brisk. “The Portal is closed anyway until Faris gets this nonsense with the humans sorted out, and until the fae contractor shows up to fix the glamour. So we can turn it into search headquarters, just like the last time.”

      The last time?

      She offered me a grim smile. “When Elayara kidnapped Faris and Draven, that’s where we planned their rescue. And between all of us, we have a whole lot of connections and resources. It shouldn’t take us long to figure out where she’s been taken.”
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        * * *

      

      For the next few hours, everything moved too fast for my battered brain to follow. I felt simultaneously drained and over-energized—the unfortunate results of running on too much adrenaline for too long. I didn’t even have the strength to protest Kira’s plan—just followed her meekly to The Portal, where she corralled a handful of Faris’s employees to begin a search. They combed the internet, made dozens of phone calls, and even hunted down traffic camera feeds hoping for a lead.

      Meanwhile, I was wondering whether I knew more than I was allowing myself to remember…

      I certainly hadn’t met all of Elayara’s victims. She’d had more than one facility, and most of us humans were kept in a different wing of her prison than the Idrians. Also, even though I knew I’d done nothing wrong, I’d always carried a heavy burden of guilt towards those whose magic was stolen forever. It was hard to look them in the eye while knowing that they’d had some vital part of themselves ripped away and given to me—or another human like me.

      In some sense, I think I’d avoided seeing them, let alone getting to know them. It would have been harder if I’d known their names and their stories. Even if I’d seen Chesney, I might have blocked it from my memory.

      So when Talia entered The Portal—accompanied by an almost tangible cloud of anxiety mingled with hope—I had to fight the impulse to flee. I knew she would make me revisit those shameful memories, and I had no desire to endure any piece of them again.

      And yet, I’d promised. Promised Talia that I would help her. Promised myself that I would do whatever I could for the other survivors, and this might be the only way I could keep that promise now that Elayara was dead.

      That is, if our conjectures about Chesney’s history and motivation proved true. But what else could explain her being in my apartment and leaving no trace of her presence?

      All Idrians carried the residual scent of their inborn magic, and it could be identified by shapeshifters even in their human form. So even if she hadn’t used her magic, Callum would have known if a water elemental had been in my apartment.

      It was the most telling difference between me, Logan, and Ari, and the Idrians around us. None of us smelled like magic until we actually used our stolen powers, and even then, it wasn’t as strong. Just like Heather hadn’t really smelled like a shifter, since she lacked the ability to shift.

      But how could I say any of this to Chesney’s mother? How could I explain that her beloved child had probably been robbed of her magic, and had now resorted to kidnapping out of desperation? How could I help her grasp the reality that her daughter was alive and free, and yet had chosen not to come home?

      I wanted so badly to run, but I forced myself to stay. To stand firm in front of the bar while Talia strode towards me, direct and unerring as a shark scenting blood. Around seven feet tall, with brown skin, dark hair, and icy blue eyes, she was imposing even without the threat of her water magic.

      When she finally came to a stop, her nostrils flared as she looked down at me.

      “Was she there?” she asked abruptly, her chest heaving with labored breaths, as if she’d run all the way from the Elemental Court. Her voice was cracked and terrible. Filled with unimaginable pain and devastation alongside the hope. “Was my daughter in that place with you?”

      I felt rather than saw Callum stepping up behind me. Ready to intervene should Talia’s anger get the better of her a second time. But I was no longer afraid of the queen’s power. I was far more terrified of what I would have to relive in order to answer her questions—of the guilt that this conversation would stoke to life once more.

      No matter what Callum said, no matter how many times I told myself that none of this was my doing, I could not escape the conviction that I should have done more. Been braver. Faster. Stronger. That even if Talia did not blame me, perhaps she should.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted quietly.

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” she demanded. “How could you not know?”

      My arms crossed over my chest defensively, almost without conscious thought.

      “I’m not going to pretend it was right,” I said, without much hope that she could ever understand. “But for so many of us humans in there, it felt safer not to get attached. Not to form relationships with the Idrians sharing our prison. We never knew when someone would disappear. And we knew Elayara used people against each other. So even if I’d met her…”

      “You were trying not to remember,” Talia said bitterly.

      “Yes,” I told her honestly. “Sometimes that felt like the only way to survive.” I hadn’t wanted to know whose power would take up residence in my body. I had been in too much pain already for me to willingly take on more by witnessing someone else’s helpless anguish.

      It was entirely possible that we’d been in the same room, and I’d simply chosen not to see.

      “Don’t forget,” Callum said from behind my left shoulder, “where the true blame lies, Talia. Raine did not do this. She had no choice in what was done to her.”

      “But I cannot resurrect Elayara and kill her again,” Talia shouted, shocking the entire room into silence. “Everyone who hurt my child is dead, and I have no one to blame, except…”

      Oh.

      Guilt was such a tricky enemy. No matter how fiercely we blocked it with reason and reality, it managed to find a way in through the cracks. Through the places we cared the most, where our walls were the softest. Where love made us vulnerable.

      And the only thing that could drive it out was anger. Talia was angry because she blamed… herself.

      I doubted she would want my compassion. The elemental queen was proud, and would loathe the realization that someone had seen through her scorn to the heart underneath.

      But I was going to offer it anyway, because if she was feeling anything like I had when I realized Ari and Logan were missing, I simply wasn’t heartless enough to ignore her pain.

      “You didn’t do this either, Talia,” I said softly. “Whatever our mistakes have been, the pain we’re suffering is not our punishment. In fact…”

      But before I could finish the sentence, the door opened, and every sound in the room died.

      Talia stood between me and the door, but I heard an overloud thud as Seamus set down a bottle a little harder than normal. A sharp crack as a chair hit the floor. Then a tiny voice that made my heart stop and my eyes widen with sudden, terrifying hope.

      “Rainey?”

      I moved so fast I almost tripped over my own feet. My shoulder collided with the elemental queen—drawing a harsh exclamation of annoyance—but I didn’t care.

      I was staring at the open doorway—at the familiar form of Shane standing just inside… with a grinning, dark-haired imp in his arms.

      Ari.

      Ari was safe. She was here.

      Suddenly there were tears streaming down my cheeks, filling my eyes and blurring the view of my tiny, curly-haired sprite and the tall, dangerous-looking man who held her so gently.

      “You found her,” I whispered, nearly choking on my relief.

      Shane set Ari down, and she raced across the floor, ignoring all the staring eyes to throw herself into my arms.

      “I missed you,” she proclaimed matter-of-factly, just before her tiny arms wrapped themselves around my neck and squeezed like a bony boa constrictor.

      I heard cheers and clapping, and other sounds of joy, but they seemed muffled and distant. I was too busy holding Ari close. Too busy hiding my face in her shoulder so no one could see my tears.

      “Are you okay, Bug?” My voice was shaking, but there was no way in the world I could have stopped it.

      “I’m hungry,” she announced, and I laughed—a weak, wobbly sound that was fooling no one except Ari. Maybe not even her.

      “Why don’t we try the kitchen?” I suggested. “I bet we could find you something.”

      Irene might frown at us messing around in her domain, but I knew if she were here, she wouldn’t be able to resist a hungry child.

      Kira appeared with her hand extended, her own eyes red and damp, her lips trembling as she met my gaze. “I can take her,” she offered.

      I nodded. I didn’t want to let her go this soon, but her arrival changed everything, and I needed to talk to Shane without her sharp little ears listening in.

      Ari let go of my neck and took Kira’s hand, skipping off beside her dragon friend without a backwards glance. I watched her go, feeling almost lightheaded with relief alongside the piercing ache of worry for Logan and Kes. And as she disappeared behind the swinging door into the kitchen, my gaze found its way to Talia, who was still standing by the bar, looking as if she’d just been knifed in the heart.

      Her cheeks were wet, but her expression seemed hollow and utterly bleak.

      My child had been found, but hers was still out there.

      “We will find her,” I said quietly, my words meant only for Talia.

      And this time, she simply nodded.
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      I wasn’t sure Shane would talk to me with so many listening ears, so we ducked into the card room and shut the door before I spoke.

      “Thank you.” My relief was so great, I could have hugged him, but I doubted the grim-looking mercenary would appreciate it. “There are no words, Shane, but I’m going to offer them anyway. Thank you for finding her. For keeping her safe. For bringing her home.”

      He grunted, looking decidedly uncomfortable with my effusion. At times, the half-goblin could be almost as emotionally expressive as Faris.

      “How did you find her? Where?”

      He looked oddly as if he didn’t want to tell me. “I was searching your apartment,” he finally admitted. “Looking for clues you might have missed. She popped in and started yelling for you. Luckily, she remembered me and was willing to come with me when I asked.”

      Part of me had been hoping Ari would use her magic to escape, but practically, I knew better than to rely on it. There were any number of ways her captors could have kept her unconscious. Even threatened Kes until she took Ari’s magic. And after months of trying to impress on her that she should never teleport in front of strangers, it wasn’t all that difficult to imagine her deciding to listen at the worst possible moment.

      “Did she tell you anything?”

      Shane’s dark eyes sparked gold. “Promise me. Promise you will let me help.”

      I wasn’t in any position to turn down assistance, particularly not from Shane. He had too many connections. Knew far more than me about those who’d escaped our prison. But I also wasn’t ready to trust him implicitly.

      “Why do you care?” I asked bluntly. “I know there’s more to this than you’ve told me. I know there’s something off between you and Kira and Faris, and with all that’s at stake, we can’t afford any fighting behind the scenes. So I can’t make promises until you tell me the truth.”

      His glower intensified.

      “I know,” I acknowledged, “that you don’t owe me anything. I owe you everything. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to take risks with the safety of the people I love.”

      For a moment, I was convinced he was going to punch me in the face—he looked that angry. But then his head tilted back, his eyes closed, and his fists unclenched.

      “I was adopted as a boy,” he said, his voice little more than a hollow rasp. “By a pixie woman who lived here, in the Shadow Court. She was unfortunate enough to be friends with Kira’s guardian. It’s a complicated story of power and politics, but the end result was that she was forced by the fae to spy on the two of them, using my life as collateral.”

      I’d originally met Shane over ten years ago in the depths of the fae prison, so I’d known he was once a prisoner like me. I just hadn’t known why.

      “I escaped, but Kira was young and foolish, and her actions eventually led to my adoptive mother’s death. It happened only a few miles from here. I was with her that night, and she still died.”

      “Faris…” He shook his head. “He claims to protect the people of this city, but when my mother became a victim of the fae queen’s obsession with power, those with the ability to save or avenge her did nothing. Because my mother was poor and powerless and could do nothing to support his empire, everyone turned a blind eye.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said sincerely. Whether his accusations were true or not, I had no way of knowing, but his grief and his fury were unfeigned.

      It explained his vendetta against the fae. Even his antipathy towards Kira and Faris.

      But why Kes and the kids? He’d helped so many others to escape. What was it about them that drew him here, offering his help without hope of compensation? Unless…

      Unless he saw himself in Ari and Logan. Saw his mother in Kes. Perhaps a part of him was trying desperately to avoid a repeat of that tragedy.

      And perhaps, just like me and like Talia, he was trying to find a way to deal with guilt he’d never been able to shake.

      Suddenly, his uncharacteristic compassion made all the sense in the world.

      “You can help.”

      His gaze shot to me, eyes glowing fierce and gold.

      “But all of your past vendettas, all your grudges, are going to have to wait.”

      “I am neither a fool nor a dog that must be constantly watched,” he growled at me. “While I prefer to work alone, that doesn’t mean I lack the ability to work with others.”

      He might not be happy about it, but I felt like we understood each other.

      “What did Ari tell you?”

      His arms folded tightly across his chest. “A lot of babbling I didn’t understand, to be honest. But there were a couple of things that might help. It sounds as if all of them were unconscious at first, so she didn’t know how long they slept, or how far they were taken. But when she woke up, it was still dark. When did they disappear?”

      “Around midnight. Maybe thirty-four to thirty-six hours ago?”

      He nodded. “And she recounted her entire day yesterday, so they’re somewhere within probably a six to seven hour radius.”

      It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

      “Anything else?”

      His expression said that the answer was yes, but he didn’t quite know how to tell me.

      “Shane. It won’t help to hide the bad news.”

      “I don’t actually know whether it’s good or bad,” he warned me. “I’m assuming from Talia’s presence that you already know Chesney is involved. But Ari recognized more than just her.”

      A shudder oozed down my spine and left me feeling cold and clammy with dread. “Not Blake,” I whispered. “Just tell me it’s not Blake.”

      “She didn’t mention Blake,” Shane hastened to assure me.

      That didn’t mean he wasn’t involved, but I was going to hope that meant Kira was right and he hadn’t found them yet.

      “But she did tell me a few other names—Bianca, Noah, Jacob, and Reese.”

      Familiar names… I dove into my memory and found only hazy images.

      “Were they…”

      “Idrians,” Shane confirmed. “Ari used to teleport around the facility and make friends with anyone who didn’t immediately reject her, so I suspect she knew almost everyone.”

      Poor Ari. She was a natural born extrovert, so being forced into hiding had been incredibly difficult for her.

      “All of them are elementals who lost their magic to Elayara’s experiments.”

      Then I’d been right. And all of them had abundant reasons—justifiable or not—to hate Kes.

      The only question was, did they intend to use her or destroy her? I wasn’t sure I had enough evidence to guess.

      The only clues were in Kes’s texts. She believed she was safe. She didn’t want me to follow them, because she was convinced it would be dangerous for me. But the kids were being used as hostages. So did she not want me to find them because I would be just another hostage? Or because whoever took her wanted me, too? Hated me? Hoped to use me or destroy me?

      And then she’d said she had secrets. That there were things she needed to do.

      It’s better this way.

      Please forgive me.

      At least five magic-less elementals had banded together to kidnap Kes, and Kes was trying to help them. But she couldn’t give them their power back, even if they also had access to the person who now possessed it…

      Logan. That was why they’d taken him, too.

      But it was still impossible. Elayara had also tried reversing the process, and it simply wouldn’t work. For good or ill, the magic forced into our human bodies stubbornly remained there, and Kes had been through unimaginable pain while trying to prove it.

      But maybe they didn’t know. Maybe they hadn’t been a part of those later experiments. Maybe they didn’t believe Kes, or maybe she hadn’t told them yet, because if they learned the truth…

      They would have no reason to keep Logan—or Kes—alive.
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      Before I even walked out of that room, I was puzzling on the best way to explain the situation to everyone else without also explaining Kes’s magic. Her magic was the key to understanding what we faced—and possibly the only piece of information that would make sense of all the facts—and yet, I still didn’t want to reveal that truth until absolutely necessary.

      But in all my plotting and planning, I’d forgotten to account for one very important variable—the innocent babbling of an extroverted six-year-old.

      When I walked back out, Ari was sitting at a table with a plate of sliced baguette, a banana, and a can of whipped cream. Maybe that was all the appropriate kid food they could find in a bar, but she was giggling as Kira sprayed whipped cream first on the banana, and then on Ari’s nose.

      “Were you scared?” Kira asked her sympathetically, and my tiny sprite shook her head.

      “No.” Her high-pitched voice was entirely matter-of-fact. “My room wasn’t scary. And the house was really big. But the man was grumpy, so I didn’t let him find me—like hide and seek!”

      House. They were being kept in a house.

      “Were they mean to you?” Kira was careful to keep her tone light, but I could hear the tension in her query.

      Ari’s nose crinkled as it always did when she was thinking. “They were mean to Kes. And Logan wouldn’t wake up.”

      Rage threatened to choke me. They were keeping Logan sedated, and I had no guarantees they were being safe about it.

      “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” Kira reached out and smoothed Ari’s flyaway curls, her own anger clearly under tight control. “And don’t worry, we’re going to find Kes and Logan and make sure they’re safe.”

      “Kes doesn’t want to leave,” Ari announced. “She wants to help. But she can’t help.”

      I was too far away to stop what was coming. Too late to prevent the damning words from spilling out…

      “She gave us our magic, but she can’t take it away. And it hurts if she tries.”

      Every eye in the room was suddenly fixed on Ari.

      “How did she give you your magic?” Kira’s voice was quiet. Thoughtful. Possibly even dangerously so.

      “Just did,” Ari reported with a shrug. “So she has to hide.” She nodded with all the sage wisdom of her half-dozen years. “So no one can find her and make her use her magic again.”

      Every head in the room turned in unison, every eye landing on me like a physical blow, pressing into me, making it harder and harder to breathe. Kira and Callum. Rath, who must have come in while I was in the card room. Seamus, Niko, Oliver, and Emberly. Talia. And from beside me, Shane.

      Their expressions were difficult to read, but they were far from happy.

      Kira was the first to break the silence. “Raine, what does she mean?”

      My lips were numb. My heart was racing. This was not how I’d wanted anyone to find out the truth.

      “I told you Kes has unusual magic,” I said, my voice audibly shaking. “And I warned you our secrets were dangerous. Neither of those things has changed.”

      Ari looked up from her plate. She glanced at several faces and seemed to realize something was wrong, because she abruptly teleported right into my arms—nearly knocking me over. I somehow kept my feet and held onto her as she buried her face in my shoulder.

      “It’s okay, Bug,” I whispered, stroking her hair as I eyed the room, wondering whether I could get us out if I needed to.

      My odds weren’t great. Not with an assassin, a professional mercenary, two dragon shifters, a fae prince, and a handful of others watching my every move.

      But I took a step back anyway, pivoting to make sure Shane was in my line of sight. “I won’t let any of you hurt Ari,” I said fiercely. “And if you try to stop me, I won’t hold back. I will make you pay.”

      “You won’t be alone.” I hadn’t even seen him move, but Rath was suddenly at my side, a glimmer of fae power shimmering at his fingertips.

      Shane, too, took a step towards me, his hands held open in a gesture of peace. He then turned to stand at my shoulder, eyeing the rest of the room with an intense, golden glare. “I can protect Ari,” he offered coolly, “if you need your hands free.”

      Against all expectations, they were defending me. But the pressure still seemed to grow, and the adrenaline hummed in my veins, insisting that I run.

      “Raine.”

      My panic paused for a moment. I knew it wasn’t magic. Couldn’t be. Shapeshifters had no magic in their voices. But the sound of my name in that deep voice acted on my racing heart like a warm blanket on a cold day—wrapped me up and held me, safe and secure.

      Callum moved closer, each step slow and deliberate, his amber gaze holding mine. “No one here is going to hurt you, or Ari,” he said. “I promised I would keep you all safe, and I’m not going to take that back or change my mind, no matter who stands in my way.”

      “You might,” I threw back at him. “You might if you knew the truth.”

      “Won’t.”

      He was right in front of me. And the look in his eyes, the expression on his face… The compassion I read there was so raw, so deep, that it physically hurt. Made me want to run for entirely different reasons.

      “Why not?” I was desperate for him to explain, because I still didn’t understand. “You make no sense, Callum-ro-Deverin. None of this makes any sense.”

      “It doesn’t have to make sense,” Kira said, in a noticeably different tone than her previous question. “It’s family. And I’m sorry that I sounded angry. So sorry if you thought I was accusing you of anything. I’m not angry at you, Raine. Never at you. Or at Kes.”

      I tried to breathe. Tried to let go of the tension that curled through my chest and constricted my muscles. No one here was going to hurt me, or Ari. And if anyone tried, I was no longer powerless.

      Ari whimpered softly and pressed closer, and I shifted her in my arms, not sure how long I could keep holding her. Uncertain of my ability to keep carrying the weight of her safety and her future.

      “I’ve got you,” I soothed her quietly, but did I really? How could I make that promise when I’d already failed so many times? And why did she seem to keep believing in me, no matter how often I messed up?

      She still trusted me to keep her safe. Logan and Kes trusted me. Not to be perfect, but they trusted me to try, and to keep trying until the last breath left me. At some point, we’d made that choice to trust one another—without evidence and without proof, because it was our only hope of escape.

      The people around me now had already shown that they cared. They’d accepted me in spite of my humanity. Given us a home regardless of our ability to repay their kindness. But how many more of my burdens would they be willing to bear? How many more secrets before they turned their backs?

      There was no way to know. No way out but forward. And yet… moving forward required a leap in the dark—one I was so very scared to take.

      Scared, and exhausted. In over my head. There was no way I could do this next part alone.

      I was just going to have to take that leap and pray that it was the right one.

      “Okay.” I looked around the room, at the faces that had become so familiar over the past few months. These were Faris’s most trusted staff and the family that had grown up around them. Not related by blood, but family just the same.

      “I guess you would have figured it out sooner or later. But… yes. What Ari said is true.” My heart was hammering wildly, but I couldn’t go back now. I needed their help, and that meant telling them the truth.

      “Kes’s magic is the reason she was kidnapped. She can… steal magic, I guess. It’s a defensive power, or probably should have been. And it hurts her every time she uses it. But back when she was young, she accidentally found out that it hurt less if she transferred the magic into an object instead of holding it in her body. Like… an electrical ground.”

      I heard an audible gasp from Talia’s direction and flinched. She must have already put the pieces together.

      “Kes was raised at the Fae Court. Bullied mercilessly for being only half fae. At some point, she used her magic to defend herself, and Elayara realized what had happened. That’s when she started her experiments. Once she discovered the possibilities, she dedicated herself to learning how to mimic Kes’s power.

      “So, yes. What you’re probably thinking is true. In a sense, nothing Elayara did would have been possible… without Kes.”

      The room went dead silent in the wake of that revelation. Probably struggling with a lot of different emotions. When I first met Kes, I hadn’t known how to feel either, so I couldn’t exactly blame them.

      I was still waiting for my audience to absorb this information when an unexpected defender took up the story.

      “I have known Kestryl since we were both very young,” Rath said into that silence. “If you bear any trust for me at all, I hope you will believe my testimony that she is the kindest, gentlest person I have ever known. What has been done with her power is an abomination, and not even a shred of the blame rests on her.”

      “It sounds,” Talia cut in icily, “as if you are saying she had no choice. But there is always a choice. Always.”

      “Yes,” Rath ground out. “For you and for me, there is a choice. But she was only a child when this began. A child. And my mother used me—used her family and friends—to threaten her and force her cooperation. Kes was young, but old enough and compassionate enough to understand that those she loved would be tortured if she did not cooperate. So if anyone wishes to seek revenge…” His attention sliced across the room like a blade. “You will have to go through me.”

      I could sense a shift in the atmosphere as everyone sorted through this information. Forming new narratives, maybe adjusting their perspectives. And then there was Callum.

      “That’s why you’ve been protecting her ever since you escaped,” he said, eyes still glued on me. “Why she stays at home with Logan and Ari. You’re keeping her out of sight. Making sure she’ll never have to use her magic.”

      I didn’t think I could form words, so I nodded. Swallowed the lump in my throat and tried to hold back the tears.

      “But now she’s been found… by people who know about her past.”

      I could see him working through the facts the same way I had. Coming to the same damning conclusions.

      “They blame her,” he realized aloud. “They think she can fix it.”

      I nodded again.

      “And Blake wants her so he can keep stealing power.”

      “But none of that will ever happen,” I told them shakily. “It can’t.”

      Rath looked at me sharply. “None of it?”

      I hated to reveal anything so deeply personal, but they needed to understand the dangers. “There are only a few people left that Kes cares about. Unless Blake also has one of us, she will never do what he wants. She still suffers unimaginable guilt over everything Elayara did, and she will choose death before she helps him perpetuate those evils.”

      “But whoever has her now also has Logan.” Shane sounded as if he were on the verge of ripping something—or someone—apart with his bare hands.

      “This is different though,” I argued, not even sure why I was defending the kidnappers. They had terrorized my family and were likely keeping Logan sedated. But I couldn’t be entirely angry with them for their goals. “I don’t think they want her to steal power for them. I think they want their own magic back, and they believe she can reverse the process.”

      Callum took a step closer. I could tell he was barely holding himself back, but I had no idea from what.

      “She can’t, can she?”

      I shook my head. “Like Ari said. It’s not possible. It was tried, and the process is…” Agony. It was agony for both Kes and the person she was trying to take magic from. “Once the stolen magic takes hold in another living thing, it cannot be taken a second time. She can siphon it—draw it away temporarily, possibly even use it to create artifacts—but it will gradually come back.”

      She’d done it to me when I was unable to shift back from my fox form—taken my shifting magic into herself until I was human again. Endured the pain to save me from my own inexperience.

      “But her text said she wants to stay. Wants to try to help,” Kira pointed out.

      “There are actually three possible reasons for that,” I admitted. “They may be threatening Logan, and if that’s the case, she will do anything to protect him. Or she may believe that if they find out the truth, there will be no reason to keep Logan alive. Or—and I think this is the most likely—she’s decided to keep trying because she feels so much guilt over the past. If she believes there’s a chance she can help, or some reason she should help…”

      She wouldn’t quit. She might be quiet and shy, but Kes could be unyieldingly stubborn when she believed she was right.

      “So we have to find them before they figure out this is a dead end,” Kira said briskly, rising to her feet in a decisive motion.

      I nodded slowly, releasing my grip on Ari by a fraction. I was a little afraid to believe that the crisis was over—that everyone had accepted the truth so easily.

      “I understand if any of you don’t want to help now that you know.” My words were probably aimed more at Talia than anyone else, because how could she not be angry?

      But when I looked over at the elemental queen, she didn’t look angry. She didn’t look anxious. She looked… broken. And when she caught me staring, she neither glared nor snapped nor threatened.

      “I will help you,” she said, her tone and body language equally subdued. “But I will not allow you to hurt my child, no matter what she has done.”

      “I have no desire to hurt Chesney,” I replied honestly. “I promised I would help you find her, and that hasn’t changed. I want her to make it home safely.”

      “Home.” Talia’s voice broke, and my hunch magic prodded me insistently.

      Why hadn’t she gone home? Why was she avoiding everyone who loved her and cared about her?

      “Whatever her reasons for all of this might be,” I said firmly, “we’ll do everything we can to make sure you get to ask her.”

      The elemental queen stared, as if unsure whether to be shocked or offended. “Call me when you know more,” she said finally, in a stiff, uneasy voice. “I will begin my own search.”

      And then she left. The tension in the room seemed to slowly dissolve, and one by one, everyone went back to what they’d been doing.

      Ari began to squirm in my arms, so I set her down, and she ran back to her food, fear forgotten. Shane and Rath exchanged quiet words behind me, and after a few more moments, the only one left still watching me was Callum.

      Maybe it should have felt awkward, but it was actually more of a relief.

      “Are you mad?” I knew he wasn’t. But I didn’t know how I knew, so I felt like I needed to say the words out loud.

      He shook his head. “I haven’t been mad at you since…” He considered the question for a moment. “Not since the night we met.”

      My eyes narrowed. “That can’t be true.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t make the rules.”

      “Actually, I’m pretty sure you do,” I retorted. “And you like it.”

      “Okay, sometimes.” His gaze softened. “Raine, I need to know if you’re all right.”

      “And if I’m not?” I didn’t even know why I asked. The words just slipped out.

      “Then I’ll probably try to fix it.”

      He would, too. I knew it with absolute certainty. And I wished he could. But I didn’t think it was actually possible.

      Someday, I hoped we would be at least partially healed. That the things we’d been through would be nothing but proof of our resilience. But only with time. Only with frequent reminders that we were safe and that those around us could be trusted.

      But the fear? Would I ever be able to entirely relinquish this feeling that we were constantly in danger?

      I couldn’t even begin to consider that until we found Kes and Logan.

      “I don’t think you can fix it,” I told him. “But just knowing that you would try…”

      I wanted to look him in the eye, wanted to make sure he felt my sincerity, but it was too much. I couldn’t do it and still hold myself steady enough to say what I needed to say.

      “It’s enough,” I whispered.

      It was so much more than enough. He was the first person besides Kes who hadn’t quit on me. The first person who’d chosen to trust me and never once taken it back. Even when he had every reason in the world to abandon me—like when Faris suspected me of murder—he’d stubbornly decided to believe in me instead.

      And that wasn’t even the strangest part. My problems had come close to getting him killed on multiple occasions, and he didn’t seem to care. In fact, last night…

      I was suddenly reminded of how last night had ended. With his head in my lap, his hair between my fingers, and the weight of his arm draped over me. An unconscious move on his part, to get closer rather than farther away. A statement of trust, and of…

      Of what? What had his touch meant when he asked if I was okay? How was I supposed to interpret his statement that he would choose me over all others to fight beside him?

      I was pretty sure I knew what I wanted it to mean. But that didn’t mean that what I wanted was wise. I might be in love with this crazy, stubborn, gorgeous dragon, but what future could we even hope for? Was it worth risking my heart to embrace these feelings, or should I run?

      “Don’t run,” he murmured quietly. “Stay.”

      I knew I hadn’t said that out loud. So had that been a guess based on my posture and general skittishness, or had he actually…

      He sighed. “Yes. Not the right time to talk about it, but… yes.”

      I blinked at him in horror. “Yes?”

      His expression went decidedly hesitant, and his eyes met mine briefly, only to dart away again. “I can… sometimes catch the edges of what you’re thinking.”

      He what? How? How much of what I was thinking? Had he heard any of my embarrassing thoughts about…

      No. Crap. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about hugs. About his deep voice that made me feel safe. Don’t think about being in love. And definitely don’t think about pajamas…

      “Not any actual concrete thoughts,” he hastened to clarify. “Just impressions. General direction.”

      Well, the general direction of my thoughts lately was not something I wanted him to know. Not before I was ready to tell him.

      And how did a shapeshifter have that ability, anyway?

      “I thought that was just me,” I blurted out. “That it was my…”

      Wait. No. I couldn’t confess to having siren magic. Not with the way Callum reacted to any mention of Leith, the wildkin king. He didn’t hate him exactly, but he didn’t trust him either, and I didn’t want him looking at me that way.

      But I also owed Callum at least one piece of the truth.

      “I can sort of hear you, too,” I confessed. “But so far only when you’re a dragon.” There had been a few times when he wasn’t a dragon that I’d wondered, but…

      His reaction was not what I expected. His entire body went rigid, and his eyes snapped to mine, suddenly glowing like twin amber coals—bright and piercing.

      “You’re sure?” he asked fiercely.

      I nodded. “Back at the refuge… I heard you telling me not to fall asleep. That you were going to shift back.”

      He looked… I couldn’t think of any way to describe it other than triumphant. As if some wildly intense emotion was barely contained within the constraints of his current physical form. As if the dragon was straining to break free. I saw him begin to reach out, then abruptly pull himself back.

      Whatever was happening, we needed to talk about it. But not here and not now. Somehow, we had to find Logan and Kes before their captors ran out of patience—and before any of the mercenary crews found them first.

      Then… Maybe then we would have time. Maybe I would find the courage.

      Or maybe Callum would learn just one more damning fact about me and decide that it wasn’t worth it. That I wasn’t worth the constant worry and death threats and arguing and almost being blown up.

      But I couldn’t let myself think about that yet.

      We had a house to find.
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      How did one go about finding a single specific house within a six-hour radius?

      Six hours encompassed a half-dozen major cities, plus a significant stretch of largely empty territory, particularly to the west. Directly to the north was mostly rural, which would be even more difficult to search. So we needed to narrow it down, but our only clues were locked in the mind of a capricious six-year-old.

      Kira produced a pencil and paper and suggested Ari draw what she remembered, but my sprite was not an artist. Her house was a black square, with four widows and a roof, and the surrounding area was “scary trees.” She’d spent so much of her life below ground that trees were still an oddity that sometimes frightened her in the dark.

      In desperation, I borrowed a tablet from Seamus, started searching house styles, and showed them to Ari.

      “Like this?”

      She didn’t react to craftsman, mobile, ranch, farmhouses, or cottages. I tried chateaus and Neo-classical and didn’t get so much as a pause until I pulled up a picture of a stately Victorian bed-and-breakfast with a turret on one corner.

      “Like that.” She pointed at the turret with wide, excited eyes. “It had one just like this.”

      A jolt of energy shot through me. It was our first real break. Turrets weren’t particularly common around here, so that should narrow our search considerably.

      “Could you see any other houses when you looked out the window?”

      She shook her head. “Just trees. Cars.”

      So it wasn’t in a neighborhood. Somewhere set back from the main road.

      “Could you see a road?”

      “Like this.” She drew two parallel lines on her paper. A dirt road? “And the road was orange.”

      And the road was orange…

      “Does that mean they’re still in Oklahoma?” I murmured, and surprisingly, it was Seamus who answered.

      “Chances are good that they are. There’s some red dirt to the south, and a bit in Missouri, but nothing like here.”

      A sudden thought struck me.

      “Ari. How many jumps, love? How many jumps did you make when you were in that house?”

      She beamed at me. “Just one!” She paused. “Maybe two. I was good!”

      It was like asking how many cookies she’d eaten. Not eating them all was the only victory to be hoped for.

      “And how many did it take to get home?”

      Her finger tapped her lips adorably as she considered. “One to go outside. One to go home.”

      Cue the silent, internal fist pump. Not only were they in Oklahoma, they were probably somewhere within an hour or less. We weren’t sure of Ari’s actual range, but even the most powerful sprites couldn’t teleport over a hundred miles in one jump, and Ari had no training.

      We were down to homes with a turret somewhere within a hundred miles.

      “Too bad those turrets have made their way back into modern home styles,” Seamus grumbled. “Otherwise, this would be easy.”

      Almost too easy.

      According to Shane, Ari had known the people who kidnapped them. Which meant they knew her, too. They would have known she could teleport. But they hadn’t bothered to sedate her like they had Logan.

      So why? Why had they allowed her to escape with this much vital information? Information that could lead us right to their door?

      Unless they wanted us to find them.

      No… not us. Me.

      I had to consider the possibility that Kes hadn’t fooled anyone with that text. They’d allowed Ari to escape because they knew about me, and they hoped to lure me in. Believing I would be acting alone and easy prey.

      “They might know we’re coming,” I said heavily, and Kira hummed in agreement.

      “I think they’re counting on it,” she returned briskly. “Which is why you should go nowhere near them.”

      There was approximately zero chance they could keep me away, but I didn’t bother to argue with her.

      “If it’s true, it probably means they’re somewhere isolated. Not in town. Somewhere they can set up a trap without alerting any of the neighbors and without using any magic.”

      But that got me thinking again. If they knew who I was and knew they needed me, why hadn’t the kidnappers taken me when they had the chance? I’d been essentially helpless after they hit me over the head, but they’d seemed terrified and simply run away.

      So why were they so confident that they could take me now?

      “Ari?”

      She was still drawing—her mouth twisted a little and her tongue sticking out with the intensity of her effort—but she tilted her head and looked at me quizzically.

      “Was there anyone there with magic?”

      She nodded solemnly and seemed to shrink back into her seat.

      I went cold all over at the change in her expression.

      “Who was it, Bug?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Was he a prisoner, like you?”

      She shrugged. “He sleeps a lot. Screams sometimes. And I heard him crying. So I told him it would be okay. That you would come and save us. He said…” She paused. Thinking. “He said I had to go away. He didn’t want to hurt me.”

      That didn’t sound like another prisoner. Or did it? Nothing about this was adding up quite right, but I had to remember that all of it was being filtered through Ari’s six-year-old eyes. In many ways, she was far too old for her age, and in others, a total innocent. She’d seen almost nothing of the world, had few memories outside the fae prison, and had never made a friend. Her first toys were the Lego bricks we’d bought her at a thrift store…

      Oh. Oh, heck yes.

      “Kira,” I breathed. “Have someone go to our apartment and bring back the tub of Lego bricks.”

      My sprite might not be able to draw what we needed, but she was startlingly good at building things.

      “We’re about to help Ari build us a house.”
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      As predicted, Ari took to the project with squeals of delight, and was soon stretched out on the floor of The Portal with piles of bricks spread around her in every direction. In short order, she had Shane, Rath, Callum, and Seamus down there with her, taking her orders and sorting through the piles for whatever she asked for.

      The foundation had just been laid when Faris walked in through the door from the kitchen and took one look around the room.

      “What in the…”

      Kira’s hand clapped over his mouth before he finished that sentence.

      “I’m sure what you meant to say is, ‘Hi, Ari, welcome back.’” Her glare practically dared him to disobey.

      It took him another moment to realize who was at the center of the chaos, and when he did, my boss had the grace to look somewhat embarrassed. And also deeply relieved.

      “How did you find her?” he asked me quietly.

      “She teleported out,” I told him, and saw his skepticism quickly rival my own. “How is everything with the city government?”

      He muttered something about bureaucracy and vengeance. “We managed to reach an agreement with the health department. They’ll allow us to reopen in one week, provided we pass their ‘safety inspection’ and I agree to pay an utterly unreasonable fine.” He shrugged, but I could tell he was relieved it hadn’t been worse.

      Kira caught him up on everything we’d discovered so far, while I moved across the room to join the brick builders, taking a seat on the floor next to Callum. I had no gift for building myself, but I loved to watch Ari, so I sat cross-legged, elbows on my knees and chin in my hands as she directed her crew with a natural confidence I couldn’t help but envy.

      As I sat there, still worried, but also oddly hopeful, I felt my eyes begin to droop. Apparently, I had yet to recover from the swift healing I’d done the day before.

      “There’s that couch in Faris’s office,” Callum reminded me. “If you need to sleep.”

      I shook my head. Now that we’d found Ari, I didn’t want to leave her. I knew she was safe, but some irrational voice in my head insisted that I couldn’t take my eyes off her or she might disappear again.

      Though with Ari, that voice was probably less irrational than usual.

      “I can’t. I know you’ll protect her, but…” I didn’t think I could explain it.

      Somehow, he seemed to understand anyway.

      “When we found Kira after all those years, we didn’t want to let her out of our sight, either.” He grinned at the memory. “A little harder with a nineteen-year-old who was raised to hate us and too stubborn to be bossed around.”

      “At least she couldn’t teleport,” I muttered, blinking slowly and wondering why my head was so heavy.

      Before I could say anything else, Callum shifted towards me, scooting across the floor until his shoulder was touching mine.

      Sleepy as I was, the motion quickened my heart and yanked my eyes to his face. What was he doing?

      “Pillow,” he explained, and nudged me with his elbow. “It’s okay if you want to fall asleep right here. I’ll catch you.”

      I’ll catch you.

      The king of the shapeshifters had just casually invited me to fall asleep on his shoulder.

      I heard the pause in conversation, and could tell everyone around us was watching and listening with a fascinated sort of shock. Kira was probably cackling under her breath, and Faris… Well, who even knew what my boss might think.

      I was too sleepy to care. Too tired to think very hard about whether everyone would make fun of me when I woke up. And the real trouble was, I wanted this. So desperately. Wanted this man I knew I couldn’t keep. Wanted the feelings of closeness and belonging and caring. Someone who saw me, saw my burdens, and came alongside me so we could carry them together.

      So, for just that moment, I decided to let go. To stop worrying about who was watching or what anyone would think or what the future might be. I closed my eyes, rested my head on his arm, and let myself drift off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the sounds of cheering and clapping—muffled, but somewhere nearby. I was lying down on something relatively soft. My eyes flashed open. I was in Faris’s office, on his couch, and when I turned my head, I saw I was not alone.

      Callum was sitting on the floor beside the couch, head leaned back, arms crossed, staring contemplatively at the ceiling. His hair was ruffled, his jaw tense, his lips slightly quirked, and I suddenly wished I had the right to reach out and touch him. To run my hands through his hair, feel the roughness of his jaw beneath my palm, and brush my fingers across his lips.

      I saw when his breath caught. He turned to look at me—every muscle poised and eyes aflame. Focused solely on me.

      Oh no. I’d forgotten. The man could practically hear my thoughts.

      “I…” Crap. “Callum, I’m so sorry if you heard that. I didn’t mean…”

      “Too late,” he murmured, shifting suddenly closer, making no move to touch me, but leaning in with a hint of a smile on those perfect lips. “It’s far too late for that, Raine.”

      “What do you mean?” My voice was a strangled whisper.

      “You already told me that you can hear my dragon.”

      “So?” I could hear my voice shaking, but I wasn’t scared. I was… I had no idea what to call this feeling. Heart pounding, breath coming too fast, every nerve in my body crackling, every muscle tense and trembling.

      “So there’s two things you should know.” Callum sounded entirely matter-of-fact, but my magic insisted he wasn’t nearly as calm as he looked.

      “First of all, I talked to Faris and Morghaine.” He hesitated, as if what he was about to say next was something I might not want to hear.

      I felt a little too vulnerable laying down, so I sat up, rolled my neck, and tucked my legs under me. “Just say it, Callum. Whatever it is, I promise I won’t freak out.”

      His lips quirked wryly. “You may want to rescind that. They said that the fact we can hear each other means that we’re probably…” He glanced up at me, almost hesitantly. “Well, it seems likely that we’ve formed a…”

      “Just tell me,” I insisted.

      “…a mate bond,” he finished in a bit of a rush.

      The world seemed to stop for one eternal moment as I broke my promise and completely freaked out. Eyes wide. Mouth open. Heart hammering in my chest. Terrified, elated, confused, panicky. There was a weird buzzing in my ears and I felt lightheaded.

      “Raine.” Callum shifted closer, reached out, and gripped my hand. “Don’t forget to breathe.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, uttering the lie in a slightly strangled tone. “I’m fine. Totally fine. A what, now?” Surely I’d heard wrong. He could not have said what I thought he did.

      “A mate bond,” he repeated calmly. “Not all shifters experience them, but a small percentage form a telepathic or empathic bond with their partners. All gryphons have them, but with dragons, it depends on the individuals.”

      “I’m… not a dragon,” I said, not even sure how I managed to find the words, given that his hand was still holding mine.

      “Considering the nature of your magic, it makes sense that you wouldn’t conform to any particular expectations.” He didn’t sound disappointed or upset about that. Just calm. So stinking calm, I wanted to smack him.

      “So what does it mean?”

      I could do calm too. I absolutely could.

      “It means,” he said, while carefully avoiding my gaze, “that we may be at a bit of a crossroads. One where we can choose to accept or reject what our magic is offering.”

      I immediately decided that I didn’t care for the sound of “reject.” But I needed to understand what he meant before I said anything else utterly embarrassing. “So, whatever this is, it’s just our shifter magic reacting to each other. Has nothing to do with…” I wasn’t sure I could say the word.

      “Feelings?”

      Yep, that word.

      “It has everything to do with feelings.”

      Oh.

      He wasn’t avoiding my eyes anymore. His face was tilted up towards mine and it felt as if he looked directly into my heart. “And that’s the second thing you need to know. Just in case you’ve somehow missed it? Raine, I do have feelings for you.”

      I hoped Faris had a defibrillator somewhere close at hand, because I was about to need it.

      The king of the freaking shapeshifters. Had feelings. For me.

      “And before you suggest that those feelings might be confused, or something other than what they are, let me be clear.” His amber gaze snared mine, and I couldn’t have looked away if the world was ending around me. “I like you a lot, Raine Kendrick, and if I’m not entirely mistaken, I think maybe you like me too.”

      Well, that might be the understatement of the century.

      “I know this is a weird time to bring it up, with all that’s going on, and I hate that this might make things more difficult for you. But with the mate bond, I knew I needed to say something. Before it formed too strongly to break. If you don’t want it, all you have to do is say so. It won’t change the promises I’ve made. I’ll continue to help, but I’ll keep my distance as much as I can, and the bond will eventually fade.”

      “And if we don’t… keep our distance?” I asked.

      “Then, at some point in the near future, the bond will become irrevocable.” He said it so calmly. As if he were entirely nonchalant about the outcome.

      I took a long breath and then let it out slowly. “You’re right,” I said. “This is not great timing.”

      Because on the one hand, I knew exactly how I felt about him. Callum-ro-Deverin was everything I’d never dared allow myself to hope for. Powerful, but also kind. Dedicated, protective, but also completely supportive. He would never make me feel small to bolster his own ego. Never abandon or betray me. He had the power to destroy cities, but he used it to protect, never to divide. And he could be devastatingly gentle, despite his stubborn nature.

      But I also couldn’t forget all of the reasons this would never work. His position in Idrian leadership, the laws against stolen magic, and my essential humanity—none of those things had changed, nor were they likely to anytime soon.

      To have him for my own felt like an impossible dream. One that could only come true if I were willing to be deeply selfish.

      I was a no one, with nothing to lose by choosing him. But Callum? He stood to lose everything. Everything except his family, who I knew by now would stand by each other unto death and beyond.

      “I feel like I may have pushed you too hard,” Callum said carefully, removing his hand from mine and leaning back, as if giving me space. “I’m sorry if I scared you, or if this comes as a complete surprise. And I apologize for adding so much pressure at a moment when you’re already anxious. I would never have mentioned it if it hadn’t seemed urgent.”

      “I’m not afraid,” I said quickly, reaching out almost by instinct and catching his sleeve, tugging him towards me as if to call him back. “Callum, it’s not that.”

      I didn’t expect him to take my hand again and stare at it for a moment. Didn’t expect him to set his palm against mine, then lace our fingers together, so slowly that I felt it with every wild beat of my heart. It felt so… right, the way they fit. And I knew he would feel my hand trembling, but I didn’t want to let go.

      “Was I wrong?” he asked quietly.

      I couldn’t lie to him. “No,” I admitted. “You’re not wrong. But Callum, I…”

      The door burst open and Kira flew in. “You guys, we did it! Seamus said…”

      She paused. Her wide eyes landed on our hands and she froze, mouth hanging open, looking so utterly gobsmacked that I would have laughed had I not been floundering so badly.

      “This,” she announced with a crooked grin, “is rotten timing, I’ll have you know. I’ve been shipping the two of you for months, but now this is only the third best thing to have happened today.”

      I assumed finding Ari was the first. “What’s the second?”

      Her expression shifted to grim satisfaction. “Seamus thinks he knows where they are.”

      I shared a quick glance with Callum, and he simply mouthed, “Later.”

      We would have to talk later. And I was going to have to make some decisions before that happened.

      So it was with reluctance that I pulled my hand from his and rose on unsteady feet to follow Kira from the room. Because as long as we were in that safe, protected space, I could pretend that there wasn’t a world outside, waiting to tear us apart. Waiting to explain why I was the worst possible choice. To remind me of how short I fell of what Callum needed. Of what his people expected of him.

      But just before I passed through the door, he caught my hand again and drew me up short.

      “Raine, promise me you aren’t going to walk out there and worry about this on top of everything else.”

      Hah. That was such a guy thing to say. “That’s a promise I can’t make.”

      “I hope you know that no one is going to be angry with you if you reject me,” he said softly.

      “I don’t want to reject you,” I blurted out. “But I also can’t jump in blindly without thinking through the consequences. For both of us.”

      His gaze turned worried, but he let go with a nod. “Fair enough. But as I said, this changes nothing about my promises to you. I will help you. I hope you’ll allow yourself to lean on me when you need to. With no added pressure, no expectations. Just… don’t give up before we have a chance to talk.”

      Drat him for being basically perfect. Double drat him for making me feel like crying—for happiness, for fears, for all the hopes and dreams I was afraid to acknowledge.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, then turned away to hurry down the stairs after Kira.

      I had enemies to confront. My family to rescue. And then—only then—would I have the space to consider my future.

      And in that moment, I truly couldn’t tell which one terrified me the most.
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      When we returned to the ground floor, the remaining loose bricks had been swept to the side, and the newly constructed model had been placed on one of the high-top tables.

      And even I, who knew more or less what to expect, found myself staring in open-mouthed admiration at my sprite’s creation—in all its multi-hued Victorian glory.

      Despite the wild array of brick colors, the shape and style of the house were clearly recognizable. It was relatively large, generally square and featured three floors, with a wraparound porch, a balcony on the second floor, and the promised turret occupying one corner.

      It was clear that some bits were hazy in Ari’s memory, but I had no doubt that I would recognize it if I saw it.

      “Ari-bug.” I caught her up in a tight hug. “This is amazing. You did such a great job!”

      She hugged me back before squirming out of my hold to beam proudly at the structure. “I had lots of help,” she acknowledged graciously.

      I looked over at Seamus. “You think you know where it is?”

      He nodded. “Almost positive.”

      “Seamus is an Oklahoma history buff,” Kira noted. “Basically knows all there is to know about where and how things happened, and some of his stories are pretty wild.”

      “It was a wild place,” Seamus protested. “And all of my stories are verifiably one hundred percent true.”

      Kira tilted her head pointedly. “The house?”

      “Yes. Right.” Seamus turned to look at Ari’s model. “Given the turret and the gables and the extent of the porch… I’m pretty sure we’re looking at the Haversmith House. It doesn’t get as much attention as the Overholser Mansion or the Harn Homestead, but it’s still a fascinating piece of city history.”

      “Why would someone build a Victorian mansion down a dirt road in the middle of the woods?”

      “Ah, but they didn’t.” Seamus’s whole face brightened. “The house originally stood here in the city, near where Deep Deuce is now. It was built right after the turn of the twentieth century, by an immigrant who made his fortune selling lumber and was a crucial part of the push to move the state capital from Guthrie to Oklahoma City.”

      The wolf shifter clearly loved history, and I wished we had time to explore it. But now that we had a location, we needed to hurry.

      “So it’s close by?” I prompted.

      “Ah, but that’s the ironic thing. When Abner Haversmith died, his daughter lived in the house for years, but she had no children, and after her own death, it started falling apart. There was a push by the city to restore and preserve it as an important piece of Oklahoma History, but there weren’t enough investors. Until the Williams family decided to make it into a museum and moved it out to their property… just outside of Guthrie.”

      That was odd. “Then this can’t be the right place,” I pointed out. “Why would anyone be kidnapping people to a museum?”

      “It never actually opened as a museum. Before the restoration was fully complete, the project had to be stopped for lack of funds. The last of the Williams family moved away about forty years ago, and the property has been technically abandoned ever since.”

      “Then how is it still standing?”

      “For twenty years or so, it was pretty well known among squatters as a place to hole up,” Seamus admitted with a grimace. “There were a number of high-profile drug busts out there until it was used as a location for shooting a horror film around fifteen years ago. Since the renaissance of the film industry in OKC, the Williams’ heirs have put up a fence and tried to raise interest in the house as an atmospheric location for period films, but that fizzled out, and last I heard, they were planning to have it torn down to prevent lawsuits by injured trespassers.”

      All of this would have been interesting if my brain hadn’t been racing ahead to the logistics of a rescue.

      “Given the house’s history, do we think local law enforcement will intervene if they see or hear anything odd in that area?”

      The bartender hesitated. “Hard to say. If there’s any reason to believe magic is involved, my guess is they’ll stay well away, but that doesn’t guarantee they won’t show up to check things out.”

      And possibly get hurt in the process. So we needed to keep it quiet.

      “Anything else we should be aware of? Many neighbors close by?”

      “The house is on a thirty acre plot outside of Guthrie proper, and pretty much everyone in town thinks it’s haunted. So on a summer weekend, we might have a handful of teens or tourists out there climbing fences and poking around, but less likely in January.”

      “Haunted?” I raised an eyebrow. First Bigfoot and now ghosts. “Do that many people actually believe in that stuff?”

      “It’s Guthrie.” Seamus shrugged wryly. “The most haunted town in Oklahoma. Whether the residents truly believe in it or not, there’s nothing they love better than a good ghost story.”

      A good ghost story…

      The glimmer of an idea began to form.

      “Seamus, what do you think the kidnappers would do if a crew of ghost hunters showed up at the house looking for a story?”

      From the way his eyes narrowed, I was pretty sure he caught my drift.

      “They’d want to be as quiet as possible. Give the hunters any hint of an actual haunting and they’ll be relentless. Plus, they’re always trying to catch things on film, so their video cameras will have night vision. Would probably result in a lockdown.”

      “So if they’re locked down and watching the ghost hunters, someone really quiet might be able to sneak in.”

      The wolf shifter began to look thoughtful.

      “We could tip someone off,” I continued. “Find some amateur hunters just begging for a break and hope they make as big a fuss as possible.” Given what I’d seen on that Bigfoot forum, there was no shortage of candidates for the job.

      But Seamus shook his head. “Too dangerous. Can’t afford for a couple of reckless idiots to get hurt if things go sideways. But I think I can do better than that.”

      “No.” Kira was beginning to look horrified. “You wouldn’t.”

      Wouldn’t what?

      “Two of our people are missing,” Seamus reminded her grimly. “So yes, I would. I’d do it for you, I’d do it for any of us.”

      “Hold on—what are we talking about?” There was no way I wanted Seamus paying some hideous personal price for my half-baked plan.

      Kira grimaced. “Seamus has made a lot of… interesting friends over the years. Including a handful of humans. His next-door neighbors are… what would you call them? Not ghost hunters exactly. More like ghost debunkers.”

      The bartender grunted in agreement. “They’re trust fund twins, and since they don’t need to work, they’ve dedicated their lives to proving that all paranormal occurrences throughout history have been caused not by ghosts, but by Idrians.”

      “And they’ve been trying to get Seamus to appear on their little self-produced ‘show’ for ages,” Kira added, sounding decidedly grumpy about it.

      “They’re harmless,” Seamus insisted. “They watch my house when I’m out of town, and they always dog-sit for me when I’m working long hours.”

      Kira’s eyes narrowed. “Waffles likes them, doesn’t he?”

      The bartender’s sheepish grin was answer enough. Basically, Seamus was prepared to like anyone his giant dog approved of.

      “Fine.” Kira let out an annoyed-sounding sigh. “But no video footage of anyone without their explicit permission.”

      Seamus looked mildly offended. “I thought you knew me better than that.”

      Kira shot him a disgruntled look. “It’s not you I don’t trust,” she returned emphatically. “As you very well know.”
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      The Tanner twins—Trey and Tegan—showed up less than thirty minutes after Seamus texted, and were let in the back door by an extremely disapproving Faris.

      I was pretty sure my boss would have preferred to just storm the house and take Kes and Logan back by force, but I didn’t care to risk it. So instead, we were trusting a pair of humans who did not exactly inspire confidence.

      Tegan was tall and quiet and wore his long dark hair up in a bun, with a pencil stuck through the middle. His dark-framed glasses looked like a deliberate choice to emphasize his nerd image, and while he appeared studious and thoughtful, he said not a single word when Seamus introduced him and buried his face in his phone a moment later.

      Trey, on the other hand, fit the ghost-hunter stereotype so exactly it was almost painful. The two were technically identical twins, but Trey’s hair was a shaggy mop, his face was half covered by about two weeks’ growth of beard, and his energy was bordering on neurotic terrier.

      “Okay, here’s the deal I’m offering.” Seamus leaned on the bar and pinned both of them with his best shapeshifter stare. “You set up your equipment when and where I tell you, make a big show of looking for evidence, but you don’t actually film. In fact, you basically pretend you were never there.”

      “And in exchange?” Trey was so eager he was practically shaking.

      Seamus looked like he’d eaten something that tasted bad. “Exclusive footage of a werewolf shift.”

      “Dude.” Trey’s eyes were huge. “What made you change your mind?”

      “I’ve got friends in trouble,” Seamus replied shortly. “We need a distraction, and I can’t promise it’ll be entirely danger-free. So I’m offering significant compensation.”

      I was almost as stunned as Trey by the offer. It wasn’t that the humans had no video evidence of shapechanging, but such evidence was still fairly rare. No shifter wanted that moment to be splashed all over the morning news.

      “Yes!” Instead of reacting rationally, the shaggy-haired ghost hunter rubbed his hands together in evident glee before turning to his brother. “Think this’ll get us on Supes or Dupes?”

      I could almost hear Seamus’s teeth grinding at the name of a popular show that specialized in debunking the paranormal.

      But Tegan just looked thoughtful for a moment before shrugging and turning back to his phone.

      “We’ll do it,” Trey promised.

      “You did hear the part where it could be dangerous?” Seamus pressed him.

      “Aw, don’t worry, man. We have a standard no-lawsuits contract we can sign. Danger is just part of the fun!”

      I saw Tegan shoot him a pointed side-eye, but Man-Bun still said nothing.

      “Okay then.” Seamus offered his hand and Trey shook it. “I’ll text you the time and location. Stay ready. We’ll be headed out as soon as everything is in place.”

      Trey whooped, leaped up from the barstool, and literally ran out the back door. His brother let out a sigh before pushing to his feet and looking around at all of us. He lifted the hand with the phone, waved it back and forth, and then strolled out.

      Kira’s face looked like she’d bitten into something rotten. “You know they probably bribe the dog.”

      “And you know I don’t care,” Seamus said mildly. “So. Who’s in charge of the next part of the plan?”

      “I am,” I told him firmly. “This is my family, so I will be taking the biggest risks. And I don’t want any more people involved than necessary.” It was bad enough that Callum had nearly been injured while helping me. If anyone else got hurt, I would struggle to forgive myself.

      “Nice tryyyyyy,” Kira sang out, sidling closer to give me a hug. “How about we come up with a plan first, and then decide who has the best chance of carrying it out? You know my dragon is super tiny, right? So I am absolutely the best at getting in through upstairs windows and sneaking around indoors.”

      I pulled away from her hug and fixed her with my most convincing glare. “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?” She was almost pouting now. “Have I mentioned I’m almost indestructible in dragon form?”

      “You are getting married,” I said firmly. “In how many days now?”

      Her chin dropped. “Ten,” she muttered.

      “We’re facing a group of people with no magic, so whatever traps they’ve set are probably going to require more stealth than strong-arming. I won’t risk your safety when there are plenty of others who can help.”

      To my surprise, I heard a growl echo from her chest. A wisp of smoke curled from her mouth, and a hint of fangs suddenly glinted from between her parted lips.

      “Uh…” Granted, I hadn’t spent a lot of time around shapeshifters, but this didn’t seem normal at all.

      “Okay, enough showing off.” Callum put his sister in a very careful headlock until she elbowed him in the ribs—a lot less carefully. “Raine is right. There’s no need to risk yourself right now. We’ve got this.”

      We?

      I looked up at Callum, opened my mouth to declare we would be fine without him, and promptly closed it again. The dragon was a giant hypocrite, but I didn’t think I had it in me to tell him no. Plus, I was almost positive he wouldn’t listen.

      “I believe we have an agreement,” Rath reminded me, and I shot him a nod.

      “Yes. You can come. And you.” I shifted my attention to Shane. “But both of you have to agree—no killing anyone if we can help it. And”—I turned to Faris—“I don’t think anyone should tell Talia. Too much chance she’ll hurt someone in the process.”

      My fear wasn’t just theoretical. The first time I met her, the elemental queen had attacked and nearly killed Oliver in an attempt to force Faris to answer her questions. Once her daughter was within reach, I had no idea how far Talia would go in pursuit of answers—or vengeance.

      “So that’s Rath, Shane, Seamus, Callum, and me.”

      It should be more than enough to handle whatever the kidnappers could throw at us. So why did it feel like my hunch magic was still trying to tell me something?

      Oh, right. Ari.

      I whirled to Kira. “If you still want to help, someone will need to watch Ari. She loves being at the bookstore with Hugh and Chicken, so maybe that would keep her…” I didn’t finish, because I was positive her tiny ears were tuned in to every second of this conversation and I didn’t want to give her ideas.

      Ideas like teleporting back to Kes and Logan in an earnest but terrifying attempt to help.

      “On it,” Kira said cheerfully, striding over to Ari and taking her hand with a grin. “We’ll go pick up Waffles, make some scones, and have a tea party at the bookstore. How does that sound?”

      “Tea!” My sprite was almost as fond of tea as Kira herself, and she adored Hugh. “Party!”

      Perfect.

      We had our team. All pets and children were accounted for.

      Now all we needed was an actual plan.

      Well, crap.
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      Ari had gotten a good look at the outside of the house, but she had a less than perfect grasp on the inside. Because she got around by teleporting, she wasn’t totally sure which room she’d been kept in, nor could she identify which floor Kes and Logan were on.

      So we were going in almost entirely blind.

      But not without advantages. Thanks to the fae, I had any number of abilities that could be of use when trying to sneak into closely guarded areas. I could use my fae magic to silence my footsteps and create darkness that light could not penetrate. I could also pick locks, scale most walls, and was not afraid of heights.

      Unfortunately, there was a chance that one of the five elementals in that house knew exactly what I could do. Not to mention, we had yet to identify the person that Ari had been so afraid of.

      The biggest variable was whether they would expect me to be bringing allies. Talia’s daughter would know about Faris and the Shadow Court. But did she know how ferociously he protected his people? Or even that he claimed Kes and Logan as his own?

      I somehow kept my expression neutral and my voice steady as I looked at Callum. “Are you okay for another shift this soon?”

      His response was swift. “Yes. The area is too wooded to risk a fire, but Guthrie is rural enough to allow for flying.”

      “And…” I wasn’t sure how to ask this or whether it was considered insulting among dragons, but I was going to ask, anyway. “Can you carry people when you fly?”

      “Two. Easily.”

      Okay. That was good. If I could get Kes and Logan out of the house, they would have a swift exit.

      I just needed someone who could go inside with me and help me carry Logan. I was strong for my size, but not “carry a teenage boy while climbing out a window” strong.

      Thankfully, we also had Rath and Shane, and both of them could use glamour. And with the ghost hunters as a distraction…

      “I don’t want to wait too long,” I informed my team. “The longer we wait, the more likely they are to discover that Kes can’t give them what they want, and I don’t know how they’ll react. So I think we should go tonight. Probably sometime after midnight, to minimize the chances of being noticed by curious humans.

      “I don’t have a detailed game plan. I don’t think we know enough to make one. But I also don’t want anyone hurt. So whoever is going with me has to promise—no unnecessary violence, no acting out of vengeance. If possible, we’re going to rescue them, and then we’re going to talk.”

      I got nods from all around—some more grudging than others. Not everyone would be comfortable thinking on their feet. But we had a lot of power and experience on our side, which meant that no matter what unexpected traps our enemies threw at us, we at least had a chance.

      I hoped.

      Because now, as at every other crossroads of my life, that faint glimmer of hope was all I really had to go on.
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      I knew it was the right decision to wait. But I had to spend the entire rest of the day reminding myself why, so I didn’t go running off to Guthrie with nothing but rage and a pair of bolt cutters.

      We needed the Tanner twins as a diversion, and no one went ghost hunting in daylight.

      Callum couldn’t afford the scrutiny that would come with a daylight flight.

      And we didn’t want any neighbors seeing what we were doing and calling human law enforcement, so we needed them to be asleep.

      All very good reasons that did nothing to quell my sense of urgency.

      The first thing I tried as a distraction was cleaning up the mess Ari’s legos had made of The Portal’s floor, though I left the house intact, just in case we needed it as a reference. Afterwards, I swept and mopped and wiped down the tabletops, then wandered into the kitchen looking for dirty dishes. I found Ari’s plate, washed it and put it away, and was considering scrubbing the stovetop when Faris walked in.

      “Is it helping?”

      I set down the sanitizer and the sponge and stretched out my back. “Well, it isn’t not helping,” I muttered. “Ari is with Kira, Callum is sleeping off his double shift, and I just needed to not be all up in my head.”

      My boss regarded me with lips pursed, as if trying to make up his mind about something.

      “Did Callum talk to you?”

      “About…” I knew what he was asking. I just didn’t want to say it out loud in front of another person.

      “About whether the two of you are going to continue living in denial,” he said bluntly.

      Okay, fine, I guess we were doing this. “He brought it up.”

      Faris grunted. “Good. I’m not here to pressure you for an answer. I’m sure he told you what’s at stake. I just thought…” He paused again and rubbed the back of his neck.

      This hesitation was odd, coming from my normally straightforward boss.

      Was he trying to warn me off? Tell me how inappropriate it was to even dream of being with Callum? “You can just say it.”

      “I thought since you didn’t have any parents to tell you about this mate-bond stuff… that you might have questions.” He said it rapidly, not quite meeting my eyes.

      Oh my heck. Faris was offering to have some Idrian version of the talk. This was awkward, not to mention unexpected. And I was pretty sure I’d never experienced anything so simultaneously heart-warming and embarrassing in my life.

      “Bonds are all a bit different,” he hastened to add. “So I can’t give you specifics. But if there was anything you were worried about or wondering…”

      “Is it awful?” I blurted out, in spite of my intention not to. “Knowing that someone can read your thoughts?”

      Faris seemed to relax a little. As if he’d been afraid I would ask something a lot more personal.

      “I’m not a shifter,” he pointed out. “So my bond with Morghaine is less intense. I can feel when she’s nearby, and I can tell when she’s happy or distressed or in danger. But she can read me more deeply, and no, it’s not embarrassing.” His arms folded and his head tilted back thoughtfully. “Maybe because we’re committed to each other, and nothing is going to change that. So the less that’s hidden, the closer we’re able to be. Same as with humans. Same as with every relationship.”

      The less that was hidden…

      I was still hiding things from Callum. If this bond between us grew too deep, too fast, he might learn too much. Might decide he didn’t want me after all, but then it would be too late. We would be bound together with no way to escape each other.

      But if I just told him… He might walk away. And yet, wasn’t that what I’d always thought would be best for both of us? For him to return to the Shapeshifter Court, find a proper dragon for a mate, and not subject himself to judgement, derision, and rejection for choosing someone like me—a human and a fugitive from shapeshifter law.

      I wanted him so badly. I wanted his warmth and caring and dedication. Wanted his fierce commitment to doing the right thing and protecting the things that mattered most. Choosing to deny those feelings wasn’t going to help either of us, but… Just because I wanted something didn’t mean it was right.

      “I’m scared,” I said simply.

      And Faris didn’t try to tell me not to be scared. He just nodded. Waited. Listened.

      “I’m scared I’ll never be enough. I’m scared that I’ll drag him down. Scared that he doesn’t actually understand how… broken I am. I come with so much baggage, Faris. So many scars, so many bits and pieces of myself that may never quite be… normal. Some of these scars might never heal.”

      He sighed and moved towards me, muttering under his breath about Irene and death threats before leaning back against the prep table and crossing his arms.

      “You’ve met Morghaine.”

      I had. “Once, in your office.”

      “Do you know her story?”

      “Only a little.” Kira had freed her in the broken world of Idria, but Morghaine had then sacrificed herself so Kira and Draven could escape. Only much later had they learned that she’d survived and been taken captive again by the fae.

      “She was captured, tortured, and imprisoned for over eleven years,” Faris told me, his voice turned gravelly with emotion. “The former fae prince Llyr used her blood to construct deadly creatures of shadow that he sent against his enemies. One of them nearly killed Kira.”

      The parallels with my own story were not lost on me.

      “Her captors took her eye, one of her fingers, and even…” He stopped, and I could see him working to say the words. His eyes went red, and his voice shook with the pain. “They even took her wings.”

      It punched me right in the gut. They’d cut off a dragon’s wings?

      “She’ll never fly again. Never see again. Sometimes she wakes up screaming from the nightmares.”

      He’d earned his legendary distrust of the fae—about a million times over.

      “I don’t love her scars, or what she went through to get them. If I could go back, undo her pain, or take it on myself, I would. But,” he said firmly, “I do love the woman that her life has made her. Exactly as she is. Her scars and her broken places are a part of who she is, and I have zero regrets about choosing to share a life with her.”

      I was crying, too. How could I not?

      “Talk to Callum,” he said. “He’s not a fool, and I’ve never known him to be unsure about what he wants. He thinks things through before he acts, considers all the consequences, and then moves ahead when he’s ready to accept them. He never would have told you about the bond unless he was certain.”

      But how could he be so sure when there was so much he didn’t know? Even back when we’d first met, he’d decided to trust me on so little evidence. He’d admitted at the time that it was out of character for him. What if this was shapeshifter magic, causing him to act against his own convictions?

      “There are secrets he doesn’t know. Things I haven’t told him.”

      Faris just shrugged. “Then tell him. Let him decide.”

      “And the Shapeshifter Court…”

      My boss cut me off with a slash of his hand. “Don’t try to protect him from himself,” he warned me. “If you’re worried, tell him. If you’re scared, tell him. Talk about it. Don’t run from it and pretend it’s the noble thing to do.”

      So apparently now Faris could read my mind too.

      “I don’t know how,” I admitted helplessly. “I don’t know… if I can make myself that vulnerable.”

      “Do you like my nephew?”

      I liked him so much it scared me. Sometimes it seemed as if I’d begun to crave his presence like some sort of strange drug. I felt happy when he was with me, and cranky when he wasn’t. But that wasn’t the kind of thing I felt like I could tell my boss, and when I didn’t answer, he changed the question. “Do you trust him?”

      Weirdly, that was easier. Now, as always, the answer was… “Yes.”

      “Then trust him with the truth. That’s the only way to find out whether this will ever work. The only way to make a decision you won’t regret.”

      He was right. I knew he was right. But there were too many other things in my mind and heart right now for that conversation to happen.

      “Not today,” he added. “Today, let’s take care of business. And when everyone is safe, you two can figure this out.”

      I let out my breath in a long sigh. This conversation hadn’t actually fixed any of my problems, but for some reason, I felt lighter.

      “Thanks,” I said quietly. “You’re a good person, Faris. I don’t know why you chose us, but you did, and we’ll always be in your debt.”

      “Don’t talk nonsense,” he growled, straightening and glaring at me in his usual patented style. “Now stop pretending to clean. You can stay in my office, or you can go home. We’ve fixed the lock on your apartment door, added alarms, and upgraded the cameras, so nobody is getting in there without me knowing about it. I suggest you go and get some rest before tonight.”

      I threw in the towel—literally—and managed to hit the laundry hamper from halfway across the kitchen. A good omen, I hoped.

      “Okay,” I conceded. “I’ll try.”
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      Spoiler alert: I failed.

      Miserably. Spectacularly. Thoroughly. Pick your adverb.

      I would have sworn the next five hours were actually five days. They contained multitudes—of worries, fears, memories, anxieties, and downright horrors. When I couldn’t sleep, I paced, and when I got tired of pacing through the haunted rooms of my apartment, I left and wandered the streets instead.

      Was it safe? Possibly not. But I’d taken out five Idrian mercenaries, defeated the elemental queen, and survived multiple other attempts on my life. Callum seemed to think I was dangerous enough to give most other Idrians pause, and frankly, I was almost hoping someone would try me. At least if I was attacked, I wouldn’t have to spend the next few hours flailing around, feeling helpless and afraid.

      It was late, but at least it wasn’t cold. Oklahoma weather in January could be anything from below zero to seventy-five, and for the moment, it had chosen to be a relatively pleasant temperature. But the decent weather meant there were others out sharing the sidewalks. I tried not to glare at everyone I passed, or let them see the turmoil eating me up inside, but I did notice a handful of pedestrians giving me a wider than normal bubble as we passed one another.

      Myriad Gardens held too many memories and Bricktown was too busy, so I wandered north, and paused just outside the Oklahoma City National Memorial with its twinned bronze gates and reflecting pool.

      Along the south side of the pool, the Field of Empty Chairs left a ghostly pattern of light and shadow—each chair representing a life lost in a moment that had carved indelible scars into the heart of this city.

      Now, this was a place of quiet. Of remembrance. Of healing. One that honored both the dead and the living.

      The scars were still there. The pain would never be forgotten. But the city was thriving. Growing. A testament to the resilience of its people and the power of community.

      I wanted that same renaissance for myself. For Kes and for Logan and for Ari. But some days I doubted whether it was possible. Doubted whether we would ever be safe for long enough to heal. Doubted whether the dreams and the memories and the guilt would ever leave us.

      From what Faris had said of Morghaine, perhaps they never would. But if there was one thing I recalled of the former dragon seneschal… she’d seemed to be at peace. Despite everything she had suffered, her life was not consumed by the pain.

      Maybe… Maybe when this was all over, I could ask if she would be willing to talk to me. Maybe there was some sort of wisdom she could impart that would make all of this make sense. Tell me what I needed to do. Or even what I didn’t need to do.

      After a while, my wandering feet continued north, where more people were gathered around the restaurants and pubs of Midtown. I wasn’t looking for noise, company, or alcohol, so I moved on until I crossed into Heritage Hills, where noise and chaos were banned, houses and lawns were pristine, and the sidewalks all but deserted.

      It was here that I’d first met Leith—the siren king of the Wildkin Court. He was sly and enigmatic, with eyes that seemed to see right through me—eyes full of secrets and plots and a self-contained mirth that clearly frustrated Callum.

      At the time, Callum had seemed disgusted by what the siren was capable of. Suspicious of his actions and his motives. Leith had appeared highly amused throughout our encounter and I wondered now, in hindsight… Had he known about my siren power all along? And when he first suggested a relationship between me and Callum, had he foreseen what that would bring about?

      A few more blocks and I was in the neighborhood of Mesta Park, with its deeper shadows, a couple of barking dogs, and a few other dark figures out for a late night stroll.

      I watched them carefully, but none of them even looked my way, let alone offered any threat to my safety.

      It was on another lonely, late night walk that I’d caught my first glimpse of who Callum truly was. He’d followed me home and saved me from being beaten up by a gang of teenage bullies after I tried to save the kitten they’d been tormenting. They’d turned on me, and as a result, I’d shifted for the first time. It was the same night I’d betrayed my magic in front of the entire Portal. And the night I realized that Callum-ro-Deverin wasn’t nearly as scary as he pretended.

      Oh, he could be scary enough if you were his enemy, or if you threatened anyone or anything he cared about. But when he chose to save that kitten, I knew—there was a soft and gooey center behind all that glaring and growling and bossiness.

      I wondered where the kitten was now. Probably at his home in the Shapeshifter Court. I knew without needing to ask that he would never have abandoned her.

      Another few blocks, and suddenly I was at Twenty-third Street, wondering whether Kira was asleep. Maybe I should just turn around and go back to my apartment. Or maybe if I kept wandering the streets long enough, the next few hours would pass and it would be time.

      “Raine?”

      The sound of my name in an unfamiliar male voice startled me into stopping and scanning my surroundings. There were two men on the sidewalk just down the block, but they were deep in conversation with one another. A woman in a long coat and heels stepped into the bar across the street, and two people got into a car at the corner. None of them appeared to have even noticed my existence.

      But just ahead, parked along the curb, was a dark pickup truck with one door open and boots visible beneath the door.

      “Raine, is that really you?”

      I didn’t need my hunch magic to know that something wasn’t right.

      My steps slowed, and I checked the traffic, hoping to dart across the street, but the boots stepped away from the truck, moving partially out from behind the door.

      The wearer was male, and around my height. He seemed fascinated with something on the sidewalk, so the streetlight didn’t reveal much except brown skin, floppy dark hair, and a slight build.

      He took a step towards me, but never moved fully out of cover. Then he said my name again.

      “Raine. Don’t you remember me?”

      He lifted his face. Looked me full in the eye.

      Recognition shot through me like a spear of solid ice, piercing straight to my core and leaving me cold—cold with memories, with regret, and with terror.

      “Ethan,” I whispered, and took an involuntary step back.

      Something stabbed my leg. I slapped at it, felt something hard and cold, and looked down.

      What the heck? I’d been shot with a tiny dart, like some kind of zoo animal they were trying to tranquilize.

      Anger surged, and so did my fae magic, but even as it coursed towards my fingertips, it sputtered and died.

      No. I would not allow myself to be powerless again. I reached for my elemental power, but could find no source of water and the effort created an instant, blinding headache. My siren magic screamed at me and I opened my mouth to call out for help, but my tongue didn’t seem to work. And when I tried to run, my body turned in two different directions and I simply fell over.

      I landed on my knees on the sidewalk. Felt the concrete bite through my jeans. Everything was sideways. There were people coming towards me, but they had too many arms and legs.

      I had just enough conscious thought remaining to realize the terrible truth—I was about to disappear, just like Kes and Logan and Ari. And there was nothing I could do to stop it.
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      I was so over the sensation of waking up in a strange place with no memory of how I’d gotten there.

      So done with opening my eyes in the dark and wondering how many hours of my life I’d missed. What mistakes I’d made this time. And whether there would be any permanent consequences, for me or anyone I cared about.

      I’d lost count of the number of times it had happened—this made three just in the last couple of days—and honestly, I was starting to feel like a real-life soap opera cliché.

      On this occasion, it seemed I was still wearing the same clothes I’d put on the previous morning. There was a pain in my leg, an ache on one side of my head, and a bad taste in my mouth, but at least I wasn’t left wondering who’d undressed me.

      Priorities.

      The room I was in was, of course, dark, except for a sliver of light coming in from under the door. But that sliver was basically at eye level, because I’d apparently been dumped onto a cold, bare floor.

      A definite downgrade from my last couple of involuntary naps.

      So how had I ended up here? And where, exactly, was here?

      I rolled to my back, hoping it would help clear the fog, but it only served to notify me that my hands and feet had started to lose feeling from the bindings on my wrists and ankles. Though that could have been as much about temperature as blood supply. The room wasn’t exactly warm, and I’d been lying here, unmoving, for who knew how long.

      A rather inconsiderate bunch of kidnappers, all things considered.

      As I lay there flexing my fingers and toes in an effort to restore circulation, I reached through the fog for the last thing I remembered…

      Walking. I’d been walking through the city, trying to pass the time and settle my nerves before… we were supposed to be rescuing Kes.

      Raine. I heard my name. Saw a truck. A pair of boots.

      Don’t you remember me?

      The face flashed in my memory. Dark eyes, brown skin and floppy dark hair…

      The rest of that memory slammed into me like a speeding train, carrying the weight of a thousand other moments I wished I could forget. All of my guilt and regrets and the burdens that plagued me when I woke in the middle of the night and couldn’t go back to sleep.

      But it also answered so many questions.

      I knew, now, exactly where I was. I knew why Kes hadn’t wanted me to find her. And I knew who Ari had seen.

      He sleeps a lot. Screams sometimes. And I heard him crying.

      And I also knew that if I didn’t get out of here in time to warn the team that was probably even now on its way to rescue us… Someone was going to die. That might seem pessimistic, but to anyone else who’d shared my prison, it would not come as a surprise.

      Elayara’s human experiments had succeeded only five times. There was Ari, Logan, and me, and one of the five died before we escaped.

      And then there was Ethan.

      I was the first success, and for a time after I somehow absorbed and retained fae magic, Elayara’s research focused on testing me. Training me. Trying to figure out what went right so it could be duplicated. My other powers came later. After Ethan.

      He was a little younger than me, and by the time I met him, much of his mind—along with the ability to control his magic—was already gone. In an attempt to build herself the ultimate elemental warrior, Elayara had given him all four elements at once, and it had utterly destroyed him.

      But it had also made him nearly unstoppable.

      Even Elayara had no way of controlling him, so she kept him partially sedated at all times. It was Ethan who had provided a huge percentage of her stockpile of elemental artifacts—driven by the need to continuously siphon his magic to keep him stable.

      When we escaped, leaving him behind was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. He hadn’t deserved this any more than we did, and his day-to-day existence was a living torment I could not even begin to imagine.

      But in the end, trying to break him out would likely have gotten us caught, and afterwards, I had no idea how to keep him safe—let alone how to keep the world safe from him. I’d been desperate and scared and so I’d just left him, and that decision haunted me. Probably always would.

      My heart sped up for a moment as I heard light footsteps outside the room, pausing briefly on the other side of my door before continuing on. The sound of the steps suggested wooden floors, with an occasional creak and groan that further suggested age. More proof that my hypothesis was very likely correct.

      Judging by the size and shape of the room, I was probably in one of the second-floor bedrooms. Maybe they hadn’t bothered to secure the window—if there was one. So if I could only get out of these manacles…

      It was too dark to see, so I rotated my wrists in opposite directions as far as I could, until I could feel the shape and texture of my bonds… zip ties! This kidnapping was clearly the work of amateurs, which meant I still had a chance.

      I rolled back to my side before wriggling onto my knees. After using my teeth to tighten the zip tie as much as possible, I raised my hands as high as I could, then pulled them down quickly, elbows flared, essentially punching myself in the stomach.

      Not hard enough. The tie cut deep, almost drawing a gasp of pain, but I bit my lip and tried again. This time, it popped, leaving my hands blessedly free.

      The tie on my ankles, thankfully, involved a much less painful process. All I needed to shim the mechanism was one of the lock picks hidden behind my belt, and the tail pulled loose without effort.

      Still trying to make as little noise as possible, I sat back and began to swing my arms and rotate my ankles, hoping to restore blood flow to my hands and feet. Once I was confident my legs would hold me, I rose to my feet, listened for footsteps, and then moved towards the side of the room opposite the door.

      I could just barely make out the outline of where a window would be, but as I felt around the sides, it became clear that it was not dark due to nighttime or blackout curtains, but boards. There would be no escaping this way—at least not quietly.

      How much time did I have? It depended on how long it had taken my team to realize I was missing. And once they did, how much time they spent looking for me, versus making a move to rescue Kes and Logan.

      I couldn’t count on them figuring out that I’d been taken by the same people. Nor could I count on them continuing the operation without me. But if they did, they might well end up dividing their forces, which would mean even more danger for whoever ended up here—facing Ethan, with no concept of what his magic was capable of.

      Not to mention whatever he might do to the two innocent and unsuspecting human ghost hunters.

      I was going to have to take some crazy chances and try to find my way out of this ramshackle Victorian fun-house without being caught.

      First, the door. One ear to the cold floor confirmed no movement in my immediate vicinity. It was possible the door was guarded, which would mean my escape attempt could get quite a bit more exciting very quickly. But there was no way forward that didn’t involve risk, so I set my fingers to the doorknob and twisted.

      It opened.

      No point locking the door on a prisoner who’s both unconscious and tied up, I suppose.

      When no one responded to the light creak of the opening door, I edged closer, set my back against the wall, and peered out.

      The hallway was narrow and low-ceilinged, brightened only by some sort of lantern hanging from an antique brass fixture. The walls were covered in peeling, dark paper in a floral design that was probably popular seventy or eighty years ago. I could see two other doors, both closed, and what looked like an elaborately carved newel post at the top of a set of stairs leading to a dimly lit first floor.

      And honestly, even though I’d never believed in ghosts, for a moment I almost would have believed it if someone had told me this place was haunted. It wore its age with a sort of dingy, fragile dignity, and I could smell the musty odor of decay from its long years of emptiness.

      But I really needed to leave that kind of reflection to Seamus. Hopefully, he would get a chance to geek out about the house after we were all safe.

      For now, I needed to decide whether to go up or down. The top floor of the Haversmith House was supposedly an actual ballroom, which would make it an unlikely place to keep prisoners. But it might offer excellent roof access, if by chance they’d forgotten to board up a window or two. From there, I was confident I could find a way to climb down, unless they’d posted a guard outside. But if that were the case, all of my attempts at secrecy were doomed to fail anyway.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Well, actually, there were several. I could run down the stairs—counting on the element of surprise to give me an advantage—and attempt to run straight out the front door. Assuming I didn’t manage to get lost while looking for it.

      I could also start hunting the occupants of the house one by one, neutralizing my enemies and looking for Kes along the way. Hoping I could find her and Logan before I got caught. Praying Logan would be awake and could get out on his own feet, after which we would escape together.

      Or, I could escape on my own first. Hope to meet up with Callum, Shane, and Rath, and enact our original plan.

      If it had only been Kes and me, I probably would have tried plan two. But there was no way we could take Logan with us if he was still sedated, and I refused to leave him behind.

      As much as I hated it, plan three was our best chance.

      I would have to start by going up, but first, I needed to give myself as many advantages as possible. Which meant… recalling every one of the unwanted skills my time among the fae had taught me.

      I hadn’t had a reason to practice in a long time, but those skills had saved my life in the tunnels of my subterranean prison, and I didn’t think I would ever forget how to use them.

      How to dampen sound and smother light. How to pass unseen and unheard, because if I failed, my enemies would catch me and hurt me.

      There were drawbacks, of course. If I tried using these magics anywhere well lit, it would be immediately obvious. But if I clung to the darkest parts of the house, my magic should easily pass unnoticed.

      It was surprisingly difficult to step into that hallway. To recognize that this was so much like the tunnels, but with more than my own life at stake. I felt the familiar, sick ache of fear, and the rush of adrenaline that made my pulse loud in my own ears—so loud I was sure that anyone sharing the house with me could sense it. But somehow, I pushed myself through that first step, anchored myself in darkness, and then I was on my way. Down the hall, one cautious step at a time, searching for the stairs leading upward.

      There was still no sound from the first floor, and it worried me a little. There should be at least five Idrians in the house somewhere, plus Ethan, Kes, and Logan. And they’d just kidnapped someone. Surely they hadn’t just gone straight to bed and decided to deal with me in the morning.

      It was rather like when Ari was suddenly far too quiet, and I knew she’d either gotten up to something nefarious or teleported somewhere outside the house.

      Wait… Could the house actually be empty? Could they have left me here and taken Kes and Logan elsewhere?

      No. That would make no sense. There had to be another explanation.

      There, in the shadows… Another newel post. This stairway led up into darkness, and I knew as I looked at the worn wood of the steps that they were likely to creak loudly. Would my magic even work on them?

      Heart in my throat, feeling my way upward, I followed the tight corners of the stairwell until they ended in a space I could feel more than see. There was still very little light and no sound, so I allowed my magical darkness to lift and created fae light instead.

      Lifting the tiny blue ball of magic over my head, I surveyed the room, noting copious evidence of the depredations of squatters and vandals. Empty bottles and cans lurked in corners. Graffiti marked the floor and the walls. Piles of discarded boxes tilted dangerously, allowing random detritus to spill out, while the smell of must and despair filled my nostrils.

      But even so, beneath the squalor were the tattered remnants of a far different time, and the bones of an elegant space that had once been filled with lights and music and fun instead of cobwebs, dust, and ghosts. Beautiful crown molding edged the ceiling, and a massive fireplace with a stone hearth loomed on one side of the room. The remains of a brass light fixture still hung from the center of the ceiling, and I could easily imagine it strung with strands of crystal that reflected whatever lamps or candles may have brightened this place.

      And windows. Glorious windows. Two had blankets tacked over them, one was still boarded up, but the other was cracked and half broken out, allowing a faint night breeze to stir the cobwebs and swirl the dust on the floor.

      Perfect.

      Thankfully, I’d never been scared of heights, so I didn’t even pause before squeezing through the hole in the glass and stepping out onto the gentle grade of the roof. If I wasn’t mistaken, I should be standing right over the second-floor balcony at the front of the house—an easy drop, provided no one was watching the balcony. From there, I could almost circle the entire house and choose the best place to swing down to the porch.

      But as I crouched there, shivering slightly in the night breeze and listening for voices, footsteps, slamming doors or any other sign of human habitation, I heard the unmistakable sound of a car approaching from the main road.

      According to the satellite photos Seamus had shown us, the house rested on a thirty-acre plot of mostly uncleared brush and woodlands. A dry creek bed ran through the property, and the house itself sat in a clearing approximately a hundred yards across, surrounded by trees and accessed by a long dirt driveway running off the main road.

      Much of the driveway would be obscured by the trees, even in daylight, but by night I should be able to track any approaching vehicle by their headlights. This car, however, was clearly attempting to be stealthy, because its headlights were off. And there were already two vehicles parked in front of the house—the pickup they’d used when they abducted me, and a small, dark sedan.

      This must be my people coming to rescue me.

      I let out a long breath and slumped against the gable, taking a moment to change my plans now that I knew I wasn’t alone. I still needed to warn them about Ethan before they just charged in and started slinging magic around, but at least they were here.

      Scooting to the edge of the roof, I rolled over and searched for a grip so I could swing my feet around and drop down to the second level. But before I could find purchase, I heard an odd scuffing sound. A thud from inside the third-floor ballroom. And then a tiny voice whispering my name.

      “Rainey?”

      No. I could not be hearing Ari’s voice. She was miles away. Safe. Asleep. Under the care of Kira and Hugh.

      “Rainey!”

      Except she wasn’t. She was leaning out the broken window, looking scared but also just a little bit smug.

      “I found you!”

      I forgot about silence. Forgot about everything except getting her to safety. I scrambled up from the edge of the roof and leaped back in through the window, clapping one hand over her mouth to quiet her exuberant celebrations.

      “Ari-bug, you have to hush,” I whispered, checking my magic and hoping that it would miraculously obscure the sound of a six-year-old bouncing up and down with delight on the creaky wooden floor. “What are you doing here? Why did you leave Kira?”

      Her glare was equal amounts hurt and offended. “They couldn’t find you. I told them I could, and they didn’t believe me.”

      Wait…

      “So Kira and Faris and Callum don’t know where I am?”

      She shook her head, her tangled dark curls bouncing wildly. “Faris is sooooo mad,” she announced in a stage whisper.

      I had no doubt of that. But if they didn’t know where I was, then who was driving towards the house in the middle of the night with their headlights off?

      The back of my neck prickled with warning—my hunch magic trying to tell me something—and I knelt down in front of Ari.

      “You have to go back, love. Go find Kira and tell her I’m with Kes. And tell them…” I hesitated. They needed to know what they faced. How dangerous Ethan could be. But what message could I ask Ari to relay?

      “Tell them the trap is a person. Can you remember that?”

      Her head turned to one side, and she nodded thoughtfully. “I think so.”

      “Tell them to be careful. And…” A million other possible messages flew through my head, but none seemed likely to be helpful. “That’s it,” I whispered finally. “Just those two things, okay?”

      She leaned forward and threw her arms around my neck. “Okay, Rainey. Don’t die.”

      I had no plans to die today. I had Kes and Logan to rescue.

      “I won’t, Bug.” I hugged her back. “Now go!”

      She stepped back, and an instant later, she was gone.

      Leaving me alone once more, with enemies approaching, and the grim knowledge that my help might not arrive in time.
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      With Ari gone, I slipped out the window once again, lurking in the shadow of the gable as the vehicle rumbled closer. It slowed, however, and the sounds died when it was perhaps two hundred yards from the house and still obscured by trees. I heard the quiet snick of doors opening and closing, then the rustling of something moving through grass and brush.

      There was just enough moon that I noticed instantly when the newcomers finally stepped into the clearing around the house, emerging from the brush one by one to strike a confident pose as they regarded their target.

      There were five of them, and they were clearly not concerned about being seen. Or heard. Even from this distance, my shapeshifter hearing was keen enough to pick up a murmured conversation.

      “…elementals, and fae,” one of them said in a deep, growling sort of voice. “This is the right place.”

      “We only need the fae,” a commanding female voice answered, and I started as its sharp, decisive tone penetrated my memory and informed me that we’d met before. “And no witnesses.”

      “I can take care of that.” The words were spoken in a light tenor, and ended in a laugh that sent shivers down my spine. “That pile of sticks looks like it’ll make a beautiful bonfire.”

      “Stick to the plan, Quentin. We have to make sure humans get blamed for this, so we don’t move until everything is in place.”

      It was them. The mercenaries I’d nearly drowned in mud. I had no idea how they’d found us this quickly, but they hadn’t given up—in fact, now they were probably more determined than ever. And this time, they wouldn’t underestimate me.

      It was clear from their conversation that they had no qualms about killing, so it would be foolish to think I could take them on again without help. But the only help available?

      Five elementals with no magic, an unconscious Logan, and Kes.

      Also Ethan. In truth, he terrified me even more than these mercenaries, but it wasn’t like I had a choice. I knew for sure that the mercenaries would kill me, and the people inside the house were still a question mark.

      I didn’t like my options. But the only path forward was to reverse course, and hope that the old saying was actually true—that the enemy of my enemy… Honestly, there was no way they were my friends, but if I was lucky, they might choose to kill me a little less quickly.

      Back through the window again. I was moving too fast and sliced my arm on the edge of the broken glass, but the pain barely registered. I was already across the room, headed for the stairs, taking them far too hastily in the dark, but not in the mood for caution.

      The second floor was still deserted, so I took the stairs leading downward, thundering down them so quickly that someone had to have heard me. But there was no immediate outcry. Only the hiss of angry voices that were trying to be quiet and utterly failing.

      At the bottom of the staircase, I paused for a moment. The front door was straight ahead. To the left was the dining room, lit by the flickering flames of candles. To the right was some kind of sitting room. The light there was brighter, and the voices seemed to be coming from that direction, so I moved closer, wondering how long it would take them to notice me.

      “…we can’t stay here. Not unless you’re willing to force her hand.”

      “No torture, Jacob. I won’t. And I won’t let you either, so stop bringing it up.”

      “So you’re saying all that risk was for nothing? We finally have Raine, but you’re just going to sit here and not use her?”

      “I won’t be like them!” The voice was female and fierce, and as I stepped over the threshold into the sitting room, I knew instantly who the speaker was.

      It was the woman from the picture. Tall, with tawny skin, dark hair in braids, light eyes, and an air of command that was a near perfect echo of Talia.

      This was Chesney.

      At that point, I fully expected her to start screaming for someone to catch me. I was standing in full view of her position, and there was no way she could have missed me.

      But she just kept talking.

      “We’re done with the threats and the hostages. I didn’t like it then, and now I’m putting a stop to it. And I can’t believe you went behind my back to kidnap her. You took Ethan out there! In front of witnesses! Are you insane?”

      This was very interesting, but they were going to have to work out their differences later. I stepped forward again, thinking that this time, for sure, someone would react…

      And they did, but not the way I expected.

      The man standing beside Chesney—short, solid and red-haired—suddenly flinched backward, his eyes wide and terrified.

      “What… What is that?” he whispered hoarsely, pointing a shaking finger in my direction. A moment later, he went bone white and fainted, hitting the floor with a thud that made me wince.

      And that’s when I realized I’d never let go of my fae magic. I was lurking in a patch of shadow, making no sound, leaving a trail of blood dripping behind me from where the glass had sliced my arm.

      Guess the Haversmith House just got a little more haunted.

      Somehow, I resisted the entirely inappropriate urge to laugh and released my magic.

      My appearance out of nowhere had about the effect you might expect—Chesney swore, and the woman sitting near the boarded-up fireplace let out a scream that could probably be heard all the way to the Guthrie city limits.

      “I’d love to chat some more about my kidnapping,” I informed them dryly, “but—and I can’t believe I’m saying this—we have a bigger problem.”
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      Jacob sat up—clearly embarrassed by his reaction—and three pairs of eyes stared at me in silence. I could feel the weight of their combined fear, hatred, anger, and confusion.

      “Oh, and you can tell whoever is trying to sneak up behind me that I will smack the crud out of them if they don’t knock it off.”

      “That’s enough Reese,” Chesney called wearily. “Just come in here. Apparently, we have more significant issues than your inability to kidnap people properly.”

      I heard a frustrated sound from behind me, as a scowling man in his mid-twenties emerged from the shadows beneath the stairs. “My kidnapping was just fine,” he muttered. “It was the serum. It was supposed to knock her out for at least three more hours.”

      “I suggest you shut up while you can still talk,” Chesney snapped in return. “I still don’t know whether I can forgive you for using something associated with her.”

      Well, that explained a lot. They’d used one of Elayara’s serums on me.

      “And where is the fifth member of your group?”

      Chesney shot me a look that ought to have dropped me in my tracks. “Noah is supposed to be upstairs keeping an eye on the four of you, but he’s nineteen and brooding, so he’s probably playing phone games. Any more questions for us?” Her sarcasm could’ve peeled paint, if there was any left on the walls.

      “Many,” I retorted. “But we don’t have time.”

      “Then how about you stop spewing nonsense and tell us what you know.” She really was so very much like her mother.

      “We’re currently being surrounded by a team of mercenaries who don’t much care about collateral damage and are only interested in collecting the bounty on Kes’s head,” I announced bluntly. “They want her alive, but are totally chill with burning this place down with the rest of us in it. So if you have some sort of defense plan, now would be a great time to pull it out, dust it off, and put it to work.”

      Chesney swore again. Reese turned and punched the wall, while the other two just looked utterly defeated.

      “One question.” Chesney pinned me with a glare that was only a fraction less powerful than Talia’s. “Is the child safe?”

      I regarded her for a moment in silence, wondering whether my hunch magic would help me out, but in the end I had to go with my gut, and it was pretty sure her concern was genuine.

      “As safe as a six-year-old who can teleport ever is,” I responded. “Safer than we are, most certainly.”

      I heard a warning creak from the stairs, and turned just in time to catch Kes, who hurled herself at me in a trembling hug.

      “I told you not to come,” she said fiercely when she pulled back to look me over. She flinched when she saw my bleeding arm, and despite her hug, her expression held nothing but disapproval.

      “Yeah, well, they didn’t really give me a choice.” I chose not to tell her that we’d been planning to come for her and Logan anyway.

      “So.” She whirled on Chesney. “Will you try to threaten me with her now? I told you. I can’t do what you’re asking. That won’t change, no matter how many people you promise to hurt.”

      “Later.” The elemental princess stood tall, nostrils flaring as she surveyed the room. “It seems we are under attack, so our grievances will have to wait.”

      “What?” Kes turned back to me. “Did Faris come after all? Even after I told you to leave me here?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not Faris—trust me, it’s a lot worse.”

      When I didn’t elaborate, she took my arms and shook me. “Who, Raine?”

      “Bounty hunters,” I admitted. “I’ve faced them once already. And this is just a payday for them, so collateral damage doesn’t mean much. Basically, the only thing keeping them from frying us in our tracks is the fact that they need Kes alive. They won’t make a move until they find some way to separate her from the group.”

      “How many?” Chesney demanded.

      “Five. A goblin, a fae, a drus, a fire elemental, and a bear shifter.”

      I watched as she thought this through, and a horrible realization struck me.

      “You never had a defense plan, did you?”

      Her face said “Silence, peasant,” stronger than any words, but thanks to her mother, I was nearly immune.

      “You never set any traps, and you weren’t trying to lure me here using Ari.”

      “The child was never a part of this,” she said harshly.

      “And Ethan?”

      The group exchanged troubled glances, and then…

      Oh. I thought that maybe, finally, I was beginning to understand.

      “You genuinely want to help him, don’t you?” I guessed quietly. “Or at least you tell yourselves you do. But you also want back what Elayara stole. And you thought that this way maybe you could have both.”

      So they’d hatched this plan, counting on Kes being able to reverse the process—to undo what was done, set Ethan free, and allow them to go back to their lives.

      But now? They knew it was impossible, but they’d come too far and dug the hole too deep. It left them unable to move on, unable to go back. They’d kidnapped, threatened, and betrayed, and guilt would forever taint the outcome. Even now that hope was gone, they were stuck, because they could not abandon Ethan without questioning whether their motives had always been corrupt.

      But before I could follow that line of thought, Kes interrupted.

      “The hunters are here for me,” she said resolutely. “If I go with them, maybe no one else needs to get hurt.”

      But I could see even as she said it that she knew it wasn’t true. We needed a plan. Needed to hold out just long enough for Ari to tell everyone where I was.

      “If you’re waiting for us to defend this place,” Chesney broke in bitterly, “you know perfectly well that we don’t have the ability. Any fighting to be done will have to be done by you.”

      “Is Logan…”

      “He’s fine,” Kes put in, “but he’s sedated. He kept setting off earthquakes, and this house… well, it’s not exactly structurally sound.”

      I could tell she was furious about it, and scared for him, but there had been nothing she could do.

      “And Ethan?”

      Chesney stared at me incredulously. “Are you genuinely suggesting I turn him loose to fight these mercenaries? Do you have that great of a death wish?”

      One glance at Kes confirmed her assessment.

      “I can keep him stable,” she confessed, dropping her eyes to the floor. “Just barely. Taking all of his power might incapacitate me, so I haven’t been willing to risk it. But I’m afraid if he uses any of his magic, all of it will unravel. It’s not his fault. It’s more than anyone could handle, and he’s never had a chance to learn control.”

      “Trust me,” I muttered under my breath, “I’ve never blamed Ethan for any of this.”

      It was truly up to me. But the group outside had already seen me fight. They knew a large part of what I was capable of, and they would not underestimate me a second time. And with more than just Callum to protect…

      My only hope was to stall for time.

      Reese’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it from his pocket to glance at the screen. Inventive swearing commenced as he read the message.

      “Noah says there’s headlights coming this way.”

      Great. Just what we needed. More guests at this delightful kidnapping party.

      “The bounty hunters didn’t use their headlights,” I mused. And my people couldn’t have gotten here this fast. It was nearly an hour's drive from downtown, unless Callum flew—assuming he was right about being able to shift again—but even so, it was too soon.

      All of this left only a few possibilities, none of which I was happy about.

      “Might be law enforcement,” I considered aloud. “Neighbors checking out unusual activity. Or human teens looking for a thrill.”

      Chesney snuffed the lights, and we all fell silent as we moved towards the front windows—listening for movement, for voices, for clues.

      The car came to a stop. The engine turned off, and I heard two doors open, then slam shut, followed by a voice I recognized from somewhere…

      “Oh yeah, this place is definitely haunted.”

      My eyes went wide with horror.

      “Just get the camera set up. Your bellowing is going to scare off every ghost in Guthrie.”

      It was the first time I’d heard the second voice, but I didn’t need to see him to visualize the quiet, gangly form of Tegan Tanner.

      Because the first person to speak had definitely been Trey.

      Which meant something had gone very wrong with my allies’ plans. Seamus must have forgotten to call them off after I disappeared, and now I had two clueless human ghost hunters trapped between us and a crew of determined Idrian mercenaries.

      Maybe… Maybe the bounty hunters would wait for the Tanners to leave. They wanted no witnesses, and most Idrians were extremely wary of interfering with humans. Maybe they would realize the dangers of being caught on camera and hold their attack until the ghost hunters gave up.

      But maybe they wouldn’t. I just couldn’t take that chance, so I was going to have to get rid of the twins.

      But how? Sadly, there was no chance I could simply scare them away. They were hoping for paranormal activity, so the scarier it got, the more excited they would be. No, I would need to issue a convincing warning, but without letting the mercenaries get a good look at me. And without betraying the fact that we had no defenses.

      Tonight was the gift that just kept on giving.

      “I know them,” I told Chesney reluctantly. “Human ghost hunters. Or ghost debunkers, I guess. They have a thing for proving that all paranormal activity is Idrians and not ghosts.”

      It seemed I had no choice but to do this the hard way. Unless…

      “I don’t suppose I could borrow a phone?” I asked hopefully.

      Her scorn was instant and withering. “So you can call in your allies? Forgive me if I’m not inclined to let you invite Faris Lansgrave to this little party. Frankly, I’d rather take my chances with the mercenaries.”

      Yet another thing she’d apparently inherited from her mother—Talia clearly had a long-standing grudge against my boss, so it was a good bet Chesney wasn’t going to listen to reason where he was concerned.

      Somehow, I managed not to employ sarcasm in return. Or to tell her that Faris was probably heading this way, whether she liked it or not. Some small voice of wisdom suggested that information was more likely to hurt than help.

      “Fine. I guess I’m going out there to see if I can convince them to leave.”

      Chesney hesitated. “But that will leave us at the mercy of those bounty hunters. At least with the ghost hunters here, we have some protection. There’s a chance the mercenaries will choose to postpone their attack rather than risk human attention.”

      “We aren’t hiding behind innocent humans,” I said flatly. “Not when they don’t understand the risks. They were meant to be a distraction, not bait, and they didn’t sign up to be in the middle of a war.”

      “But you would have us hide behind you,” she returned scornfully. “Are you not human?”

      It was a question I wasn’t sure how to answer. Was I still human? And human or not…

      “Maybe I am,” I murmured. “But even if I’m still human, I don’t think you actually believe I’m innocent.”

      I was pretty sure she hated me for saying it—hated that I could see the conflict raging behind her confident front. But Chesney was no coward, and like her mother, she was too proud to cower behind convenient lies. And in that moment, when it seemed she had nothing to lose, she finally chose to admit the truth.

      “I’ve wanted to hurt you,” she said curtly. “For so long. It’s been the only thing I’ve lived for.”

      For Chesney, this was personal. And the only reason it would be personal…

      “Maybe you don’t remember,” she continued. “Maybe you’ve tried to forget. But I can never forget. I will always remember every detail of the day they took my magic and… and gave it to you.”

      My heart constricted painfully. I stared back at her, with no words to offer.

      No form of comfort was possible. No trite phrases, no excuses. I’d suspected for a long time. I’d hoped I was wrong. But only two water elementals had lost their magic at Elayara’s hands, and after I defeated Talia by taking her own power away…

      “I wanted you to be at fault,” Chesney said, her voice gone flat and empty. “Because you are alive and you are here. Elayara is dead, but you I can still punish for everything that was taken from me.”

      But…

      “But since we took in Ethan, I have been forced to admit that he, and you, and the others, have suffered as well. Have lost the lives you believed you would have. Lost innocence and families and homes. And now that I know there is no going back…”

      Her face was bleak. So empty of hope. Almost as if she didn’t care about the outcome of the battle we faced.

      “Ruining your life will not bring back mine,” she said at last. “I will simply have to accept that there is no remaining path that will allow me to go home. It may take time to convince the others, but eventually they will understand.”

      Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut, but I couldn’t see that broken expression on her face without wanting to fix it. “Chesney, there’s no reason not to go home. Your mom still believes you’re alive. She’s still out there, looking for you. She never stopped.”

      Her entire body went rigid.

      “She also nearly started a war trying to figure out what happened, and she cried when she realized we’d found you. What on earth makes you think you can’t go home?”

      It was like a door slamming shut in my face.

      “Shut up,” Chesney hissed furiously. “You know nothing, human. Never speak of my mother in front of me again.”

      Shutting up.

      “Okay then.” I kind of wished now that I hadn’t given in to the impulse to help. “I guess I’ll just go out there and try to save everyone from this crappy situation you created, while you pout in here and claim that no one understands.”

      Fair? Only partially.

      Satisfying? Very.

      Chesney looked as if she would very much like to stab me, so I bared my teeth in a parody of a smile.

      “If you need me,” I announced, “I’ll be on the roof. Saving your asses.”

      And I marched out, with the four Idrians glaring daggers, and Kes staring at me as if she couldn’t believe I’d dared.

      I might feel bad for them. I might even understand their anger.

      But they had willfully endangered my family and I would never, ever be willing to forget it.
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      Which was how I ended up lying flat on the roof of a crumbling nineteenth century Victorian house, draped in fae magic, while an over-eager ghost hunter live-streamed his enthusiasm for what was likely to be his own impending demise.

      If I ever got out of this…

      I was getting my own dang phone.

      Not that it would have changed my current dilemma. Even if I’d let Faris give me a second phone, my kidnappers would have taken it and I would still be stuck on this roof. But I was definitely coming around to the idea of being able to make calls or texts whenever I needed to. I could have warned Kes of danger the moment Shane told me about the bounty, instead of worrying about who might see the text and waiting until I got home. I could have called Faris for help after I was attacked, instead of wandering around Bricktown with a head injury.

      And if I had a phone right now, I could send a silent message to the ridiculous Tanner twins, telling them to pack up their cameras and run for their lives.

      But my stupid pride had gotten in the way, and the ensuing series of events had landed me here—trying to communicate in some other, much less subtle way.

      If I could only get their attention…

      But Tegan was busy setting up their equipment, and Trey, I discovered, was constitutionally incapable of not talking for more than a few seconds at a stretch. He was pacing back and forth in front of the house babbling into his phone, alternating between awed and excited and trying to sound just a little bit scared. He clearly was still under the impression that he was part of an attempt to distract the occupants of the house, and I had to admit that either this was just his normal personality or he was giving a genuinely inspiring performance.

      There was nothing around me I could throw. No way to signal without making noise. Maybe I could use a bit of fae magic to blink an SOS, though Trey might misinterpret it as me needing his help. It could also just as easily be seen by the bounty hunters—wherever they were lurking as they set up their “plan”—but would they know what it meant? For that matter, would Trey?

      As I paused there, flailing for ideas, I heard a slight scuffing sound from behind me, and it was almost too late by the time my brain registered that there should be nothing and no one else up here to make any sounds at all…

      I rolled to the right, caught a glimpse of a dark form looming over me, and instinctively jerked away. But I was too close to the edge. My legs went over and I barely caught myself by my fingertips as my assailant moved in.

      Just in time, I recalled that the porch roof was only a few feet below me and dropped, hitting hard and rolling to the side.

      Trey, of course, did not react, because my fae magic was suppressing the sound of my fall. I realized my mistake a little too late, as my pursuer—who appeared to be the goblin of the group—leaped down after me. He landed nimbly on his feet, bared his fangs in my direction, and then it was officially past the time for stealth. I dropped the sound dampening.

      “Trey, Tegan, get out now! This isn’t fake, it’s for real, and you’re in danger! Go!”

      But I hadn’t fully accounted for the instincts of a born live-streamer, who instead of running—as one might rationally assume under the circumstances—simply tilted his phone camera up towards the sound and gawked.

      “Are you getting this?” he screeched over his shoulder.

      If he was, we were all in a heap of trouble.

      But I didn’t have time to explain, because my pursuer was still staring straight at me. As if the darkness I’d pulled around me like a shroud wasn’t affecting him at all.

      Could goblins see through it? I made a mental note to ask Shane—if I survived—and dropped the shadows, too. They were splitting my concentration, and I needed all my energy for not dying.

      “You’re meat, half-breed,” the goblin snarled at me, so I hit him with a wallop of fae magic, and literally leaped off the edge of the roof. It was a hard landing, but I rolled and came up with nothing worse than a slightly tweaked ankle.

      Trey was staring at me with open-mouthed awe as I hobbled towards him at an awkward run, grabbed his arm, and tugged.

      “Get out,” I growled. “Go! I can’t protect you, and you could literally die here.”

      I was pretty sure I’d finally gotten through to him, because his eyes went wide—with terror, I hoped.

      “Dude, really? Who are these guys?”

      Scratch that. This was going to require more than just words. After a quick glance over my shoulder, I snatched Trey’s phone out of his hand. There was no time to make a call, and Ari would have summoned reinforcements by now anyway, so I reached for my elemental magic. I had to pull from deep below the surface, but I found just enough water to yank it towards me, wrap it around the phone, and freeze it solid, before handing the resulting ice cube back to Trey.

      He let out a sound like a wounded seal.

      “Listen. To. Me,” I hissed. “You are in the wrong place at the wrong time and they will kill you. I don’t care about the plan. I don’t care about your streaming or your show. Get. Out.”

      My speech was punctuated by the sound of a car engine and a sudden flare of headlights. Tegan, at least, had gotten the message. He threw the car into reverse, made a quick U-turn, and stopped directly beside us.

      I opened the passenger door and shoved.

      Trey tripped over his own feet, and half fell onto the floorboards, babbling wildly. Thankfully, his brother got a firm grip on his collar and helped him the rest of the way. I tucked his feet inside, shut the door, and they sped off, spraying me with dirt and rocks as the headlights receded quickly into the distance.

      Score one for sanity.

      Unfortunately, their precipitate exit meant the twins had left at least some of their probably heinously expensive camera equipment behind. I would have to try to get it back to them, but for now…

      I needed to focus on stalling for time.

      Because I might have saved the twins, but my yelling had attracted the attention of all five of our enemies.

      Between me and the house, the goblin had dropped down from the roof and was regarding me with glowing golden eyes filled with rage. Apparently, my wallop hadn’t hit hard enough.

      To my left was the tall, gangly form of the drus, and to my right were two more human-shaped figures—probably the fae and the fire elemental. How did I know?

      Because the rumbling growl from behind me definitely hadn’t come from any human-shaped chest. If I wasn’t mistaken, there was a very angry bear-shifter breathing down my neck, which meant I was surrounded by extremely motivated and unhappy enemies looking for revenge.

      Enemies who had no real reason to keep me alive.

      First, I felt something grab my ankles. I looked down and discovered roots criss-crossing their way over my feet before rising up my legs. I flinched when the fire elemental released a jet of flame, but it streaked past my face to impact with a whoosh on a pile of wood and dried brush placed about halfway between the house and the treeline. Then he turned the other way and fired off two more blasts—lighting up two more makeshift bonfires.

      So that’s what they’d been doing out here. Now the entire front half of the house was lit up, so there would be no sneaking out—or in. No clandestine rescues under the cover of darkness. These bounty hunters had no intention of taking anyone quietly. They were here to threaten and destroy, if that was what it took to get what they wanted.

      As I took in the scene—and the anger on their faces—I realized there was a very good chance I wasn’t going to make it out of this. But if I could stall long enough?

      Callum would find us. Faris, Kira, Rath, and Shane would be right behind him. And even if it was too late for me, they would save Kes and Logan. Even if I could never repay them, even if the scales would never be balanced, my family would be safe, and they would still have a home for as long as they needed it.

      And to my shock, even as I silently repeated those words to myself, I discovered that… I actually believed them.

      No matter how it had begun, no matter how little sense it made, we were no longer on our own against the world. That was what Faris had been trying to tell me. What Callum had been trying to show me. And now that I was here, now that I was facing a fight for my life, I realized that I’d finally accepted it as truth.

      I didn’t understand why—had no idea how we’d gotten so lucky—but I trusted my friends to fight for us, believe the best, and never, ever give up.

      All I had to do was hold out until they showed up.

      “If you’re going to spin us another story, you can save your breath.” The fae woman regarded me with a smirk as she strolled forward with more than a hint of swagger in her stride—at ease and in command of the situation. “We know you’re alone. And we know you lied to us.”

      “What do you think I lied about?” I countered. “Because I don’t care about the bounty. And the target does have something I want.”

      I just didn’t plan on telling them that something was my kid.

      “Nice try, but we asked around. We know you and the target are roommates. And this time, you don’t have a dragon to back you up.”

      That much, the bear shifter would know by smell. And as for our living situation? Any one of my neighbors could have revealed the truth in total innocence. What my neighbors wouldn’t have known was where to find us, and that was something I was going to have to investigate in the very near future.

      “I’m just here as a scout,” I replied coolly. “The rest of the team will be showing up shortly.”

      “Right. Of course.” The fire elemental let out a huff of scorn. “A scout with no phone.”

      “How do you know I…” Oops. Way to confirm his suspicion, Raine.

      His smirk told me that was exactly what he’d intended.

      “Here’s how we’re going to play this,” the fae woman announced, looking almost bored. “You’re going to stand here where everyone can see you. We’re going to make our demands, and then if they don’t give us what we want, we’re going to try making you scream. And if screaming doesn’t work, we’ll kill you in front of them. And if that still doesn’t do the trick, we’ll take that house apart, board by board, and kill everyone except the bounty we’re here to collect on.” She gave me a bright, vicious smile. “Great plan, right?”

      I bared my teeth right back. “Perfect. Super well thought out, really. I commend you. I’d give you a high five, but you’re too far away and it seems I can’t move my feet.”

      “Cute.” Her smile died. “You know, I think I might actually enjoy this.”

      I shrugged. “You might. For a few minutes.”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you go ahead and get it out of your system. What’s going to happen after that?”

      “Well, there’s one teeny tiny little flaw in your plan. It’s not your fault,” I assured her soothingly. “You did the best you could with what you had. See, the problem is, whoever sold you information about us didn’t give you the whole story. Probably because they didn’t know either.”

      “And what’s the whole story?”

      I leaned closer. Looked her dead in the eye and smiled. “You have no idea what’s in that house,” I said softly.

      She just laughed. “Poor calculation on your part. Because obviously you think you do, and I can just make you tell me.”

      Awfully fond of torture, this one. Or at least fond of talking about it. Maybe it was time to see if she’d make good on her threats. Because the more tangents I could distract her with, the better.

      “Okay.” I shrugged again. “If you think you’re better at this than the last people who tried, go ahead.”

      The woman’s lip curled as she folded her arms and called up her magic. As if to say that I was so weak, she didn’t even need to lift a finger. Instead, she shaped the blue glow of her power into a long, narrow blade that hovered in the air directly in front of my face.

      “You don’t need your eyes to talk,” she informed me in a sing-song voice. “And all we need from you is information.”

      The blade moved closer—bright enough to make my eyelids slam shut.

      But she was right. I didn’t need my eyes for what came next.

      The last time we met, they’d seen me use my elemental power, but they’d been stuck in the sinkhole when I infused the ice with fae magic. It was a good bet that only the goblin actually realized I had it. So when the dagger darted for my face, I created a thin, glowing shield of fae power and slammed it between my eyes and the blade.

      The blade shattered. The bounty hunter recoiled, slapped by the backlash.

      “Oh, you are so going to regret that,” she muttered viciously, and gestured to the drus.

      The pressure on my feet and ankles tightened like the coils of a snake—as if the roots were attempting to draw me straight down into the ground. I reached for water, but it was too deep, and I wasn’t fast enough.

      I heard a sound—a faint, almost inaudible snap from my left ankle—followed by a stab of pain so sharp it took my breath away.

      “Still feel like being a smart-ass?” A sneer twisted the fae woman’s lips, as the goblin laughed softly to himself and the elemental began juggling tiny balls of flame.

      I won’t lie—the pain wasn’t awesome, and the roots held me so tightly that I couldn’t transfer my weight to my right leg.

      “It’s not like I woke up and chose to be one,” I gasped out, fighting to keep my tone as breezy as possible. “The smart-assery chooses you.”

      “So you’re a dual.”

      The cool thing about being considered an abomination by most Idrians? The ones who knew what I was didn’t want any of the others to find out I existed. So the fact that I had four different magics wasn’t commonly known outside the highest echelons of Idrian government.

      And these jokers? They were operating on incomplete information. Blake might have hired them, but he wasn’t going to throw his secrets around for free, and he clearly hadn’t told them everything about their target.

      Which meant I still had two aces left to play—I just had to pick my moments carefully.

      All while giving no hint to those watching from the house that I was in pain. Because if Kes knew I was being tortured? Nothing and no one would be able to stop her from giving herself up to save me, and I would never, ever risk that.

      “Yup, I’m a dual,” I said matter-of-factly. “Just not your lucky day, I guess.”

      “You think that was my only option?” The woman laughed in my face. “Oh sweetheart, I have so many other ways of making you scream.”

      Sure she did. And I had so much practice with not screaming even when I wanted to. Wonder which of us would give up first?

      This time, she didn’t bother with magic, but pulled an actual blade from her belt and tossed it into the air a few times before it brightened with a blue glow.

      I could stop her magic—only because it turned out mine was stronger—but an actual metal blade was a different story. Maybe if I was fast enough with ice, but this soil was dry, and even if I could pull up enough water, I wasn’t sure my ice was sturdy enough to block a determined stab with some muscle behind it.

      “I’m willing to give you a fair chance,” she said conversationally. “Tell me about their defenses, and I’ll only take one of your eyes.”

      Somewhere behind me, I heard a grumbling sound from the bear, but she ignored it. The goblin was watching avidly, as if he couldn’t wait for the screaming to begin, and the drus was picking at his nails. While to my right, the fire elemental was still juggling, each time lofting the tiny orbs of flame higher and higher. Spinning them in competing orbits. Throwing them further and further from himself…

      The trouble was, he was clearly not from this neck of the woods. Anyone who’d lived in Oklahoma for longer than a week could have told him that the wind really did come sweeping down the plain, and it could do so at pretty much any time—without any warning or any need for magic.

      So he was caught completely unprepared when a freak gust slammed into us, at maybe thirty or forty miles per hour. Nothing scary or damaging… unless you happened to be juggling balls of fire during the dry season.

      One of them flew off and hit a tree, which instantly began to crackle and burn. Another hit the ground, but it found a rocky spot and sputtered out. But two others flew as if guided by a malevolent hand and splashed onto the bone dry wood shingles that covered the roof of the Haversmith House.

      “No,” I breathed, utterly unable to hide my horror at the sight.

      “You moron,” the fae woman snarled. “She’s no good to us dead.”

      “Kes, get out,” I screamed, as if that would help—as if it wasn’t nearly as dangerous out here. But unless I did something, that house was going to go up like dry kindling, and take everyone in there with it.

      With terror sludging my veins like ice, I shut my eyes and reached deep. Deeper. Looking for water. It was there, but sluggish, and tried to slip from my grasp. My head hurt, and my hands were shaking, and then I felt the cold press of metal against my neck.

      “Don’t,” the fae woman said coldly.

      I ignored her.

      She raised the blade, hilt first, as if preparing to knock me out…

      But before the weapon could descend, the front door of the house burst off its hinges.

      The fire in the trees died like a match being snuffed out, and a slight, trembling form stepped hesitantly out onto the porch.

      Ethan.

      Well, great. Now we were all dead.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Kes had said she’d been siphoning Ethan’s magic, but it was difficult to tell as he stepped out onto the porch with a dreamy, detached expression on his face.

      “The fire!” I heard someone scream from inside the house. “Put out the fire.”

      The fools. They’d been so afraid of the flames, they’d unleashed something a thousand times worse.

      I did not blame him. Not ever. Ethan, too, was at the mercy of the magic raging within him—tearing at his mind and the very fabric of his reality. I only hoped there was some way to save us, and him, from the consequences of Elayara’s hubris.

      “You probably won’t listen to me,” I said in a conversational tone, “but that man will kill us all if you threaten him. If you want to live, I suggest withdrawing and hoping to all the gods you’ve ever heard of that we can contain him in time.”

      “I’ll say this for you,” the fae woman acknowledged, stroking her thumb along the sharp edge of her blade with a slight smile. “You’re not afraid to bluff.”

      “I only wish I were bluffing,” I told her grimly. “And in a minute, you’re going to wish it too.”

      “There are five of us, and one of him,” she said with a shrug. “Not sure what you think he can do that we can’t stop.”

      I let out a short bark of laughter. “There was only one of me, too.”

      Her glare was sharp and poisonous. “And a dragon, you pretentious little twit.”

      Fine. At least I’d tried. Now, no matter what happened to them, my conscience was clear, so I turned every bit of my attention to escaping the roots that entrapped my feet before Ethan lost control. Somehow, I had to get everyone as far away as possible before then.

      Into the woods. At night. On an ankle that was likely broken.

      “Hey, you!” The fire elemental suddenly strode towards Ethan. “Come over here. We won’t hurt you—we just want to talk to you.”

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      Ethan’s chin lifted. His slender frame twitched, and in the space of an eye-blink, the flames on the roof of the house winked out.

      The fae woman swore and took a step in his direction, but it was too late. A moment later, the ground tore open as if it were made of tissue paper, and the fire elemental yelped in panic as he tumbled forward into the hole that suddenly yawned at his feet.

      No one had time to even try to save him. We heard a single, terrified scream, the ground underfoot rumbled ominously, and then the hole closed with a sound like a thunderclap.

      For a few moments, no one even blinked. They all just stared as if they couldn’t quite believe what they’d seen, and then everyone moved at once.

      I’ll give them this—these bounty hunters weren’t quitters. In the space of a breath, they zeroed in on Ethan as the primary threat and went after him with everything they had.

      The bear simply charged. The drus shifted his focus, and as he did so, the roots around my feet loosened slightly. It wasn’t enough for me to escape, but the sudden loss of support caught me off guard and I fell, even as more roots erupted from the ground where the fire elemental had disappeared.

      The fae woman shielded her body in blue and stepped forward, both of her hands crackling with magic. And the goblin… To be honest, I had no idea what his magic might be, but he, too, moved towards Ethan, the four of them converging on his position with deadly intent.

      Time seemed to slow. Each step they took was an eternity—their progress lit by the glow of the bonfires and marked by the rhythm of blood pounding in my ears. I genuinely didn’t know what Ethan would do. How, or even whether he would respond. And as I watched, unable to stop or interfere with what was happening, I caught a glimpse of his face—of the agony written there by years of unending struggle against magic that had taken over his body—and I wondered for an instant whether he might choose to accept the death that confronted him. To give in to the voices that whispered he would never find hope. Never find a solution or acceptance in this world.

      And in that same moment…

      I suddenly understood why Kes had stayed. I knew why she’d been willing to sacrifice so much in spite of the kidnapping, in spite of the enmity, and in spite of the risk.

      Because Ethan, too, deserved hope. Deserved a home. Deserved to have a family who would never abandon or betray him. Deserved someone who would fight with him and for him against the demons that raged unchecked within his own mind and body.

      Maybe I had no idea how to defeat them, either. But I knew their voices. I knew the weapons they wielded and the damage they could inflict. So if at the end of this day we were all still standing… If he chose hope…

      I would choose it with him.

      But only if I survived. And to do that, I needed to get further away from this fight. But with my feet still bound…

      I strained once more against the roots, but they held firm, even as the ground rumbled ominously beneath me. I would have to cut them. Somehow, I gathered enough will and desperation to form a blade of fae magic and begin to hack at the roots, but they were tough and tenacious, and I was shaking with adrenaline.

      And then my fragile focus was shattered. With a hungry roar, the bonfires the bounty hunters had set around the house suddenly flared skyward, soaring twenty feet or more and illuminating every detail of the scene as clear as day. The four mercenaries stood poised to crush the slender form of Ethan, who awaited them relaxed and unafraid. Almost unaware. He neither crouched nor bent, nor even lifted his hands.

      He only raised his chin, closed his eyes…

      …and summoned a tornado from the clear night sky.

      I watched in horrified awe as the narrow, twisting, seething column of wind materialized around him. Somehow it left his body untouched as it raged and howled, pulling in dust and debris from the surroundings until I could no longer see him standing there, unmoving in the midst of the terror he’d created.

      The bounty hunters never stood a chance. The bear shifter and the goblin were a few feet away and were instantly picked up by the vortex. The last I heard of them was a panicked cry that was quickly drowned out by the roar of the wind.

      The fae tried to reverse course, but she wasn’t fast enough. She, too, was swept up and disappeared, leaving only the drus, who had anchored himself to the ground with roots.

      Perhaps it would have worked against an ordinary windstorm. But against the power of Ethan’s air magic? This last line of defense served only as a prison to hold him when the winds turned even the smallest bits of debris into airborne projectiles. Just like his companions, the drus’s screams cut off abruptly, and then there was no sound but the hungry roar of the storm as I crouched as low as I could, staring my own death in the face.

      For a moment, I thought I heard a new roar, blending with the sound of the wind, but it was faint, and I chose to ignore it as I found myself suddenly freed from the drus’s magic.

      The instant the roots released me, I flattened myself to the ground, my arms curled over my head for protection. Our enemies were gone, but Ethan seemed unaware that there was no further need for defense. The storm continued to rage, and as I watched, the tornado visibly widened. If this didn’t stop, it would eventually take the entire house with it.

      I had to reach him. Had to somehow convince him that there was no more danger… only the risk of his own magic flaring out of control. But I couldn’t even see him now, and I could hear nothing over the churn and howl of the unnatural storm.

      And yet, I had to try something, so I screamed his name and began to crawl forward.

      I was too late.

      The winds surged, and then I was spinning. Flying. Unable to tell up from down, battered by who even knew what as I screamed in terror so visceral that I nearly blacked out. At least, I thought I was screaming, but the winds were so loud that I couldn’t even hear myself.

      It wasn’t how I ever thought I would die. I’d left so much undone. So many of the people I loved were still in danger.

      But I’d tried. I’d given it everything I had, and that, at least, was worth something.

      If only I’d had a chance…

      I felt a tremendous jolt. Something popped, and my mouth filled with the warm, coppery tang of blood, but I wasn’t spinning anymore. I was rising. Floating. As if an enormous hand was lifting me into the air, making me feel like I was going to throw up. Maybe this was what it felt like to die.

      Raine.

      It wasn’t a voice. Wasn’t even a thought. It was an overwhelming feeling that someone had snatched my very soul from the jaws of death and was calling me back.

      Anchoring me to my name.

      Fanciful idiocy or death’s door poetry, no one would ever know.

      Because when I felt it again, I opened my eyes and saw the wide, dark world spread out beneath me. The moon still shone, the fires still raged, but both seemed far away. I was indeed being held securely, and when I put out my hands, I found warm, smooth scales beneath my fingertips…

      Callum.

      I could have sobbed with relief.

      No wait, I was sobbing. And in the midst of it, I could feel him—feel the bond between us trembling with the echoes of his own fear, with the full terrible measure of his fury, and with so many questions we didn’t have time for.

      “Callum, we have to go back. If we don’t stop him, Ethan will destroy everything.”

      I felt his reluctance, but he wheeled and dove, making my stomach lurch once more. Maybe on another occasion—if I wasn’t fighting for my life, spitting blood, and shaking with the aftermath of my brush with death—I would have been awed by the sensation of flying.

      As it was? I really just wanted to be back on solid ground.

      We touched down well away from the house, in the middle of the dirt-track driveway, and even as the dragon’s feet hit the ground, the vortex dissolved, leaving only intense winds that thrashed at the trees and whipped the flames of the bonfire into a frenzy. Several of the trees caught, and I watched them blaze up, horrified by the destructive power we were witnessing.

      “What in the name of all Idria is happening?” The low growl from the shadows behind me filled me with a relief so profound, I forgot my broken ankle and tried to pivot to face my boss as he walked up out of the darkness.

      So naturally I fell over. Callum growled and snatched me up again.

      “I’m okay,” I insisted, knowing full well that was probably a lie, but not in a place to really explore all that was likely wrong with me. “My ankle is broken, but that’s it.”

      That’s it? The sense of mingled outrage and concern from the dragon was impossible to mistake.

      “We have to hurry. Before he loses control and burns up half of Logan County.”

      “Who’s he?” Shane appeared beside Faris, anger and determination evident in his dark tone.

      “Ethan.”

      I saw that hit him.

      “Crap.”

      A severe understatement of the situation.

      “Here’s the rundown. The kidnappers brought me here to try to threaten Kes. But we were found by bounty hunters and the ghost twins. I managed to scare off the Tanners, but then the bounty hunters caught me and were using me to get Kes out of the house. The house caught on fire, and… I guess Chesney sent Ethan out to deal with it. The bounty hunters are…” I hesitated to say dead without proof, but it seemed likely. “I don’t think they’ll be coming back.”

      Unfortunately, that left us facing a far more terrifying enemy. “Ethan has lost control. He’s…”

      I took a deep, steadying breath before admitting the truth. “He’s like me. But Elayara gave him all four elements, and it broke him. He’s not stable without someone to siphon his power, and I’m afraid if we don’t stop him he’ll accidentally kill everyone in that house and possibly us too.”

      I looked around. “Is this everyone?”

      Faris nodded. “Callum could only bring two of us. Draven and Rath were going to come, but they were called away. Attempted coup in the Fae Court. Someone tried to murder Dathair.”

      Poor Rath. It was just as he’d told me. His court would always have to come before his heart.

      “And Ari?”

      “She’s safe with Kira,” Faris promised me firmly.

      Good. That was good. Now all we needed was a plan…

      “Let’s go.” Shane wasn’t waiting for a plan. He was already running, and Faris was close behind. Not away from the danger, but towards it. Ready to face an out-of-control elemental on my behalf.

      “We have to go with them,” I told Callum urgently. “Ethan may attack them on sight, and if he does…”

      Faris might have a chance, but only if he could catch Ethan by surprise and overwhelm him with stronger earth magic. And the truth was? I had no idea who was stronger.

      I could tell Callum didn’t want to go—not because he was afraid, but because he didn’t want to take me anywhere near the battle that was about to happen. But he didn’t hesitate. Just picked me up once more in those terrifying dragon claws and took off, fighting the winds until he was able to touch down at the edge of the clearing where the house stood.

      The bonfires raged on—bathing everything in a diabolical orange light—but the house remained untouched. And Ethan… He had yet to move. His head was tilted back, his eyes were closed, and he looked almost peaceful. As if the chaos and fury that surrounded us had been locked up within him all this time, and it was a relief to set it free.

      I needed to get his attention and not be seen as a threat, so as soon as I was standing again, I looked up at Callum.

      “I have to go alone,” I said, and tried to ignore the look of betrayal in those glowing dragon eyes. “It’s our only chance. I’m afraid you’ll scare him into escalating. Just be ready to grab me if things don’t go well.”

      I heard a rumbling growl, but then that mountain of scales and claws and terrifying teeth looked me dead in the eye… and nodded. Trusting me, just as he always had.

      Behind us, Faris and Shane came jogging up, and I signaled for them to wait.

      Then I turned and began to hobble, step by broken step, towards the man who had already nearly killed me once.

      It hurt. With every shuffling, limping stride, a spike of agony shot through my ankle, but I held on and reminded myself that my shifter magic could heal even this. I would walk again in days, rather than months.

      And when I was close enough…

      “Ethan.”

      He didn’t respond.

      “Ethan, please. It’s Raine. We’re all safe now. You need to stop.”

      His chin lowered, slowly. And his eyes flashed open.

      Glowing like twin suns. So much magic was coursing through him that they lit up his face with scintillating color, harbingers of the terrifying power he held with such tenuous strength.

      He looked in my direction, but if he saw me, there was no recognition on his face—only that terrible glow of raw magic. I felt the winds begin to gather once more, and knew that if he formed another tornado…

      I had no defenses. It was too far for Callum to grab me. I would be dead in an instant, just like the bounty hunters. Ethan could turn me into a torch or bury me in the ground, and no one would be able to stop him.

      One of his hands lifted. He looked down for a moment, staring at his own palm, then turned it towards me. His gaze narrowed, and then…

      “Ethan, no!” The heart-wrenching cry pierced through the sound of the wind. “Please. Listen to me.”

      I was pretty sure my heart stopped.

      Kes was on the porch. No, she was moving towards us, coming down the stairs at a run, heading straight for Ethan with pleading and terror on her face.

      “I can help you,” she said. “I promise I will help you if you take my hand.”

      She stretched out her hand, reaching for him…

      The earth heaved underfoot. Like an ocean wave, it rose and rippled, and the motion threw Kes across the clearing.

      I didn’t even have time to scream. Just heard her brief cry of pain as she landed, hard enough to steal breath and break bones.

      Ethan turned to see where she’d fallen. Took a step in her direction.

      His eyes shut once more, and in a display of power as shocking as the tornado, he simply snuffed out the fire that roared through the trees. The wind died without a whimper, and the only sound was the bonfires set by the bounty hunters—still crackling away, but calmer now, as if untouched by the violence around them.

      For one brief instant, I thought the worst was over. That he’d heard us and understood that the danger was gone.

      But when his eyes opened again, the glow remained, and the ground began to shake underfoot with the first ominous warnings of his intent.

      I heard the house begin to creak and groan as it swayed. The turret folded in on itself without warning, then the balcony, just before the door flew open and people spilled out into the yard, running for their lives.

      Jacob, Bianca, Reese, Chesney, and… that must be Noah.

      But where was Logan?

      I screamed his name. I knew he couldn’t hear me, but I couldn’t reach him. Couldn’t help him.

      But then Faris was there. His skin seemed turned to stone, his eyes glittered like emeralds, and his grim expression promised there was nothing in the world that could stand between him and Logan. “I’ve got him. You stay alive.”

      Callum was right behind him, earthbound for now, but more than ready to simply pick me up and take me out of there.

      “I can’t,” I murmured, even as his comforting bulk loomed behind me, lending me strength merely by his presence. “I can’t give up on him, Callum.”

      Almost as if he’d heard me, Ethan suddenly moved. The ground beneath Kes surged up and threw her again, and she would have slammed into a tree had she not been snatched out of the air by… Shane.

      The golden-eyed mercenary wrapped her up in his arms mid-leap and rolled when he fell, protecting her with his own body as Ethan continued to bat them around like a cat, toying with its prey.

      Maybe I was being naïve. Maybe this was Ethan’s true nature and there was no way to save him. But how could I know whether the destruction and vengeance were truly his own impulse, or that of the magic raging wildly through his veins?

      I wanted so badly to give him a chance. The same chance I’d been granted. But if it was going to risk the lives of everyone I loved…

      No.

      There was another way.

      A path I never wanted to take, and only a slim chance at that.

      There was still a part of my magic I’d never explored. One that terrified me, and one that I knew would make me even more of a pariah than I already was.

      Even Callum…

      A bolt of agony pierced my chest at the thought, but I couldn’t go there. Not now. I couldn’t choose whether or not to help Ethan based on how I thought Callum would react.

      If there was any chance it might work—any chance it might allow us to leave here with everyone still alive…

      I had to take it.

      “Do you trust me?” I asked simply, gathering what remained of my courage, my will, and my determination.

      At my back, I felt the solid warmth of certainty, acceptance, even… something more. So I clung to that something more. Recalled the moment we’d stood outside the Symposium and I’d told him I was about to ruin everything. And Callum… Even then, he’d said that if it was the right thing to do, he would support me. I was about to fall back on that promise one more time, and hope that he was still willing to catch me.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’m sorry for what I’m about to do. Sorry for the secrets I’ve kept. Sorry if this feels like a betrayal. I hope…”

      I hoped. That was all I could do. All any of us could do.

      So I bit back the pain and hobbled a few steps towards Ethan before I dove deep into my own mind—reaching for the magic I’d never wanted to acknowledge.

      Siren.

      A siren’s power wasn’t just for hunches—that part was just a passive effect. It also gave me the ability to manipulate others with my voice. To convince them to do things they might otherwise not consider.

      A lot of Idrians harbored distrust towards sirens—for understandable reasons—so even when I’d revealed the truth about my past, I’d kept the nature of my fourth power a secret. Only Rath knew, but now that secrecy was over. I was going to have to use this magic against Ethan—attempt to override his own will and force him to stand down.

      And I was going to have to do it in front of Callum, whose inexplicable trust in me might not extend quite this far.

      Even I had doubts. But if it was me… If it was my own magic raging out of control, I would want someone to stop me. I wouldn’t be able to live with waking up from that nightmare and realizing I’d harmed someone I cared about.

      The ground still shook. But Ethan was focused on Kes, so he didn’t seem to see me coming. Not until I was right behind him and laid a heavy hand on his shoulder, using it to hold myself up even as I reached for him with magic that kept sliding through my fingers.

      “Ethan. You need to stop now.”

      His head turned, eyes aflame, and I stared straight into the pits of a torment so hellish that I nearly cringed away.

      “Why?” His voice rasped at me from a throat gone raw, and I heard the echoes of both power and pain. “Why not let it all burn?”

      Where was my magic? I knew I could do this, because I’d done it before. But only by accident. So how could I convince this long buried part of myself to rise to the surface before it was too late?

      “This isn’t you, Ethan.”

      That was only a guess. There was a chance he’d been violent and power-hungry even before Elayara got to him. But I didn’t think so. He’d sent Ari away, because he didn’t want to hurt her. He’d accepted Kes’s help. And even when he’d helped kidnap me, I’d sensed no hostility. He’d probably thought I would welcome the chance that they could help me, just as he had.

      “All of this destruction… It’s the magic—the power that was forced on you. You don’t have to give in. We can help.”

      “The fire has burned me to ash,” he said, in that same hollow rasp. “There is nothing left of me. Nothing but destruction, so why not let it end?”

      I couldn’t let him give up. Not now. Not when hope was finally within reach. The very thought filled me with fury at those who had hurt us, and in the midst of that fury, I felt suddenly lightheaded as magic flooded my mind, swirling with unseen currents as it drew words from the very heart of my being and shaped them on my tongue.

      “No,” I said, and the power of that single syllable resonated through my chest with more than the sound of my own voice. “You are more, Ethan. More than this power. More than Elayara tried to make of you. You have always been more.” A thread of magic wound through my words, humming with a peculiar resonance that buzzed against my teeth. “And now you are not alone. We will help you. Fight for you. Please let us.”

      For a moment, the tremors intensified, and I heard a heart-rending crash from behind me. More of the house falling to ruin. Had Faris made it out with Logan?

      No, I couldn’t lose focus.

      “I’m scared,” Ethan said, his voice trembling as hard as the earth beneath our feet.

      “I know.” I let go of his shoulder and set my hand on his cheek, finding it wet with tears. “I am too. But we won’t leave you again.”

      The glow in his eyes faded. His shoulders began to shake. And on his other side, Shane staggered up with Kes in his arms, her face pale but determined.

      “His hand,” she murmured. “Give me his hand.”

      Ethan’s arms hung loose by his side, and when I took his hand and gave it to Kes, he did not resist.

      I saw when his power began to leave his body, flowing into Kes’s and pinching her lips with the agony of the transfer. I saw when she reached her limit but continued to take his magic into herself, growing paler and weaker by the second. I opened my mouth to stop her, but then his shoulders slumped, and all at once he crumpled, dropping to the ground in a boneless heap and taking me with him.

      The tremors stopped. But in that sudden silence, I heard a deep, tortured groan. Timbers creaking. Joints protesting. My head jerked up, and I watched in horror as the Haversmith House finally gave way and collapsed onto itself.

      Boards and pillars snapped. Debris flew, and I could hear it thudding to the ground all around me. But none of it touched us, because the dragon was faster—Callum had put his body between us and the danger, letting the shrapnel bounce harmlessly off his scales.

      We huddled there until the sounds stopped. Until the remains of the house finally settled and the clearing was silent, but for the sound of my breath, rasping in and out of my chest. The sound of Ethan crying softly, while Kes whispered comfort.

      We’d done it. We’d stopped Ethan before he lost control entirely. But at what cost?

      I had no idea what Callum was thinking or if he’d forgive me, but in that moment, the fear of his rejection was pushed aside by one last desperate thought.

      Had Faris found Logan in time?

      I pushed off the ground, ignoring the pain as I left Ethan with Kes and Shane and started hobbling back towards the remains of the house, choking on dust and smoke and overwhelming fear. The fires were still smoldering, but they’d burned through the majority of their fuel, and would die soon, leaving us in darkness.

      We just had to find Logan before then. He had to be okay. Faris was far too tough to die just because a house fell on him, but Logan was still a skinny teenager—all bones and eyes and awkward enthusiasm. He’d been helpless to save himself, so Faris had to have gotten to him in time. This wasn’t how our story was going to end. Not after everything we’d survived.

      I didn’t get very far before Callum’s dark, scaled bulk stopped me, his massive head lowered to regard me sternly out of those fiery, reptilian eyes.

      I was almost too afraid to look at him. If he was judging me, if he was angry, I didn’t want to see it right now. But when I refused to acknowledge him, he nudged me with his nose—gently, but firmly.

      My hands shot out to steady me against the warmth of his shoulder, and then I couldn’t help but feel his emotions.

      Calm. Steadiness. Strength. He was begging me to lean on him. There was an undercurrent of anger there, but it was deep, and under tight control—waiting for the right moment. And I was weak, hurting, and terrified, so I chose to pretend that everything was all right. I leaned in and rested my forehead against his massive shoulder while I breathed through the pain and uncertainty.

      Perhaps it was selfish, but as I stood there with my eyes closed, I wished that he was not in dragon shape. I wished that he was a man, with arms that could hold me and a voice to tell me whether he was angry. But tonight, I’d needed the dragon, and because I knew how frequently he felt that his dragon shape was useless, I decided to tell him that.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “Thank you for being… you. You’re the only reason I’m alive.”

      No one else could have snatched me from the jaws of the winds, or sheltered us from the debris when the house collapsed. No one else could have brought Faris and Shane quickly enough to save us.

      Strangely, I suddenly began to feel warmer, so I opened my eyes, and saw that Callum had curved his neck around me, tucking me against him in the very next best thing to a hug.

      And it was as I rested there, letting silent tears begin to fall, that the ground began to rumble once more.

      My head came up, and I darted a panicked look at Ethan, but he was still lying next to Kes—his power gone for now.

      Hope shot through me, heady and painful, as Callum and I hobbled closer to the remains of the house. We were only a handful of yards away when the ground just ahead of us erupted—breaking apart into a heaving sea of dirt and stone.

      And rising up from the depths was a human form—broad and solidly built, formed of pale stone and golden clay, with a grim jaw, shimmering green eyes, and powerful arms that held the curled up shape of…

      “Logan!”

      “He’s fine,” Faris rumbled, his color gradually changing as his magic began to fade. “I’d already tunneled under the foundation when it all collapsed.”

      Logan’s head lifted, and he blinked at me out of shining brown eyes. “We earth-travelled,” he announced, slurring his words as if slightly drunk. “It was the best. I wanna learn it now.”

      I saw a few things all at once, and they swirled together in my mind as I weaved on my feet…

      The look of awe and admiration Logan directed at Faris.

      The fierce relief and protectiveness in Faris’s grip on his young protégé.

      And the faint light of a dawn sky beginning to glimmer overhead.

      There was probably a profound realization in there somewhere, but I was in no place to appreciate it.

      As I swayed unsteadily, trying to come to grips with the fact that it was over and everyone was safe, I heard the sound of an engine. All of us turned together and watched as a battered station wagon came rocketing down the drive, skidding to a stop as soon as the remains of the house came into view.

      The door opened, and the stunned face of Seamus emerged. He looked at me and Faris. Shot a look at the dragon. Rubbed the back of his neck and let out a long, frustrated sigh.

      “Next time,” he said, “it sure would be nice if ya’ll would tell me when you change the time of the party.”
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      And then, as they say, it was all over but the shouting.

      Callum left my side only long enough to borrow clothes from Seamus’s emergency stash, and when he returned, he looked gorgeous and rumpled and just a bit uncomfortable in a sweatshirt that was quite noticeably too small.

      Now that he had arms, his first order of business was to pick me up, carry me to Seamus’s car, and set me on the hood, after which he crouched down and glared menacingly at my left boot.

      “It’s broken,” I said helpfully, not sure what other information he was looking for. I could still sense a strong undercurrent of anger, but I couldn’t identify exactly who he was angry with, and I was too afraid to ask until we were somewhere more private.

      If he was going to explain that he no longer wanted the mate bond due to my secrecy and betrayal, I didn’t want anyone else to witness it.

      He looked up at me, his expression unreadable, amber eyes intense and piercing. “What else did they do to you?”

      “I’m fine,” I insisted. “Or at least, there’s nothing a shift won’t fix. But I think we should leave here as quickly as possible. There’s no way no one has noticed the fires, and I don’t think Faris needs any more attention from human law enforcement.”

      I winced as I glanced at the ruins of the house, wondering what price we were going to pay for destroying it. And not just monetary… All that history was now nothing but a pile of rubble to be hauled away and burned. I could already see Seamus throwing mournful glances at the remains as he crouched beside Ethan, presumably getting caught up on events by Kes and Shane…

      …who continued to allow Kes to lean on him. Now that I thought about it, he had yet to leave her side, even for a moment, and Kes—who typically avoided physical closeness—seemed oddly unaware of his proximity. As if she were so comfortable in his presence, she forgot to be nervous. Or perhaps draining Ethan’s magic had taken so much from her that she simply couldn’t stand on her own.

      She would need to be checked over by an Idrian medic. Logan too. And Ethan. And as I contemplated what in all the worlds we were going to need to do to ensure that Ethan could live safely in a highly populated area, Chesney walked up, followed by Jacob, Bianca, Noah, and Reese. Chesney’s arms folded across her chest in a protective stance, and her expression could only be described as empty and cold.

      “What now?” she said flatly, looking at me rather than Callum. “Do you intend to press charges?”

      I huffed. “With whom? The humans don’t care, and if Faris decides you’ve violated the rules of his court, he’ll just bury you first and ask questions never.”

      “We will accept responsibility for our part in the destruction,” she said stiffly. “But I do not accept…”

      “Not to be rude,” I interrupted, “but let’s have this conversation back in Oklahoma City. We need to get out of here before anyone else shows up.”

      She eyed me oddly. “You trust us to meet you there?”

      I shrugged. “Where else are you going to go?” Blunt, perhaps, but true. “But I’m going to request that Shane drives your truck. Kes and Ethan will go with him, and you all can use the sedan. We’ll meet at The Portal. Get medical attention first if you need it, but otherwise, we’ll be expecting you.”

      She might not like it, but she wasn’t exactly in a position to argue.

      “And the bounty hunters?”

      I winced. I doubted there was much chance any of them were alive. And maybe it made me a monster, but I wasn’t sure I cared.

      “Seamus will hunt for survivors.” Faris was moving towards us with a strong, purposeful stride. He deposited a still-groggy Logan in the back seat of Seamus’s station wagon before turning to Chesney with a glower that should have made her cringe where she stood.

      But she was enough Talia’s daughter to lift her chin and stare back at him haughtily.

      “You have a lot to answer for, Princess.”

      “I will not apologize for fighting to take my life back,” she declared.

      “Then you can refuse to apologize to me once we’re back in the city,” Faris responded coldly. “But you will apologize to those you hurt with this arrogant, short-sighted stunt.”

      Her nostrils flared, but she didn’t retort again. Just took keys out of her pocket and handed one to me before turning on her heel and stalking off, followed by the other four.

      “You really think they’ll show?” I asked Faris.

      “They will.” From the way he said it, I suspected he was prepared to employ a great deal of his authority to ensure that it was true.

      While we limped and staggered into the two remaining vehicles, Seamus shifted into wolf shape to begin his search for the bounty hunters’ remains.

      Faris buried the smoldering bonfires beneath the ground before sliding behind the wheel of Seamus’s station wagon to drive us back to the city. Callum took shotgun, while I propped up Logan in the back seat, hoping that his drug-induced babbling would take my mind off the throbbing from my ankle.

      Shane, Kes, and Ethan followed us in the truck, and as we left, we drove past a dark van parked off to the edge of the drive—no doubt belonging to the bounty hunters.

      “Should we make it disappear?” I mused aloud, unsure what human law enforcement would make of it when they arrived.

      “Not our problem,” Faris answered gruffly. “Those hunters came out here looking for trouble, and they found it. Maybe the property owner can use it.”

      From time to time I caught Callum glancing over his shoulder at me, but other than Logan’s occasional slurred questions, it was a quiet ride through the half hour just before dawn—too quiet.

      It was as if my body couldn’t decide what to do with all the shock, fear, and violence it had encountered in the past few hours. First, my hands began to shake, and then, as I knotted my fingers together to still them, I felt the tears begin to fall. I wanted to sleep, but I wondered if I would ever sleep again. Every time I closed my eyes, I remembered how close we had all come to death, and felt the panic of being torn from earth by the catastrophic power of swirling winds…

      When we finally reached The Portal, Faris pulled up out back, but didn’t turn off the engine.

      “If it’s all right, I’m going to take Logan to my place to sleep it off,” he informed me, not really sounding as if he were actually asking for permission. “Morghaine will take care of him. I’ll be back as soon as he’s settled, and I’ll call for a medic on the way. You two… Take a minute if you need it.”

      A minute… A minute wasn’t likely to be enough. But everyone else was headed our way, and a minute might be all we were going to get.

      So we got out of the car on opposite sides and stood there silently as Faris drove away. I tried to think of something to say that would dispel the tension, but then it was too late.

      Callum was already moving. He crossed the short space between us in two quick strides and tugged me into his arms. Then he held me close, one hand trembling as it threaded through my hair and tucked my face into the hollow of his shoulder.

      “I was so scared,” I heard him whisper. “So scared I wouldn’t get to you in time.”

      Maybe it was the exhaustion. And maybe it was some unnamed form of magic. But the moment his arms went around me, the moment I felt the steady rhythm of his heart, I knew I was safe. I felt his cheek come to rest on my hair, and then the tears began to fall freely as I wrapped my arms around his waist and let it all go—all the fear, all the pain, all the trauma of the past few hours—in a rush of emotion that terrified me with its strength.

      I don’t know how long we stood there—me trembling and crying, and Callum just holding me. Steady and strong. Never flinching from my feelings or pulling away from my tears.

      And even when my tears were finally gone, he didn’t seem ready to let me go. “It’s nice to have arms again,” he murmured into my hair.

      “I like them too,” I confessed, and felt the rumble of his laugh beneath my ear.

      “Callum.”

      “Mmm?”

      I pulled back a bit, and he let me. “We have to talk about what I did back there.”

      “Okay.” His expression remained relaxed.

      “About the secrets I’ve been keeping from you. And don’t try to pretend you aren’t angry. I can feel that you are, and I wanted to tell you… to try to explain why…”

      None of my whys seemed sufficient right then, but he deserved the truth from me. Deserved to know why I’d kept something that important from him.

      “First,” he said, still not looking all that angry, “how about I stop making you stand in an alley, in the freezing cold, on a broken ankle?”

      “It’s not that bad,” I mumbled. I honestly didn’t feel that cold, and I needed absolution more than I needed to sit down. Besides, this alley was where he’d first told me that he trusted me. Where I’d first decided to trust him in return. And now all I wanted was to know whether I’d broken that trust forever or whether there was still hope.

      “I didn’t tell you about the siren magic because I was afraid you would never trust me again if you knew,” I blurted out, keeping my gaze fixed straight ahead. At the too-tight sweatshirt and how it hugged his chest. Nope, that was a mistake, so I shut my eyes instead. “I saw how you were around Leith. And I never wanted you to look at me that way. I understand why you’re angry, and it’s justified. I should have been honest with you. Just… tell me if there’s anything I can do to make this right.”

      I heard him sigh, and for an instant, his fingers tightened on my arms. “Raine, look at me.”

      And because I was weak, I did. I looked up at his perfectly disheveled hair, his piercing amber eyes, his unshaven jaw and his lips…

      “I’m not angry with you,” those lips said, and for a moment, I was too busy gawking to really understand the words.

      “But… wait, you’re not?”

      He shook his head. “I’m angry with myself. I thought”—his mouth twisted with chagrin—“that I was dealing with my prejudices. That I’d broken free of at least most of the narrow-minded views we dragons have embraced for… oh, centuries, I imagine. But I still have blind spots, and this one hurt you. Made you feel as if you couldn’t trust me with the truth. So, I’m sorry. Sorry you didn’t feel safe with me. Can you forgive me?”

      I didn’t want to cry anymore. But had he really just said that?

      “You’re not real,” I muttered, swiping at my eyes with my sleeve.

      “That’s news to me,” he teased, releasing my arms, but only so he could cup my face and wipe my tears away with gentle thumbs.

      Without his grip to hold me steady, I staggered a little and couldn’t hold back a whispered curse as my weight hit my left ankle.

      Apparently, that was all it took for him to snatch me off my feet and raise a sarcastic eyebrow in my direction.

      “Not that bad, huh?”

      “It hurts,” I admitted, with a wobbly smile.

      “That’s actually pretty normal when you break things.”

      Oh great. The dragon had discovered sarcasm.

      “Have you always been a smart-ass?” I grumbled half-heartedly.

      “No.” I felt his chest begin to shake with laughter. “Not until you.”

      That, of course, turned my heart into a squishy little ball of warmth and happiness, and I had to hide my face in his shoulder to conceal my delighted blush.

      Somehow, we made it through the back door of The Portal with him carrying me. Despite my protests that I could walk, he didn’t set me down until we reached the main room, where Emberly took one look at us, went wide-eyed with shock, and turned resolutely back to her computer screen.

      And we were none too soon. A few moments later, Chesney and the others appeared at the front door, followed shortly after by Shane, Kes, and Ethan. Ethan was conscious and walking, but seemed dazed, and sat when Kes suggested it.

      The atmosphere was tense, but quiet, until Faris finally returned with Kira at his heels. She shot me and Callum a pointed look before mouthing “Ari is with Hugh,” and sitting down at the bar.

      “Is this everyone?” she asked briskly, looking around the room as Emberly quietly picked up her laptop and fled.

      “Not quite.” Faris glanced at his watch. “But I think we can start without her. I’ll make this simple. You lot”—he surveyed the five elementals—“screwed up. You screwed up so hard that I would love to open up this floor and bury you in it, but I won’t, because skeletons in the foundation are bad for business.”

      Pretty sure not a single one of us thought he was lying.

      “So let’s talk about how you’re going to fix it and what’s going to happen if you ever try something this mind-blowingly stupid on my territory again.”

      Chesney jumped to her feet. “I already told you, I won’t apologize. We had everything taken from us, and she”—she pointed a trembling finger at Kes—“was responsible. It’s only right that she fixes it.”

      “Are you willfully ignorant or just that selfish and cruel?” Faris returned, his tone leaving little doubt as to which theory he personally believed. “She had no more of a choice than you did, and victim blaming won’t give you your lives back. Stop whimpering and grow up.”

      “Go ahead,” Chesney snarled. “Mock and belittle us if that’s what makes you feel better. But you still have your power. You still have respect. Have you ever asked yourself what you would be if you could no longer make the earth move under our feet? Who would respect you then? How many of your family and friends would still claim you, and how many of your enemies would hold back?”

      “You seem to think family and friends are all about power,” Kira pointed out. “When the truth is, they’re nothing of the sort. Faris and I aren’t family because I’m a dragon. We’re family because he chose me. He chose me when I had no magic at all.”

      “You’ve always had magic,” Chesney retorted scornfully. “And he knew it.”

      I could have told her not to waste her breath arguing with a dragon.

      “Up until a year and a half ago, the only one who knew I had magic was my aunt,” Kira corrected her. “She gave me a bracelet that suppressed my power, so I thought I was broken. I thought I would never shift, until Draven took the bracelet off.”

      This was a part of her story I’d never heard—a bracelet that suppressed magic?

      “Do you even hear yourself?” Chesney asked incredulously. “You thought you were broken. Because you had no magic. So how do you think we feel?”

      “Angry,” Faris said coolly, startling everyone in the room. “Helpless. Filled with frustration and doubts. Scared. Defensive. Maybe even grieving.”

      His answer seemed to silence them, if only for a moment.

      “No,” he continued, “I don’t know what it’s like to be in your place. Not entirely. But I was taken hostage by Elayara for a short time, and during that time, she drained my magic. Locked me up in a cell and rendered me powerless.

      “So, yes. I have stared that darkness in the face and wondered what the future was going to hold. Wondered how my life was going to change. Asked myself who would look at me differently, who would turn their backs, and who would take advantage of my weakness.

      “That’s why I’m not going to tell you how to live. Or even how to feel. I’m not going to tell you not to be angry. But I am going to draw the line at hurting others in this blind quest to return to the life you thought you’d have.”

      Chesney stared back at him, at least some of her hostility now turned to desperation. “Then what do I do?” she pleaded. “What can any of us do if we will never get back what is ours? Tell us, since you seem to think you know.”

      “You can come home.”

      A new voice whipped my head around, and for a moment, I wondered whether I would need to intervene.

      But Talia’s gaze was fixed on her daughter. She’d stopped just inside the door as if unable to move further, unsure of her welcome and yet trembling with the need to hold the child she thought she’d lost. On her face I saw pain, longing, joy, confusion…

      “Mother.” Chesney paled, and her frame went rigid. “What are you doing here? You and Faris… You two hate each other.”

      “Perhaps we do,” the elemental queen acknowledged. “But that doesn’t matter right now. I love you far more than I hate him.”

      The younger woman’s face twisted until I thought she might cry, but she did not, and the words that burst out of her carried all the pain she could not shed with tears.

      “No, Mother. You loved me! You loved that I was strong. You loved that I had power. That you had a daughter who could carry on your legacy and rule our court. That you would never have to hand your position over to one of your enemies. You loved that I was just. Like. You.”

      Talia looked as if she’d been slapped in the face. “Why would you think that?” she demanded.

      “Because you told me so,” Chesney replied in a trembling voice. “Every day of my life, you told me how proud you were. Of my magic. Of my strength. Of my talents. Never just of me.”

      Talia took a step towards her. Then another. And on her stern face was a look of devastation so terrible, I almost had to turn away.

      “No,” she whispered. “It’s not true. It was never true. I would never…”

      “But you did.”

      “Is that…” The words seemed to stick in Talia’s throat. Her lower lip trembled. “Is that why you didn’t come home? Why you’ve pretended all this time that you…”

      “That I was dead?” Chesney emphasized the word her mother could not bring herself to say. “Yes.”

      That single syllable crushed the proud elemental queen. Without a word, Talia broke down, her shoulders heaving, a cry of agony ripping from her chest as if her heart were being torn out by the roots. Her hands clapped over her mouth in an attempt to hold back the tide, but they only muffled the sound of her sobs.

      “Mom…” Chesney looked stunned.

      “It’s not true, baby. I’m so sorry, it’s not true.” Talia kept repeating those words over and over, until Chesney took a hesitant step towards her. Grasped her mother’s wrists and tugged. The two stared at one another, the bond between them so tense and fragile that it might have shattered at the sound of a single breath.

      “I didn’t…”

      “I love you,” Talia interrupted. “I love you, child. I love everything about you, now and forever. You are mine, no matter how old you grow, no matter what powers you have, whether you lose your voice or your hair or your magic. Do you understand? There is nothing in this or any other world that could make me not love you.”

      Chesney took a single moment to look stunned. Horrified. Undone. Then she threw herself into her mother’s arms and cried.

      Across the room, I saw Kira turn away, as if she were doing battle with her own memories and scars. And beside me, Callum turned his gaze to the floor, as ghosts of some other confrontation flitted across his face.

      When Chesney finally pulled away from her mother’s embrace and wiped her eyes, she gestured to her four companions. “And them? Can you promise that we will all be welcome?”

      “All of you are a part of my court,” Talia said, turning to survey her subjects with something like her old, haughty demeanor. “That has not changed. You will aid in making reparations for your mistakes, and then you will come home.”

      She blotted her tears, pulled herself together, and turned to Faris. “On behalf of my people, I offer a formal apology. It seems the fault is mine, and I will accept responsibility for where I have erred. Please send an accounting of the costs you have incurred, including all injuries and destruction of property. I will deal personally with the owners of the home that was destroyed and reimburse medical expenses for everyone involved.”

      Faris regarded her with a stern, unsmiling gaze for a few moments before offering a nod of acceptance. “Under these conditions, I will agree to consider this matter concluded.”

      They both bowed slightly to seal the bargain between their two courts. And once they straightened, as if she’d been waiting for that signal, Chesney took a deep, clear breath, wiped her face, and turned towards Kes. Before any of us could stop her, she dropped to her knees on the floor and bent her head.

      “I am sorry,” she said quietly. “We endangered you and the children, accused you unjustly, and caused you both grief and injury through our actions. Ask of us whatever you wish in recompense and we will do it.”

      Kes did not hesitate for even a moment, but hit the floor beside her and wrapped her arms around the kneeling elemental princess. “Live well,” she said fiercely. “That is what I ask of you. Live well and find joy. Don’t let Elayara win.”

      For a few moments, Chesney went stiff, and I feared she might reject the peace Kes offered. But in the end, she softened enough to hug her back. “We will try,” she said.

      And then it seemed that there was only one thing left to be decided—the one thing none of us quite knew how to face. I could see Chesney’s doubt as she turned toward Ethan where he sat alone, hands folded peacefully on the table in front of him.

      “He needs help,” she said. “But I don’t know if there’s anything we can do.”

      “We’ve already talked about it,” Kes returned serenely. “Ethan will stay with us while we work on a way to help him control his magic.”

      Control his magic… The thought seemed to strike me at the same time it struck Kira, and she slid off her barstool, eyes blazing.

      “Do you think…” I said cautiously, but she was already headed for the door.

      “I don’t know,” she called back, “but it’s worth a try.”

      She vanished, the back door slammed, and Faris raised an eyebrow.

      “What was that all about?”

      “She said she had a bracelet that suppresses magic,” I reminded him, casting a quick glance at Ethan to see whether the idea distressed or disturbed him. He was looking at me, but without any particular expression that might reveal how he felt. “I thought maybe it would help. We would still have to search for a more long-term solution, but as long as he’s staying with us…”

      With us… He was one of us now. And I had no idea how it would work. No idea how we would keep him safe. But I was starting to have hope that we would figure something out. Starting to believe that our little family was somehow going to be okay.

      All of us. Because Ethan was family now, and thanks to Faris, I finally understood what that meant.

      A family wasn’t just about blood relations. Nor was it about balance, or equal give and take. And there was no limit to how many people a family could include. That word simply meant that we chose to care for each other. Stood up for each other. Protected each other. Pushed each other. Sometimes argued with each other. But at the end of the day, we had each other’s backs, no matter what.

      And no matter who tried to tear us apart. In the coming months, we would no doubt find ourselves facing Blake and his allies, with their dreams of power and war and their stockpiles of stolen magic. And they might even believe these gave them the advantage.

      But Blake had no idea what was coming for him. His alliances were built on lies and false promises, and I could not wait to tear them down. Could not wait for the moment when we—this family we had found—would finally put an end to Elayara’s twisted ambitions… for good.
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      Even after Talia and her people left The Portal, it took several more hours to wrap everything up.

      Faris sent Isaac to Guthrie to collect Seamus, and they eventually called to report that the area was now swarming with fire trucks and police. Local authorities were scrambling in an attempt to determine what exactly had happened, but thankfully the only evidence left was the van and the bounty hunters, none of whom had survived Ethan’s deadly tornado. Restitution was now up to Talia, and I trusted that she would be generous in her efforts to ensure the humans’ good will.

      The medic finally arrived, promised that Logan would be fine once he’d slept off the effect of the sedative, and shot me a look of utter disgust once I admitted to walking around on a broken ankle. He gave me a painkiller and a stern recommendation to shift and then sleep for at least twelve hours, then turned to Kes, who ended up having bruises and a concussion.

      Kira offered to keep Ari for another day or two while Kes recovered, and Faris insisted that he and Morghaine would be happy to keep Logan until things settled down. Considering the way Logan hero-worshipped my boss, I doubted he was likely to protest.

      When I voiced my worry that Kes would be left alone in our apartment while I slept off my injuries, Shane quietly interrupted to offer his own house as an alternative. And before I could politely decline, Kes shocked me by accepting—though she looked almost as surprised by her answer as I was.

      I knew he would never hurt her, and she needed someone nearby while she was recovering from her concussion. Also, it was likely a good idea for all of us to stay away from our apartment for now—at least until we dealt with the issue of the bounty on Kes. So I was happy to know she would be safe, but her level of comfort around Shane continued to perplex me and probably would until we had a chance to talk about it.

      Ethan, too, should be safe enough for the immediate future. Kira returned with her bracelet and managed to alter the closure until it fit around his slightly larger wrist. She could make no promises whether it would work for an elemental, but we had time, as Kes informed us his magic would not return for at least another twelve hours.

      So that meant I was finally free, but also alone. And for some reason, alone was the last thing I wanted to be.

      “Come home with me?”

      Callum’s quiet request sent a rush of heat to my cheeks, and I turned to look at him hesitantly.

      “It’s quiet, and you’d be safe there,” he promised. “Safe to shift and heal, and then sleep off the effects.”

      Something about his expression struck me as oddly intense, so I couldn’t help asking. “Is this about the… the mate bond?” I somehow managed to stumble only slightly over the words.

      He paused for a moment before admitting the truth. “Partially.”

      My raised eyebrows encouraged him to explain.

      “I don’t like thinking about you being unprotected.” He shot me a wry look. “I promise it’s not going to turn me into more of a control freak, and I’m not going to force you to do anything you’re not comfortable with. Not ever. But… I wanted to at least make the offer. Especially since we still have…”

      “A lot to talk about?” I finished.

      He nodded.

      Could I really just… go home with him? What would everyone think? And did I actually care enough about the answer to let it change my decision?

      Kira already knew there was something between us, which meant Faris did too, and Kes had suspected since the very beginning.

      Besides, we really did need to talk.

      “Okay,” I agreed, and felt an almost immediate surge of relief.

      I wasn’t ready to go back to my apartment yet. Wasn’t ready to pretend that life was back to normal. I needed a space—even if just for a day—in which I didn’t have to have everything together. A place to be just Raine, and not the person who always had to have the answers.

      Ever since our escape from the fae prison, I’d been the one to figure out where we would sleep, what we would eat, how we were going to stay safe, even how to parent. And some days it felt like too much—like it just might break me.

      Now, for whatever inexplicable reason, it was Callum—the perfectly-in-control-at-all-times king of the shapeshifters—who made me feel safe enough to let go.

      Safe enough to shift into my tiny fox form and follow him out the door and across the street, where he insisted on carrying me up the stairs to his sixth-floor apartment.

      Safe enough to curl up on his couch while he made coffee, and safe enough not to run away when he collapsed onto the couch next to me with a sigh, closing his eyes and leaning his head back against the cushions.

      “Medic said sleep,” he reminded me, turning his head to regard me with a gaze that was both warm and utterly spent. “You can shift back anytime. Your clothes from last time are clean and in the closet. Bedroom is yours. We can talk when you wake up.”

      You mean when we wake up, I thought as loudly as I could in his direction and was shocked when he rewarded me with a sleepy smile.

      “Yes. We.”

      His eyes drifted shut, so I silently slipped off the couch and into the bedroom, where I resumed my human shape. It was much easier to shift back this time, though my eyes were already trying to close as I shamelessly ignored my own clothes, stole his comfiest pair of sweats, and burrowed under the covers. My ankle ached, but was clearly much better, and all my other aches and pains seemed muted and distant, along with my worries about the future.

      For now, there was nothing I needed to think about. I could just sleep. Because Callum was here, and I knew that he would always keep me safe.
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      I woke slowly, moving in and out of consciousness several times before I recognized the smell of coffee and… was that bacon?

      Suddenly, my stomach decided it was ravenous—as if I hadn’t eaten for days. I cracked my eyelids and found that the room was dark. No light peeked through the shuttered windows, which meant I’d somehow slept the rest of the day away.

      The doctor had suggested twelve hours, but I was happy knowing it had been at least eight, with no waking from nightmares. No checking to make sure Ari hadn’t teleported out of the apartment during the night. No worries about missing my alarm, or realizing I’d forgotten to wash my work clothes…

      Actually, I had forgotten to wash my work clothes.

      But even that problem seemed far away as I rolled over, snuggled deeper into the covers, and then remembered I was in Callum’s bed.

      That opened my eyes in a hurry, and also made me aware of voices coming from the other side of the door.

      One was clearly Callum’s, and the other was a female voice that I recognized but couldn’t seem to place right away.

      “I know you’re pissed, and you have every right to be,” the woman said. “But this is an emergency.”

      The words acted like a shot of caffeine to my flaccid limbs. What kind of emergency, and where?

      “I’ve been gone five days.” Callum sounded much more growly than usual. “And when I left, they couldn’t wait to see the last of me. They said I was playing favorites and perverting the rule of law. Using my power for my own benefit and refusing to own up to my failures. So explain to me why my presence is suddenly so necessary, just because the Fae Court is in shambles?”

      A jolt of rage shot through me as I realized there was more to his “leave of absence” than he’d admitted. I’d known there would be backlash after the events of the Symposium—known they would blame Callum for things that were never his fault—but hadn’t expected it would be quite this bad.

      “You know why.” The answer was icy and stern and suddenly I knew exactly who had shown up on Callum’s doorstep.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have been eavesdropping on a conversation between the shapeshifter king and his executive assistant, but I didn’t really feel all that bad about it. Callum was aware of my presence—probably even knew I was awake—and if I was going to agree to consider this whole mate bond thing…

      I needed to know what I was letting myself in for.

      “Actually, I think I’d like you to say it out loud,” Callum responded in a hard, uncompromising tone. “Because none of the rest of the court seems convinced.”

      “We. Need. You.” Angelica bit the words off like they tasted bad. “For all the same reasons we did before. You’re the only one strong enough to hold everyone together. To prepare us to face a potentially hostile Fae Court. If Dathair is truly dead and the majority refuses to follow Vinrath, we have to assume the next sovereign could be from among Elayara’s sympathizers.”

      Faris had mentioned the attempted overthrow of the Fae Court as the reason Rath and Draven hadn’t shown up to help rescue Kes. But this sounded considerably more serious than simply an attempt. Were the two of them even safe?

      Kira had to be out of her mind with worry right now.

      “I’m not interested in being the court’s attack dog,” Callum returned bluntly. “If all they want me for is to be big and scary and roar at their enemies, I’m done. I won’t agree to stand by in the face of injustice just to keep my position, and I won’t be their puppet.”

      “How is it injustice to ask you to uphold the laws?” Angelica snapped. “Believe it or not, I don’t like it either. I know you think I’m nothing but a bitchy ice princess, but even I know that the laws need to be changed. Raine doesn’t deserve their hatred. But as things stand right now, you don’t have reasonable grounds to refuse their request, and you know it.”

      A wave of ice rolled from my core to my fingertips, leaving me trembling with fury and… yep, there was the guilt raising its head once more.

      It was my fault Callum was in trouble with his court. My fault they’d falsely accused and rejected him.

      There was silence from the other side of the door and then…

      “She’s here, isn’t she?”

      “We’re on Shadow Court territory,” Callum replied in a dangerously soft tone. “No one gets to tell me who I’m allowed to spend my time with.”

      Whatever the blonde gryphon said next, I missed, because the time for eavesdropping was over. I threw back the blankets, leaped out of bed and was through the door before I could think better of charging into what was probably supposed to be a private conversation.

      Angelica shifted her gaze to me, and while her expression didn’t change, there was something troubled in her icy blue eyes.

      “If you’re going to be talking about me, you might as well do it to my face,” I said coolly. “What’s going on?”

      I honestly wasn’t sure whether either of them would answer me, but Callum didn’t even hesitate.

      “About a month ago, the court asked me to summon you for questioning. They wanted to investigate your potential collusion with Blake and Heather and decide on an appropriate response to your claim of possessing stolen magic. I refused.”

      “Oh, is that what you’re calling it?” Angelica arched one brow in undisguised sarcasm. “More like came unhinged.” She glanced at me a bit wryly. “He went on a rant even his mother would have been proud of. I think three of the councilors wet themselves, and the others didn’t come out from under the table for an hour.”

      I looked at Callum.

      He shrugged, a little uncomfortably. “I might have taken exception to their request.”

      Maybe I should have been scandalized, but instead my cheeks went hot, and I felt an absurd temptation to grin like an idiot.

      Never mind flowers. Apparently, all it took to make me feel special was a dragon-sized temper tantrum.

      “So you refused, and then they made all those ridiculous claims and told you to take a time out?”

      “Yes, but that’s over now,” Angelica said briskly. “With the violence and unrest at the Fae Court, they’ve realized that they may have been too hasty, and that all of the reasons they originally asked Callum to take the throne still apply.”

      Because he was the only one for the job. Powerful, and yet also flexible. Able to hold a diverse court together and convince them to play nice with each other. Talented and wise enough in politics to hold his own with the other courts, and yet strong enough to command the respect of his own people.

      And all of this was now in jeopardy because…

      It was all of my worst fears, bottled up and served cold. All of the reasons I’d told myself I shouldn’t allow myself to like Callum-ro-Deverin.

      He was needed.

      And his people would never accept me.

      “Callum, you know what you need to do.” To her credit, Angelica had the decency to sound sorry.

      “Do I?” he responded harshly.

      “The reasons you took the job haven’t changed.”

      No, because Callum hadn’t changed. He was still deeply stubborn and deeply caring—a black dragon who took protecting those under his care as the most sacred of his responsibilities. He’d chosen to become king because he could do it well. Because it gave him the power to see justice done. To provide safety for those who needed it. And the need for those things hadn’t changed either—if anything, it was greater.

      And if he chose me—if he chose to ignore the laws he’d helped to write—it might mean the end of his ability to protect his people.

      “Laws or no laws,” he said flatly. “What they’re asking me to do would be unjust, and I won’t have any part in it.”

      Angelica threw up her hands and turned to me, wearing a complex expression that I interpreted far too easily.

      She was too proud to ask for my help to persuade him, but I knew what she expected. Knew exactly what she wanted me to do.

      She wanted me to make the sacrifice that Callum couldn’t or wouldn’t make. Wanted me to say that I was willing to give him up for the greater good. That the naysayers were right, and that I wasn’t good enough for him. That it would never work between us, and he should find a proper shapeshifter to be his mate.

      There was just one problem.

      I wasn’t going to do that.

      Somewhere in the past twenty-four hours, I’d decided what I wanted.

      I wanted kindness, respect, safety, and caring. I wanted to feel seen. Trusted. Needed. And most of all, loved. I wanted everything Callum offered me, and I was not going to give it up just because the Shapeshifter Court sat on an Elayara-sized tack and was looking for someone to blame.

      Everything I had now, I had for two reasons—because I’d been willing to fight for it, and because others had chosen to share that fight. And my relationship with Callum would be no different.

      I was going to have to fight for it, and he would have to choose to fight alongside me.

      I turned to face him.

      “What do you want to do?” I asked.

      My gorgeous dragon looked back at me, his eyes softening as they held mine. “I want to protect shapeshifters and prevent a war,” he said. “I want to see true justice done, and I want to show mercy to those who are innocent. But most of all… I don’t want to do those things alone. I want you to do them with me. I want to hold on to this mate bond with everything I have and swear to never let go.”

      It was everything I needed to hear.

      “Okay.” I turned back to Angelica. “There’s your answer.”

      She scowled at me. “That wasn’t an answer.”

      Callum gripped my shoulders and turned me back to face him. He was wearing a stunned expression that inexplicably made me feel like laughing.

      “What do you mean, okay?”

      “I mean,” I said firmly, “that I want those things too.”

      He still looked stunned, but as I gazed up into his amber eyes, I saw a fierce glow flare to life in their depths, and his grip on my shoulders tightened.

      “Raine, are you sure? This all happened so fast. I never wanted to pressure you and I understand if you want to take more time to think…”

      I reached up and put my hand over his mouth.

      Yup, I shushed the king of the shapeshifters, and as I smiled up at him, I heard a tiny, shocked squeak from Angelica.

      Deal with it, sweetheart.

      “I don’t need to think about it, Callum. I know what I want. Even if I have to fight the entire Shapeshifter Court and a legion of fae mercenaries in order to keep it.”

      “Are you sure?” he murmured behind my fingers, suddenly sounding self-conscious, but also painfully hopeful. “Have you somehow managed to forget that I’m bullheaded, impossible to reason with, and often a total pain in the ass? Not to mention paranoid, inflexible, and utterly obsessed with rules?”

      “How could I forget?” I said, laughter lurking just behind my words. “Those are my very favorite things about you.”

      Angelica made a disgusted sound and stalked off. I thought I heard the front door close, but I ignored it.

      “I don’t want to lose you, Callum. I want to fight this fight beside you. I want to protect other people like me, people that the law doesn’t always see. I want to have your back and know that you have mine. And I want…”

      The words stuck in my throat. Held back by fear. By the voices that told me I wasn’t good enough. Would never be good enough. Was too broken, too strange, too much of a liability.

      But Callum took my face between his hands and gazed down at me without a trace of judgement or doubt. “What do you want?” he asked softly.

      The words came out shredded and broken. Wavering, but fighting to be heard. “I want to love you,” I said simply.

      The glow in his eyes brightened to a burning flame, and then his lips were on mine.

      Softly, so softly, as if he couldn’t believe it was real. I could feel him trembling as my hands came to rest on his chest. Could feel the intensity of his need and desperation, so I slid my hands up to curl around the back of his neck and kissed him back.

      It was like sunshine and dragon fire. Like flying and like falling. Adrenaline pounding through my veins while I remained utterly safe. Held. Seen.

      His lips were perfect, and I wanted more. More of them, more of him. More of this feeling of rightness, completeness, of knowing.

      But the kiss did eventually have to end, and it ended with us smiling at each other with a sort of stunned disbelief. And then with Callum wrapping his arms around me and holding me blissfully close. And just like the kiss, I didn’t want it to end, but…

      “You know you need to go back.” I mumbled the words into his shirt.

      He sighed and pressed his cheek against the top of my head as he combed the ends of my hair with his fingers. “I know.”

      “And you’ll have to go on your own for now. We can’t just choose to ignore the laws. We’re going to have to change them instead, if we’re going to make this work.”

      A dragonish growl rumbled through his chest. “Yes.”

      “And we’ll have to make sure Rath survives long enough to be king.”

      “Probably.”

      “And find Blake, before he decides he wants to rule the world. Or kidnaps anyone else.”

      I felt him shake with laughter beneath my ear. “Anything else on your to-do list?” Suddenly, I wished desperately that I could wrap that sound around myself and just stay right there.

      “Well,” I answered instead, “there’s also explaining this to your family.”

      “They love you.”

      Two of them, maybe. “Most of them haven’t even met me. And what about your mom?” I couldn’t imagine the former queen of the dragons being thrilled by her son’s choice of a mate.

      Callum just shrugged. “She’ll love you, too. Eventually.”

      I winced.

      But I wouldn’t run away. For better or for worse, I’d chosen to fight for my stubborn, pain in the ass dragon.

      And whether it was fae mutinies, stuck up shapeshifters, or Blake’s quest to start a war… I was letting nothing and no one stand in my way.
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        Can’t wait to see how the story concludes for Raine, Callum, and the rest of the Sheridan Avenue crew? Preorder Book 3, Magic Claimed, to experience the final installment of the series!

      

        

      
        Curious about Kira and Draven? Discover their story in The Dragon of 23rd Street, a complete urban fantasy trilogy!
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        Thank you so much for reading Magic Betrayed. It’s a privilege and a joy to share my stories with you, and I hope you enjoyed the journey! If you loved Raine and Callum’s story, I hope you’ll consider leaving a review. It’s a great way to share books with other readers and help them find new stories and worlds to explore!
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        Want a FREE book?

        Sign up for my newsletter and get my romantic fantasy novel ‘Of Promises & Thorns’ as a free gift.

        As a part of my newsletter, you will be among the first to hear about updates, new books, and upcoming projects.

      

        

      
        No spam… I promise!

        (And you can easily unsubscribe at any time)
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        Looking for more?

        A complete list of my books, social media links, and more information can be found on my website:

        kenleydavidson.com
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