
        
            
                
            
        

    OceanofPDF.com


MAGIC CLAIMED


THE SHIFTER OF SHERIDAN AVENUE
BOOK 3


KENLEY DAVIDSON


PAGE NINE PRESS

OceanofPDF.com


Copyright © 2025 by Kenley Davidson

All rights reserved.

Published by: Page Nine Press

Edited by: Theresa Emms

Cover Design by: Trif Book Design

This is an original work of fiction. All characters, names, places, and incidents are products of the creative imagination of the author or are used fictitiously. No part of this book may be used, reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any manner without the written consent of the author, excepting short quotations used for the purposes of review or commentary about the work.

https://www.kenleydavidson.com

OceanofPDF.com


CONTENTS


Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Epilogue
Thank You
Acknowledgments
About the Author


OceanofPDF.com


DEDICATION


To all those who provide a place of hope and safety for the lonely, the broken, and the lost.

OceanofPDF.com


ONE



I was falling again.

Tumbling wildly through the air, buffeted by winds and flying debris. A scream ripped from my throat, but it made no sound. Even the storm was silent as it tossed me like a leaf—boneless, weightless, discarded and forgotten. The ground beneath me yawned wide, like a mouth preparing to swallow me whole, and I flailed in desperation, clawing the air, searching for hope.

But it was useless. The tornado spun me in violent cartwheels, and the already dim light began to flicker as consciousness faded. I was blacking out, but that was a mercy, because the ground loomed nearer… nearer…

I couldn’t die. Someone was supposed to save me. But no wings swooped out of the darkness. No powerful claws yanked me out of the storm’s clutches. I fell and fell and then hit the ground with a spine-rattling jolt…

And then I was staring at the ceiling of my bedroom, tangled in sweat-damp sheets, my heart pounding uncomfortably as flickering lights continued to dance at the corners of my vision.

Drat these stupid dreams.

It had been just over a week since I’d briefly experienced unassisted flight at the hands of an out-of-control elemental. Just over a week since the tornado that had come so close to killing me, along with Logan, Kes, and our misguided kidnappers. I’d survived—thanks to a literal last-second rescue by the most powerful dragon on the planet—but apparently my brain was still trying to process the trauma.

Probably didn’t help that the elemental in question was currently sleeping on the couch in my living room.

Or not sleeping, judging by the odd flashes of light coming from under the door. He must be up watching… the TV we didn’t have?

I sat bolt upright and tried to jump out of bed, but I was tripped up by the bedding and let out a muffled yelp as I fell, narrowly avoiding hitting my head on the way down.

“Raine!” Kes sounded panicky, and I could hear her patting the bed beside her. Searching for Ari—a justifiable reflex when you slept next to a six-year-old who could teleport.

Thankfully, Ari was at a sleepover with our friend, Kira.

“She’s fine,” I murmured, while struggling to extricate my legs from a sheet that was trying its hardest to impersonate a boa constrictor. “I think it’s Ethan.”

Much like me, our current houseguest had once been human. Also like me, Ethan had been kidnapped and stuffed to the brim with magic as a part of the former fae queen’s highly illegal experiments.

But as bad as my own experiences were, his had been so much worse. Nearly torn apart by the forces of uncontrollable magic, he’d spent who knew how long being sedated, exploited, and abused. Used as a magical battery and treated as a pariah by those who were terrified of his power.

Which was pretty much everyone, including me.

But he still deserved a chance at a normal life, so after we’d fought off a crew of murderous mercenaries and survived a kidnapping attempt, Ethan had come to live with us. It had been a week now, and we’d been hoping that between Kes’s ability to drain his elemental powers and Kira’s magic-suppressing bracelet, he might be able to keep his abilities safely under control. However, from the looks of things, we might have been overly optimistic…

After finally freeing myself from the bedding, I stumbled sleepily towards the door and eased it open, only to stumble back again with a quiet but heartfelt curse at the sight of our couch—or rather its ratty gray cushions—engulfed in flames.

And Ethan? He was lying on the floor, a throw pillow under his head, eyes closed, mouth slightly open… still sound asleep.

He’d set the couch on fire in his sleep. Somehow his unconscious mind had found a way around the bracelet’s block and unleashed his elemental magic.

Which meant we were all in so, so much trouble…

But that was a problem for future me. Right now, I needed to put out the fire before it set off the alarms, but extinguishing it would do no good if I couldn’t wake Ethan and stop him from starting more. Given that his sleeping mind could control his magic, that meant I had to do so very carefully, or his subconscious might identify me as a threat.

“Ethan.” I kept my voice steady and calm. Hoping the sound of his name would be enough to wake him without scaring him. “Ethan, it’s Raine. You need to wake up.”

He didn’t budge, and I glanced to the side as Kes appeared at my elbow, her eyes wide and terrified.

“Can you stop him?” I hated to ask, but she nodded without hesitation, her eyes still glued to the flames.

“If you can put that out.”

Easy peasy. All I needed was a little bit of water and my own elemental magic…

I took a single cautious step forward, and that’s when the klaxon cry of the fire alarm began to blare from every room in the apartment.

A few things happened at once.

Kes let out a high-pitched yelp of surprise. Ethan’s eyes flew open, and the flames doubled in size as he struggled to orient himself. A golden glow rolled across his irises, his magic reacting to a perceived threat as he turned his head towards us…

I heard a tiny pop, and then it was officially too late for damage control. The sprinkler system activated, and our living room was abruptly flooded with a high-pressure deluge of cold water.

Kes shrieked, Ethan scrambled to his feet, and the flames died, either from his own effort or the effect of sixty gallons of water per minute dousing every surface in the room.

“We need to leave,” I called out over the sounds of the fire alarm and the rushing water.

Ethan blinked at me—still half-asleep and disoriented—but Kes seemed to recognize the urgency. She took his arm and tugged him towards the door, while I paused just long enough to rescue our phones and the kids’ tablets.

Thankfully, Logan was also gone for the weekend—spending a few days with Faris and Morghaine—so all that was left was to grab our jackets from the hooks in the utility room and then head out into the hallway to join the small crowd of terrified residents streaming towards the stairs.

I could tell when they noticed our wet clothing. Saw the sidelong glances. Heard the mutters, and sensed the distance opening up between us as we made our way down six flights of stairs and through the emergency exit door.

The January wind hit us even harder than the ground in my dream, stealing my breath away as it cut right through my soaking wet clothing.

That part, at least, I could fix, and as the three of us drew together a short distance from the rest of the residents, I reached out with my elemental power and tugged at the water that soaked us from head to toe.

I no longer had to close my eyes to sense or manipulate water. Sometimes I still did to help my focus, but after spending the past week practicing with every spare minute I could find, the pastel landscape of my water magic seemed to overlay the mundane world whenever I chose to see it. It was a simple matter to sweep those colors together and urge them into a nearby drain, while hoping that the darkness would conceal my actions from my already disgruntled neighbors.

Once we were dry, I handed Kes her jacket and offered one to Ethan, but he shrugged away from me, his head down and his shoulders hunched.

“We aren’t mad.” I was careful to keep both my words and my tone as gentle as possible, but he still flinched. “It’s nothing we can’t fix.”

Though it was my own turn to flinch when I thought about the damages. The fire hadn’t lasted long enough to cause much harm, but the sprinklers… By the time the fire department arrived to shut them off, the water would likely have already destroyed the drywall and most of the floor. Even worse, it would probably seep down into the apartment below ours, ruining walls, cabinets, ceilings, and who knew what else for our unfortunate downstairs neighbors.

On the one hand, it was comforting to know that the owner of our building was a friend and probably wouldn’t evict us. Faris always kept a few of the apartments open for any of his employees who found themselves in need of short-term housing, and he’d told us we were welcome to stay until we were able to afford our own place.

On the other hand, Faris was not going to be happy, and I wouldn’t blame him. We’d promised him that Ethan would be safe around others. That we could keep his magic from flaring out of control. And we’d been successful so far—we just hadn’t accounted for the possibility that he could use magic in his sleep.

Now Faris was about to be faced with angry residents—many of them human—a lengthy restoration project, and probably higher insurance rates. All of this on top of everything else he was dealing with, including fines for “health code violations,” a newly suspicious city government, and worst of all?

A postponed wedding.

My friend Kira was supposed to have gotten married tonight. She and her mate, Draven, were already committed to each other in the way of shapeshifters, but she’d wanted a human ceremony, and we’d been planning it for months.

Faris had closed down The Portal for two days to prepare for the event, and the entire staff had been scheduled to help decorate the popular Idrian nightclub from the floors to the rafters with flowers and lights. We’d planned out the food, the music, and even how to keep the wildly diverse guest list from accidentally destroying half of downtown after a little too much fae liquor.

Even now, The Portal should have been crowded with family and friends, food and drinks, laughter and dancing. Instead, it was shuttered and dark—the ceremony postponed and the party cancelled. And instead of joyful celebration, everyone who knew Kira was left wondering whether Draven was safe, or the Fae Court had swallowed him up forever.

Thankfully, I didn’t have long to wallow in gloom. Only a few more moments passed before my sensitive shapeshifter hearing caught the distant wail of sirens approaching, and as they grew louder, I felt the tension in my shoulders start to ease. Once the fire department shut off the water, I could sneak back in and begin removing the worst of it, hopefully mitigating the damage without any of our human neighbors realizing what I’d done.

“I was right,” Ethan muttered, eyes on his feet, his straight, dark hair falling across his face so I couldn’t see his expression. “I’ll never be safe. You’ll never be safe when you’re with me. And you knew it, or you wouldn’t have sent the children away.”

I folded my arms across my chest to stave off the cold and regarded him steadily, choosing my words with care. Hoping I wasn’t about to mess up, just as I always seemed to do with Logan and Ari.

Ethan was older than either of them—I wasn’t sure of his exact age, but probably in his early twenties—yet he seemed much younger sometimes. Whether that was due to trauma from his years in the fae prison or some other factor, I couldn’t be certain, but I felt entirely out of my depth trying to help him. He needed us—that much I knew—but most days it seemed that all we could do for him was remind him that he deserved to live. That he deserved to have a home and a family. Deserved to experience love and acceptance just like everyone else.

“Ethan, I didn’t send them anywhere. Kira is feeling down and needed a distraction, so she asked to have Ari over so they could watch cartoons and paint their nails and eat sugar. Logan is… well, he’s thirteen, and that’s hard even for normal teenagers, so Faris offered to spend the weekend with him doing guy things.”

Whatever that meant. I suspected Faris needed the distraction just as much as Kira did. Kira was his daughter in every way that mattered, so he’d been looking grim all week as he watched her worry. And the normally effervescent dragon shifter was trying to stay positive, but rarely smiled the past few days, even while desperately pretending she was okay.

So when she begged me to let Ari sleep over? I’d hesitated only a moment before saying yes, hoping that Ari’s chaos could help distract her from her fears.

And while I hated that the people I cared about were dealing with so much right now, I was also deeply grateful for a break—a single night without lying awake wondering if Ari was safe or whether Logan resented me.

Ari, at least, seemed happy, but Logan had been struggling with increasingly volatile moods. Between asserting his independence, reminding us we weren’t actually his parents, and occasionally threatening to use his earth magic to get what he wanted, I was at a bit of a loss how to handle this phase.

But who could blame him? He’d had no normal childhood. No actual parents or family to ground him. We had no clue what he’d been through before the fae prison, and while Kes and I did our best, there was only so much parenting we were capable of. We were both in our twenties, and neither of us had great families either, so I was only too thankful to have someone like Faris to step in and help.

A moment later, the first fire truck rolled up, and a handful of firefighters made their way into the building. As we watched and waited for the all-clear, Ethan spoke up in a flat, despairing tone.

“It’s going to happen again.”

“It won’t,” Kes said resolutely. “We’ll siphon your magic every night if we have to.”

She didn’t make that promise lightly. Taking someone’s magic was incredibly painful unless she acted as a conduit and deposited that power into an object of some kind. And I knew Kes would never do that again—not willingly. Far too much damage had been caused by the misuse of such magic-imbued objects, and she would far rather accept the pain.

Ethan did not look comforted. His expression went flat in response to her declaration, and while I didn’t feel like I knew him well yet, I suspected he hated relying on her strange power as much as I did.

“You’re fools to trust me,” he said quietly. “I don’t even trust me.”

The pain of that cut me to the core and brought my guilt surging back—guilt over how I’d chosen not to save him when I first escaped the fae. I’d been too afraid, and whether my fears were justified had nothing to do with the regret I now lived with.

“That’s why we’re working on finding you a new bracelet,” I reminded him. “We just have to hang on until then.”

Ethan lifted his left hand, pulling his sleeve back to expose the woven wire cuff wrapped around his wrist. “It’s like…”—his head tilted as he searched for a word—“earplugs. The magic still screams, but the screaming is quieter.”

The bracelet Ethan wore now had originally been made for Kira—intended to keep her and the rest of the world from finding out that she was actually a bronze dragon shifter. It blocked her from using her shifting magic, and we’d hoped it would do something similar for Ethan.

And it had proven marginally effective. Thus far, it had at least prevented his magic from controlling him. But he still needed Kes to drain his power from time to time to keep it from overflowing, and as we’d just seen, the bracelet was no barrier to his subconscious mind.

“We’re trying to hunt down whoever made it,” I told him. “That’s just been a little… trickier than we thought.”

For one thing, the bracelet had been commissioned by Kira’s treacherous Aunt Jaida, who’d nearly cost Kira, Morghaine, and so many others their lives. She’d died in the same battle as Elayara, so it wasn’t like we could ask her.

Also, we suspected the bracelet was the work of a fae metalsmith, and things at the Fae Court were not exactly safe for outsiders at the moment.

About a week ago, someone had attempted to overthrow Dathair, High King of the Fae, who also happened to be Draven’s father. Draven and Rath—his half brother and heir to the fae throne—had rushed to the fae enclave in Colorado, only to find that Dathair had been poisoned and was now in a coma.

Since then, Rath and Draven had remained locked in a desperate and delicate struggle both for Dathair’s life and the future of the Fae Court—a struggle that had huge implications for the future of all Idrians on Earth. Last we’d heard, at least three different court factions were jockeying for position and power, which, among the fae, could mean anything from words to poison to blades in the back in the dark.

Thus, the cancelled wedding, Kira’s fear for her mate’s safety, and our inability to pursue a new solution for Ethan.

“We’re going to figure it out,” I promised. “Don’t lose hope yet. It’s only been a week.”

Easy to say, so much harder to do.

As I had every reason to know.

It had been exactly a week since I’d last seen Callum.

Only one week since the king of the shapeshifters told me he had feelings for me—that we were forming a mate bond, and that he wanted me to share his life.

And one week since he returned to the Shapeshifter Court to deal with the potential threat posed by the upheaval among the Fae.

If that were the only challenge we were facing, I might have felt more at ease. But only a few weeks ago, the shapeshifters had labelled me a potentially dangerous criminal and demanded that Callum summon me for questioning. He’d refused, leading them to insist that he take “administrative leave” as a sort of punishment for his insubordination.

Never mind that he probably could have eaten them all if he’d wanted to. That wasn’t the kind of king he intended to be, which meant we had to deal with this challenge the right way.

Even if the “right way” seemed to mean that I’d barely heard from him since he left.

“A week,” Ethan said softly, “can be an eternity.” He looked at me, the curtain of his hair parting to reveal dark eyes glimmering with a hint of gold. “And it might be all the time we have.”

I wasn’t sure whether the shiver that shot down my spine was from the portentous certainty in his words, or the sudden itch between my shoulder blades that suggested we were being watched.

I’d felt that same itch on a near-daily basis lately. Given the hour, it was probably just our angry neighbors, but I still threw a glance into the shadows surrounding us, alert for any sign of potential danger.

Kes, of course, noticed me looking around. “What’s wrong?” she asked, shuffling nearer as if for protection.

I was all set to say something positive and encouraging, but that’s when a small group of residents began slowly converging on our position. All of them human, I was pretty sure. They were clustered tightly together—with one woman slightly out front—and their expressions suggested they weren’t feeling very friendly.

“I don’t know what you freaks did,” the woman spoke up loudly, “but we’ve had enough. You’re a danger to the rest of us, and we’ll be lodging an official complaint with management in the morning.”

I knew her—at least by sight—as her apartment was across the hall from mine. She was around forty and a little shorter than me, with weathered skin and long, heavily bleached blonde hair pulled up in a classic messy bun. No matter the time of day or the weather, she always seemed to be wearing yoga pants and mascara, though the rest of her outfit could vary. Tonight it was a flowered bathrobe and fuzzy clogs that probably cost as much as I made in a day.

I moved to put Ethan behind me, facing her with what I hoped appeared to be calm confidence. “What happened was an accident,” I told her. “And it was handled quickly. You were never in any danger.”

Okay, maybe that was true, maybe it wasn’t. Maybe I’d made a mistake thinking Ethan was ready to live this close to so many other people. I’d wanted so badly for him to feel accepted, I might have rushed it a bit. But this woman didn’t need to hear a litany of my crushing self-doubts. Nor was she likely to listen.

For the past few months, tension had been rising between Oklahoma City’s human and Idrian residents. For the most part, they’d always gotten along—mingling peacefully on the streets and in places of business, while generally not bothering each other or harboring any particular animosity.

But all that had begun to change, particularly since the events of the Symposium back in October, and I knew it was a source of grave concern to the city’s Idrian population.

For one thing, they were vastly outnumbered by humans. Yes, they had magic, and most were powerful enough to defend themselves in a fight, but that wouldn’t matter if the humans decided they no longer wanted to share territory. Either the Idrians would be wiped out, or there would be a terrible, bloody war, with heavy losses on both sides, and no one wanted that.

Well, almost no one.

“Never in any danger?” the woman echoed. “We know what you are. You could have burned us to death in our beds without even trying. I’ve never understood why our city doesn’t do more to protect us from monsters like you, but you better believe I will be telling the police everything I know.”

Which was exactly nothing. She knew literally nothing about us as her neighbors, but someone or something had been fanning the flames of prejudice for months. Posting supposed “news articles” about Idrian violence against humans, spreading misinformation about magic, along with bizarre conspiracy theories about the Idrians’ plans to take over Earth.

Okay, so there had been a few Idrians with precisely that plan in mind. But they’d been dealt with. The vast majority only wanted to live in peace here in their new home, and they’d managed it for over fifty years.

But it seemed there would always be someone with more to gain from war than from peace. And who stood to gain in this case? My bet was on Blake Masterson, who wasn’t an Idrian at all. And given his threats after he crashed the Symposium, mistrust between humans and Idrians was exactly what he was hoping for.

“We will, of course, take responsibility for whatever damage we’ve caused,” I assured my neighbor, still trying to project as much calm as possible.

The greatest danger here was not from the humans, but from Ethan, and my first priority was to prevent him from feeling threatened. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be working—I could feel his tension mounting, while Kes, too, had begun to fidget nervously at my elbow.

“I’m very sorry for the inconvenience,” I continued—with genuine remorse—“and you have my promise that this will never happen again.”

“That’s not good enough.” The woman seemed to gain confidence with every passing second, no doubt feeling protected by the mass of people at her back.

If they charged us, could I stop them? Probably. Without hurting anyone? Probably not. Unless I chose to use my siren magic against them, and I had no idea what that would do to a human. Not to mention, such an action would feel like a gross misuse of my power, possibly even justification for them calling me a monster.

But the bigger question was, if they grew violent, could we prevent Ethan from responding with deadly force? His magic had a history of lashing out when he felt threatened, and when it did, people died.

Without turning my head, I murmured to Kes, “Need you to drain his magic,” and thankfully, Ethan seemed to agree. He held out his hand—already trembling, either with nerves or with the effort of restraining himself—and Kes took it.

“Why don’t we wait for the police to arrive, and then you can share your concerns with them?” I suggested, keeping my posture open and relaxed, even as I braced inwardly. Preparing for the worst, while trying very hard not to look or sound like a threat.

“And give you a chance to disappear?” the woman scoffed. “We’re going to make sure you’re held accountable, even if we have to…”

“Have to what?” The new voice rumbled like a spring storm, loud enough to cut through the sounds of the fire truck’s engines, the muttering of the crowd, and the anxious racing of my pulse. It held an unmistakable undercurrent of authority, along with a warning that even the humans couldn’t possibly miss.

But my shoulders sagged with relief as the tension drained from my body. Everything was going to be okay.

Faris Lansgrave had finally arrived at the party.
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It quickly became clear that the woman didn’t recognize our landlord, because she bristled and took a half step forward in response to Faris’s challenge.

A bold move, considering that my boss could best be described as a mountain with a beard. Faris was built like a grizzly bear—with broad shoulders and huge hands—and in terms of sheer destructive ability, was far more dangerous than any bear on earth.

“Are you with the police department?” she demanded. “Or management? Because I have a complaint, and I want these three arrested for reckless endangerment.”

Faris glanced over at me with one brow quirked and a question in his green eyes. They weren’t quite glowing with annoyance, but I could tell the light show wasn’t far off.

I just hoped it wasn’t me he was mad at.

“Management,” he said coolly. “And I assume you have something in the nature of proof to go along with your accusations?” His arms folded over his chest as his expression went flat and unreadable.

“Of course I do,” the woman snapped. “They were soaking wet. Obviously, they were the ones who set off the sprinkler system. And now they’re dry, which means magic.”

She somehow managed to make the word sound dirty. As if she were disgusted by its very existence.

“So you’re upset because you believe your neighbors triggered the fire alarm? Or because they’re Idrian?” Faris’s face didn’t even twitch, but I knew him well enough to be just a teeny bit afraid of whatever was about to happen.

“Not just Idrian,” my neighbor declared staunchly, while somehow making it clear that being Idrian was sufficient to earn her mistrust. “They’re up to something shady. There’s always someone coming and going late at night. Kids that don’t seem to belong to anybody. People knocking on doors and asking prying questions. There was that violent attack last week, and now they’ve nearly set us all on fire. If you ask me, they’re probably hiding from the law.”

This was so not going to end well.

“And what is it you expect me to do?” If anything, Faris’s voice was now even calmer than before, and his pose grew dangerously rigid.

But clearly, my neighbor’s ability to read body language was either currently offline or severely impaired.

“I want them evicted,” she insisted. “We all do.”

At that point, she looked around at her fellow complainants for support, apparently expecting a chorus of ayes. Unfortunately for her, most of them seemed to have a far better sense of self-preservation and had begun to back away.

“Let me see if I’ve heard you correctly.” Faris bit off each syllable with harsh precision. “You are requesting that I discriminate against your neighbor based on your supposition about her race. That I violate at least a dozen laws, including those requiring reasonable cause and advance notice for an eviction. And that I do so based not on evidence but on your personal bias and your assumption that the victim of a violent crime must necessarily be at fault.”

On a normal day, Faris preferred to communicate in grunts, or at most, short, grumpy sentences. The fact that he was starting to sound like a lawyer meant that someone was about to experience the true and terrible meaning of regret.

I kind of expected the woman to back down a bit, or perhaps moderate her approach. Instead, she picked up her metaphorical shovel and kept digging.

“None of us will feel safe as long as they’re allowed to live here,” she proclaimed belligerently. “So if you refuse to deliver this message to your superiors, I will be sure to inform the management company and the owner that their employees are failing to meet the needs of their tenants. For the monthly rent I pay, I expect better attention to both safety concerns and customer service.”

By now, I just sort of wished I had popcorn.

“Be my guest,” Faris rumbled.

The woman whipped her phone out of the pocket of her floral bathrobe and began scrolling. “Here it is,” she muttered, before punching in a number and setting the phone on speaker, presumably so all of us could hear how devastating her takedown was going to be.

During working hours on an ordinary day, the number for emergency services would go to a separate office, where a goblin named Tim managed everything tech related for Faris’s varied properties throughout the city. Apparently, many goblins had a strong affinity for computers, and the problem had yet to arise that Tim couldn’t solve.

But for this building in the middle of the night?

Faris held up his own phone and stared at it thoughtfully for a moment until it began to ring.

“Wonder who that could be?” he said sarcastically, before tapping to answer.

“Yes?”

The voice echoing out of my neighbor’s phone startled all of them into taking a second look at the representative of “management.”

“I… have a complaint.” The woman’s voice was starting to crack, but for some reason, once started down this road, she couldn’t seem to find the exit.

“Is it regarding the activation of the fire alarms at eight thirty-one West Sheridan at twelve fifty-seven AM?”

My neighbor stared at her phone as if it were a snake that might decide to bite, then looked back at Faris.

“I demand to speak to your supervisor,” she said boldly, and I had to smother a snort of laughter.

Faris lowered his phone and stepped forward, his eyes flaring bright emerald green.

“Speaking,” he said.

The woman let out a squawk of alarm and jerked back. “He’s one of them,” she hissed, dropping her phone in her haste to get farther away.

“Yes,” Faris agreed. “I am.” I heard the beginning rumbles of his elemental magic in the word—like boulders grinding together, or the earth stirring underfoot. “My name is Faris Lansgrave. I am Idrian, and I am the owner of this building. As stated in our contract, all property damage from this evening’s events will be repaired and covered by insurance. However, as also stated in our contract, this community permits no discrimination. I rent to humans and Idrians alike. And if this distresses you to the point that you resort to threats or intimidation against any of your fellow residents, you are welcome to make your home elsewhere.”

The woman gasped in outrage. “You can’t kick me out,” she declared. “I have rights!”

“And I have a signed contract with your name on it,” Faris growled. “As legally recognized refugees, Idrian citizens are protected from discrimination and hate crimes based on their world of origin. But there is an added clause in your contract that states any act of hostility against another resident will result in immediate eviction. But I’m guessing you didn’t actually read it, did you?”

My neighbor was suddenly gaping like a fish and floundering for words. And now that the worst was over, I began to feel an unmistakable surge of guilt.

She wasn’t wrong about one thing—tonight’s events were my fault. I’d genuinely believed we would be safe with Ethan in our apartment, and that belief had proven to be wildly overconfident. We’d been lucky this time, but it could have been so much worse. There was too much we didn’t know about his magic. Too much we couldn’t predict.

And yet, I could never treat him the way Elayara had. Could never force him to live in isolation, forever unable to know love or family or acceptance.

But what options did we have? How could we enable Ethan to live with dignity while also protecting everyone around us from his magic?

I was still chewing on that when my phone buzzed from the pocket of my pajamas… well, more like joggers. I didn’t like sleeping in anything I couldn’t easily run away in.

Tuning out the argument for a moment, I pulled out my phone and saw I had a text.

From Callum.

The immediate effect this had on me would have been almost embarrassing if I’d thought anyone was watching. I felt a happy little jolt in my chest, had to bite my lip to keep from smiling, and honest-to-goodness tears tried to well up in the corners of my eyes.

I was absolutely ridiculous, and I did not care.

Hey, you okay?




I was not, but how had he known?

had a bit of an event




we’re all safe




fire department MIGHT have been called…




I couldn’t lie to him entirely, because he was likely to get the full story later from either Faris or Kira. But neither was I about to confess to him how bad it could have been, nor explain my current dilemma with Ethan. And I was definitely not going to admit how anxious I’d been over how little I’d heard from him since he left.

Neither of us was excited about being apart, especially not so soon after we’d finally admitted our feelings for each other. But we knew this was the right thing to do. The shapeshifters needed his leadership right now, and we wanted them to accept our relationship for the right reasons—not because he roared at them and told them they had no choice.

As fun as that would have been to watch.

So now he was at the Shapeshifter Court in New Mexico, laying the groundwork for me to safely confront his own council’s accusations against me. Ridiculous as they were.

The first was that I was in violation of the new laws against the possession of stolen magic. In a technical legal sense, this one was probably true, even though the law itself was heinously unjust. But the second charge was the one that worried me the most, given that I had no idea who had accused me or why. The shapeshifters seemed to believe that I’d actually colluded with the man who’d destroyed the Symposium and nearly kidnapped around fifty of the most powerful Idrians in the country back in October.

Blake Masterson. A human that I once might have called a friend. Like me, he’d been a prisoner of the fae for many years, but unlike me, he’d retained no magic of his own. Instead, he’d learned to use magic-imbued objects, and decided to use that power in unspeakable ways.

Last we knew, he’d begun recruiting an army of other humans and training them to use stolen magic, with the goal of… Well, we weren’t entirely sure, but it was nothing good. All signs pointed to him wanting war between humans and Idrians, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether the increased hostility from my neighbors was due to his efforts.

If you don’t tell me, I’ll just ask Faris.




I grimaced and sent back a winking emoji.

you have enough to worry about




seriously we’re fine




ari and logan weren’t even here




I wanted to say so much more. I wanted to tell him how much I missed him. How much doubt cycled through my brain on a daily basis when I didn’t hear from him.

Was he second-guessing his choice?

Had the mate bond faded now that we weren’t in close proximity?

Had the Shapeshifter Court’s disapproval made him rethink everything?

We’d been together such a short time, but already, this separation felt like someone had chopped off one of my limbs. I assumed it was one of the side effects of the mate bond forming between us, but that wasn’t a discussion I wanted to have over text.

My fingers hovered over the screen, trying to decide how best to reassure him. I was a slow texter to begin with—this was my very first personal cell phone, and I’d only had it for about a week—and apparently the hesitation was just long enough…

My phone buzzed again with an incoming call, and my heart lurched as I took a few steps away from Kes and Ethan before answering.

“Hey,” I said quietly, once again fighting back the threat of actual tears. Stupid feelings. I never used to cry about anything, and here I was crying about a phone call.

“Hey yourself.” Callum’s voice surrounded me with its warm, smoky timbre, wrapping me in a sense of safety and home.

“Are you sure it’s safe to call?” The Shapeshifter Court didn’t know about our bond yet, and we wanted to keep it that way until after we’d dealt with the charges against me.

“Strangely enough, I’m actually at home right now,” he told me. “By myself. Preparing for the unfamiliar ritual known as sleep before I head up to Colorado tomorrow.”

I would have rewarded him with a laugh, except I knew that the joke was meant to gloss over the painful truth—he hadn’t slept much in days.

“Psshh, who needs that stuff,” I scoffed lightly.

“Raine.”

I loved hearing him say my name. But this time, there was nearly as much pain as comfort. I wanted him here with me. Wanted to know if we were still okay. But I had no clue how to ask, and I didn’t want him to worry.

Love was so much harder than it looked in the storybooks.

“I just need to know if you’re okay,” he said softly.

“How did you know to call?”

“I sensed something off,” he admitted. “Felt like I had to hear your voice.”

How could I feel so much warmth and so much worry all at the same time?

“I swear to you, I’m fine,” I told him firmly. “No one was hurt, and Faris has it handled. I miss you, and I wish it didn’t have to be this way, but we’ll get through it. And I know how much you need to sleep, so don’t worry. We’ve got this.”

I heard him sigh. Heard a rustling and suddenly caught a mental picture of him lying in bed, staring at the ceiling with the phone to his ear and one hand behind his head. Was it real?

Not like I was going to ask. I didn’t really want him to know I was thinking about how he looked while lying in bed.

But then I heard something rumbling or rattling near the phone and couldn’t help being curious.

“What is that sound?”

“Oh, that?” His voice went muffled for a moment, and for a horrified instant, I wondered whether there was someone else in the room.

“You can stop freaking out,” he said, and I could almost hear his grin. “That was Ember. She doesn’t like it when I ignore her.”

Ember. The kitten I’d saved from being tortured by a gang of teens back in October. He’d kept her, and had probably been spoiling her rotten. And honestly, nothing could have made me happier.

“Not to change the subject,” Callum said abruptly, “but how’s Kira really doing?”

I suspected he would never truly stop worrying about his little sister—not after the years he’d spent trying to find her when she went missing. Knowing she was hurting no doubt only added to the burdens he was carrying.

“She’s okay,” I said, and meant it. Kira was tougher than her brothers usually gave her credit for. “She’s worried, but you know she doesn’t care a lick about the wedding part. She just wants to fly directly to Colorado and knock some fae heads together until they stop threatening her mate.”

“Can’t say I haven’t been tempted to do the same when I meet with them tomorrow,” he confessed. “Sadly, that sort of thing is frowned upon by my council.”

“Can’t imagine why.”

He chuckled. “Think of all the problems it would solve.”

I rolled my eyes. “Maybe you should ask your mom whether it actually creates more problems than it solves.”

Callum’s mother was the former dragon queen, and was notorious among Idrians for her role in ending Elayara’s reign of terror—by simply eating her. She’d been forced to step down from her throne to do it, but seemed to have no regrets.

At least, none that I knew of. I hadn’t met her yet, and was more than a little terrified of the day I would eventually have to confront her. She wasn’t likely to be happy that her son had formed a mate bond with a human waitress, let alone one accused of multiple crimes.

But I wasn’t adding those worries to Callum’s shoulders tonight, especially not now that the day of our meeting had been put off indefinitely. Until Kira’s wedding actually took place, there would be no reason for me to encounter the rest of Callum’s giant, scary dragon family.

“I should go,” I said reluctantly. It was the last thing I wanted to do, but Callum needed sleep and I needed to confront the crisis at hand. Mitigate the water damage and figure out what we were going to do with Ethan.

“If you must.” I could hear how sleepy he sounded already. “But Raine…”

“Yes?” I was proud of myself when my voice didn’t wobble.

“Nothing has changed,” he said, each word quiet but firm. “I’m not rethinking or second-guessing. No matter how long we’re apart, no matter how hard we have to fight. You’re worth it, and I’m not giving up.”

I held onto those words like the lifeline they were. But how had he known what I needed to hear?

“Same,” I said, unable to manage more without betraying the feelings I was trying so hard to hide. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

“If you ran, I’d find you.” This time, I could hear more than just his words. His emotions were no steadier than my own.

And he clearly didn’t know me well enough yet, because if I ever did run? It would be to him, not away from him.

“Stay safe,” I murmured.

“The only thing likely to kill me in this job is bureaucracy,” he grumbled. “And if I get tired of it, I can always just set the paperwork on fire.”

“Play nice,” I admonished. “And, you know… eat your vegetables. Not the fae.”

I heard the low rumble of his laugh. “Sweet dreams,” he said…

…at the exact same moment I heard myself blurt out, “Love you.”

And then the line went dead.

Kill. Me. Now.

Maybe he hadn’t heard me. Maybe he’d already hung up, or the words had been garbled. Maybe he thought I’d said, “You too.”

Or maybe I could convince Faris to just open up the earth and let it swallow me. Kes could mark my resting place with a headstone.

Deceased—Raine Kendrick.

Cause of death? Acute and soul-shriveling embarrassment.

“Raine?” That was Faris’s voice. “We need to talk.”

Well, great. Tonight just kept on getting better. Good thing sleep was so overrated.
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Okay, so I lied. Sleep is probably the most underrated activity of all time. It’s truly amazing. Awe-inspiringly wonderful. And I’d had almost none of it when I arrived at The Portal for my shift the next day.

It had taken several hours for the fire department to shut off the sprinkler system, clear the building, and give the residents permission to return home. After that, I’d done my best to remove all the excess water without anyone noticing. I couldn’t do anything about the water damage to the floors and walls, but at least our downstairs neighbors wouldn’t be standing in puddles.

Then for the rest of the night, Kes and I had taken turns staying awake while Ethan slept. Even though she’d drained as much of his magic as possible, we weren’t sure what his regeneration speed was and didn’t feel like risking another incident.

All of which meant I’d only slept for about two hours before I showed up in Irene’s kitchen, blinking and weaving on my feet as I washed my hands. Hopefully, I could at least snatch a quick cat nap during my break later on.

Ordinarily, Faris would have just given me the day off. But it was a Saturday, and we’d been closed for two days. That meant we would have the usual weekend crowd, plus everyone who was curious about the wedding and the news from the Fae Court, so I couldn’t leave the rest of the staff scrambling to keep up.

Irene was already busy at her prep table, chopping ingredients at a speed that made it look like she had at least two extra arms.

“Afternoon,” I muttered, knowing she wasn’t likely to return the pleasantry. Irene was nice enough if you met her anywhere else, but in her kitchen, she was focused to the point of obsession, and woe betide the one who interrupted her process or messed with her space.

“Boss wants to see you,” she barked out, not even turning her head to look at me.

There was no point in being disappointed or offended by her manner—that was just standard for Irene.

“Thanks,” I said. “I guess I’ll go see what he wants.”

“He’s downstairs.”

I exited the kitchen into the back hallway and hadn’t even set foot on the stairs yet when I heard Faris’s raised voice echoing up from the basement.

“… idiots… disrespect me… I’ll bury them under so much…”

Uh-oh.

I’d finally gotten over expecting my boss to just up and fire me or evict us from our apartment without warning. Faris had claimed us as family, and he’d more than proven that he had our backs. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be frustrated about last night. We had endangered his entire building and his tenants. Forced him to show up in the middle of the night and deal with complaints when he was already doing me a favor by spending the weekend with Logan. Not to mention how upset he was over Kira’s postponed wedding.

I suspected he might also be concerned about Draven’s safety, but nothing short of an apocalypse would have induced him to admit it.

So it was with a healthy sense of caution that I trotted down the stairs and poked my head into The Portal’s basement storage space.

As usual, it was clean and orderly, with shelves full of liquor and kitchen supplies, stacks of shipping crates, and three small rooms where inebriated customers were sometimes confined until they sobered up sufficiently to recognize their mistakes.

Also, where Faris occasionally imprisoned the least annoying of his enemies, but so far that seemed to be a rare occurrence.

“You wanted to see me?”

Faris glanced up from the stack of crates he was inspecting, set down his tablet, and looked at me with his hands on his hips.

Double uh-oh.

“I’m sorry about last night,” I said with a wince. “I genuinely thought we’d be safe. Never even considered he might be able to use magic in his sleep. We’re looking for a new solution.”

Faris still said nothing, only reached into his pocket, pulled out a folded piece of paper, and handed it to me.

I shuffled forward hesitantly to accept it. “What is this?”

“You tell me.” One of his eyebrows quirked in my direction. “When my people cleared the building last night after the firefighters left, they found it on the floor in your entryway.”

The paper was still soggy and about to fall apart in places, but when I unfolded it, I could still read the message.

“Travel expenses paid, only work one week a month, full medical and dental,” I mused as I scanned the words. “Plus a support team of up to five individuals at my own discretion. Various talents available. Sounds like a good deal.”

Faris stared at me.

I gazed back noncommittally.

“If you need a raise, you can just tell me,” he grumbled. “Are they taking online applications for mercenary crews now?”

If only.

“Third one this week,” I informed him. “All slipped under my door. And no, I didn’t apply. They just started showing up.”

This time, both of his eyebrows shot up. “Any idea why?”

“As best I can tell, it’s thanks to all the rumors making the rounds.” I grimaced uncomfortably. “When we decided to hide the fact of Ethan’s existence, that whole mess in Guthrie got pinned on me.”

And by mess, I meant earthquakes, tornadoes, an entire house destroyed, and a highly competent mercenary crew demolished in seconds. And when I said demolished? Seamus had searched the area in wolf form and still couldn’t find all the pieces. Just enough to reassure us that none of them would be bothering us again.

But because we didn’t want anyone hunting Ethan once they realized the truth of his identity and his powers, we’d locked down all possible rumors of his presence or involvement. Which left… me. Much of the Idrian community now knew that I had more than one form of magic—but not which ones—so it made sense for them to assume that I was at fault.

However, the result was not at all what I’d expected.

“I didn’t think they’d be bold enough to recruit on my territory,” Faris admitted. “But I’m having Tim look over the footage. We’ll identify whoever it is and warn the residents not to let anyone into the building unless they recognize them.”

Our building security was solid—even more so since Kes, Logan, and Ari had been kidnapped right out of our apartment just over a week ago. Faris had upgraded pretty much everything, and it would take significant tech savvy—along with magic—to break in without being detected.

But even the best security system was no match for pure gosh-darn Oklahoma politeness on the part of my neighbors. Any one of them could have unlocked the door with their code and then held it open for a random passer-by who requested entry.

“If it helps, I’m not mad about it,” I told him. “Even if my reputation is entirely unearned, as long as I can use it to keep the kids safe? I’ll just smile and nod and look as mysterious as I can.”

Faris didn’t appear to share my lack of concern. “Normally, I would agree with you. But I can’t afford any more scrutiny from the human authorities. Not with things as volatile as they are. I have a solid relationship with the city government for now, but if these break-ins are noticed, I’m likely to have more complaints, and there’s always a chance they’ll fold under pressure and try to shut me down.”

Well, great. Now I was endangering not only my neighbors, but Faris’s business and reputation. I dropped onto an empty crate and vented my frustration with a vicious jerk of the white strands of my ponytail. “So what can we do?”

“Probably need to have someone on the inside let it be known you’re not on the market,” he advised. “And since Elduvar is out for now…” I could hear the worry behind his words.

“He’s fine,” I murmured quietly. “Kira would know if he wasn’t.”

My boss grunted. “She wouldn’t just know. She would take off for Colorado and immediately cause an inter-species incident we might never recover from.”

Apparently, meddling in fae politics was in her family DNA. But the last thing the Idrian community needed was another violent interaction between dragons and fae.

“I could ask Shane?” I suggested, being careful to make it a suggestion and not a statement. Because I still wasn’t sure how my boss felt about Shane Isaacson.

For that matter, I wasn’t sure how I felt. The half-goblin mercenary seemed to have made our safety something of a personal project and had been a vital member of the team that rescued Kes and Logan. Also, for reasons I had not yet been able to determine, he’d invited Kes to stay at his house to recover from her injuries after the kidnapping… and she’d agreed.

But in the days since we’d moved back into our apartment, I hadn’t seen Shane, nor had Kes said a word about whatever had happened between them. Maybe I was reading too much into it, but their behavior suggested a relationship might be developing, which made me nervous considering Shane seemed to have a vendetta towards both Faris and Kira over his late mother’s death.

“I can’t approach Isaacson,” Faris said, “but might not be a bad idea if you’re willing to hunt him down. Chances are he can put the word out and get the recruitment efforts to stop.”

“I’ll do it as soon as I can,” I promised. “Anything else?”

Faris’s phone buzzed on the shelf beside him. “Yes,” he growled, “but it’ll have to wait. They’re slammed upstairs and Irene is about to chop someone’s head off if the orders don’t move faster.”

That at least I knew how to deal with. “I’m on it. And Faris?”

He looked up at me, green eyes sparking slightly beneath lowered brows.

“Thanks.” For everything.

“You’re welcome,” he rumbled, his cheeks turning just a tiny bit pink. “Now get out there and save someone’s life.”
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For the next few hours, I barely had time to breathe. The orders flew, the drinks flowed, and the crowd seemed to be in reasonably good spirits, if a bit on edge with all the talk of tension between humans and Idrians. It was around seven when I paused behind the bar to take a sip of water, and Seamus—the wolf-shifter bartender—pulled me aside for a moment.

“Don’t worry too much about it,” he said without preamble, looking weirdly sympathetic. “It’ll all die down within a week or two. But if anyone gives you trouble or makes you uncomfortable, you know I’ll have them thrown out.”

Wait, what?

I eyed him quizzically. “What did I miss?”

His head tilted exactly like a curious dog’s might. “Well, if they haven’t been bothering you, I’m not going to be the one to spread rumors.”

“Seamus…” I narrowed my eyes threateningly. “You absolutely cannot say something like that and then not tell me what the heck is going on.”

He gazed back at me with perfect innocence. “Says who?”

“Probably the Geneva Convention,” I muttered, folding my arms. “Now give. What am I not supposed to worry about?”

He jerked one thumb towards the rest of the room. “That.”

My eyes darted to the side, and I suddenly realized that half the room was staring at me. Their gazes darted away the moment they saw me watching, but it was too late.

“Have they been like that all night?”

“More or less.”

I’d just been too busy to notice. “Any idea why?”

“Terror? Fascination? Sudden romantic interest?” He winked.

I glared back.

“Hey, don’t blame the messenger. They know you’re dangerous now. They want to know where you fit around here. Some of them probably want to challenge you, but they’re too scared.”

“And some of them,” I returned slowly, “are remembering that I’m human. With all the tensions, they want to know where my sympathies lie.”

From the look on Seamus’s face, I knew I was right, but that he’d hoped I wouldn’t figure it out.

“Look, it’s not that many, and I’m shutting down the speculation whenever I hear it. They should know better than to think that Faris would employ anyone who wasn’t committed to keeping things peaceful in his city.”

Should. As if that ever had anything to do with reality.

“Thanks for the warning,” I said, hiding my frustration behind a nod of gratitude and a cheerful smile. “I need to get back out there, but don’t worry. I’m fine.”

His lips twisted and his eyebrow quirked to inform me that he didn’t quite believe me, but the drink orders were piling up and we didn’t have time to argue.

I bustled off to take orders from a table of trolls seated near the front door, then snagged a tray to clear a table full of glasses left by a party of slightly inebriated pixies.

Make that more than slightly. There were only three of them, but by the time I finished clearing their table, I had fourteen half-empty glasses on my tray, along with a half-dozen plates and a small mountain of used napkins. The pixies were giggling and swaying with the music as they headed towards the dance floor, and I made a mental note to tell Seamus they shouldn’t be served any more drinks unless we wanted the tables to start growing roots.

Someone tapped my arm just as I picked up the full tray, so I shifted it onto my shoulder before turning around.

The man standing behind me was a stranger—about six foot two, with a trim build, dreamy dark eyes, and a knowing smirk on his face.

Probably just another smarmy but harmless flirt, I decided, as he looked me up and down while still wearing that same smirk. Unfortunately, then he opened his mouth and turned into a complete troll.

Figuratively. All the actual trolls I knew were super nice people, so I really needed to amend that part of my vocabulary.

“Hey there, sweetheart.”

Oh no he did not.

Honestly, I wasn’t sure what turned me off more—the “sweetheart” or the uneven patch of caterpillar fuzz growing on his top lip.

“You look like fire and ice, all wrapped up in a pretty little package,” he purred. “How about a dance? I could buy you a drink? And then we can decide if you wanna keep waiting tables or get out of here with a man who actually appreciates you.”

Okay, look. I have a lot of flaws. When I feel helpless or embarrassed, I tend to argue when I shouldn’t. And when someone is a complete and total arsehat?

Sometimes I lose my temper.

“Fire and ice?” I repeated slowly, noticing a little distantly that the entire room had gone dead quiet. Even the drunk pixies seemed to have realized something was up, because they were huddled together a few yards away, the glow from their skin and hair muted with dismay.

“You want fire and ice?”

Clearly, the man was an idiot, because instead of catching a clue, his smile widened.

“I’ll take whatever you want to give me, baby.”

Baby.

In a dreamy haze, I lifted the tray off my shoulder. It tilted dangerously, then spilled its entire load onto the floor at my feet. I barely noticed. I’d already gripped it in both hands and shifted my weight.

“Then here’s your fire,” I ground out, and swung, putting every bit of my frustration behind the upward trajectory of the tray.

It connected with his face, and something crunched. The would-be Romeo squealed like an outraged pig and clapped both hands to his nose as I let the tray clatter to the floor.

Fun fact? When you get hit in the nose, your eyes tear up and slam shut. So he never saw the hook kick that took him behind the knee and sent him toppling to the floor, where he crashed into the fallen plates and glasses. I heard another crunch as something broke, then he rolled to his back, still howling in pain, eyes slitted open and searching wildly for the next attack.

“And here,” I spat, “is your ice.”

As if it had only been awaiting my call, my elemental magic rose up and seized the water that had splashed on the floor when I tilted the tray. Before my target even had time to flinch, it became a barrage of wickedly pointed icicles that sliced between us to hover menacingly about an inch from my would-be seducer’s face.

The scream cut off abruptly as his eyes tried to bug out of his head. Blood ran down his chin to drip on the floor, and in the ensuing silence I suddenly heard the sound of clapping.

Slow, deliberate, and somehow unmistakably sarcastic.

The entire confrontation had taken only a few seconds, so I knew it wasn’t Faris, though he was undoubtedly on his way. And the sound was coming from behind me, so I also knew it couldn’t be Seamus, or any of the other startled patrons currently staring at me with their mouths open.

I wasn’t quite ready to deal with another idiot—I was too busy cataloging the damage and wondering how much trouble I was going to be in—so I didn’t bother to turn around.

Until I heard the voice.

“Well. That was certainly instructive.”

I’d never heard it before, and yet…

“Apparently, there are more than a few things my children have failed to mention lately.”

No. There was no way my luck was this terrible. No way fate hated me this much.

I turned towards the front door, with my face frozen in what was probably an expression of pure horror.

The woman standing just inside The Portal appeared middle-aged. She looked like a Valkyrie come to life—over six feet tall, with broad shoulders, and her long, silver-blonde hair in a braid as thick as my wrist. Her amber eyes shot daggers at me, while the smaller blonde woman beside her merely appeared curiously amused.

It was with an absolute rush of relief that I heard Faris making his way through the crowd behind me, greeting our visitors as he approached.

“Lady Tairen, Lady Skye. Welcome to Oklahoma City. I regret”—he glanced at the broken glass, the spilled drinks, and the man still groaning on the floor—“that you have arrived at such a chaotic moment. Perhaps if you’d bothered to inform me of your arrival…”

“Are you suggesting,” the newcomer replied coolly, “that I must ask for permission to visit my own daughter?”

Yep. My eyes slammed shut for a moment as I contemplated the brevity of life and the ephemeral nature of existence.

Namely, my existence.

Because the woman currently trying to stab me with her eyes?

Tairen-li-Corva. Former queen of the dragons. Possibly the scariest dragon alive, considering she was the only one I knew of who had actually eaten someone.

And also, Callum’s mother.

Looked like I wasn’t going to be getting that nap anytime soon.
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“Consider it a courtesy,” Faris said dryly. “Yes, you are of course free to visit your daughter with her permission, but last I checked, Kira doesn’t live at The Portal.”

No one missed his emphasis on “permission.”

Tairen snorted. “She might as well. But yes, courtesy is why I’m here. Before I showed up at her door, I thought it would be wise to inform you of my intention to remain in the city for a time.”

Faris remained impassive. “You had an open invitation to remain in the city indefinitely after your abdication. I have no plans to rescind that, so long as you don’t make any messes you can’t clean up. And”—his voice hardened a little—“provided you inform your family in advance the next time you decide to disappear.”

Huh. There was definitely some animosity here, and I suspected it was mostly about Kira.

Kira was Tairen’s only daughter, and dragons had always been matriarchal. Which meant that even with three older brothers, it was Kira who’d been intended to take the throne after her mother—to rule both the dragons and the shapeshifters. But Kira had been raised as a human, and her perspective on life had clashed with her mother’s from the moment they met.

Tairen’s entire purpose was to protect dragons first and shapeshifters second, using the superior strength and iron will that had enabled her to rebuild a life in this unfamiliar world after Idria’s collapse.

Kira valued the human parts of her upbringing and believed in protecting peace and equality between all Idrians. She hadn’t taken kindly to her mother’s attempts to strong-arm her, and the resulting conflict had nearly severed their relationship forever.

They’d reconciled, but not until after Kira had essentially chosen Faris and the Shadow Court over her mother and the dragons, and it appeared Tairen might still be feeling salty about it.

“I’m three hundred and fifty-six years old,” Tairen retorted, leaving me more than a little startled. How had I not known dragons could live that long? “I believe I’m past the age where I must inform anyone of my intentions or my whereabouts.”

The younger blonde woman at her shoulder was looking wryly amused. “Auntie, I think he’s trying to tell you that you scared the children, not that you require a babysitter.”

Tairen shot her a dirty look that had absolutely zero effect, which convinced me this must be Skye—Kira and Callum’s cousin, and the current queen of the dragons.

When Tairen stepped down, she’d handed her position to her niece as the closest female relative. But then Tairen had gone and eaten the fae queen, and the Shapeshifter Court had decided it was time for a change in the way they allocated leadership.

Instead of allowing the dragon queen to automatically rule the shapeshifters—which concentrated far too much power in one person—they separated the positions and offered the shapeshifter kingship to Callum.

Which was how he’d ended up in New Mexico, trying to wrangle the Shapeshifter Court, while his mother was here. In Oklahoma City. Looking around her as if everything was slightly below standard and she was hoping for someone to take to task for it.

“Scared the children.” Tairen huffed. “If only they worried more about whether they were scaring me.”

Without any conscious request on my part, my siren magic flared to life. Sometimes it offered suggestions to help smooth the way—hunches that always paid off if I was willing to pay attention. And this time, it was telling me that Tairen was a much different person than the last Idrian queen who’d stormed in here and nearly started a fight because she was worried about her daughter.

If I had a nickel for every time…

Still just two nickels, but that was two nickels more than any sane person would want to have.

But unlike the elemental queen, the former ruler of the dragons was a woman adrift—cut loose from the purpose that had driven her for so many years. Tairen was still a strong and capable leader with no one to lead. She’d tried normal life, and it wasn’t enough, so now she was hunting for a new purpose. And if I didn’t stay out of her way…

“Miss Kendrick.”

Nope. I know I did not just hear my name in Tairen-li-Corva’s voice.

“Might I have a moment of your time?”

I reluctantly lifted my gaze from contemplating the disaster I’d made of The Portal’s floor.

Tairen’s amber eyes seemed to be staring straight through me, so of course, that’s when my mouth decided to get involved.

“I’m sorry, but I’m working tonight, and it looks like I’m going to be very busy”—I looked back down at the man now inching his way across the floor, still oozing blood from his rapidly swelling face—“taking out the trash.”

I heard a snort of nervous laughter from somewhere.

And then Faris chimed in, with the very last response I would have expected.

“I’ve got the cleanup,” he said briefly, emerald gaze holding mine with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “Card room is free, and you’re due for your break.”

Feeling decidedly betrayed, I tried pleading with my eyes, but he didn’t seem to be getting the message. Was he really going to throw me to the wolves with no warning and no support?

Apparently the answer was yes, so I turned back to Tairen and unclenched my teeth.

“In that case, I’d be happy to speak with you for a moment.”

Lies. All lies. I wasn’t happy. And I definitely didn’t want to speak with her. Now or ever.

Maybe this was Faris’s punishment for trashing his bar… again.

But there was no getting out of it now. In front of the goggle-eyed curiosity of the entire crowd, I stepped over the groaning man at my feet, carefully avoided the broken glass, and made my way towards the card room at the left end of the bar.

As I passed, I saw Seamus watching me with a worried expression, but I knew he wouldn’t interfere. Not when Faris had already given his permission.

I opened the door, held it for Tairen and her niece, and then closed it behind them. The thud echoed in my ears, sounding more like a cell door than anything else. Would I make it out of this room alive? Probably depended strongly on my ability to either keep my mouth shut or lie through my teeth.

Neither of which I was very good at.

In the center of the room was a round card table with a handful of chairs, but the two dragons did not sit. Instead, they turned to look at me, amber eyes slightly aglow, wearing matching expressions of cool assessment.

You’re not locked in here with them, they’re locked in here with you.

Yeah, that definitely wasn’t going to work. Positive self-talk had never really done much for me.

I had no idea what they were waiting for, but when they just kept staring, I finally gave up. And because I’d had no sleep and I run my mouth when I’m scared, the result was not exactly how I’d envisioned my first meeting with Callum’s mother.

“Okay, so what’s it going to be?” I demanded, looking from one to the other. “Is this good cop, bad cop? And am I supposed to guess which is which?”

They exchanged glances.

“Look, I doubt either of you have ever had the pleasure of waiting tables, but this is my one break for the night. I’m running on two hours’ sleep since my houseguest nearly set my apartment on fire last night, and I was really hoping for a nap. So if you have something to say, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t waste my time.”

They were silent for another handful of seconds, and then Skye broke. Literally broke down into a fit of laughter—including a snort or two—that ended with her wiping tears from her eyes.

“I told you it wasn’t going to work,” she said, shaking her head at her aunt. “Anyone who can stick around long enough to see past Callum’s uptight, prickly, bossy-pants act isn’t going to crack that easily.”

Yep, they were here because they’d heard about me and Callum.

Tairen rolled her eyes and threw up her hands. “Fine. You told me. Ryker told me. Are you happy now?”

“Very.” Skye’s lips were still twitching. “That was deeply satisfying.”

This family was going to be the death of me. But my knees were still shaking, so of course I didn’t shut up.

“Did you actually want to talk to me? Or were you just hoping I’d cower under the table so you could claim I’m not good enough for your family?”

“I’m sorry,” Skye said, still looking more amused than apologetic. “We actually did want to meet you. Callum has never even talked about liking a woman before, so we were curious. And we were already coming to support Kira, so it seemed like an excellent opportunity to take your measure.”

Take my measure…

They were here to test. To evaluate. To decide whether they approved.

As much as that rankled, I couldn’t afford to be on their bad side. This was Callum’s family, and if we were able to resolve things with the Shapeshifter Court and complete our mate bond, I would be seeing a lot more of these people. Also, both of them could probably eat me if they felt like it.

So I should be trying to make them like me. Smoothing things over and being as polite as possible.

Someone should have mentioned that to my mouth.

“Measure all you want,” I said, “but I’m not going to apologize.”

Tairen regarded me thoughtfully from her towering height. “For what?”

“For any of it,” I told her flatly. “For my past, for being human, or for bonding with Callum. I won’t apologize for my magic, for my poverty, or for my family. So if that’s why you’re here, you can feel free to consider your trip wasted.”

She continued to watch me in silence, her expression unreadable.

“I also won’t be bullied into giving up Callum. Angelica already tried that and got sent off with her knickers in a twist, so if you’re thinking about trying again, let’s do it here and now because I’m back on shift in less than half an hour.”

The two dragons continued to stare at me, the silence growing until my own breathing began to sound too loud. Callum’s mother looked as if she were observing some particularly strange new species of bug and wasn’t sure whether to take pictures or squash it under her boot.

“I’ve heard the rumors, of course,” Tairen said at last. “Of the woman who crashed the Symposium and single-handedly either destroyed it or saved it, depending on who’s telling the story.”

I wasn’t sure who she’d been talking to. There weren’t very many people out there willing to defend me.

“I’ve heard that she admitted to being human and wielding stolen magic. That she colludes with our enemies and wants nothing more than the destruction of all Idrian lives on Earth.”

Of course she’d heard that. It was the most popular narrative at the Shapeshifter Court and the primary reason they’d tried to summon me.

“But I’ve also heard that she’s a survivor. One who wields her magic for the sake of others and protects the powerless. Who shields even those who would destroy her and has saved my son’s life on more than one occasion.”

That could only have come from Ryker, Kira, or Callum himself.

“But what I have not heard”—her tone changed, growing somehow even more commanding and stern—“even from my son, is that he has suddenly entered into something as significant as a mate bond without a single word to inform his own family.”

Ohhhh, crappity crap.

This was bad. This was very, very bad.

But how was I supposed to know Callum hadn’t told his mother about the mate bond yet? She looked like I’d just announced that we’d eloped with an Elvis-themed ceremony in a Las Vegas wedding chapel. To make matters worse, I’d gone and dropped that information in the middle of a not-very-respectful tirade.

The question was probably no longer whether my potential future mother-in-law wanted to eat me, but how long she would wait, and whether she would cook me first.

It was beginning to look like I could officially add this moment to my catalog of absolutely humiliating mistakes. But… I wasn’t sure it was entirely my fault. Why would Callum tell her about me but not mention the bond? Unless…

No, I couldn’t think that way. He wasn’t second-guessing. He’d just told me so last night, and I believed him. So he probably hadn’t told her simply because he knew she would disapprove. He might even have had a plan for the best way to break the news, and I’d just shot it full of holes.

Go me.

It seemed I didn’t have much choice but to brazen it out, so I lifted my chin. “Well, I guess now you’ve heard.”

Skye choked, and her lips twitched as she looked from her aunt to me.

“And, uh, how long have you been together?” she asked, when Tairen seemed unable to find words.

Good question. One I really didn’t want to answer.

“A little over a week,” I admitted.

“And you are bonded already?” Skye seemed startled by that.

“Look, I don’t know how these things work.” I was feeling smaller and stupider by the second. “So I also don’t know how to tell when the bond is complete. Callum said we technically still had a choice whether or not to accept it. But he can sort of sense what I’m thinking or feeling, and I… I can usually tell where he is. And I can hear him talking in my head when he’s in dragon form.”

“That’s…” Skye paused, and I braced myself.

She was going to say that was ridiculous or wrong. Maybe that I was making it all up. That Callum couldn’t possibly bond with someone like me.

“… incredible.”

I looked at her hesitantly and found that her eyes had gone wide—with wonder and maybe even… warmth?

The reigning queen of the dragons took a few steps towards me. I stiffened in alarm, but Skye only reached out and took my hand. “I’m so happy for him,” she said simply. “And for you.”

Whoa. Was this for real?

“You’re… happy?”

She nodded. “Except among gryphons, a mate bond doesn’t happen for all shapeshifters. Maybe only twenty percent of dragons. But they are a beautiful gift and should always, always be cherished.”

I had no idea what to say to that.

“I didn’t plan for it to happen,” I blurted out. “I didn’t even like him at first.”

Skye just laughed. “Most people don’t. He can be…”

“Stubborn, paranoid, bullheaded, and entirely too fond of rules?” I supplied.

“Yes,” she agreed. “But he’s changing. And he’s genuinely one of the most caring people I know. He only hides that part of himself because it makes his job easier if no one knows how soft his heart really is.”

She surprised me, and it must have shown on my face, because she responded with a grin and a shrug. “Being mated to an empath has a tendency to rub off,” she said ruefully. “I’m quicker to see these things now than I ever was before.”

Huh. So Callum’s cousin didn’t actually seem to hate me. She might even be… nice. But that didn’t mean I could relax, because Callum’s mother had yet to say a single word.

Unless this was still part of the test and Tairen was waiting for Skye to soften me up so she could pounce.

A soft rustling sound from behind me jerked my head around so quickly I nearly put my neck out, but it was only a piece of paper—a black envelope someone had slid under the door.

It was face down, but it wasn’t like I needed to see the front to know that it was probably another offer from some mercenary guild or other. Good grief, was I not even safe here at work?

With an audible groan, I picked it up and turned it over, searching for a clue to the sender. Usually they had a name or a logo on them, but this one was blank. The paper seemed heavy and formal, with an actual wax seal on the envelope, so out of curiosity, I peeled back the flap.

Within was a plain white card. I pulled it out and saw my name printed on it in thick, black lettering, with the imprint of what looked like a medieval coat of arms at the bottom.

I heard a strangled noise from Skye and found her peering over my left shoulder, amber eyes suddenly sharp and glowing. She didn’t ask, just snatched the card out of my fingers and shoved it towards Tairen, who glared as if she were personally offended by its existence.

“They’ve actually lost their minds,” the dragon queen said, and there was no mistaking her anger. “Wait until Callum finds out. I would love to fly to New Mexico and watch the fireworks, but sadly, I don’t have time.”

Callum’s mother hadn’t moved, but she seemed rigid with fury.

“What is it?” I was growing more freaked out by the second. “Will someone please tell me what’s going on?”

“You’ve just been given an official summons,” Skye informed me, her lips twisting sympathetically. “That’s the official seal of the Shapeshifter Court, which means it’s been approved by the chamberlain. Plus, it was delivered in front of witnesses, therefore it cannot be rescinded or denied. Even…” She paused for a moment. “Even by the king,” she finished softly. “Shapeshifter law commands your presence within twenty-eight days, or you will be assumed guilty of all charges.”

Guilty of all charges…

A deep sense of betrayal cut me to the heart. Why hadn’t Callum said anything?

“I don’t answer to the Shapeshifter Court,” I said numbly.

“But you will,” Tairen interrupted briskly. “If you are mated to my son, you have no choice but to become a part of the court and submit to its rulings.”

A sharp swell of panic rose in my throat, along with the desire to run. I felt like I was about to cry, but I refused to cry in front of either of these women. Callum’s mother was already watching me, waiting to see if I would fall apart under pressure. I couldn’t let them judge me as weak or unfit, but… Callum hadn’t told me.

I wanted to call him and ask what was happening. Find out whether he’d known this was coming. But I was at work. I’d already attacked a customer, and now…

Crap. If Faris knew that a member of the Shapeshifter Court had delivered this summons on his territory? He would come unhinged.

I turned towards the door, hoping to catch him so I could explain, but I was too late. Tairen finally moved. Like a freight train gathering steam, she brushed past me, yanked the door open, and strode into the room beyond.

Her bellow nearly had me clapping my hands over my ears.

“Hector Ademar, don’t you dare take another step.”

Oh goodie. Looked like I’d just provoked another inter-species incident.

And all I’d really wanted out of tonight was a nap.
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When I finally made it to the doorway and peered out into the club, it appeared frozen in time—like a movie suddenly paused in the middle of an action scene.

Drinks hovered halfway to lips. Dancers stopped with arms raised, only one foot on the floor.

The only movement came from a figure standing in the center of the room—possibly the largest man I’d ever seen. The guy’s back was towards me, but he was at least seven and a half feet tall and massively built. Basically, a wall of muscle that was taller than anyone else in the bar except for the trolls.

He turned slowly, and I could have sworn the floor creaked underfoot. His face was broad, tanned, and scarred, amber eyes flashing beneath craggy dark brows that matched his long, dark ponytail.

“You miserable traitor,” Tairen hissed. “How dare you betray your king like this?”

Betray his king? He was clearly a shapeshifter. Presumably, he was the one who’d just slid the envelope under the door. Which meant Tairen was assuming Callum had nothing to do with the summons I’d just received.

Interesting.

Hopeful.

But I couldn’t explore that thought until after I convinced them to take this little disagreement outside.

“You are no longer queen,” the giant rumbled. “You cannot command me.”

“I can still make you regret your decisions,” Tairen responded, taking two more steps into the room.

The crowd, recognizing that the environment had suddenly grown a great deal less hospitable, split down the middle, leaving the dance floor empty and silent. The only movement was Seamus behind the bar carefully setting down a glass, while Oliver—Faris’s bouncer—took a resolute stance between the giant and the door.

We were all holding our breath a little when Faris finally showed up, bursting in from the kitchen so forcefully that the swinging door ricocheted off the wall behind it and smacked into his shoulder on the rebound. He didn’t even flinch—just took one look at the scene and swore, his tone sharp and vicious.

“The summons has been executed,” the giant said. “With witnesses. You cannot change it.”

“But I can change whether you ever betray your king again.” Tairen’s voice had gone deep and harsh.

What if he hadn’t betrayed his king? What if Callum knew about the summons and hadn’t had a chance to tell me?

What if…

No.

Callum had chosen me. Trusted me. Had my back when it counted. It was time to prove that I trusted him too.

“Can we discuss this outside?” I requested, trying to sound calm, confident, and completely in command of the situation. “There’s no need to ruin everyone’s evening.” Though if this turned into a fight, it wasn’t only the evening that would be ruined.

But the giant was clearly from out of town, because he didn’t seem to recognize the danger he was in.

Instead, he smirked at the former queen of the dragons.

I’d only met her five minutes ago, and I already knew that wasn’t going to turn out well.

“Tell me again what you’re going to make me regret, little dragon. Or are the rumors I’ve heard actually true, and you can do nothing but bluster?”

The entire room let out a collective gasp, and I saw Seamus’s eyes nearly goggle out of his head. Faris’s jaw was beginning to take on the rough stone appearance of his elemental form, and all I could see was one more disaster. One more chaotic mess with my name on it. I had to stop this before it could even start, but how could I convince these two to…

“Outside!” Faris bellowed, the words echoing from a chest now even broader and harder than usual. I was pretty sure the entire building shook, which should have been the new guy’s first cue to shut up and leave.

He didn’t.

In fact, he actually began to shrink, collapsing inwards in a bizarre…

Oh. Oh no. He wasn’t shrinking—he was shifting.

His arms and legs seemed to disappear, melting into his sides as his entire body lengthened, stretching on and on before crashing to the floor… in the form of the freakiest and most enormous snake I had ever seen in my life.

A naga shifter. Solitary, rare, and insanely dangerous, with deadly venom that was feared by most Idrians but was particularly toxic to other shifters.

Coils upon coils formed a circle in the center of the dance floor, and when he reared up, his head towered over everyone in the room, surveying us through slitted reptilian eyes. The center of his body was nearly as thick as my waist, and when his mouth opened, it displayed a pair of fangs the length of my forearm.

Then that freakishly huge head turned, looked straight at Tairen, and hissed.

The crowd lost its mind. Screaming chaos ensued as everyone scrambled for the nearest exit. Front door, back door, kitchen door… I wondered distantly whether Irene would ever recover from the invasion, but the thought vanished as my boss made a sound I’d never heard from him before.

It was almost a yelp, and coming from anyone else, I would have assumed it was a sign of abject terror. But Faris didn’t run. He moved forward, knocking aside a chair as he headed straight for the intruder.

The snake swiveled, saw him coming, and struck—lashing out with a speed that defied his enormous bulk.

He was trying to kill Faris.

The interloper had finally realized who was the most dangerous person in the room, and a part of me sort of sat back and smirked as I waited for Faris to end the fight. All he had to do was open up the floor and let the earth do the rest of the work. I’d seen him do it before, and it had never failed to be effective.

But for whatever reason, he just kept moving forward—closer to the enemy. The giant naga lashed out again, his fangs striking Faris’s arm before bouncing off the granite-hard surface of his elemental form.

My boss let out a bellow of rage and hammered a punch into the snake’s neck, but the naga barely seemed to notice, twisting out of the way in a writhing heap of powerful coils, knocking over tables and splintering chairs with every twist of his massive body.

Why wasn’t Faris using his elemental magic?

And why would a Shapeshifter Court emissary be stupid enough to attack the Shadow Court?

Not that I should be wasting time looking for answers when we were all now in mortal danger as a result.

“Raine, get out!” Faris growled, his eyes glowing so brightly they turned his entire face an unearthly green. “All of you, get out of here. If he bites you, you’re as good as dead.”

“Absolutely not,” I snapped. “I’m not leaving you to deal with this alone.

The snake hissed in anger and began to weave back and forth.

“He can’t hurt me,” Faris insisted, but his face told a different story. He almost looked scared, and I’d never seen Faris Lansgrave be afraid of anything. “Now get out, and I will deal with it.”

Part of me wanted to obey his command and run, but I wasn’t as ignorant as I’d been only a few months before. No matter how much I wished I could deny it, this was a representative of the Shapeshifter Court—an official envoy—and his interactions with Faris would be interpreted as court business. Handing me a summons on Shadow Court territory without first consulting Faris was an enormous breach of etiquette, but the situation would only escalate further if Faris caused him significant harm in retaliation.

I knew Faris didn’t care about the consequences. He’d held power here for the last fifty years by refusing to bow to outside threats—backing up his authority with violence when necessary—and for that reason the courts tended to leave him alone. But with tensions between humans and Idrians being what they were, the last thing any of us wanted was infighting. Which meant I needed to keep my boss from killing the stupid snake-man.

Who was now circling the club, eyes on Faris, his scales making a dry rustling sound as they rasped over the floor.

He appeared to be ignoring the rest of us, but as he continued to circle, his head made the tiniest jerking motion, and my siren magic latched on with a vengeance.

The naga was a fool, and he’d been chosen for his foolishness. Who else would dare deliver such a summons behind their king’s back, on another court’s territory? And now he saw an opportunity. Sensed weakness. The dragons would not risk interference, not here, and the old queen was weak. If he could kill Faris, he would have power. Respect. No need to serve as a petty mercenary or messenger boy. He could take over this territory and…

Good grief, where did they find this idiot? Who exactly had sent him?

And why did he seem so convinced that Tairen was weak?

Didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to stand back and allow any of this idiocy to happen. Faris might be hesitating to use his earth magic, but he also could not permit this kind of trespass to go unanswered. We might not be able to kill the shapeshifter representative, but neither could we just let him escape. That would damage Faris’s reputation, and his reputation was what kept all of us in the Shadow Court safe.

Not to mention, a giant snake loose on the streets of Oklahoma City was exactly what we didn’t need, given the existing tension with our human neighbors.

So the job was—don’t kill it, don’t let it kill anyone else, don’t let it get away.

Right.

If only we had more help, but all our customers had scattered, and even after Tairen’s threats, the dragons were just standing there watching. Presumably because they didn’t want to step on Faris’s toes, but right that second I didn’t much care about their reasons. All of this political posturing and tiptoeing was what had separated me from Callum in the first place, and now I was well and truly pissed off.

And in my rage I reached for the closest magic at hand…

Fae.

The blue glow rose around me like a tidal wave, and instead of the dagger I’d learned long ago, I shaped it into a sword.

The combatants seemed locked together, mirroring each other's movements, ignoring me as they waited for the right moment to strike…

And it was Faris who struck first. Not with a blow, but with a grappling rush that might have worked, if it hadn’t been exactly what the monster was waiting for.

When Faris charged, the snake darted to the side, shifting its coils and aiming for his unguarded flank.

Maybe the bite wouldn’t have hurt him. I wasn’t sure how much of Faris’s body was protected by the stone skin of his earth element.

But the moment the creature moved, so did I—plunging my razor-edged blade of fae magic through the snake’s tail and a solid six inches into the floor beneath.

He’d committed everything to the lunge, and when his tail didn’t follow the rest of his body, he snapped backward, landing in a sprawl of disordered coils and hissing indignation.

Faris, whose elemental form had grown to twice his usual size, pinned the center of the snake’s body to the floor with arms of literal granite, probably preparing to rip it in half.

The snake’s head rose, eyes glittering malevolently…

But Tairen-li-Corva struck first.

I never even saw her move, but suddenly she was there, close enough to fasten both hands in an iron grip around the snake’s neck. Her arm and shoulder muscles bulged with the effort, but somehow she prevailed, holding the outraged naga’s head only a forearm’s length from her face.

“I suggest you think very carefully, Hector Ademar, before putting those fangs anywhere near me.”

I couldn’t have said what it was, but something in her voice had changed. It was deeper, harsher, with audible echoes of the authority she’d once wielded as queen of the shifters.

And whatever that “something” was, it called to the struggling shapeshifter’s instincts and unlocked a primal form of terror.

If you’ve never seen a giant snake try its best to go belly up while pinned in three places? The resulting convulsions made my stomach lurch, and they ended only when Tairen-li-Corva shook the creature’s head until I thought its bones might snap.

“Oh, stop sniveling and shift back, you spineless weasel.”

Thirty feet of snake went utterly limp, and then, to absolutely no one’s surprise, the spineless weasel obeyed.

And a few moments later, we were all thankful that shifting into his snake form had not done any significant structural damage to his clothes.
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It took a little less than five minutes before the giant was dressed and relocated to one of The Portal’s basement rooms, which were most definitely not cells in any way. At all. Just ordinary rooms that happened to be very hard to get out of.

Hector’s feet had been sunk entirely into the concrete floor, so he wasn’t going anywhere. His expression remained utterly blank, and even though his eyes still glimmered faintly in his darkly tanned face, I couldn’t read them well enough to tell how he felt about the situation. Outraged? Embarrassed? Pleased with his success?

Faris loomed in the doorway, radiating both incoherent fury and wordless embarrassment as he regarded the would-be assassin.

The two dragons also stood nearby, shoulder to shoulder, wearing near-identical expressions of satisfaction, while I busied myself with calculating what it might take to convince Faris not to kill the naga. Also with wondering how much damage had been done upstairs, how much business would be lost after this altercation, and what I was going to tell Callum about the evening’s events.

But all of these calculations were interrupted when the former dragon queen turned her piercing gaze on me.

“Are you hurt?”

The question startled me so much that for a moment I didn’t answer, just blinked at her in befuddled apprehension.

“I, uh… no?”

Her glare did not abate.

“Not hurt. I’m fine. Just…” Confused. Very, very confused.

She eventually gave up trying to X-ray me with her eyes and nodded once. “Good. Now, either you call my son, or I will.”

I thought about refusing. The last thing I wanted was for Callum to worry about me, and after all, I was fine. Everything was handled, and no one was hurt.

Also, I didn’t want Callum’s mother thinking she could tell me what to do.

But this was about far more than just me. There was something underhanded going on at the Shapeshifter Court, and Callum needed to know about it.

“I’ll call him,” I agreed. “But only after we deal with Hector. I want to know who sent him. And why he took the risk of betraying his king.”

“This one’s betrayal didn’t start with your summons.” From the look of Tairen’s sneer, she clearly felt nothing but naked loathing for the trapped naga. “His fall from loyalty and decency happened years ago. When he started picking up dirty little jobs for money.”

The naga finally opened his mouth. “Don’t speak of my betrayal, dragon. Not until you, too, are the last of your kind. Overlooked and spat upon. Unheard and unseen. I have no clan to rely on, no enclave to call home, no people to call my own. Why should I not make the effort to earn a place for myself? It’s not every day I’m offered a handsome sum to strike back at those who’ve shunned me, and the payoff seemed more than worth the risk.”

Faris growled under his breath. “So you thought you would take my territory by force? You’ll be lucky if I don’t bury you in this floor forever. No one will find your bones until centuries from now, when the naga have faded into myth, and even then no one will remember your name—only your stupidity.”

Okay, so Faris wasn’t going to be much help with the interrogation.

“Who hired you?” I demanded.

The giant naga’s jaw clenched firmly. I didn’t need my siren magic to tell me that I wasn’t going to get an answer.

“Hector will do anything for money except kidnap or kill,” Tairen informed us. “Or so I believed until today. And he works for anyone who will pay him. He neither knows nor cares about court politics, so you’ll get no useful information from him.”

Faris let out another growl and slammed the door shut. “Let him rot in there for the rest of the night. Maybe he’ll change his mind.”

“Um, Faris…”

He shot me a disgruntled look. “I’m not going to kill him,” he grumbled quietly. “Not yet. Not unless he hurts one of my people or refuses to leave my territory.”

I shivered at the threat in his tone and wondered if Hector could hear him.

“The doors are thick,” Faris told me, as if he’d read my mind. “And I haven’t let him out of the floor yet.”

Speaking of which…

“Faris, why didn’t you do that upstairs?”

The rear part of the building had a basement, which meant Faris couldn’t use his earth magic on the ground floor. But the club in the front rested on a concrete foundation. He should have had no difficulty restraining the naga in the middle of their fight.

But to my surprise, my boss abruptly clammed up and turned bright red beneath his beard.

“Faris Lansgrave.” Tairen’s eyes were suddenly sparkling, and an absolutely delighted smirk tugged at the corner of her lips. “I’ve known you for over fifty years. How did I never realize before today that you’re afraid of snakes?”

My mouth dropped open.

Faris glared, turned around, and stomped up the stairs without a single word.
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By this time, my “break” was very much over, so I turned away from the prying gazes of the two dragons and jogged up the stairs after Faris, following him into the club and wincing hard as I took in the scope of the damage.

How many times now had I been at least partially responsible for destroying his property?

I knew I needed to offer to pay for it, but also that it would take literal years based on my current salary.

“Faris, I…”

“Still haven’t had your break,” he said coolly. “And don’t argue with me. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy facing those two.”

In some ways, Faris was as steady and predictable as the sunrise, but sometimes he still managed to surprise me.

“Then why did you send me in there? You could have just told them I was busy.”

He glanced over at me. “You would have worried about it all night. Tripped all over yourself wondering what to say to them. This way, you didn’t have time to plan. And you were still angry, so you didn’t let them bully you.” He huffed. “The only way to live with dragons is to prove that they can’t steamroll you whenever they feel like it.”

I groaned. “So you were hoping I would insult them to their faces?”

“More or less.” He shrugged. “If it helps, I think you did well. There was no yelling, nothing is on fire, and no one tried to eat you for your presumption.”

I stared at him, certain that I was going insane. How was this my life?

“I’m going to go clean up,” I muttered. “And”—I waved a hand at what was left of the club’s furniture—“I’m really sorry about this.”

“You didn’t do it.”

“No, but…”

“Raine.”

His tone turned me to face him, ready to be chastised.

“Don’t make the mistake of treating anyone here like humans,” he warned me. “Sure, they ran from the fight, because they’re not stupid. Naga can be mean and dangerous, and this one was clearly fighting for keeps. Otherwise, they’d probably have just joined right in.” I heard him sigh, like a tired parent of toddlers. “But they’ll be back, because they love the drama, and they’ll be gossiping about tonight for weeks. So no, you didn’t ruin my business or cost me anything I can’t afford. This isn’t uncommon. At least a dozen times a year, I have to ban someone or other for starting a fight. Just part of the job.”

Okay then.

“Go take your break,” my boss said, a little more gently. “And call Callum. He needs to know.”

I pulled out my phone and glanced at the time. A little after nine. He might still be in meetings at this point. I really didn’t want to disturb him…

Or maybe I was being a complete and utter coward. If I could face Tairen-li-Corva, I could call Callum after telling him I loved him.

Faris disappeared into the kitchen—probably to give me some space—so, feeling cranky and a little vengeful, I stabbed at Callum’s name and waited for the call to go through.

It went to voicemail.

So, of course, instead of feeling relieved like a rational person, I was completely disappointed. I might not want to be a burden, but I did want to hear his voice.

“He must be busy,” I mumbled to myself, just as Tairen and Skye finally made their way back up from the basement. “I’ll call him later.”

“He is not too busy,” his mother declared firmly, flipping her silver-blonde braid over her shoulder and reaching for her own phone. “Not for this.”

A moment later, she lowered her phone from her ear, face frozen in a thunderous expression. Which was, of course, when Kira walked in through the front door, her mouth dropping open a little as she surveyed the destruction.

It closed again the moment she spotted her mother.

“Uh, hi Mom.”

Tairen’s arms folded across her chest. “Kira.”

“What are you doing here? I told you the wedding is off.”

The former dragon queen stiffened with annoyance. “And that means I’m not supposed to want to see you?”

Kira winced. “I didn’t mean that. I just…” She frowned. “Okay, but why are you here, here? Instead of the bookstore? And what in the name of all Idria happened?”

She scanned the room, and I saw her eyebrows climb halfway to her hairline when she spotted the blood on the floor from the first altercation of the night. Her gaze shifted from her mother to me. “Did you two…”

“We were perfectly civilized,” Skye protested innocently. “Just a social call.”

“Uh-huh.” The look that passed between the cousins suggested that the two women might actually be more friends than just relatives. “Well, it is good to see you. But back to this mess… Raine, did someone try to kidnap you again?”

“Not this time,” I assured her. “I think he was… flirting?” I shrugged. “I broke his nose.”

Kira grinned. “And that’s why I love you so much.”

“Where’s Ari?” The sleepover wasn’t supposed to end until the following morning, so I would have expected Kira to still be at the bookstore.

But she grimaced. “Actually, that’s why I’m here. We were playing hide and seek, and Ari just… disappeared. There aren’t that many good hiding places in the store, so I think she must have teleported out somewhere. I texted Kes to let her know, and Hugh helped me search again. Then I tried to call Faris, and he didn’t answer, so I decided to come down here and check The Portal before I freaked everyone out.”

The sick ache of anxiety lodged behind my sternum, even as a jolt of adrenaline bounced from my heart to my fingertips and back. More than likely, Ari had just teleported home and was hiding somewhere in the apartment. If you didn’t set very strict rules for hide and seek, Ari would seize the opportunity to use her powers against you.

However, I also wasn’t willing to count on her having disappeared of her own accord—not with Blake out there plotting against us and the memory of her kidnapping still fresh.

I looked up at Tairen, who was watching me curiously, head tilted slightly to the side.

“I’m sorry,” I said swiftly. “I’ll get in touch with Callum later, but for now, I have to go. My kid is missing.”

I suppressed a pained wince as I turned away. Not only had I dropped the mate bond on Callum’s family without warning, now they also knew I came with the extra complication of kids. But I didn’t have time to worry about their reaction. “I’ll tell Faris, and then we can start the search.”

I’d already headed for the kitchen door when Tairen stopped me with a question.

“You have a sprite child?”

I drew in a deep breath and spun to face her. “Let’s get this over with. Yes, I have a child. In fact, I have two of them—Ari and Logan. Like me, they were born human, but now they’re a sprite and an earth elemental. They’re my family, along with my sister, Kes, who is half fae.” I loaded my voice with steel and lifted my chin. “My family might not share blood, but our ties were founded in a desperate fight for survival. So make no mistake—I will protect them with my life, just as you protect your children. And if you choose to belittle or look down on them for not being shifters, I will take it personally, and I will fight you. Dragon or no dragon. Do we understand each other?”

The dragon matriarch studied me sternly for a moment from her superior height before inclining her head in a nod so regal that it was all I could do not to bow in response.

“Indeed, I believe we do,” she said slowly. “We will have more to talk about, Raine Kendrick. But for today, you should go and find your child.”

Okay. That was probably as good as I was going to get. I needed to go find Faris and let him know…

The man in question burst out of the kitchen, phone in hand. “Morghaine says she’s not at our place. Have you heard from Kes yet?”

Kira shook her head. “One of us should go down there and make sure she’s okay, while everyone else splits up to search.” She was biting her lip and looked to be just barely holding back tears.

I laid a hand on her arm. “You know this isn’t your fault, right?”

She couldn’t even look at me. “I promised I would take care of her. Now she’s lost. How is it not my fault?”

“She’s six and she can teleport out of any place at any time,” I reminded her sternly. “How could you possibly have kept her somewhere she didn’t want to be?”

It was a good reminder to me as well. Panicking and rushing around would do us no favors. Ari could be anywhere in the city, and her location could change on a whim. We needed to stay calm and be strategic, or we might never find her.

“First—we make contact with Kes. Make sure she’s safe. Then we keep one person in every place Ari is familiar with. She tends to return to places she knows when she’s upset, so unless…”

Unless someone had taken her.

I swallowed that thought. “She should turn up in one of them before too long.”

“I’ll stay here,” Seamus offered from behind the bar. “So the rest of you can go search.”

I nodded gratefully. “Kira, could you try Myriad Gardens? And Faris, maybe you could check next door? She wasn’t at The Assemblage very often, but she did have fun hanging out in the office with Angelica.”

I was just about to turn and head out the front door when I heard a flurry of curses from the kitchen, then the clang of a pan bouncing off the floor or a wall. Faris looked over his shoulder, one eyebrow raised, as all of us turned to look at the kitchen door.

Were we under attack again?

The door swung open, six pairs of eyes glued to its progress…

I let out a gasp as a monster appeared in the doorway. It bent nearly double so it would fit through the opening, then straightened partway as it entered the room.

When standing at its full height, it would probably reach eight feet at the shoulder, with gray skin, long curved horns, and a coarse dark mane falling down its back between bat-like wings. As it was, it remained hunched over, surveying us from a craggy face, lips peeled back from sharply pointed teeth. Claws tipped both hands and feet, while its eyes glowed a malevolent red.

And the reason it crouched low was because the pinkie finger of that enormous clawed hand was being gripped securely by a tiny girl with curly dark hair and sparkling eyes…

“Ari!”

“Oh, thank heavens.” Kira didn’t hesitate for a moment, just darted forward, crouched down, and ruffled my sprite’s hair with an expression of relief mingled with disapproval. “Where did you find her, Hugh?”

Wait. I’d met Hugh. He was Kira’s resident gargoyle assistant, who looked after her bookstore and had basically adopted her cat. His typical appearance was almost entirely human—slightly stooped and slender, but otherwise average—other than his gray skin, which mimicked the shade of his stone form.

How had I never realized that gargoyles had more than two forms?

“She was hiding on the roof,” the winged nightmare said in a deep, gravelly voice. “But she is sorry. And will never do such a thing again.”

Ari looked up at him with an adorable grin. “Because Uncle Hugh promised we would go flying again if I’m good. Right, Uncle Hugh?”

Oh my hecking heck.

“Yes,” the gargoyle said around a mouthful of fangs. “But only if you cease to be willful. Your magic is a responsibility and must not be used for such trifling things in the future.”

Terrifying or not, I could have hugged him. We’d been trying so hard to help her understand this, but she was six. And none of us had any idea what it was like to have her magic.

So if Uncle Hugh was the one who could convince her? I would be endlessly thankful.

I also wished I could take a picture. My Ari-bug was holding that clawed hand with such trust, gazing up at the gargoyle’s terrifying visage with a face full of as much mischief as adoration.

“I promise I’ll try to be good,” she told him. “But it’s hard.”

“Indeed,” Hugh said. “It is difficult not to be irked with humans and their chaotic transience in this world. But if I must persevere, then so must you, hatchling.”

Ari burst out laughing. “You make me sound like a duck.”

“Indeed, no,” Hugh said. “I prefer to eat ducks. You would not be nearly as edible.”

That only made Ari laugh harder.

“Guess we can call off the cavalry,” Kira murmured to me over her shoulder. “Should have known I could count on Hugh to save the day.”

I sent a quick text to Kes to let her know that Ari had been found, and then was nearly bowled over when my sprite let go of Hugh’s hand and rushed over to throw her tiny arms around my waist.

“Are you mad, Rainy?”

As if I could be mad at those eyes.

“I’m not mad, Bug. But when we couldn’t find you, we were all scared that something bad had happened to you. That’s why you shouldn’t disappear like that. There are so many people who care about you, and we would do anything to keep you safe.”

She hugged me harder. “You mean people like Kira and Hugh. And Faris and Callum and ‘Gelica.”

No clue why she included Callum’s uptight secretary in that list, but the gryphon did seem to have at least a tiny soft spot for children.

“Yep, all of those people. And me and Kes and Logan. We care about you because we’re your family. And family looks out for each other.”

She let go of me long enough to look over her shoulder. Right at the two dragons who’d been watching this entire drama unfold.

“Then what about them? Why do they care?”

I gulped. Tried to figure out what I could safely tell her about my two unexpected visitors.

But I wasn’t fast enough. Ari turned around and marched right up to Tairen, tilting her head back to look Callum’s mother dead in the eye.

“Who are you?” she demanded suspiciously, her tiny hands perched belligerently on her hips.

Pretty sure everyone in the room held their breath.

The former queen of the dragons looked down from her imposing height, folded her arms, and scowled.

“I am a dragon,” she said. “I have ruled kingdoms, defeated armies, and devoured my enemies. And I can devour you too if you are not respectful.”

Ari giggled. “I meant your name.”

The Devourer of Enemies blinked at her. “I am Tairen-li-Corva.”

I hastened forward and crouched down beside Ari. “This is Kira’s mother, Ari. So be polite.”

My Bug’s eyes widened. “Ohhh. You’re Auntie Kira’s mom.” Her head tilted, and one small finger tapped her lips before she burst into a delighted grin and proclaimed, “Then I’m going to call you Grandma!”

Kill. Me. Now.
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Tairen’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. Her mouth opened, but no words came out.

I’d already stepped partially between her and Ari, preparing to intervene, when Faris glanced towards the front door and called out, “We’re closed for the night. Come back tomorrow.”

I looked over my shoulder. A woman stood in the doorway. She was probably in her thirties, with dark brown skin and short dark hair, and her eyes were darting from one side of the room to the other—taking in the damages before resting on Hugh.

As I watched, she took a deep breath—as if for courage—and then another step into the room.

“Is this The Portal?” she asked in a surprisingly steady voice.

Kira turned, sniffed the air surreptitiously and then moved towards the newcomer. “It is,” she said, and I sensed caution in her reply. “Who told you to come here?”

Faris began muttering under his breath, and I suddenly realized what was bothering them.

The newcomer was human.

The door had been left standing open, so she’d been able to see straight through the glamour that typically concealed the truth of what happened inside The Portal’s front windows.

“I asked around,” the woman said, folding her arms over her chest as if to protect herself. Or possibly just to keep them from shaking. “Neighbors and friends. I’ve got nothing against Idrians. Everyone I know is good people. But two nights ago, my sixteen-year-old son went missing. Right out of his bedroom, at night. I called the police. They did their investigation and said there was no way anyone could have taken him. Everything was locked, nothing was disturbed, so he’s been labelled a runaway. They put out a BOLO, promised to check with his friends. But I know he didn’t just leave.”

Oh, this was not good. Disappearance with no explanation… Humans had been blaming that on magic for centuries, even before they shared this planet with over a dozen magical races.

“I’m sorry your son is missing,” Faris said steadily. “But what does it have to do with us?”

“The police say they’re going to keep looking, but I know the truth. If they think a crime was committed using magic, they’ll refuse to investigate. Make excuses and claim there’s no evidence. But word is that someone here… might be willing to help.”

One of Faris’s bushy eyebrows rose slowly. “And who might that someone be? Did your source tell you who to ask for?”

I shut my eyes. Don’t let it be me… Don’t let it be me…

“Someone named Raine.”

Well, crap.

Who on earth could be going around giving my name to humans as an answer to all their magical problems? I didn’t think anyone hated me that much. Except maybe Blake Masterson, but he was also more likely to have done the kidnapping than want me to solve it.

So who else was out there throwing my name around?

Thanks to my dramatic announcement during the Symposium in October, quite a few Idrians now knew of my background, and many of those considered me to be a criminal in violation of their laws. And thanks to our confrontation with Kes’s kidnappers, they also knew I was fairly powerful.

So maybe the better question was not actually who, but why. Why send this woman to me? Because they believed I would help her—one human to another? Or because they were hoping the attention or the attempt would cause me harm?

There was a third option—that the entire thing had been done on purpose. The same person might have first perpetrated a crime that could only have been accomplished by magic, and then set the humans on my trail. Because they wanted me involved. Wanted The Portal exposed to human eyes. Wanted conflict between humans and Idrians…

No. I shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Shouldn’t assume that Blake was behind every obstacle we encountered. Not without proof, at least. But in order to get that proof…

“Please,” the woman said simply. “No one believes me. They all say my son just took off. But he wouldn’t do that. He’s a good kid who wants to grow up and be a game designer. And he’s not into anything illegal. I’m his mother, and I would know. Something is wrong, and if it’s magic, I can’t find him on my own.”

Right or wrong, I needed to know who had done this. Needed to find out whether I had a new enemy, or whether this was Blake’s latest avenue of attack.

And also, whoever had set me up had done so very effectively. I couldn’t turn my back on a woman whose child was missing, any more than I could ignore the pleas of a human whose life had been turned upside down by magic.

Resigned to the foolishness of my own stubborn heart, I took a single step forward. “I’m Raine. What’s your name?”

“Monique,” she told me, eyeing me up and down as if wondering whether she’d gotten a rather bad bargain.

“And your son’s name?”

“Jeremiah.”

“All right, Monique. I’ll help you. Under one condition.”

Her eyes narrowed for a moment. “What is it?”

Even if I was fool enough to get involved, at the very least, I could protect Faris’s business and his customers. “You have to swear that you’ll never come here again. That you won’t talk about this place or bring other humans here.”

She nodded slowly. “Fair enough. What do you charge?”

Charge?

I shook my head. “I’m not some kind of investigator, Monique. Or a mercenary. So I can’t promise you anything. I just know how it feels when someone you care about disappears. I know what it’s like to have no one willing to help. And I’ve experienced the helplessness of being surrounded by powers you don’t understand. You don’t owe me anything except an open mind, even if you don’t like what I find.”

Her nod was swift and decisive. “Agreed. I swear I won’t say anything or give your name to anyone else. Now, when can you come?”

I groaned internally and glanced over at Faris. Thankfully, my boss looked only mildly grumpy and already resigned to my idiocy.

“No reason to hang around here,” he returned with a shrug. “Just be back for your normal hours tomorrow.”

A sudden thought struck me, and I looked over at Kira. She, too, had been raised as a human. And she could use a distraction from wondering whether her mate was safe and her wedding was ever going to happen.

“Care to join me?”

Her face lit up. “Yes, please!” She glanced at her mother. “Is it okay if we catch up tomorrow? Do you two have a place to stay?”

Tairen huffed without looking actually angry. “The Skirvin, as usual. Are you available to join us for breakfast, or do you have other plans?”

“Breakfast it is.” Kira hesitated, then squared her shoulders, walked straight up to the former dragon queen, and gave her an awkward hug. “It really is good to see you”—her lips quirked into an almost evil grin—“Grandma.”

Tairen froze. I wasn’t sure whether it was from the hug or the “Grandma,” but it took about three seconds for her to recover sufficiently to place stiff arms around her daughter’s shoulders in return.

“I’m happy to see you as well. Be careful. And remember… you still have enemies. Do not let your guard down, and do not hesitate to call if you are in trouble.”

Kira winked. “It’s nothing Raine and I can’t handle. You can save your safety lectures for big brother Callum. I suspect he probably needs them more than I do right now.”

“Yes,” Tairen muttered. “It seems that perhaps he does.”
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It took about ten minutes before we were ready to set out. I texted Kes that Ari was teleporting home, then hugged her and watched as she disappeared, wondering whether real sprite parents would be doing a better job than I was.

Then I was taken aback all over again when Skye returned the black envelope containing my summons from the Shapeshifter Court. I’d forgotten about it in all the excitement—and now wished I could tear it to pieces and set it on fire—but it wasn’t like I could do anything about that dilemma before I talked to Callum. So instead of venting my frustration, I tucked the card into my back pocket and nodded my thanks to the dragon queen.

“It was nice to meet you,” I said, and to my surprise, I actually meant it.

Maybe the dragons were still judging me. And maybe they didn’t think I was good enough for Callum, but at least they hadn’t rejected me outright. As first meetings went, it could probably have been worse.

“Same.” Skye’s friendly smile seemed entirely genuine. “I think you’re going to be good for this family. And”—she bent closer to murmur in my ear—“a perfect match for my cousin and his soft heart.”

Her words were kind, but they reminded me forcefully of the obstacles still remaining between me and Callum. Maybe his family didn’t hate me—and I just knew he was going to gloat when he found out he’d been right about that—but the Shapeshifter Court still loomed large as a barrier we would need to overcome.

If Callum’s people couldn’t accept me, our bond would never truly work. Because I would never ask him to abandon his position for me, nor would he ever permit them to shun his mate.

But that was a problem for another day.

“I hope you rest well,” I told Skye. “Will we see each other again before you leave town?”

“Count on it,” she said with a wink, before grabbing her aunt’s arm and tugging her out the door.

If there was just one thing I knew about looking for missing people, it was that time was critical, so after I thanked Hugh, apologized to Faris, and grabbed my coat, I nodded to Monique and followed her out onto the sidewalk.

“My car is this way,” she said, pointing north down Oklahoma Avenue, but I declined politely. I was absolutely not about to get into a car with someone I’d just met.

“Give us an address,” I requested instead. “We’ll be right behind you.”

I wasn’t sure she believed me, but she gave me an address in Mesta Park. It wasn’t far from Twenty-third Street, and I saw Kira’s eyes narrow as she typed it into her phone.

She didn’t say anything until we were in her Subaru, but as she backed out onto Main, she threw me a significant glance. “Pretty sure I know who ratted you out, but I don’t want to make accusations until I have proof.”

Okay, that wasn’t weirdly cryptic or anything.

“Friend or foe?” Surely she could tell me that much.

“Hard to be sure.” She glanced left before taking a right on Robinson. “But I don’t think this is a trap. Monique is probably exactly who she claims to be.”

My hunch magic had been silent, but I agreed with her assessment. Monique was clearly just a desperate mom who wanted her son back.

We took Robinson all the way to Twenty-first and made a left, into the quiet streets of Mesta Park. The homes here were a mix of remodeled and run down, many of them nearly a century old.

Our destination was near the corner of Twenty-first and Lee—a small, gray and white bungalow with a red door, a porch swing, and perfectly manicured flowerbeds. The porch light was on, and Monique stood there waiting for us.

“Not a trap,” I mumbled under my breath. “Definitely not a trap.”

“And if it is a trap,” Kira said coolly, “they will very shortly wish they’d never been born.”

I glanced back, but the darkness hid her expression.

“You sound like you’re hoping there will be a fight.”

She let out a very dragonish-sounding growl. “Okay, maybe a little. I’m worried, and I don’t like being worried, so I wouldn’t mind letting off a little steam. A nice fae ambush would really hit the spot right about now.”

Yep, that was dragons for you.

“How about we do this all calm and peaceful-like, and then we’ll take the next flight out to Colorado? I’ll tell Callum his court is being mean to me, and you can beat up as many fae as you want.”

“Deal,” she said, holding up a fist for me to bump.

I obliged, then turned to open my door, and let out a deeply embarrassing shriek.

Right outside my window was a pair of glowing golden eyes.
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Well, at least that solved the mystery of who’d given my name to Monique.

I opened my door a little more forcefully than necessary and grumbled to myself when Shane Isaacson somehow managed to dodge without looking remotely awkward or put out.

“So, I have you to thank for this?”

“You’re welcome.” Shane’s voice was deep and velvety smooth, even with his goblin fangs in evidence, and he sounded not even slightly penitent.

On the other side of the car, Kira stepped out and shut her door, but hovered in the street without saying anything. If I’d known Shane was involved, I probably wouldn’t have asked her along. This thing between them was far too painful to deliberately subject her to his icy behavior.

“How did you get mixed up in this?”

“Monique was friends with… my mother.” Shane’s gaze very noticeably did not stray to Kira. “They both enjoyed gardening, and I believe they bonded over the hazards of raising teenage boys.”

“Did you know Jeremiah?”

Shane shook his head. “I’ve been away for too many years. He was just a baby when I was…”

Taken by the fae.

But still, I guessed that some part of him saw his mother in Monique and couldn’t suppress the desire to ensure that their story was not the same as his.

I was relieved, at least, to know that it was Shane who’d sent Monique to find me. It meant that I could officially stop worrying about this being a trap.

So I took one step closer and lowered my voice. “Do you believe her?”

The golden glow in Shane’s eyes intensified, and I saw the tips of his fangs as he let out a tiny huff of frustration.

“She’s a good mom, and she’s telling the truth as she knows it. Other than that, it’s up to you to find out.”

Monique’s mom instincts insisted someone had taken her son, and I knew better than to discount those. Which meant that Jeremiah was probably actually missing, and if magic had been used in his kidnapping…

I didn’t like the implications of that at all.

So, my first concern had to be figuring out whether magic was indeed involved. And if it was?

A cold, greasy feeling of dread spread from my chest towards my limbs as I fought to stay free of my own memories.

Idrians kidnapping humans.

I would not allow it to happen again. And not only because of my own ugly past.

If history was repeating itself—and if it became widely known—this incident could all too easily fan the flames of unrest between Idrians and humans in this city. People would be hurt. People I cared about. And I would do everything in my power to prevent that—even investigate a potential crime that made me feel like throwing up.

I turned towards the porch before looking back over my shoulder at Shane. “Are you here for the introduction or here to help?”

He took a long, uncomfortable pause—as if he didn’t want to answer—and my hunch magic supplied the rest.

“Kes asked you to watch my back.”

“Keep your siren magic to yourself, Kendrick,” he growled at me.

“I don’t do it on purpose,” I snapped. “Why not just tell me the truth yourself?”

Perhaps because Shane Isaacson, feared mercenary, would not want anyone finding out that his weak point was a fragile half-fae woman currently being hunted by the most dangerous bounty hunters in the country.

And also because he would rather be watching out for Kes instead of babysitting me.

“I’m fine,” I informed him dryly. “Kes didn’t know Kira would be coming with me. You can go back to keeping an eye on her, and we’ll handle this.”

The look he shot me was swift and questioning.

“No, you haven’t been spotted. Kes has no idea you’ve been watching our place.”

He wanted to ask how I knew, but feared he wouldn’t like the answer.

“She’s too trusting,” he finally muttered. “Too unaware of her surroundings. And she freezes in the face of danger. She needs a bodyguard, and Ethan is more of a liability than a help.”

He wasn’t wrong.

“Make a deal with me?” I suggested.

His silence indicated he was at least willing to listen.

“I need a favor. I’ve been getting recruitment offers from mercenary guilds, and they’re causing problems for Faris. If you can put the word out that I’m not for sale—at any price—I’ll convince Kes that she needs a bodyguard.”

His arms crossed, and he looked down at me, eyes narrowed. “Not just any bodyguard, Kendrick.”

“Fine. I’ll see how she feels about letting you protect her.” I gave him back stare for stare. “That’s all I can promise you, Shane. I won’t take away her right to choose—even to choose danger if that’s what she wants—and you shouldn’t either.”

After a few moments, he nodded. “Fair. I’ll see to it that you’re taken off the market. And you’ll inform me immediately when Kes makes her decision.”

It was not a question.

“I will inform you,” I said with a sigh, digging out my phone and unlocking it before holding it out. “Here, go ahead and send yourself a text. Congratulations, you’re only the”—I counted silently in my head—“eighth person to have my contact info.”

He didn’t take my phone, but looked slightly uncomfortable as he pulled out his own device.

“I already have your number,” he confessed, right before my phone buzzed with a text.

My mouth dropped open. “Kes did not give you my phone number.”

“No, she didn’t.” His expression had gone very deliberately blank.

“Then how did you get it?” We didn’t have any other mutual friends who would just hand over my information like that.

He paused for a moment, then muttered, “Magic.” He looked dead serious too, so I just rolled my eyes. I had no idea what goblin magic was actually capable of, but even considering they were good with tech, stealing phone numbers seemed like a stretch.

“Fine, whatever. Don’t tell me.” Though I was definitely going to pursue this at a later date. “Go stake out the apartment. Kira and I have got this.”

He unbent far enough to throw Kira a quick glance, then waved at Monique before walking away into the darkness. Back to his lonely vigil. I wondered how many hours he’d slept in the last week. How long he could keep this up before he collapsed.

How long before he and Kes were willing to publicly admit to this… whatever was happening between them.

“Sometimes I wonder if he’ll ever forgive me,” Kira murmured.

Kira was one of the kindest, fiercest, most loving people I knew, and the rift between her and Shane had to be a bleeding wound in her heart.

“It wasn’t your fault,” I told her firmly. “The fae killed his mom. Not you.”

“But if it weren’t for me…”

“Look, I know that’s how he sees it,” I insisted. “But that’s his pain talking. You were an abandoned kid trying to survive, and he’s wrong to blame you.”

“I know,” Kira whispered, staring after him in the darkness. “But I can’t fix it. I feel like we could be friends. Family, even. But he doesn’t want that, and there’s nothing I can do.”

And nothing was harder for Kira than feeling helpless. She needed to be busy. Active. Fixing or helping.

But sometimes hearts couldn’t be fixed or helped. Only waited for.

“I’m sorry. I wish I could make it better.”

She shook her head. “We can make it better. If not for Shane, then at least for Jeremiah. Let’s make sure he comes home safely, and that no more kids are stolen from their moms. No more parents have to wait up night after night wondering if their kids are okay. And no more monsters like Elayara or Blake get to ruin lives and break families without consequences.”

It was the same mission I’d chosen for myself when I’d decided to embrace the magic I’d been given. Only now, I liked to think I was stronger. Wiser.

And I wasn’t doing it alone.

Hopefully that meant Jeremiah had a fighting chance—to survive and make it home, before this world broke him the exact same way it had broken me.
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We moved up the front walk together to where Monique awaited us on the porch.

“Thank you for coming.” Her words seemed welcoming, but her stance appeared tense and impatient. “Where do you want to start?”

I turned to Kira. “Your nose would be better than mine. How do you feel about shifting here?”

“Should be fine,” she confirmed. “I’m small enough for most indoor spaces, as long as it’s okay with Monique.”

“I don’t care what you have to do,” Monique said firmly. “Just bring my son home.”

“May we step inside?” Kira requested. “I just need a moment of privacy for my shift.”

Monique led the way into her beautifully restored home and pointed Kira to a side room. My friend vanished for a moment, I heard the rustling of clothing, and then she bounded out again, this time in her dragon form.

My mouth dropped open, and Monique let out a quiet, shocked curse.

I knew Kira was a dragon, of course. I even knew her shifted form was far smaller than normal, due to the magic-suppressing bracelet she’d worn for most of her life. But actually seeing her…

She was only about ten feet long from nose to tail and covered in shimmering coppery scales. Her form was sleek and balanced—built for speed and agility rather than battle—and her wings were tucked neatly against her body.

“Okay,” she said cheerfully. “Let’s start smelling.”

And that was the other weird thing about Kira—her dragon could speak, and not just telepathically.

“Upstairs,” Monique breathed, her voice emerging with a bit of a squeak as she stared at Kira. “First door on your right.”

“On it.”

The dragon bounded away, and small as she was, the stairs creaked beneath her weight.

“Can she…” Monique seemed to stop herself.

“It’s okay to ask,” I told her. “There’s nothing wrong with being curious, and I’ll tell you if it’s something she wouldn’t want me to share.”

“Can she breathe fire? Could she accidentally…”

“No, definitely not,” I said hastily. “She can breathe fire, yes, but she’s fully in control of it. She won’t burn your house down. And she doesn’t get any bigger.”

The other woman let out a deep deliberate sigh and closed her eyes. “Okay. Sorry. It’s just… a lot.”

“No worries at all. We should probably follow her though, in case she has questions.”

We took the stairs two at a time and found Kira in a small bedroom that clearly belonged to a teenage boy. It was painted dark blue, with white baseboards and trim and a restored hardwood floor. The bed was covered in a plain blue comforter, and the bedding was rumpled, as if someone had just gotten up.

There were three or four pairs of athletic shoes on the floor, a pile of clothes thrown over the back of a chair, and a half dozen dirty plates stacked on the desk beside a computer. Empty soda cans rolled on the floor beneath the desk, beside an overflowing trashcan with a pizza box stacked precariously on top .

“I’m so sorry.” Monique sounded deeply embarrassed as she headed straight for the desk and grabbed the dirty dishes. “I swear, if I tell him once, I tell him five times a day to bring his dishes down, but it’s like talking to a wall. He spends all his time online chatting with his friends or playing games.”

“No, wait!” Kira bounded over the bed and stopped her with one clawed forefoot. “Leave it. I need to see everything.”

She sniffed around the desk towards the closet and pulled open the door, only to be hit on the head with falling shoeboxes and nearly buried in an avalanche of clothing that smelled very strongly of teenage boy.

“Well, I don’t think anyone ambushed him from inside the closet,” she muttered as she shook her head to dislodge a hoodie that had gotten hung up on her ear.

“Do you smell anything you recognize?”

Her head tilted. “I do, but I’m not sure what to make of it. Monique, has the window been locked the whole time?”

“Yes,” Monique assured her. “It’s not alarmed, but we keep them closed and locked during the winter. And no one has changed anything since yesterday morning, when I found out he was missing.”

“Did you ask the human police to take fingerprints?”

“They said there was no reason to do that yet,” she said helplessly. “They just asked a lot of questions about our relationship and his friends and how he’s doing at school. And when I explained that everything was locked and nothing was disturbed, they just said he must have left on his own.”

“Hmmm…” Kira eyed the window. “I need to look around outside.”

Without waiting for us, she bounded away, down the stairs and out the front door.

A few seconds later, her face appeared in the window as she hovered in midair, flapping her wings gently. After a moment, she shot up, and we heard the thud of her landing on the roof.

Monique’s expression turned worried. Probably wondering if the dragon was about to crash right through her ceiling.

“Just pretend it’s a really big squirrel,” I murmured. “I promise she’ll be careful.”

We made our way downstairs a little more slowly, then out the back door, to find Kira nosing around the yard like a very large, winged dog. When she finished, she walked over to us, shook out her wings, and huffed in frustration.

“Okay,” she said, “I have news, but I don’t know what it means.”

“I’ll take anything,” Monique said grimly. “Just tell me so I have some idea where to look next.”

“There are hints of magic,” Kira announced. “So unless your son has Idrian friends who’ve been over recently, I think we can conclude that you’re correct about his kidnapping.”

Monique’s head fell back, her eyes closed, and her whole body seemed to sag. “I knew it,” she whispered. “I don’t think I wanted to be right, but I just knew…”

“And in light of that,” Kira continued gently, “if you would like us to discontinue this investigation, I understand.”

The older woman’s eyes flew open. “Why? Because you’re Idrian?”

Kira nodded carefully.

But Monique only glared at her. “Do you blame all humans for the crappy things one or two of them do?” Her tone was tart with annoyance.

“Nooo.” Kira’s ears flattened cautiously. “I just wanted you to have the option. You don’t know us, and you really have no reason to trust us other than Shane’s word. So I wanted to offer in case you needed to take time to think about it and decide for yourself.”

“I trust you,” Monique said. Her jaw was clenched, and her eyes sparked with anger as she rested her hands on her hips. “Now what else do you know?”

“This is where it gets tricky,” Kira admitted. “Shapeshifters can smell magic, and in our shifted forms, we can tell the difference between individuals. I can tell you all the scents I detected are new to me, but there are traces of gryphon, air elemental, and fae, along with a tiny whiff of… sprite. At least, I’m pretty sure it’s sprite. Ari is the only one I’ve ever met.”

Well, that would explain a lot. But the weirdest thing wasn’t the variety of scents.

“Just traces?”

The dragon nodded. “And those traces only linger in specific spots. There’s no scent trail through the yard or on the roof. The only noticeable trail in the house is fae, but it’s faint.”

So we had a conspiracy of different races to steal a random boy. The sprite could teleport inside, unlock the window, and let the others in. The air elemental could have lowered the boy out the window, where the gryphon could carry him away, and the fae could have provided silence for the whole operation. Then the sprite relocked the window, teleported out, and left no traces.

But for what? Why go to so much trouble? Unless…

No scent trail through the yard or on the roof.

A gryphon shifter would leave a very clear scent trail behind. Same with a fae, or an air elemental, and only the gryphon could fly. So how did they get in and out of the house without leaving any traces?

Unless they weren’t Idrian at all.

Dread curled itself around my heart once more, this time with an undercurrent of rage. If I was right…

But I didn’t want to have this conversation in front of Monique. I needed to talk to Kira first. Talk to Faris. Decide the best way to chase this down without alerting the humans.

“I need to call Callum,” I said aloud. “I think the next step is to look for fingerprints, just in case we can find anyone who’s already in the system.”

“Do Idrians use fingerprints?” Monique asked skeptically.

How to explain without her getting suspicious?

“Not usually,” I hedged, “but I have a friend who ran a check for prints recently, so someone out there must be able to do it.”

That search hadn’t found anything, because every one of the kidnappers had been Idrian. But if my hunch was correct, maybe we would get lucky and the human police would have a record. I just needed to know who Callum had contacted last time. Which meant I needed Callum to answer his phone…

I turned to Monique. “We need to chase down a few potential options, so let’s share phone numbers. I’ll call you as soon as I hear anything concrete, and we can decide on next steps. But I promise we won’t do anything potentially dangerous without letting you know.”

I could tell she was reluctant to agree. Reluctant for us to leave. Right now, it must feel like the search was finally moving forward. Every new clue brought her closer to finding her son. But the moment we left, she was back to helpless waiting, and that was the worst feeling when someone you loved was in pain.

“And please call me if you hear anything, or even just remember any new details,” I added. “Any messages from the kidnappers, any new info from the police, any clues from Jeremiah’s friends… Anything at all could help.”

Monique agreed and led us back inside so Kira could shift. And as we drove away, she lingered on the porch, watching us with her arms tightly folded, as if holding herself together by sheer force of will.

My heart hurt for her, but it hurt even more for the sixteen-year-old boy who’d been caught up in something he’d never asked for.

“You think it’s Blake, don’t you?” Kira asked bluntly.

“Yes.” It was the only thing that made sense of the scent trails. An Idrian would leave a trail wherever they went, but when a human used stolen Idrian magic, the only thing a shifter would smell was the magic itself.

But what mattered the most now—other than finding the missing boy—was why.

Blake had seemed to have no difficulty recruiting humans to his cause, and for good reason. He was promising them the ability to wield magic. Promising them power, which was a compelling incentive for the discontent—a category that encompassed nearly everyone at one time or another.

“You think he’s trying to stir up trouble with the humans? Get them to blame Idrians for the kidnapping?”

It was possible. “I think that would be a happy by-product for him. It just doesn’t make sense if that’s all he wants out of it.”

Jeremiah was just a kid. No one influential or visible. If Blake was going to take the risk of committing a crime like kidnapping with the intent of pinning it on Idrians, he wouldn’t choose someone the local authorities would dismiss. He would go after someone high profile. Someone whose disappearance would make the evening news.

Now that I thought about it, that was an all too horrifying possibility. He could commit any number of crimes using his stolen magic, pin them on Idrians, and then sit back and watch the chaos.

But that still didn’t explain his choice of target.

“We still need to confirm whether the kidnappers were actually human,” I reminded her. “Which means I need to find whoever Callum asked to sweep the van for prints.”

“You’ll have to ask him.” Kira shot me a sideways glance as she headed east on Twenty-third Street. “You know he’s probably just tied up. In the figurative sense,” she hastened to add. “The fae aren’t going to tackle someone like Callum when they’re neck deep in their own problems.”

Sure. Let’s go with that. I held my breath and tried calling him again.

Again, it went straight to voicemail.

It was late, I told myself. He needed sleep. I would try again in the morning.

“Have you heard much from Draven since he left?”

Kira grimaced. “Enough to know that he’s safe, but the situation is still dire. If Dathair doesn’t wake up soon, the court is going to force the coronation of a new king, and we aren’t sure Rath has enough supporters.”

“I thought the fae monarchy was hereditary.”

“It usually is,” Kira noted, “at least nominally. But the heir has to show himself capable, and even a king lasts only as long as he’s able. Fair or not, the fact that Dathair fell to poison throws his son’s capability into doubt. And it doesn’t help that Rath himself has been playing the part of a genial idiot for most of his life.”

“So everyone is waiting around to stab each other in the back, and whoever lasts the longest becomes the new king?”

“Basically.” In the glow of the streetlights, Kira’s expression was grim. “Essentially, it ensures that whoever rules the fae is the most cruel and ruthless of the bunch.”

“And whoever doesn’t rule…”

Dies.

I couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud, but Kira could easily fill in the blanks. “Yes. And despite his illegitimacy, as Dathair’s son, Draven will be considered a threat by the other contenders. Especially since he’s been so unwavering in his support of Rath.”

I shivered. She had to be terrified right now. “I’m sure you’d know if anything bad had happened,” I said quietly.

“To Draven?” Kira chuckled darkly. “I almost hope they try attacking him. He’s more powerful than most of them realize, so they’d be in for a deadly surprise. Might knock a few of Rath’s enemies out of the running.”

I wished I had that much confidence in Callum’s safety. But while he was visiting the Fae Court, he would be unable to shift without provoking a war, and had no other magic to defend himself.

Kira suddenly let out a rueful laugh. “Here I am, driving back to The Portal, when I should be taking you home.”

Home, with Kes, Ethan, Logan, and Ari. Home, with my worries about Ethan’s magic, Ari’s teleporting, and Logan’s volatile emotions. A home we would soon be evicted from temporarily while the water damage was fixed.

I wasn’t sure where we would go, but we would figure it out. We’d dealt with far worse since we became a family, and a little flood wasn’t going to break us.
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It was late, and the streets were nearly empty as we headed back towards my apartment. Both of us were lost in our own thoughts when Kira’s phone buzzed with a text.

“Can you check that?” she murmured, eyes glued to the road.

I picked it up.

“The number isn’t in your phone, but… the first line says it’s Rath.”

She slammed on the brakes so fast the tires skidded, then pulled into an empty parking spot on the curb and snatched up the phone.

“I don’t know if I should trust it,” she muttered. “He said his phone got smashed in an ambush. He’s fine, and so is Draven, but he has a contact he needs me to meet at a park north of here.”

It sounded legit, but then, scams always did. And we couldn’t check its authenticity, since neither Draven nor Callum were answering their phones.

“Why not just give you the contact’s phone number?” I queried suspiciously.

“He said she’s a pixie herbalist,” Kira explained. “Kind of a hedge-witch, hangs out in the woods kind of vibe. And pixies aren’t huge fans of technology, so she might not even have a cell phone. But I’m betting they’re hoping she can make an antidote for Dathair.”

I still didn’t like it, but if Rath’s information turned out to be accurate and she agreed to help? This could solve so many of our problems. Dathair could return to his throne. Draven could come home. And Callum could… at least call me back.

“Okay,” I said. “We can check it out. But we tell everyone where we’re going first, in case we end up needing backup.”

“Heh heh.” Kira’s laugh was dark and a little evil. “If this is a plot, it’s the stupidest plot ever. But if they’re going to give me an excuse to beat up on a few fae backstabbers, I won’t say no.”

So instead of continuing south, she took a left on Fourth, and shortly afterwards headed north on I235.

“Seems like a strange choice of home for an herbalist,” I mused aloud as I sent messages to Faris, Kes, and after a brief hesitation, Shane. “You’d think she’d want to live somewhere stuff actually grows.”

“The cool thing is, pixies can grow things anywhere.” Kira sounded sad and a little wistful. “You should have seen the flowers that Shane’s mom used to grow at my bookstore. Pots and pots, overflowing with whatever she felt like that year.”

“You were close with her, weren’t you?”

She shrugged a little. “Misty was more my aunt’s friend than mine, but she always acted kind of like a second mom. Nagged me about being safe and not talking to strangers and eating my vegetables. And when the time came, she helped push me out of the nest so I could fly on my own.”

“Sounds like she did a good job.”

At least, I assumed so. Those seemed like the kinds of things a good mom would do. My own mom had barely seemed to think about me at all, which was probably why I felt so lost trying to be a replacement mom for Ari and Logan—I knew a lot more about what not to do.

Kira somehow managed to read my mind. “You’re doing a good job, too.”

“I feel like I’m failing,” I confessed. “Ari is constantly putting herself and others in danger, and Logan barely talks to me. I know they’re dealing with their own trauma, and instead of helping them, I’m barely keeping them safe and fed.”

“And loved,” Kira said softly. “You love them, and they know it. You make sacrifices every day for their sake. And no matter what else is going wrong, that’s what they need from you the most—the security of knowing you’re there and you aren’t going to abandon them.”

I hoped she was right. I hoped I wasn’t messing it all up. I hoped I wasn’t in over my head with Ethan in a way that would destroy all the progress we’d made with Ari and Logan. I hoped that my little family would survive and grow stronger. And I hoped that in the end, Callum wouldn’t change his mind because of all the baggage that I brought with me…

That train of thought was going nowhere good, so I changed the subject, hoping to distract myself from this cycle of worry. “So where are we meeting?”

“Martin Nature Park. It’s right off the turnpike on the north side of the city. There’s a nature center and a creek and a pond, but mostly it’s just wooded trails, with a few open fields. Feels like you’re in the wilderness even though you’re surrounded by city.”

I could see how that might appeal to a nature-loving pixie.

“Won’t it be closed this time of night?”

Kira grinned. “Not to a dragon and a fox. We’re just part of nature, right?”

Oh, to possess even half her confidence. “Fine, but if we get caught, I’m blaming you for being a bad influence.”

“Ooh, promise?” She wiggled a little in her seat. “I’ve always wanted to be a bad influence on someone, but I’m terrible at it. Just ask Draven.”

It took about ten minutes to make the drive to the park. The main entrance was indeed closed and gated as I’d feared, so we parked at a nearby bank and then headed back up the road, keeping to the shadows as much as possible.

There was a fence around the perimeter, but it wasn’t much of a challenge to climb, even for Kira. As we dropped to the ground inside the fence, she started to jog off, so I grabbed her arm to hold her back.

“First, let’s see if you smell anything. I know you can’t shift again, but…”

“Says who?” Kira challenged.

“Callum told me shapeshifters usually can’t shift more than once in a day. At least not without collapsing after.”

“That’s for normal shapeshifters,” she announced smugly. “I’m me. I just don’t want to shift out here unless I have to. I like this shirt, and I don’t want to ruin it.”

Despite the darkness and my apprehension, I almost laughed. This was why I adored Kira. Literally nothing got her down for long, and she brought a sense of levity and undaunted cheerfulness to pretty much any situation—even late-night breaking and entering that was probably going to end up being a trap.

“Okay, that’s fair. But I still think we should take this slow. At least check for any signs that we’re about to be attacked by goblins or rabid wereskunks or something.”

“All I smell is…” She sniffed the air. “Nasty pond water. Dirt, dead leaves, trees, exhaust… the usual. Maybe some turtles. No skunks, weirdly enough—rabid or otherwise.”

I paused. “What do turtles smell like?”

“A little like fish, and a little like rocks after a rain.” She shrugged. “I don’t make the rules.”

None of it sounded too worrying, so we made our way up the drive into the empty parking lot. The moon was full and bright enough to show that there was no immediate sign of our contact, which only seemed to confirm my suspicions.

“Did the message say where to go? Or just to show up at this park? Please tell me we aren’t meeting her in some mysterious cottage in these dark and creepy woods.”

“Nah, we’re looking for the open field just west of here. We’re supposed to wait there and she’ll find us.”

Yep, this was sounding more and more like a trap to me. Just as a precaution, I gauged the distance to the pond and flexed my elemental magic. I was pretty sure it was close enough that I could grab the water and use it as a weapon if I needed to, but the thought didn’t make me feel much better.

Why had I agreed to this again? Oh right, because Kira was persuasive, and I wanted to see Callum. Not very good reasons now that I thought about it a little harder…

My heart rate sped up, and every sense came alive as we stepped out of the parking lot and into the field mentioned in the directions. There was enough moonlight—combined with the lights from the city—to show us major obstacles, but not to illuminate our footing, so I stumbled a little as we crossed the uneven surface.

When we reached the center of the field, Kira stopped and consulted her phone. “This should be it. I guess we just wait for a bit and see whether…”

She froze in place. Every muscle went still, and her eyes lit with an amber glow. “Do you smell that?”

I sniffed the air, but since I was technically a human, my shapeshifter sense of smell was limited to my shifted form—a tiny white fox that would be useless in a fight.

“Nope. But I’m guessing it’s not a pixie.”

“Fae,” she whispered, as the corner of her mouth curled up with what I could have sworn was satisfaction. “Well, what do you know? Looks like it turned out to be a trap after all.”
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I saw them before I smelled them.

Four… no, five… make that eight unglamoured fae silently emerged from the grass to surround us. Each was outlined in a faint blue glow that, as I watched, began to extend in creeping filaments from one to the next. The moment those filaments touched, they flowed into one another, spreading out to form an unbroken barrier of blue light that continued to rise until it connected in a dome over our heads.

It looked a bit like an energy shield from a sci-fi movie, but I couldn’t tell whether it was intended to keep us in, or everything else out.

“Have you seen this before?” I murmured to Kira as we set our backs to each other.

“Rath’s brother made one to keep us from escaping,” she replied, sounding utterly unperturbed. “Right before we dropped a castle on his head.”

“Who’s we?”

“Me, Draven, Faris, Rath, and a fire elemental named Wynter. Morghaine too, eventually.”

Six of them. Two of us. No castles in sight. And I had no idea whether my elemental magic could pull water through the glow of the fae barrier.

“Okay then,” I muttered. “You’re the one who was hoping to be ambushed. Do you have a battle plan?”

“Hit them until they stop moving?”

“That’s not a plan!”

“So we improvise.” She shot me a brilliant grin and shifted—swift as blinking—into her tiny bronze dragon. “Don’t worry. I’ve got this. Gotta make them pay for ruining my favorite shirt!”

She bounded towards the closest fae and didn’t even flinch when the gray-skinned woman shot a flurry of glowing blue darts at her face. The darts bounced off her scales and ricocheted into the grass, and when the woman turned to run, Kira gave chase with a wicked-sounding chuckle.

Great, that was one of eight accounted for. Praying Kira was right about being able to handle herself, I turned to frantically considering my own capabilities.

First, I reached for my elemental magic. The water was distant enough that it was a strain, and as I pulled it towards me, two of our attackers headed my way, wielding amorphous magical missiles that glowed with clearly malevolent intent.

I knew I could block them temporarily with ice—I’d done it before, even if largely by accident—but I wasn’t sure I could get the water here in time. So just as I’d done a week ago when I faced a mercenary team without backup, I split my concentration and reached for my fae power at the same time.

It answered willingly, so I shaped it into a simple shield, shaking a little with apprehension as I eyed the glow in my attackers’ hands.

The outcome of fae magic battles depended largely on relative strength. If my magic was stronger, my shield would hold, but there was no way to find out for sure until we clashed. No way to be certain without taking the risk of being burned, and I hated risk. But we were in this now, so I had no choice but to throw everything I had into holding this shield steady. At least until I had water in my hands…

I heard a sudden splash as the mass of water I’d pulled from the pond hit the barrier, but it was followed by a series of unexpected thuds. I risked a look, and watched as a couple of terrifyingly large turtles slid down the side of the glowing blue dome and fell to the ground.

Oops. Apparently I’d yanked a little too hard. Hopefully, the poor things somehow survived their brush with fae magic without any weird side effects, like turning blue or developing magic powers. Snapping turtles were mean enough without any need for extra help.

Fortunately, even though the water couldn’t penetrate the barrier, it did soak quickly into the winter-dry ground. Once it sank in, I was able to pull it towards me through the earth, even as the first of my attackers unleashed a barrage of fireballs in my direction.

For an instant, I panicked, and my brain gibbered that it couldn’t possibly focus on two things at once.

But this time, I’d actually practiced—several hours each day for the past week—and even in that relatively short time, my mental muscles had managed to learn a thing or two. Almost instinctively, they flexed, and my shield brightened right before the fireballs impacted with a hiss and a splash of light.

So far, so good. I was at least stronger than one of the eight who surrounded us.

I heard a scream as Kira’s first victim went down and saw her pause as she considered her next move…

And that’s when things went all kinds of wrong.

The four fae closest to Kira turned in unison and shot what looked like thin, reflective wires arrowing towards her—wires that suddenly knotted together to form a sparkling, metallic net. The net flew, spread, and dropped, just as Kira seemed to realize what was coming.

She leaped up and sideways, but it was too late. Her wings were caught and pinned to her body, and she immediately crashed to the ground with a cry of pain.

It made sense that this trap would be for her and not for me. No one knew I was mated to Callum, and these fae could not have cared less about Shapeshifter Court politics. They wanted a hostage they could use to manipulate the outcome of their own power struggles, and who better than Draven’s mate?

Through Draven, they could potentially control Rath, and very likely force him to step down from the contest for the throne. And that, I knew, would spell disaster for any hope of peace between the courts in the foreseeable future.

So I couldn’t allow them to take her. Couldn’t allow them to use her. But the only way out of this was if my fae magic was stronger than theirs, and while I was practiced with manipulating it, I had no way of knowing how it stacked up against others.

My water magic could act as a shield, but that wasn’t going to be enough. I needed an actual weapon, so in desperation I turned to the one thing none of them possessed. The one thing they likely didn’t know how to guard against—a fusion of my inherited powers.

I’d done it several times before, and each time grew easier—more natural and less migraine-inducing. This time it took only a handful of seconds to forge daggers of fae-magic-infused ice and send them arrowing towards the place where Kira had fallen.

Like a brutal wind, they sliced through the night, targeting the glowing net and slicing it to shreds. Thankfully, Kira's scales were impervious to magic and weapons alike, and I was careful to avoid her wings so that she emerged unharmed.

As the remnants of the net fell away, she let out a snarl of annoyance and shook out her wings.

“Thanks,” she called out. “Now let’s… Raine, look out!”

I saw her reverse course in midair, trying to reach me. Twisted sideways to avoid whatever threat she’d seen coming.

But I was too slow. I didn’t have true shapeshifter speed and reflexes, only human ones, and against fae it simply wasn’t enough.

A searing heat scored my ribs, blinding me momentarily with pain and shock. To my left, a fae male stood slightly crouched with a blade of glowing blue in his hand, the smile on his face revealing brilliant white teeth in the moonlight.

“Quit now, and we won’t have to kill you,” he said, his voice a darkly seductive murmur. “We only want the dragon.”

I could feel the wet trickle of blood down my side, and went lightheaded for a moment with the realization that I had no clue how deep the cut had gone.

Not too deep, I told myself silently. That’s what ribs were for, after all. They’d stopped the blade from cutting anything vital.

At least that would be true for a regular knife, but a magical blade? There was no way to know. But it didn’t matter. I would keep fighting until I bled out or my heart stopped or my lungs quit working.

“I wish I could help you,” I panted, hunched over a little against the pain. “But the dragon is part of my family, and I don’t like to share.”

He shrugged. “My prince doesn’t really care about collateral damage. Be it on your own head then.” And he lashed out, in a whirling strike that slashed downward at an angle towards my neck…

He never saw his death coming. A bolt of brilliant white fire hit him broadside, knocked him off his feet and…

Then he simply wasn’t there anymore.

He’d disintegrated.

“Turns out,” Kira said as she came to a stop beside me in the grass, “they had bits and pieces of a decent plan. But in the end, they just made too many mistakes.”

She looked up and grinned at the six surviving fae, and it was not a pleasant expression. “First of all, you tried to kidnap a dragon, which is pretty idiotic all by itself. Then you couldn’t even manage to catch me alone. And then you went and hurt Raine, and that made me angry, which was dumbest of all.” She crouched low, and her amber eyes flared hot and gold. “Because I can only breathe fire when I’m angry.”

An instant later, they hit us with everything they had, as if they sensed that their brilliant plan had indeed gone sideways. But their fae magic weapons bounced off of Kira’s scales like plastic knives off of steel, and while she’d been talking, I’d had time to pull more water through the ground—enough to form a shield that hissed and spat as the barrage hit it, but held long enough for me to force more fae magic into the wall of ice.

Pain battered at my mind, clawing at my focus and trying to shred my resolve, but still the shield held firm as Kira rampaged through the remaining fae as if she were a child toppling towers of blocks with gleeful destructiveness. Her claws were like scythes, and her fire some terrifying plasma weapon out of science fiction—whatever it hit simply ceased to exist.

When the last of our enemies fell—dead or unconscious—she bounded back over to me, nudging me anxiously until she managed to work her way under my elbow and prop up my weight.

“Raine, I’m so sorry. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have been so overconfident.”

Hah. “How is it overconfidence when all of them are dead?”

“Oh, they aren’t all dead,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Only about half. Which is why the stupid barrier is still up. But don’t worry, I can fly through it…”

She paused. Her ears swiveled, and her eyes went wide and startled.

“No way,” she breathed. “It can’t be.”

“More of them?” I mumbled, taking shallow breaths to avoid the pain that stabbed deep every time my ribs moved.

But she was searching the sky, head tilted, then her eyes closed as if listening…

“Duck!” Kira hit me and knocked me to the ground, covering me with one of her wings right before the glowing barrier overhead shattered into a million scintillating shards. They rained down like razor-edged snowflakes, turning the ground blue for a mere instant before they evaporated into the night.

And in place of the barrier, hovering over us like a vengeful archangel, was a creature I had neither seen nor heard of before.

Wreathed in lightning, it was neither man nor beast, but a nightmarish meld of the two, with the hind legs of a lion and the torso of a human, both covered in midnight black fur. Its face was human-like, with pale, hard features beneath a crest of dark feathers. Eyes like silver stars pierced the night sky as it hovered on dark-feathered wings and let out a bone-chilling scream.

It spotted us and dove, and all I could see were the curved claws that tipped each finger—reaching for us. Ready to rend and tear…

“Kira, go!” She could at least save herself. No need for both of us to die here.

But instead of leaving me to my death—or charging to meet her own with a snarl of defiance—she flung herself skyward with a glad cry, and her dragon collided with the bizarre monster in a tangle of feathers and scales.

A moment later they hit the ground, but there was no blood, no snarls, no rending. Instead, the bronze dragon was facing that nightmare, nose to nose, and his brilliant silver eyes were closed as their foreheads gently touched…

Oh, dear heavens. This was Draven?

I knew he was part shifter, but I’d never seen his fully shifted form before. And despite my ignorance, even I knew that he was something outside the experience of most Idrians. A blend of magics, creating unpredictable results… just like me.

I realized shortly afterwards that I was staring and turned around to give them some privacy. In doing so, I noted one of the fae beginning to stir and groan, and walked over to where she lay on the ground.

“Want to tell me who sent you?” I inquired mildly, taking stock of her visible injuries. Bruises and claw marks mostly, which meant she was likely to survive. What on earth were we supposed to do with injured fae assassins?

Her eyes opened enough to shoot me a murderous glare, but she was careful not to make any sudden moves. Whether because she couldn’t or knew better than to try, it was difficult to be sure.

“Okay, that’s a no to who hired you. What about the job? Are you here for murder or kidnapping? Telling the truth might help when I call Faris Lansgrave and tell him a bunch of fae attacked his kid on his territory.”

I didn’t need magic to sense her shrinking away from me.

“I can answer that.” The unearthly voice from behind me had to be Draven, but I still flinched a little at the threat in his chilling tone. “They were sent by Elayara’s cousin, Lysarian Galavor.”

That name sounded familiar to me for some reason, but it could have been coincidence. Fae names were like tongue twisters. They sounded a lot alike, and it was hard to say more than one in the same sentence.

“He’s one of the aspiring claimants to Dathair’s throne, and he reasoned that if he could manage to kidnap my mate, I would be willing to put pressure on my father and brother to abdicate.”

Well, that was the dumbest plan I’d ever heard.

“And he only sent eight people?” I turned to look at the woman lying on the ground at my feet. “To kidnap a dragon?”

Kira gave a nasty chuckle. “The only thing most people know about bronze dragons is that our scales are impervious to pretty much everything. So once they find out I’m tiny, they think they can just pick me up and carry me off.”

“Unfortunately,” Draven said, “this isn’t why I’m here.”

I sensed his words were aimed at me, so I turned and somehow managed to hold his star-eyed gaze.

“Callum was at court this morning during the claimant debates. An assassin attempted to lock down the court and murder Rath, and Callum was close enough to stop him. However…”

No. No, no, no.

I couldn’t let him say it.

I didn’t want to hear his however.

As weird as it was knowing that there was a person who could sense my feelings and almost hear my thoughts… As difficult as it was trying to figure out all these strange emotions and sort out our wildly different backgrounds…

I couldn’t bear it if I lost him. My vision turned to dark tunnels, my pulse thudded ominously in my ears…

“Raine, it’s okay!” Kira’s scaled shoulder was suddenly under my elbow once more, preventing me from falling. “He’s not dead. Can you hear me? Callum isn’t dead.”

Not dead. Whatever had happened, he wasn’t dead.

“Are you sure?” My voice was raspy and sounded a million years old.

It was Draven who answered. “He is alive. But he was stabbed with a poisoned blade meant for Rath. He’s unconscious, so he can’t shift, and we haven’t… convinced the assassin to tell us what poison was used.”

If he couldn’t shift, his natural shapeshifter healing wouldn’t be much help.

“It’s not safe for him at the Fae Court,” Draven continued. “He’s got no one to watch his back, and when we called Angelica, she seemed to be giving us cryptic warnings not to take him to New Mexico either. So we decided to bring him here. We were hoping that if you could make contact with the herbalist, she would agree to assess his condition. Unfortunately, someone either intercepted the message or spied on our conversations and got a team here ahead of the meeting.”

Kira turned to glare at him and whacked him with her tail, hard enough that he staggered a few paces. “I love you, but how could you hide this from Raine for this long? If someone knew you were hurt and didn’t tell me, I would give them to Mom for an after-dinner snack.”

“Where is he now?” I was proud that my voice didn’t waver. I was solid as a rock. If rocks had knees made out of jello and arms like overcooked pasta.

“On his way to The Assemblage. We decided his place would be the safest.”

“Does Faris know?”

Draven shrugged. “Possibly. I didn’t want anyone at the Fae Court to know where we were going, so I waited until we landed to send messages to Tairen and Morghaine. Angelica met us at the airport, and I headed straight here to tell Kira in person.”

But nowhere in all of this had anyone thought to tell me?

The oversight stung—particularly coming from Draven—but I didn’t have time to be butthurt. We had fae prisoners to deal with, a pixie herbalist to find, and I had decisions to make.

The first thing was to call Faris, since I was the only one with normal fingers at the moment.

He picked up after the first ring.

“Trap?” he rumbled menacingly.

“Sort of. But we have eight fae, about three of whom are still breathing.”

“And the herbalist?” He sounded grim.

“Nowhere in sight. Must have seen the ambush and freaked out. You know about Callum?”

He hesitated. “Morghaine just notified me a few seconds ago. I wasn’t sure of your situation, so I waited to call you.”

I understood. I did. For all he knew, we might have been sneaking around, hiding from enemies, or fighting for our lives. A phone call could have distracted me or given away our location.

And out of all the people who’d known about Callum, Faris might be the only one who knew how to contact me directly. So, it probably wasn’t that anyone was deliberately cutting me out. I was letting my own insecurities get to me instead of remembering what mattered—Callum chose me. All I needed to do was keep choosing him in return, in spite of my fears, and in spite of what anyone might say about us.

“I’m sending some people to pick up the prisoners,” Faris promised. “Just hang on for a few minutes, and then you can head for Callum’s place.”

“Draven can babysit the prisoners,” Kira interrupted. “And wait to see if the herbalist shows up. We’re leaving now.”

I nodded numbly.

She shoved her scaly nose closer to the phone. “Tell them to hurry, because Raine and I aren’t waiting.”

I glanced over at Draven.

“He’s got this,” Kira said firmly. “Now hang up and let’s go.”
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We ran.

Somehow, I didn’t stumble on the uneven ground, and despite the burning pain from my side, I made it over the fence with barely even a pause. When we reached Kira’s car, she had me dig her spare clothes out of her trunk so she could shift and change.

Once she had opposable thumbs, she checked the wound across my ribs. “Shallow,” she reported with a sigh of relief. “Messy, but it’s already stopped bleeding, I think.” She offered me a long winter scarf, which I double-wrapped around my waist before tying a knot and hoping I wasn’t going to bleed all over Kira’s car.

“I’m good.” I flashed her a shaky thumbs-up. “We can go.”

Neither of us said anything as we pulled out and headed for Callum’s place. I think we were both too worried, and I reminded myself that Kira was hurting too. This was not only the man I loved, it was her brother. One she’d barely had a chance to get to know.

Thankfully, the streets were empty and no law enforcement spotted us, because Kira was most definitely driving too fast as we headed downtown. And she clearly didn’t care whether she got a ticket, because she pulled into a no-parking zone right outside The Assemblage, jumped out, and ran for the side door.

I followed close on her heels, but no luck—the door was locked.

Front door—also locked.

Kira muttered under her breath and whipped out her phone. “I get that security is important, but we need to get in there!”

I wasn’t waiting. My lock picks were still in their loops hidden behind my belt, so I pulled them out and got to work. It was my second time picking this lock, so it didn’t take long, despite my shaking fingers. Kira was still waiting for someone to answer her call when the door swung open.

Her jaw dropped as she stared at me and hung up the phone. “You are officially the coolest person I know,” she declared before grabbing my hand and tugging me inside.

The lights were on—proof that someone was in the building—and my anxiety mounted as we dashed past the ancient elevator and headed for the stairs. Even when I was exhausted, the stairs were the faster option, but I cursed every one of those five flights as we raced up, my thighs burning and the cut across my ribs throbbing with agony.

When we reached the top, I didn’t pause or even knock, just charged right through the front door of Callum’s apartment…

Into the middle of a standoff.

Four women stood in his living room, and the tension was so high I was surprised I didn’t bounce off the air and fly right back out the front door.

Three of them had their backs to me, but it was easy to identify Callum’s family. Tairen, Skye, and Morghaine faced off against a single blonde woman—tall, slender, and composed, dressed in heels and a suit despite the late hour. Angelica’s pale gold hair was pulled into a perfect chignon, and her icy blue eyes narrowed slightly as she spotted me…

Oh right. The last time I saw Callum’s executive assistant, I more or less told her to shove off.

Angelica was a gryphon, and typically the most self-controlled, buttoned-up, and put-together person in any crowd. But at that exact moment, I could have sworn she was one wrong move away from shifting right in the middle of Callum’s living room.

“My king’s life is in danger, and his orders specifically stated that no one is allowed to see him until he has been evaluated by a trusted medic,” Angelica was saying, in a tone that suggested she’d repeated these words multiple times already. “I don’t care who you are. My duty as his assistant is to protect him, and I will not stand aside.”

As frustrated and scared as I was, my respect for her went up a half dozen notches. She had to know who she was facing—the former shapeshifter queen, current dragon queen, and former dragon seneschal—but she refused to be run over. The gryphon was putting her life on the line to protect Callum, and I was thankful for her dedication.

Unfortunately, in this case, it was entirely misplaced.

“Angelica, this is his family.” I stepped towards her at a steady pace, my voice level, my hands at my sides. Non-threatening, I hoped. “They would move heaven and earth for him. Let them help.”

“The king is under my protection.” Her eyes flashed amber, and power resonated from her voice. “Until the medic arrives, I will not be moved. This is the king’s request and is therefore law.”

“Then what does the law say about his mate?” I asked quietly.

Her glowing gaze shifted to me, doubt dimming its fire for the first time. “Your bond has not been formally recognized.”

“It’s the real thing.”

A new voice from behind me seemed to jolt Angelica out of her almost robotic stubbornness. Her eyes flared, her chin jerked, and she stared over my shoulder with visible frustration as the newcomer moved forward to stand beside me.

“You know it, and I know it,” Ryker said, a bit of growl in his normally cheerful tone. “Now let Raine in to see him.”

“But he said…”

“He told Draven no access until they find out who stabbed him. But that was at the Fae Court. He was about to be unconscious and had no one there he could trust. This is his home. His family. Sometimes the letter of the law just isn’t enough, Anj.”

Anj?

The squirrels of curiosity rioted in whatever part of my brain wasn’t currently scared spitless for Callum. How had these two gotten close enough for him to call her Anj? And why hadn’t she stabbed him for his familiarity?

The gryphon took another look at all of us, threw up her hands and let slip a muttered curse entirely at odds with her usual rigid and exacting demeanor.

“Fine,” she snapped. “But if he dies, I will hunt all of you down, starting with you.” She pointed straight at Ryker, and he spread his arms in response.

“Anytime, Anj.”

The moment the way was open, Tairen, Skye, Morghaine, and Kira started forward, disappearing into Callum’s room without another word and leaving me standing there with a grim-looking Ryker and still seething Angelica.

I wanted more than anything else to see Callum. Feel his hand in mine and make sure he was still breathing. Tell him that we would fix this. But I could give his family a moment.

Only a few seconds later, Skye poked her head out and looked at me quizzically. “You don’t have to wait out here.”

“But you’re his family…”

“And you’re his mate,” she said firmly. “Even when he’s unconscious, he needs you more than anyone.”

Ryker offered me an encouraging nod, so I lurched forward despite trembling knees. Walked across the living room, through the doorway, and into the bedroom.

The scene was weirdly disorienting. I’d been in this room, but mostly when waking up from the various incidents and accidents that had befallen me since meeting Callum. So even though I knew it was Callum’s room, I’d never actually seen him in it. Never seen him lying in that bed, so pale and still that he might as well be…

My face must have shown everything I was feeling because someone grabbed my hand in a tight grip.

“He’s breathing, Raine. He’s stable.” Kira.

He might be breathing, but I wasn’t. It felt like something heavy was sitting directly on my chest, refusing to let air into my lungs.

Callum had always been so much larger than life—a powerful, burning presence that could not be dimmed or denied. Strong enough to literally throw a lion across a room, but controlled enough to cuddle a kitten and earn its trust. He made me feel safe, seen, protected. I must have unconsciously believed there was nothing that could take him down, because seeing him like this…

It awakened a terror I’d never known I could feel. Even in the fae prison, even when I was being hunted in the tunnels, even when Ari and Logan and Kes were missing… it hadn’t been like this.

I drew in a shuddering breath and hit my knees beside the bed.

“Bond feedback,” I heard someone mutter, before a tentative hand landed on my shoulder. “Try to separate your feelings from his. The bond is new, and he’s not conscious enough to be in control, so you may need to work harder to compensate.”

I glanced up at Morghaine. “How do I do that?”

“Touch him,” she told me gently. “Sometimes touch helps with finding the boundaries between the two of you.”

I heard murmurs behind me, but they seemed far away as I reached for Callum’s hand where it lay on the comforter—limp and far too pale.

I’d held this hand only a few times, but I’d already memorized the shape of it—the strength, the warmth, the roughness of his knuckles, the way my fingers slid between his…

It seemed wrong when those fingers failed to curl around mine. His skin was cool and clammy to the touch, but I set my palm to his anyway, then clasped his hand fully between my own and pressed the backs of his fingers to my cheek as I fought back tears.

Somewhere in my chest, the tense and trembling knot of feelings relaxed a little, allowing me to take a breath. And as my eyes closed, I found that Morghaine was right—it was easier to find the borders of myself and my own fears, easier to sense the miasma of emotions radiating from Callum in uncontrolled waves.

He was so controlled most of the time, it would be easy to assume that he didn’t feel deeply. That he cared less than others—experienced no fear, no worry, no concern.

But that could not be further from the truth. He cared so much about so many people. Felt the responsibility to provide and protect—to make those he loved as safe as possible. It was both his personality and his compulsion as a black dragon, and even when unconscious, a part of him was aware enough to feel helpless. Afraid, not for himself, but for everyone he claimed as his own.

And under that fear, I sensed a hint of something dark and cold—a bitter taint that coated my heart and sank its claws into my soul, whispering of never-ending pain and doubt.

The poison was affecting more than just his body.

“Hold on,” I whispered, clenching his hand so tightly he might have winced if he were awake to feel it. “Don’t give in, do you hear me? We’re all here. You’re safe. And I still won’t give you up—not for your court, not for the doubters, and definitely not for any fae poison. You’re mine.”

For an instant I thought I felt a response—a surge of lightness, a twitch of his fingers—but it was gone before I could be certain.

My fingers itched to reach out, touch his face, and smooth his hair, but I held back, and glanced over my shoulder at his family. Kira’s face was anxious, her freckles stark against her pale skin. Skye looked fierce and determined, and tears wet Morghaine’s cheeks as she stood behind me.

But it was Tairen my gaze was drawn to. She stood frozen, a half dozen paces from the bed—her frame still tall and strong, her face a granite mask. She was staring at Callum, her jaw clenched so hard it was trembling.

The former dragon queen had never been the mushy sort of mom, according to Kira. She struggled to show emotion, or to speak of family bonds with warmth. For so many of her children’s growing-up years, she’d been fighting to hold her people together and make a new home for them, so they’d rarely experienced her as a maternal presence.

But anyone who doubted that she loved her children would have been deeply, gravely wrong.

“I will find them,” she said simply.

She might not have said the words, but we knew—whoever had hired that assassin would pay the ultimate price. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but someday.

So I rose on unsteady legs and faced her. “You’ll have to get in line,” I said. It wasn’t a threat—it was a statement of intent. No one got to take out a hit on the man I loved without consequences. “Unless… you’re willing to work with me to find out who did this.”

For the longest moment of my life, she looked at me as if she’d never seen me before. As if I’d been so presumptuous, she could barely even process that I’d spoken. But then…

“Agreed,” she said flatly. “And we will talk again about your mate bond when this is resolved.”

She didn’t wait for acknowledgment or share any looks of commiseration. She simply turned and walked out of the room.

But not, I realized, because she hated me. It had nothing to do with me at all. The former queen of the dragons was fighting for composure and didn’t want anyone to know.

“The medic is here,” Kira murmured. “I’m going to go let him in, and then I’m going to call Rath. I’ll see what he can tell me about the poison and hopefully get contact info for the herbalist.”

“It’s affecting his mind, too,” I blurted out, finally feeling the tears spring to my eyes in a hot, stinging flood. “The poison. I can feel it. It’s like it’s burning away his power. Intensifying his pain. I don’t know if that will help identify it, but… I think it means we need to hurry.”

Kira stared at me for a moment, then darted away. I heard the apartment door open and close.

“We’ll find answers.” Skye moved towards me, and after a brief pause, wrapped her arms around my shoulders and pulled me in for a hug. “Don’t lose hope. Our family is stubborn, and we have connections everywhere. This isn’t the end.”

“I know.” For a few moments, I let myself lean into her and took strength from the knowledge that Callum wasn’t merely relying on me. He had so many people who cared. So many who would fight for him.

“It’s late,” Morghaine reminded me. “And you didn’t sleep last night. You need to rest. Also, who is it that smells like blood?”

“That’s me,” I admitted. “One of the fae cut me a bit, but it’s fine. Kira said I’m not bleeding anymore.”

Skye actually rolled her eyes. “Sometimes, I swear, my cousin is as bad as her brothers. Once the medic is finished with Callum, he can take a look at you, too. Then you can sleep.”

I knew I should listen, and yet… how could I sleep? I had so much on my shoulders. My family needed to relocate. Kes was still being hunted, and Ethan was in danger of losing control of his magic. I had to show up at my job and help Monique find her son. Decide what I was going to do about the shapeshifter summons and convince my neighbors not to hate me. Keep my kids safe and figure out what Blake was up to.

And most urgent of all…

Find an antidote for Callum before it was too late.

It was almost too much. A part of me was desperately tempted to fold under the pressure. To run from the pain and the uncertainty and the unrelenting demands.

But I knew I never would. Not today, not ever. For as long as I breathed, I would never allow those I loved to feel the way I had as a child—unwanted, unseen, unprotected. I would keep showing up until my heart gave out, my breath failed, and the last drop of blood left my body.

“I’ll stay on the couch,” I decided aloud. “So I can be here in case he wakes up. Is there someone who can sit with him for the rest of the night?”

“I’ve got it.” Ryker loomed in the doorway, his eyes visibly red. “Don’t worry. Nothing is getting past me, and I’ll let you know if anything changes.”

I nodded silently in response and knew that he understood what I couldn’t say.

The medic returned with Kira a few moments later, and after he’d examined Callum, we gathered in the living room.

“The wound is sealed,” he told us grimly, “so I can only hope that whoever he saw previously was wise enough to flush it immediately. His shifter healing will take care of the blood loss and risk of infection, so it’s really just the poison we’re dealing with. And until we know what…” He trailed off and was silent for a moment before continuing. “It may not even be just one thing. In many cases, a combination is used to prevent standard antidotes from working. We may need to try multiple approaches, but some antidotes are nearly as dangerous as the poisons they counteract.”

None of it sounded hopeful.

“Rath said he’s searching for the weapon,” Kira pointed out. “If he can find it, or convince the assassin to turn on whoever hired him, we still have a fighting chance. And we’ll start reaching out to every herbalist we can find.”

“And in the meantime,” the medic added, “make sure he’s never alone. He needs familiar voices to anchor him. And if this goes on too long…” He hesitated. “I can’t guarantee that he will be the same when he wakes up. His mind and body will only be able to hold out for so long. We may have to rely on human medicine to keep those alive, and if we do…”

He was saying that the man I fell in love with might never fully return. That his mind could be ravaged beyond recognition, leaving him a shell of himself. And the thought of that could easily break me if I let it, but it was too far ahead. I had to stay focused. Concentrate on what I needed to do right now.

“Thank you,” I said sincerely. “Can you come back tomorrow?”

He nodded. “If we haven’t found any information within twenty-four hours, I’ll have someone here round the clock.”

Before he left, at Kira’s insistence, he cleaned and stitched the wound over my ribs, instructing me sternly to either shift for healing or take it easy for a few days. I feigned agreement, though the chances of me actually doing either of those were slightly less than zero.

Once the medic was gone, we all hovered there in miserable, exhausted silence until Angelica stood up and did what she did best.

“Everyone needs to go home now,” she said briskly. “We will wait until morning to see if Vinrath or Draven are able to uncover anything. I will guard the door, and Ryker”—she shot him an unreadable look—“will stay with Callum overnight. Everyone else… out!”

Kira gave me one last hug. “I’ll text Kes and let her know the situation,” she whispered. “Stay strong, and I’ll see you in the morning.” She took Morghaine’s arm, and they filed out, followed by Skye.

And then it was just me and Ryker and Angelica sharing the silence, along with thick enough tension to make a soup.

I was too tired to care. Too broken, too scared, and struggling to comprehend everything that had happened over the past twenty-four hours.

“I’m going to try to sleep,” I mumbled, sitting down on the couch and curling up with my head on the arm. “Wake me if anything changes.”

“We will.”

I sort of sensed Ryker finding a blanket from somewhere and covering me with it. Heard murmurs overhead. But even those faded quickly as I sank into a restless and nightmare-filled sleep.
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I woke to the sound of aggressive whispering.

“…so stop trying to blame me.”

“Did you even…”

“I did everything I could.”

Angelica and Ryker. Arguing in their not-quite-inside voices.

“But you’re conveniently forgetting that there are rules and I have to follow them. Just because you’re a feckless adventurer who refuses to grow up doesn’t mean the rest of us have the luxury of…”

An ominous thud punctuated the diatribe, and I decided I should probably let them know I was awake before they embarked on all-out war.

“Time out,” I muttered sleepily. “For the both of you.”

A disheveled auburn head appeared over the back of the couch. “Sorry we woke you.” Ryker, at least, had the grace to sound genuinely repentant.

“What time is it?”

“Ehhh… around 7:30.”

Ugh. That meant I’d gotten about five hours of sleep. On top of the two from the night before, that was almost one good night’s rest.

“Any change?” I tried not to sound too pathetically hopeful.

Ryker shook his head. “I’m sorry, Raine. He’s still the same.”

“And no word from Draven or Rath?”

“Draven is en route back to the Fae Court, but Rath texted a few hours ago,” Angelica replied, striding around to the front of the couch and casting a death glare at Ryker before returning her attention to me.

I noted absently that she was barefoot. And wearing… sweatpants? I would have wagered money that she didn’t even own sweatpants.

“They’re still working on figuring out the poison that was used. The herbalist got spooked by the kidnapping attempt at the park, and now she’s scared to meet. But Rath is going to keep trying.”

She sat on the chair facing me. “You can trust that he’s not taking this lightly, but there are… complications.”

I could imagine. Rath was fighting for his father’s life as well, and for a future Fae Court that would pose no threat to the peace between Idrians and humans. The fact that his life had been saved by the shapeshifter king would create a whole new power dynamic and change the merits of his own claim to the throne. Some would say he was now a liability, others that he brought powerful alliances.

“I get it,” I told her. “We can’t rely on him for a solution.”

She nodded in grim agreement.

“So why did you want Callum brought here instead of the Shapeshifter Court?”

Her eyes suddenly dropped to her hands where they twisted in her lap. When she didn’t say anything, Ryker spoke up.

“You can’t hide this from her, Anj.”

When she remained stubbornly silent, he turned to me.

“It’s possible that someone in the shifter court may have been involved in the attack.”

I stared at him as an icy shiver of warning shot down my spine.

“What makes you say that?”

“The types of poison needed to counteract fae and shapeshifter magic are different,” Ryker said. “Shapeshifter healing can burn through a lot of poisons without difficulty. The fact that Callum hasn’t… I think someone at the shifter court may have sold secrets. Also, I’m not convinced any assassin trusted enough to make an attempt on Rath’s life during a court session would have missed, which means Callum may have been a secondary target. There’s no one in the Fae Court who truly benefits from his death under the circumstances. Not with their own succession insecure.”

The chill at my core only grew deeper. “Angelica? Do you agree?”

I could tell she was at war with herself. Anger sparked in her amber irises, and her hands clenched in her lap.

“I swore an oath,” she said stiffly. “Both to Callum and to the court. And I’m doing everything I can to uphold both, but this…”

“Forget your oath,” Ryker snapped. “You know what the right thing to do is. Are you really going to let your king die for the sake of what… your honor? Your misbegotten worship of the rules?”

Weirdly, I understood both of their points.

“Is there anything you can tell us without feeling like you’ve betrayed your oaths?” I asked coolly, running my fingers through my hair and wincing when they snagged on a knot.

“It was not an accident that your summons came when it did,” she admitted in a low voice. “But I did not become aware of it until after the deal was made. They know I’m loyal to Callum, so they don’t talk in front of me. But better than half the court is afraid that you pose a danger, not only to our people, but to all Idrians, and they want you dealt with.”

Dealt with.

“Is that just a pretty way of saying dead?” I inquired bluntly.

“If necessary.” She didn’t try to sugarcoat it, and I appreciated that. “The court is split on that question. Most of them want to meet you first. But I believe…” She let out a long breath and closed her eyes. “It scares them that Callum defends you. And they hate change. Are suspicious of anything new. Callum is very, very good at moving them slowly towards a new way of thinking, but he doesn’t listen to reason where you’re concerned and it’s begun to destabilize all of his efforts to build a better form of government for our people.”

I needed to know. “Do you hate me for refusing to walk away?”

She looked right at me, her eyes sharp, cool, and predatory. “I want to.” Harsh, but honest. “But I’m a gryphon before I am anything else. We honor and cherish mate bonds, and while I may have attempted to convince you to walk away before it was complete, I would never consent to any attempt to break up a fully bonded pair.”

I swallowed hard, feeling a sizable lump in my throat. “And you believe we’re fully bonded?”

Her chin fell. “I don’t know for certain. But if you are, you should know…”

“No,” Ryker interrupted. “You’re not going to sit here and try to prepare her for what happens if…”

The gryphon’s attention suddenly snapped to Ryker, and I would have sworn she was about to attack him with her bare hands. “So you would allow her to be blindsided by that pain? Of losing her mate without warning? With no one to tell her that it feels like being buried alive? That she’ll have to fight for life, for breath, for purpose, for even a shred of desire to go on each day?”

She was glaring, breathing hard, and I think Ryker and I realized the truth at the same moment.

“Anj…”

“Don’t you dare.” Her eyes flashed with anger, along with something else far more painful. “If you have even a scrap of intelligence or decency, you will never speak of this again.”

Ryker, thankfully, seemed willing to let it go. At least for now.

And I… I didn’t know her well enough to offer either comfort or platitudes.

At some point in the past, Angelica must have lost her mate. I was suddenly forced to reassess everything I thought I knew about her. Everything she’d said and done. Even the way she’d looked at Ari…

“I don’t want to plan for his death,” I said instead, my voice a little more wobbly than I liked. “I can’t. But if the time comes…”

She didn’t look at me, but she nodded as if she understood. If that time came, she would walk beside me—no matter how much it hurt her to relive the pain—and in that moment, I wasn’t sure I’d ever respected anyone more.

“So we’re going to fight.” I drew in a deep, steadying breath. “I just don’t know where to start. What’s the situation with the fae prisoners from last night?”

“That’s now a court matter between Faris and the fae,” Ryker informed me. “And he’s aware of where things stand with Callum. If there’s a way to leverage them as hostages, he’ll take it.”

Okay, so I didn’t need to think about that particular problem right now. Out of everything else still on my plate, what were the biggest priorities?

Angelica clearly noticed my hesitation and somehow guessed the reason.

“He wouldn’t want you to hover,” she said briskly. “Let him know you’re here, and then do what needs doing. Ryker and I will protect him.”

With their lives. I absolutely believed that. Callum had so many people who loved him and would fight for him. And because I loved him too, I knew Angelica was right. He would want me to trust them and keep moving forward.

So that’s what I was going to do.

First—ensure the safety of my family. They needed a place to stay while our apartment was being cleared of water damage. Somewhere secure, where Shane could continue to guard them. But also with easy access to Faris for Logan’s lessons, and close to people like Kira who could give Kes a break now and then so Ari didn’t get bored and teleport into The Portal or The Assemblage without warning…

I sucked in a sudden breath.

“Ryker, were the renovations on this building ever actually completed?”

He frowned thoughtfully. “Only the ground floor, the offices, and the apartments on this floor. I think the rest are still untouched.”

Apartments.

I’d seen four other doors besides Callum’s. One led to the roof, but the other three…

“Do you know what Callum had planned for the other apartments?”

Ryker’s eyes lit up. “Eventually he planned to rent them out, but he wasn’t in a hurry. Two of them are two-bedroom units, and the other is a studio. Ready to go.”

“I’m going to do something presumptuous,” I warned him. “So tell me now if you’re against it.”

“You’re his mate,” Ryker said easily. “Whatever you need, he would tell you to take it.”

“Then I’m going to move my family in here while our place is renovated.”

He agreed without hesitation. “It’s perfect. We can add security, and the kids can have the run of the building to keep them busy. Anj and I can help watch out for them.”

The gryphon sent him a scathing look. “Speak for yourself, dragon. I’m going to have my hands full keeping the court off our backs and out of our business.”

“The kids will be fine,” I assured them. “And they’ll have a… I guess a bodyguard of sorts already.”

Ryker’s eyebrow twitched. “Anyone I know?”

“Shane Isaacson.”

Both eyebrows shot up at that. “I wouldn’t have thought he’s the type. Did you hire him?”

“No.” I shrugged. “He volunteered. Won’t take no for an answer.”

“And you trust him?”

I did. He was broken and scarred like me, and had some major blind spots, but he would never let anything happen to Kes or the kids.

“He’s smart and difficult to kill, and he knows about the danger Blake poses.”

And I was pretty sure his attachment to Kes was more than memories or obligation.

“Then what are we waiting for?” That was Ryker for you. Why think twice when you could just act and deal with the consequences along the way?

“Timing and a plan,” I admitted. “I’d like to keep our new location as secret as possible for as long as possible.”

At this point, every Idrian bounty hunter on Earth seemed to know where we lived. If I could shake them off for a few weeks, or even a few days? It would give us some breathing room to deal with this new crisis.

I knew who I needed to call next, I just didn’t really want to. Didn’t want to ask for yet another favor, but in the end…

I dialed the number.

“You’re awake.” Faris sounded awfully awake himself for only about eight in the morning.

“I am. But Faris…”

“I’ll be there in two minutes.”

And then he hung up on me.

I sat there, phone still at my ear, mouth hanging open. I knew the man was a landslide in human form, but somehow he kept managing to catch me off guard.
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Sure enough, not much more than two minutes later, someone pounded on the door hard enough to shake the entire building. In those two minutes, I’d managed to drink a glass of water, wash my face, and pull my hair into a neat-ish ponytail, so I could face my boss feeling slightly less than humiliatingly disheveled.

He walked in, took a critical look at me, and grunted. “How is he?”

“Same,” Ryker told him.

“We’ll fix it,” Faris said gruffly, and I had to fight once more to maintain my composure. “Don’t worry. There are a lot of people on your team.”

I swallowed and bobbed my head to show that I understood. For some reason, I was struggling to form words, but Faris didn’t seem to be having the same problem.

“I’ve given notice that I need an experienced herbalist. Most freelancers know it pays to have the Shadow Court owe them a favor, so we should be able to find someone within hours. And Marilee is back in town. She’ll be available to cover your shifts until you tell me you’re ready to return to work.”

I’d always wondered if he’d given me a job more out of pity than need. But even if this was proof, I no longer cared.

“Thanks,” I choked out. “I wish I could say that’s all I needed, but…”

“Say it.”

“I may need help getting Kes and the kids moved into one of the apartments up here.”

His green eyes flared with a spark of emerald magic. “Done. Isaacson too?”

Hah. For a gruff and grumpy male, he didn’t miss much.

“Pretty sure the answer is yes. Also, I need to know who ran the fingerprint search on the kidnappers’ van.”

“For the human with the missing kid?”

I nodded. “Monique.”

“Give me her address. I’ll make sure it happens today. Anything else?”

“Start me a tab?” I joked, only mostly kidding.

Faris glared.

“I know,” I said, sobering. “It’s family. But someday, I hope this family thing won’t be so one-sided.”

“It won’t,” he rumbled. “Someday I’ll be too old to threaten people properly. Then maybe it’ll be Logan’s job.”

Logan’s job…

I didn’t know if he’d done it on purpose, or the words had just slipped out, but the way he’d said that… It painted a picture of us staying here, with this family, until we were all old and gray—of him treating Logan like his own son—and I was hit with a wave of longing so intense that it took my breath away.

But first we had to survive this. Had to make sure all of us made it through to see that future.

I took a deep breath. “I’m going to go see Callum. And then I’m going to go help Kes and the kids pack up. I don’t want anyone to know where they’re going, so we’ll probably move them out one at a time. Try to hide the truth.”

And then, once they were safe, I would focus on the next most urgent task.

Finding Jeremiah.
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I had to take a few moments just to breathe and steady my heart before I walked into the bedroom. Because if Callum was in there somewhere—able to hear me, sense my thoughts, feel my emotions—I wanted to be calm. Strong. To show him I had everything together, and that I was going to fix this. He could count on me, the same way I’d been able to rely on him so many times.

But then I saw him lying there—still and gray and helpless—and all my resolve crumbled. I had no false bravado, no blustering confidence. Only fear for his life.

I sat on the bed beside him, lifted his hand, and pressed the back of it to my cheek.

As always when I touched him, I could feel his presence and his emotions through our bond, and had to choke back a cry as I realized they were already dimmer than yesterday. The coils of despair seemed to have drawn tighter, and the light of his power was flickering.

No. I would not focus on that. I would not feed this darkness with my own. Maybe my efforts would be in vain, but I wasn’t going to stop fighting until there was nothing left to fight for.

“This sucks,” I told him bluntly, gripping his hand as if I could somehow tether him to life through physical effort alone. “We didn’t get much time, did we? Sometimes it seems like the entire universe is coming together to tell us we’d be better off apart. Sometimes it’s hard to be sure that I’m remembering everything correctly. That you actually chose me and want to be with me.”

Tears fell, trailing down my cheeks and across Callum’s hand. I hoped he couldn’t feel them. Hoped he wouldn’t have to bear the weight of my pain in addition to his own.

“But you did,” I went on. “You did choose me, even if I don’t always know why. You chose me, and I won’t ever let that go. I can’t. You’re so much more than I ever dared hope for, and I… well, you know what I am. An aberration. Someone who fits nowhere. A weed that refuses to die. And I’ve always thought that was a bad thing. But maybe… Maybe the best thing I can do right now is keep being that weed. Keep refusing to die or give up or go away.”

I felt something then—a stirring from somewhere inside the shadowed corners of his heart. A flicker of light, heat, emotion. It was gone almost as soon as I sensed it, but it stirred my stubbornness to life and gave it hope. He was still in there. He heard me. And there were things he needed to know.

“I won’t give up on you, Callum. I promise. And I won’t give up on us. No matter who stands between us, no matter what anyone says. Not until you tell me with your own lips that it’s over. So no matter what happens, no matter how long it takes, no matter what things look like when you wake up… I’m still here, do you hear me? I’m still here.”

Some subconscious sense must have alerted me to a third presence, because I turned my head slightly and saw Tairen-li-Corva standing in the doorway. Watching me with an unreadable expression on her stern face.

I had no idea how much she’d heard and suddenly realized that I didn’t care. I hoped she would come to like me. But if she didn’t? That had nothing to do with me.

I’d said what I needed to say, and she deserved time alone with her son, so I lowered his hand to the blanket and squeezed it once before letting go and standing up.

“I’ll leave you two alone.” I started towards the door, assuming she would step aside to allow me to slip out. But she stood firm, blocking my exit.

“Where are you going?”

I couldn’t read her tone. “I have to get my family moved, and I have a missing boy to find.”

“Then you are going to leave him.”

I wanted to snarl at her, but somehow I didn’t. “The fight for his life isn’t just happening in here. It’s out there.” I pointed to the door. “I can’t find his poisoner by sitting at his bedside and crying. I can’t find an antidote by waiting here for him to die.”

I thought she flinched at that, but I wasn’t finished.

“And life doesn’t just stop for moments like these. I have a family to protect. There is a missing boy out there named Jeremiah who has no one but his mother to care that he’s disappeared. So I have to keep going, because those people need me. And because that’s what Callum would want me to do.”

She stared for a few more seconds before nodding slowly. “Then you do understand his heart.”

I was too surprised to answer.

“Go,” she said. “Do what you have to do. We will call you if there is any change.”

It was not quite approval. But it seemed possible that we understood each other, and that was a good place to start.

“Thank you.” I glanced around the living room. Ryker was talking quietly to Kira and Skye, while Angelica hovered nearby, glowering. “Kira, Ryker, and Faris have my number. I’ll be in and out today with getting my family moved, but tell me if…” I couldn’t finish that sentence.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Kira announced grimly. “I’m coming with you. There are plenty of people to look after Callum, and you…” She shot me a look of pure stubbornness. “You shouldn’t be alone today.”

I didn’t ask how she knew, but I could guess. She, too, had been separated from her mate while he lay injured and unconscious. She’d had to keep going, forge alliances and plan an attack when she had no idea whether she would ever hear his voice again.

“Thank you,” I murmured. “I won’t say no.”
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In the end, I was extra grateful for Kira, because without her I would have had to walk all the way home. Instead, she dropped me at the door of our building, then drove off to find parking.

I made my way upstairs, fighting to organize my thoughts, only to encounter a different kind of fight the moment I stepped out of the stairwell onto the fourth floor.

My neighbor from across the hall—the one who’d threatened to have us evicted—was in the hallway, yelling, along with two human cops, and… Kes.

Kes’s back was to our apartment door, and I recognized her stance. It was fearful, but protective. Our neighbor had legitimately become a threat, and Kes would allow access to our home over her dead body.

“We had nothing to do with that,” she was saying, as calmly as her clearly shaken nerves would permit. “You have no reason to suspect us, and there are sleeping children inside.”

“Ma’am, please…” One of the cops was trying to reason with the neighbor, but just as she had the night of the fire, she seemed utterly determined to blame us for something.

“I tried to tell everyone,” she screeched, her face blotched and her arms flailing with rage. “No one listened. The owner threatened me. He’s forcing me to move out. And now this. It’s revenge. But I won’t let you get away with it. Tell me what you’ve done with her!”

Her? Wait, so this wasn’t about the fire?

I didn’t have a whole lot of patience to spare, but neither would I let Kes bear the weight of this much unreasonable hatred, so I headed towards them with what I hoped was a pleasant and reasonable expression on my face.

“What seems to be the problem?”

One of the officers turned towards me. “Ma’am, do you live on this floor?”

I gestured to the door at Kes’s back. “I do. Right here, in fact. I wasn’t home last night though.”

That’s when the woman’s claws came flying at my face. I was almost too sleep-deprived to duck, but thankfully one of the officers caught her and pulled her off before she could draw blood.

“You took my daughter,” she accused wildly, and suddenly I noted her red, swollen eyes. “I know it was you. That’s why you weren’t home. You did something with her, and I’ll make you tell me!”

This didn’t seem like the right time to inform her that I hadn’t even realized she had a daughter.

“I wasn’t home,” I said evenly, “because I was at work. You can ask my boss. And once I left there, I was…”

Okay, so maybe I shouldn’t admit to a couple of human cops that I was looking for another missing kid, that my boyfriend had been poisoned, or that I’d been partially responsible for five dead fae and a handful of concussed turtles.

“…with a friend,” I finished. “I can supply the names and numbers of the people I was with last night if you would like, but I can assure you, I had nothing to do with your daughter’s disappearance.”

“Then you probably know who took her,” the woman hissed. “How else do you explain this?” She shoved a sticker-covered laptop in my face and shook it. “All those online games. I knew they were dangerous, but then I found out she was spending all her time with your kind. Talking about magic, and how much she wished she had it too.”

She abruptly clutched the laptop to her chest. “Corrupting my daughter with your lies. And now she’s gone.”

Something tugged at my brain… something about Monique and Jeremiah…

“How old is your daughter?” I asked suddenly.

“Only fifteen,” the woman wailed.

“Ma’am, we need you to give us more information,” one of the officers said. “Like what she was wearing, who she spends time with, and when was the last time you saw her. Are you positive she didn’t leave any notes?”

“You think I wouldn’t know if my own child left me a note?” the woman exclaimed tearfully. “She was here yesterday, and now she’s not, so why won’t you question these people? I’m telling you, they’re criminals. Taking advantage of the fact that they have magic and we don’t. They can do whatever they want, and there’s nothing we can do to stop them. There should be laws! Ways to keep ourselves safe from these monsters!”

Ironic, considering that I was as human as she was.

“How about we talk about it inside?” the officer suggested in a calm, reasonable tone, and very gently began to escort her back towards her own door.

The second officer turned to me. “I should take your information just in case,” he said. “We’ll be in touch if we have any further questions.”

He didn’t sound as if he suspected me of anything, but maybe he had lots of practice sounding nonchalant. And he was human. Would he take my neighbor’s side simply because of that? Or would he believe my friends’ testimony that I’d been far too busy to abduct a teenage girl I hadn’t known existed?

Though if I had known, I might have thought about abducting her out of sheer pity.

Again, something I definitely should not admit aloud.

I gave him my name and number, then Kira’s, and he was walking away just as Kira popped out of the stairwell and jogged towards me. She eyed the retreating officer before raising an eyebrow.

“You know I’m taken, right? Not that he wasn’t cute, but why did you give him my number?”

“Inside,” I said grimly, grabbing her elbow and tugging her towards my front door. “It’s a long story.”
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By the time I caught her up on the drama, Logan emerged from his room, yawning and stretching as he stumbled into the kitchen in search of food.

He seemed to be in a relatively good mood, and I hated to spoil it, but I didn’t want him caught off guard by the upcoming move.

“Hey Logan, how was the sleepover?”

He rolled his eyes as he pulled out a bowl and a spoon. “It’s not a sleepover. We were just hanging out.”

“Okay, how was the hangout?”

He shrugged. “Good. I guess.”

The giant box of cereal I’d bought two days ago upended over his bowl, revealing a handful of crushed flakes and a few sprinkles of dust. “We’re out,” he said, setting it back on the counter. “Is there anything else to eat?”

Kes slipped past me to grab a loaf of bread from the counter and a jar of peanut butter from the cupboard.

He rubbed his eyes and started making a sandwich.

“Logan, I’ve just made arrangements for us to move out for a few days while the water damage is repaired. Think you can be packed by this afternoon?”

Half of the sandwich went in his mouth and was washed down by a gulp of milk. “Where are we going?”

“Well, here’s the tricky thing. I need you to not tell anyone.”

“Who am I gonna tell?” he grumbled. “I only know like one other person outside of us and Faris, and I don’t have a phone.”

Who was his one other person?

“It’s Niko’s son, Gio,” Kes explained quietly. “He’s also thirteen. They met a while back and hung out yesterday at Faris’s place.”

Niko was one of Faris’s bouncers—a troll and a super decent guy. But I hadn’t known he had a son. Between him and my neighbor, it was becoming clear that I needed to get better at making small talk with the people around me.

“Okay, then that makes it easy, I guess,” I told Logan. “You only have to keep a secret from one person. We’re moving into one of the apartments in Callum’s building. Just while the renovations are in progress. But we don’t want anyone to know where we’ve gone.”

“Because of the crazy lady across the hall?”

Drat. I’d hoped he wouldn’t pick up on her animosity. “No. Well, at least not entirely.”

“Because of the people who are still after Kes?”

“Yes.” It wasn’t like I could hide this from him. He knew about Blake. Knew about the laws designating us as criminals for possessing stolen magic. Knew that all of us were still fugitives in some ways. And he’d been kidnapped along with Kes only a little over a week ago. “It’s the next safest place for us. And you’ll be close enough to keep up your lessons with Faris.”

“Cool.” He shoved the rest of the sandwich into his mouth and mumbled something that sounded a little like “I’ll start packing,” but also could have been “All of us are doomed,” or “You suck at planning.”

After he disappeared back into his room, I turned to Kes. “Where is Ethan?”

She pointed upwards. “On the roof.”

One of my favorite things about our building was the small rooftop garden area with tables and chairs for residents’ use. Ethan spent a fair amount of time there during the day—said it helped him stay calm and keep his magic under control.

I took a long look at her, checking for signs that draining Ethan consistently was more than she could handle, but she looked back with a raised eyebrow.

“I’m fine,” she said firmly. “I will tell you when I become un-fine. Now fill me in on everything with Callum.”

I kept it succinct, somehow stayed calm, and finished by explaining my strategy for the move. “If we go one at a time and take the bags separately, maybe no one will realize we’re gone until it’s too late to follow us.”

She nodded. “Makes sense. Ari and I can be packed quickly, then I’ll take her to the park like we usually do. Maybe plan a picnic lunch. If you can find a way to disguise the bags, we can meet you at The Assemblage sometime this afternoon.”

I almost protested the two of them being alone in the park for that long before I remembered… they wouldn’t actually be alone. And I’d made a bargain that it was time to make good on.

“Actually…” I paused, considering how I might present it in a way that wouldn’t freak her out. “I ended up seeing Shane last night, and I’ve been thinking…”

“Is this about the fact that he’s been stalking me ever since the kidnapping?”

My mouth dropped open. “How did you know?”

Kes leaned back against the counter, crossed her arms, and managed to look stern. “I walked up to the garden with Ethan, just to make sure there was no one up there who would harass him, and found Shane passed out in one of the chairs.”

Oops.

“It was pretty obvious what he was doing.”

“Did you talk to him about it?”

“What was I supposed to say?” She flung her hands up helplessly. “He’s so… intense. He just looked at me. Even I know that it’s weird how safe I feel with him around, but I don’t actually know how to talk to him about it. So… I got flustered and left.”

They both had it bad. Might as well just lay things out there.

“I promised I would ask you about letting him be more of an official bodyguard. Just until Blake is dealt with and there are no more contracts out on you.”

Her gaze darted to mine, then away. I didn’t need siren magic to know what she was thinking.

“I can’t ask him to do that,” she murmured.

“You didn’t ask. He’s basically insisting. Which means he’s going to be looking out for you, with or without your permission. If you don’t want him all up in your business, that’s fine, and I will always support your decisions. But I promise you he’ll just keep watching your back from a greater distance, where he won’t be nearly as effective.”

“But why?” Kes demanded plaintively. “Why is he doing this? Why does he even care?”

“I guess you’ll have to ask him?” I suggested tentatively.

She shot me a dirty look. “Fine. Yes. I guess he can be our official bodyguard,” she agreed, sounding somewhere between grumpy and secretly relieved. “For now. But none of this staying out all night on rooftops anymore. He also has to take care of himself, or the deal is off.”

“Great,” I said blandly, “because I think he’ll be moving into the apartment next to ours.”

Her eyes flared wide in something that looked like silent emotional flailing, but all she said was, “Okay?” It was unmistakably a question, just not one with an actual answer.

“Also, I think you should be the one to text him to let him know.”

This time she definitely glared at me, but she also didn’t say no.

“And…” This one might be the most difficult of all. “I think Ethan should come with me today.”

“To work?” Kes didn’t sound optimistic.

“No, I’m off duty until further notice,” I informed her. “I’m investigating a missing teen until we get more leads on…” I swallowed a quick surge of nausea and fear “…on Callum’s condition.”

She put a sympathetic hand on my arm. “They’re going to find an antidote. I know it.”

I nodded. I wanted to believe her, but I also wanted to be ready for whatever might be coming. Angelica had been right about that part.

“Ethan should be safe enough,” she said hesitantly. “He’s just so…”

Purposeless. I worried about that almost as much as his magic. He walked around like an automaton most of the time, as if he had no idea what to do with even the small amount of freedom this new life allowed.

“I’m hoping that a change of scenery will help him feel less aimless. Show him that he’s not living in a cage anymore, and give him something to focus on besides…”

Besides his own endless waiting for a solution that might never come.

“And we need to split everyone up for the move, anyway.”

“Just try not to involve him in anything unpredictable or dangerous,” Kes warned. “I can’t promise what his magic will do if he feels threatened.”

I didn’t always know what my magic would do under threat.

“We’ll be careful,” I promised. I was just planning to go have another chat with Monique, and take a second look around Jeremiah’s room. Wait to hear about the fingerprints, and try not to check my phone a million times while waiting for Draven or Rath to send news. “And we can take Logan and drop him off on our way.”
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For once, I was grateful that we didn’t own much. Our essentials were easy to pack and would probably take only a few trips to sneak out in the form of a school backpack, overstuffed pillows, a couple of random shipping boxes, and a gym bag.

We moved the living room furniture into one of the bedrooms, watered the plants, and then Kes left with Ari. Kira, Logan, and I locked up a few minutes later—only after checking the hallway for any more irate neighbors—and then headed up to the rooftop for Ethan.

We found him sitting on the floor, his lean body wedged into a corner, chin tilted down, his shaggy dark hair covering most of his face. Just in front of him, a black and white cat skittered back and forth, her ears pinned back and her tail twitching madly as she batted at something on the ground.

It was a beanbag of sorts, made out of the same fabric as Ethan’s ragged, dark shirt. It had a string for a tail and buttons for ears, and it moved despite the fact that no one was touching it—an incredible display of perfectly controlled air magic.

But then Logan accidentally kicked one of the chairs. Ethan’s chin jerked up, the mouse disappeared into one of his pockets, and he stood up.

The cat looked offended and stalked off, tail still twitching.

Ethan wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“I never wanted you to feel like you aren’t allowed to use your magic,” I assured him.

His hands slid into his pockets. “You know it never actually goes away,” he mumbled defensively. “Not completely. It just gets quiet enough I don’t have to listen to it anymore.”

Concerning, but there was nothing I could do about it now. Nothing but give him something else to focus on instead.

“I’ve got something I was hoping you could help me with.”

His head tilted, his pose suddenly alert and slightly wary. “Like what?”

I hesitated. I hadn’t thought about whether this case might trigger his own bad memories. Even now, I knew so little about what his life had been like before we met in the fae prison.

“You don’t have to,” I added. “I understand if it feels too risky. But a human boy is missing, and… it looks like magic was involved. I thought you might be up for joining the search.”

His chin came up so fast, I almost took a step back. His hair parted, and I saw his eyes gleaming behind the strands—dark and intense, glimmering with hints of power. “Why would you trust me with that?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

He regarded me intently, as if wondering what I was hoping to gain. As if he could somehow see through me and decipher my motives. Read my mind. Determine my endgame.

“Everyone wants to use me,” he said softly. “Or control me. Keep me safe. Keep others safe from me. It’s always about the magic, whether they need it or fear it. So what is it you want?”

He’d been exploited for so long, he wasn’t yet ready to believe that we wouldn’t do the same, and I didn’t blame him. We were going to have to show him our intentions, one day at a time.

“I want you to have the chance to choose a life for yourself,” I told him. “Now we both know that won’t be fully possible until we find a solution for controlling your magic. I hate it, I know you hate it, but it’s reality and we can’t just pretend it doesn’t exist. But in the meantime, I want you to have choices, even if they’re small ones. I want you to see what the world can be like when we have family who actually gives a crap. And I want you to know what it feels like to have a purpose. Even if it’s something small.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets and shrugged. “I know I don’t have a lot to offer you right now. We’re still being hunted, most of the courts are pissed at me, and I was in the middle of an incident at work last night that shut the whole place down.”

He wasn’t giving me much of a reaction, but I could tell he was still listening, so I kept going.

“But we also have people who care about us. We have a place to live, and I have a boss who didn’t fire me because he knew the incident wasn’t my fault. And it’s those things I want you to know you’re a part of.”

“All that and you’re going to go looking for some dumb kid?” he demanded. “Why?”

“Because that kid doesn’t have anyone else. His mom loves him, but she’s human. She can’t do anything about this magical world we live in. But we… we can.”

Perhaps better than anyone else, because we’d been on both sides of that divide.

“No one came looking for me,” Ethan said savagely. “Why should I care?”

“You don’t have to care,” I said calmly. “And I’m not going to judge you if you decide you don’t want to get involved.”

“I would,” Logan muttered under his breath. “I want to help, but they never let me do anything.”

I threw him a side-eye. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I let you do the dishes almost every night.”

His answering eye roll was a truly spectacular example of its kind, so I turned back to Ethan.

“No matter what you decide, we do need to leave soon. We’re moving out so Faris can fix the water damage, but we’re trying to keep it on the down low to avoid the neighbors finding out.”

If the woman across the hall got wind of it now—right after she’d accused us of abducting her daughter—she would probably start screeching again about how guilty we were.

“Are you also going to be looking for Tabitha?” Ethan asked in an oddly casual tone. “Or does your compassion only go so far?”

“Who’s Tabitha?”

“The girl across the hall?” Logan supplied, in a tone that suggested I was unbelievably dumb for not knowing that. “She’s a little older than me. But what happened to her?”

“She’s missing too,” I admitted. “Hey, I thought you said you only know like one person outside the family.”

He suddenly seemed fascinated by the toes of his shoes. “I don’t, like, know her know her. But I’ve seen her. We’ve talked a few times.”

Huh. Was that a blush starting to appear?

“How do you know she’s missing?”

“Her mom thinks we had something to do with her disappearance,” I admitted.

Logan’s brows lowered, and I could tell he was starting to be genuinely worried. “How long has she been gone?”

“Since last night. But her mom didn’t hear or see anything out of the ordinary. She was in her room, and then she was just gone this morning.”

Just like Jeremiah.

Playing online games…

Monique had mentioned Jeremiah spending all his time online, chatting with friends and playing games. It seemed so unlikely that these two cases could be connected, and yet, what if they were? I couldn’t sit here and claim I cared about human exploitation if I was only willing to help one and not the other.

But how could I find out more about Tabitha without being forced to talk to her mom again?

“Logan, do you know anything about what kind of online games she might have been playing?”

His gaze dropped, and I could have sworn he looked a little guilty.

“I might.”

“I’m not going to be mad,” I reassured him. “I just want to figure out if there’s any way we might be able to help her. Tabitha’s mom said she’d been playing online games and talking about magic.”

“There’s a website,” he confessed. “It’s also an app, and I have it on my tablet.” He cast me a furtive sideways glance. “Gio told me about it, and Kes okayed it. There’s lots of different games. Some are scary, but some are just kiddie games. We get on and play with each other. I’m safe, and I don’t use my real name or anything.”

“Did you ever play with Tabitha?”

He shook his head. “I wanted to ask her for her username, but…” He shrugged.

Okay. It still seemed unlikely, but we couldn’t overlook the possibility that the two missing kids were connected just because it seemed farfetched.

“Then I want you to come with me too,” I told Logan. “I need to find out whether the missing boy had any connection to this same gaming website.”

He bounced up onto his toes and punched the air. “Yes!” Then he settled back down, shoved his hands in his pockets, and shot Ethan a bit of a side-eye. “You coming or not?” he challenged.

“I’ll come,” Ethan agreed, with an annoyed look that made him appear little older than Logan. “But only so I don’t have to walk.”
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While Kira drove us to Mesta Park, I texted Monique to let her know we were on our way. The boys sat in the back seat—Logan almost bouncing with excitement, while Ethan gazed out the window, his head leaning against the glass as if he might fall asleep at any moment.

Monique met us on the front porch, looking a little unsure as the four of us piled out of Kira’s car. Possibly even a little hostile as she looked at Logan and Ethan.

“Did they know my son?” she demanded, scanning them from head to toe as if assessing the situation for potential threats.

“No,” I assured her. “But they may have some insights that I wouldn’t. I was hoping we could take a look at Jeremiah’s room again, to see if there’s anything we might have missed.”

She nodded once, sharply, her nostrils flaring. “Whatever it takes.”

We made our way upstairs in silence, and even Logan seemed subdued as we filed into the mostly untouched bedroom. The bedding was still rumpled, clothes were still on the floor, and the trash can was still full, but the dirty dishes had disappeared.

“They fingerprinted the dishes,” Monique said, her voice trembling a little. “And then I washed them.”

“I’m sure that was fine.” The dishes couldn’t help me, but the computer on the other hand… “Would it be all right if we take a look at the laptop?”

She stiffened, but only for a moment. “I want to say no, but… We can’t afford privacy anymore. Do whatever you need.”

I turned to Logan. “I need you to see if you can find anything that would tell us what online games Jeremiah might have been playing.”

He looked a little scared, but sat in the chair and opened the laptop, tapping on the keyboard to reveal a password prompt.

“Uh…”

“Here.” Monique leaned over his shoulder and typed in a short sequence of numbers. “The password is my birthday. We agreed that I would always know it so I could be his online accountability.”

Clearly, they’d loved and trusted one another, and I was beginning to feel more and more certain that she was right—her son would never have just left without saying anything.

Logan pulled up a browser window and fumbled as he tried to figure out the trackpad mouse. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I haven’t used one of these since I was little.”

I drew in a sharp breath, wondering whether he would say anything else, but he simply continued to work, as if oblivious to my reaction.

“It’s okay,” I murmured. “Take your time.”

I’d always wondered about his past. The fae had only taken kids who were unlikely to be missed for long, or had no families to pursue justice for them, so I knew his childhood must have been far from perfect. But he almost never talked about it. Neither did Ari, but I suspected that was because she didn’t really remember much.

“My dad had a laptop,” Logan said in an odd, somewhat wistful tone, while never taking his eyes off the screen. “Sometimes he let me play on it while he was in meetings. Before the police came and took him.”

Definitely not a happy story then.

“Okay, here’s his last browser window.” There were three open tabs—one for social media, one for a movie streaming service, and another…

“Hey, this is the same one I’m on!”

The screen suddenly filled with an alarming number of what looked like pop-up ads and streaming videos, almost instantly scrambling my brain and crossing my eyeballs.

“Uh, what are we looking at?”

“These are all games you can play,” Logan explained. “This one is my favorite. It’s called Ultimate Countdown. Basically, you have a team of people, and your job is to collect all the pieces of a puzzle and put it together before time runs out.”

“So, you’re playing with complete strangers?”

He rolled his eyes at the hint of disapproval in my tone. “You can play with friends if you want to. Some games let you make a private room. But with some, you need a whole team to make the game work.”

I scanned the different games as he scrolled down. There were so many. “Do you think Tabitha was playing some of these, too?”

He looked a little embarrassed. “Yeah, she was.”

“Do you know which ones?”

He listed four or five, all of which sounded like incomprehensible gibberish to me.

“Okay, any way you can figure out whether she had any in common with Jeremiah?”

“Who is Tabitha?” Monique glanced from me to Logan, brows lowered with what almost looked like suspicion.

“She’s my neighbor,” I confessed. “She’s about Jeremiah’s age, and according to her mom, she went missing last night. We’re trying to figure out if there’s any connection.”

“I don’t remember him mentioning anyone named Tabitha.” Her lips pursed and her forehead creased in thought. “But he had a lot of friends at school.”

“He might have known her by a different name,” Logan suggested. “An online name.”

As he tapped away at the website, I glanced sideways at Ethan. He was standing off to the side, scanning the room with an absent gaze.

“See anything?” I asked quietly, and sensed Monique holding her breath beside me. It wasn’t necessarily a safe question—he might respond with anger or dismissal—but it seemed worth the risk.

Ethan was silent for a moment, his head tilted like a bird’s as he continued to survey the room’s contents. Given his general air of disinterested nonchalance, I wasn’t sure he would answer, but—after a long pause—he did.

“I see a boy who didn’t have to be a grown-up. A boy who felt… safe.”

His words punched me in the gut. “How can you tell?”

He was running his fingers along the headboard of the bed—back and forth, as if anchoring himself. Anchoring his thoughts. “Wasn’t afraid to be messy,” he said slowly. “Wasn’t afraid to waste food. To reveal what he loved.” He reached tentatively towards the rumpled bedclothes and pulled out a ragged stuffed animal—worn and stained and missing an eye.

“He didn’t hide it.” Ethan held it up and regarded the lumpy, misshapen toy thoughtfully from behind the curtain of his dark hair. “He wasn’t afraid someone would try to take it away from him or tell him he was too old to need comfort.”

Monique whirled around and set her face towards the door, one hand clapped over her mouth, her shoulders shaking silently.

“We’re going to find him,” I said, as much for myself as for Monique, but for Ethan and Logan most of all. They’d been in Jeremiah’s shoes once, but it seemed likely no one had cared enough to find out what had happened to them.

“I think they played a lot of the same games,” Logan announced, drawing my attention back to the computer. “Mostly the super popular ones. But there’s another one I’ve never played. I remember Tabitha talking about it. Called Through the Portal to Everwhere. It’s pretty new.”

The Portal…

I looked over his shoulder. It seemed like a fantasy game, but the graphics were rough and pixelated, the motions jerky, and the sounds a bit jarring. There was a chat box on the right side of the screen, with words scrolling across it as the players interacted.

“Any way of knowing who Jeremiah might have been chatting with? Or whether he was in contact with Tabitha?”

Logan shook his head. “I can access his friends list, but I won’t know if Tabitha is one of them. Not without knowing her username.”

Drat. I was going to have to talk to my neighbor again after all. And hope she didn’t try to have me arrested for asking suspicious questions. The chances of her telling me anything were probably nonexistent, but I had to try.

Realistically, though, what were the odds that these two missing kids were actually connected? Kids went missing all the time. Didn’t they?

I had no idea how many were ever found, or how often anyone figured out what really happened to them. How many were runaways versus how many were kidnapped, trafficked, or involved in custody disputes.

I couldn’t help them all, but these two… No matter how unpleasant Tabitha’s mother might be, the kid didn’t deserve to be forgotten. No one did.

“Okay. This is good. It might be a lead. We need to do a little more looking into this game, and find out whether Tabitha and Jeremiah knew each other, even just by their usernames. Then we can…”

Suddenly my vision went black, and I staggered, barely catching myself against the desk.

I gripped the edge, fighting for balance as the sharp wooden corners dug into my palms. For a moment I would have sworn I was hearing voices, struggling against hands holding me down, holding me together, pulling me apart…

Maybe I should have actually eaten something today.

A bright light suddenly seared across my inner vision, followed by a ringing in my ears and a strange surge of energy. Power crackled behind my eyelids, accompanied by a storm of thoughts and feelings that made no sense.

What was happening to me?

“What’s wrong?” Logan’s voice was muffled, but I could hear his worry.

“I’m okay,” I tried to say, but it came out garbled. It felt like I was being turned inside out. Battered by winds that existed nowhere but in my own mind.

But I was fine. Whole. No one was attacking me.

Unless this was about…

Callum.

I pulled out my phone to look for a message, but the screen was dark. Of course it was. I hadn’t had a chance to plug it in last night, so the battery was dead.

What if something had happened to Callum, and they had no way to tell me? What if he was dying, and I wasn’t there?

“Kira.”

She’d been lingering silently in the doorway, but she appeared at my side in an instant, grasping my arm and peering up into my face with concern. Whatever she saw must have made my fears obvious, because her grip tightened and her expression turned fierce.

“He’s okay, Raine. I swear he is. They would have called me. Found you some way or another.”

But still…

“You need to see that he’s okay,” she realized aloud.

I could only nod as my knees tried to buckle.

“I get it. We can go.”

Logan seemed to sense that something was wrong and bolted out of the chair, taking my other arm and supporting half my weight while Ethan just watched, as if utterly detached from what was going on around him.

Monique’s gaze was troubled, and I could tell she wanted to ask questions, but part of her held back. As if she knew she couldn’t afford to care—couldn’t extend herself further. Every bit of her heart was with her son, and if she gave away even one more piece of herself, she might fall apart.

“I’ll call you,” I told her, fumbling my words through lips so numb it would be a miracle if she understood me. “As soon as I know anything.”

And then I was stumbling down the stairs. Out the door, to the curb. Being helped into the back seat of the car as I battled the chaos churning in my own head. I still had no idea what was happening, but if anything, it was getting worse, threatening to pull me in, pull me under, and swallow up what little was left of my ability to think clearly. But I couldn’t give in. I needed to remain alert and fully myself.

“Raine?” The voice sounded young and scared. I felt a hand on my arm. Turned my head. Somehow managed to focus on the face that swam in front of me.

“Logan.”

“Are you sure you’re gonna be okay?”

“Am,” I managed. “Don’t worry. This… it isn’t…”

I didn’t know how much was safe to tell him. The fewer people who knew about Callum the better, but Logan would find out sooner or later. And he needed to know I wasn’t going anywhere.

“It’s Callum,” I explained hoarsely. “He’s hurt. Poison.”

The grip on my arm tightened.

“Is he going to die?”

No. I wouldn’t allow it. But I was still fighting for words, so I shook my head.

“Are you going to die?”

The question was raw, vulnerable, unfiltered—trying to prepare himself for the worst.

So I fought for control and answered without the slightest wavering or doubt.

“Nope.” I even managed the tiniest hint of a smile. “Not today, kiddo.”

He took my hand in a trembling grip. “Promise?” This was no longer the cool, chill, rebellious teen, but a kid who was terrified to lose the sense of safety we’d worked so hard to build from the wreckage of our lives.

I couldn’t let that happen, so I squeezed his fingers and shut my eyes. “Promise.”

We pulled away from the curb, and Kira proceeded to break every speed limit in existence on her way towards The Assemblage. She weaved through traffic like a racecar driver, somehow managing not to get pulled over or hit anyone. So when she slammed on the brakes—sliding across the asphalt with a screech of protest from her tires—I assumed it was because we had arrived.

But when I opened my eyes…

She’d just made the left turn onto Sheridan and been forced to stop for pedestrians racing towards us down the middle of the street. A railroad bridge crossed over Sheridan only a few yards ahead, and at least twenty or thirty people huddled beneath it, phones out, pointing at the sky. Horns behind us were honking, but there was nowhere to go. Our road ahead was blocked both by people on foot and—beyond the bridge—several abandoned cars skewed across lanes, their doors open, but with no drivers in sight.

“What in the world…” Kira pulled over to the side as far as she could before parking and looking back at me. “I’ll go check this out. You stay put.”

No. We could hear people screaming now, but it wasn’t much farther to Callum. Only a block. I could walk it.

“We stay together,” I whispered, and Logan swiftly agreed.

“I can help,” he said. “I don’t want you to leave us here.”

“Okay, then,” Kira said grimly. “But you’ll have to stay close. Keep up, and watch your back. Be ready to use your earth magic if you have to.”

He nodded, looking so serious and grown up it made my heart hurt.

Somehow, with Logan’s help, I made it out of the car and struggled to stay upright as the world tried to tilt sideways. Inside was still a bizarrely chaotic mish-mash of emotions, but I refused to let the onslaught beat me. I had people to protect. Callum might need me, and I couldn’t leave him like this.

So as I stood there in the midst of chaos, both within and without, I began to build a wall around the power surging wildly at my core. I built it high and firm, envisioning bricks stacking up as I blocked off that part of myself long enough to focus.

Somewhere up ahead, there was a threat to the people I cared about. Everyone around us was running from it, but it currently stood between me and where I needed to go.

Between me and Callum. Between me and The Portal.

So whatever this threat was, I was just going to have to deal with it.

“Uh, Raine?”

Logan still held my arm, but he’d taken a step back and was watching me with something more like uncertainty than concern.

I looked down. My hands were normal. My clothes were fine.

“Your hair,” he said. “And your eyes.”

I reached up to touch my hair and found that it had lifted away from my head. Power crackled between the strands and buzzed against my fingertips. And my eyes? Probably glowing with magic, the same way Idrians’ did when they used their power.

Worrying? Yes, but that was a problem for future me.

“Let’s go see what’s wrong,” I said, and my voice… It sounded deeper, stronger, wilder. As if oceans crashed and roared somewhere within my chest.

I didn’t have time to wonder what it meant. I just stepped forward and pressed through the crowd, brushing past terrified humans huddled together in fear of whatever awaited us.

Kira walked beside me, her own eyes glowing furious amber, and behind us were Logan and Ethan. I distantly recalled Kes’s warning—that she had no idea what Ethan’s magic would do if we were threatened—but it was too late to send him away. Too late to do anything but move forward and deal with the consequences as they came.

Moving together, we reached the edge of the huddled crowd, moved out from under the shadow of the railroad bridge, and looked up…

…and saw the threat plummeting out of the sky directly towards us.

Huge. Dark. Unstoppable. Winged and taloned, with its mouth agape, ready to spew fire.

I froze. Unable to believe what I was seeing.

It couldn’t be.

He would never, no matter what happened…

Someone screamed from up ahead, a cry of horror and devastation that pierced my heart and left me reeling.

“Callum, no!”

I threw myself to the side, covering Logan with my own body as a jet of brilliant fire shot from the mouth of the colossal black dragon. It roared over our heads and splashed off the railroad bridge, setting trees and weeds ablaze.

Behind us, Ethan still hadn’t moved, as if he simply didn’t register the danger. He watched the dragon circle, arms hanging loosely by his sides, just as they had that day when he called up the tornado and nearly killed me with its deadly winds.

I had to hope that his magic was still drained enough for him to contain it. If he lost control again here, there was no telling how many would die.

My gaze shifted back to Kira, but she was already gone. She’d acted swiftly in response to the threat, shifting to her dragon and taking to the sky, leaving a pile of shredded clothing behind. Hoping that she could stop her brother before he did anything he would regret.

This must be what I’d felt—that overwhelming storm of emotions had been the poison overriding his mind and will. Driving him to shift and attack.

But how could this have happened with Ryker and Angelica watching over him? They would never have let him leave the building. And if he’d just shifted without warning…

I glanced down the street as the dragon circled overhead, banking sharply to dive back towards Sheridan.

No, The Assemblage was still intact. The top of the building was visible from where I was standing, without even a broken window in evidence. There was no way Callum had gone full dragon while still inside.

Something wasn’t right here.

“Logan.”

He wobbled to his feet and came to stand beside me.

“Can you earth-travel?” The most powerful earth elementals could open up the ground and move through it—like a fish swimming through open water. I knew Logan had been learning, but I wasn’t sure how far he’d progressed.

“I can’t,” he said, looking angry and ashamed. “Not yet.”

“Hey.”

He glanced at me, eyes wide.

“Don’t be down on yourself. It’s okay you haven’t got it down yet. But I bet you can make a barrier if you need to. Use the earth to block the flames. If the dragon comes back, you can use that to protect yourself and Ethan.”

“I can protect myself.” Ethan’s voice was surprisingly clear and a little sharp. “And I can deal with the dragon, too. As long as you aren’t too afraid of what might happen.”

“No!” I was probably a little too loud. “No more tornadoes, okay? We can’t risk it here.” And his other elemental powers weren’t likely to be much help against an airborne dragon.

Not to mention, I needed this dragon to live.

“We have to try to talk to him.”

“Look out!” Logan screamed, just as the dragon swooped overhead, drew up, hovered, and shot a jet of fire at the street.

It impacted with a whoosh and a roar, and I covered my face with my arms as the asphalt buckled beneath the onslaught of heat.

We needed cover, but this bridge was going to turn into a death trap if we couldn’t draw the dragon away.

And in order to do that…

I glanced up just as a shimmering bronze missile dove out of the sky and hit the black dragon broadside, drawing a hiss of pain.

His head whipped around, searching for his assailant, and I screamed Kira’s name…

But she’d already darted away, with an agility the larger dragon could not match.

Robbed of his vengeance, the black dragon turned as he hovered, eyes slitted, looking for a new target.

A nagging voice whispered in my ear, drawing my attention to all the details that didn’t quite add up, but I could barely focus over the roar of the flames and the rush of wind from the dragon’s wings. Couldn’t hear my doubts clearly over the silent scream of my terror that Callum might be too far gone. That we might have to hurt him before he hurt anyone else.

We’d been lucky so far. Nothing was broken beyond repair, except perhaps the humans’ ability to trust their Idrian neighbors. There would be so many videos. So many eyewitness accounts of the attack. And so many who would have heard that cry, identifying exactly who…

“Callum, you have to stop!”

There it was again. A woman’s voice. She still sounded terrified, but this time, I heard her more clearly, and a faint glimmer of recognition kicked me in the gut.

That voice didn’t belong here.

But I couldn’t remember why, so after one last glance at the dragon, I finally forced myself to move. Abandoning the shelter of the bridge, I raced down the sidewalk, yanking water from the air, from the gutters, from anywhere I could reach. There wasn’t much, but it was enough to douse the edges of the flames so that I could pass without being singed.

I could see The Portal up ahead. Its unassuming brick facade looked just as it always had, thanks to the glamour anchored to the trees along the sidewalk. It was late afternoon. There would be a handful of customers. Faris would be in his office, unless he’d heard the commotion, and then he would be heading outside, ready to protect his territory.

Seamus, Marilee, Irene, Emberly… how many others were in there?

I was running full out, but every step seemed to take forever, as if I moved through jello. I looked up and back as the dragon turned its head. Looked my way. Traced my path…

I was going to win. I would not let this imposter destroy my people or my city.

Those massive wings shifted as the dragon twisted in mid-air—still hovering as it drew in a breath.

No, no, no…

I heard a distant scream from Kira, and a jet of white fire struck like a lightning bolt, splashing across the black dragon’s neck with a sound like sizzling steaks on a grill, burning through scales and muscles to leave a deep, smoking wound.

The black dragon screeched, and his tail whipped through the air, too quickly for Kira to dodge. The bronze dragon fell from the sky, landed in the street with a grunt, and lay still.

I had to help her. I had to warn everyone. But I was too slow, and now it was far, far too late. Despite his injuries, the black dragon let out a roar of anger, opened his fanged mouth, and breathed out a stream of fire that crackled and hissed through the air less than a hundred yards away…

To slam into the unprotected front of The Portal.

The shockwave threw me off my feet, but I barely felt it.

I was too busy screaming in denial. Crying out in terror as the front wall of The Portal crumbled, the glass melted, and the wooden frame blazed up.

No.

I had to do something. Put out the flames. But there wasn’t enough water. Wasn’t anything I could do.

“What do you need?” The strangely calm voice penetrated my panic, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Ethan, still looking cool and unaffected, his hand clutching Logan’s as he tugged the younger boy behind him. Logan could only stumble in his wake, his face blank and white with shock.

“Water,” I managed to say. “But I don’t know how…”

A cry erupted from Logan’s throat—of rage, of fury, of fear—and his magic nearly exploded in answer. His clenched fist punched outward, and the concrete buckled, toppling a nearby fire hydrant right off its base and spewing a jet of water into the air over our heads.

I reached for the water. Saw Kira wobble to her feet, shaking her head. She was okay.

But the dragon still hovered. Preparing for another shot. I needed it distracted while I put out the flames, but who else could help us?

“I’ve got this,” Kira called, but she didn’t take flight. Didn’t spread her wings or breathe fire. Instead, she seemed to focus intently, and a moment later, the black dragon faltered in the air. Slipped towards the earth. Only for an instant, but for the space of a breath, it was as if it had forgotten how to fly.

Kira snarled, and this time as she focused I heard her mutter a single word aloud: “Stop.”

It faltered again.

But for a second time, it shook her off too quickly. I could tell it was struggling to maintain altitude, but somehow remained aloft. Still dangerous, but turning now to focus on Kira as the main threat.

She could do this. I had to believe it. She’d told me her scales were nearly impervious to damage, so the moment the black dragon was distracted, I raced for The Portal, pulling a seething mass of water behind me.

The rubble was almost too hot to approach, so I stopped and focused on the brilliant colors of my water magic surging and flowing around me. The flood rose to my knees, and instead of tugging gently or coaxing it along, I pulled it up in a wave and threw it forward, inundating the flames with an unstoppable wall of water.

I heard a hiss and was instantly enveloped in a cloud of steam, so I shut my eyes and pushed for more. More. More. There was so much water, and I could feel it sapping my energy, but I kept going. I had to make sure the flames were out. That no one would be hurt.

“Raine, stop.”

When I finally opened my eyes, I was kneeling on the sidewalk. I had no idea how long I’d been there.

Before me was a steaming pile of jumbled bricks, broken glass, and shattered timber. The interior of The Portal was clearly visible just beyond—tables and chairs charred black, the floorboards scorched through, now dripping with water.

The flames were gone, but in the short time they burned, they’d done so much damage. The shelves that only yesterday had been filled with glimmering bottles of fae liquor were shattered and empty. The kitchen door hung sideways, half off its hinges, and the windows of the upstairs offices had completely blown out.

And worst of all, the bar itself—that gleaming walnut surface with fifty years of polish and worn spots and memories—was cracked down the middle, a huge, ugly scar that ran from top to bottom.

It was like seeing a part of my soul cracked open and trampled on. And it hurt—even more than that slash from a fae blade—to see this place that had meant so much to me lying in ruins.

But far more than the place, it was the people that mattered, so I pushed to my feet, staggering a little as I scanned the rubble, frantic for any signs of life.

“Raine, it’s over.”

But the dragon…

“The dragon is gone.”

That wasn’t Logan’s or Kira’s voice. So who was talking?

A hand fell heavily on my shoulder, and I looked up.

Tairen-li-Corva stood beside me. Her face was gray and drawn, her eyes haunted, but her grip on my shoulder was firm.

“It wasn’t him,” I blurted out. “It wasn’t Callum.”

Her eyes closed. “I know.”

“Then… who was it?”

Her fingers clenched—so tightly that I knew they would leave bruises.

“That dragon was once my closest friend. My confidante. My shield and my most trusted seneschal.”

“It couldn’t be…”

“It was Morghaine,” she confirmed. “I would have known her anywhere.”

But that was impossible. Morghaine had been tortured by the fae. Her wings cut off. Her eyes blinded.

“How…”

Tairen’s eyes opened, and I nearly cowered away from her. Rage shimmered in her amber irises, alongside shock, pain, and other emotions probably too deep for words.

“They must have stolen her magic,” she muttered hoarsely. “I could never have imagined…”

The truth punched me like a fist to the gut.

Morghaine had also been Elayara’s prisoner. She’d had her magic drained over and over again, and while most of that magic had been used to fuel Elayara’s plot to overthrow the Fae Court, at least some small part of it had been bound to a magical artifact, to be used by anyone who could learn its secrets.

That dragon? Not a dragon at all, but a human using stolen magic.

And yet, someone had clearly been trying to convince those watching or listening that it was Callum-ro-Deverin. That the dragon who had just attacked humans and destroyed a building was actually the king of the shapeshifters—an enormous threat with unimaginable power behind him should he ever choose to go rogue.

Which meant that I knew exactly who was responsible.

There was no longer any need to guess who had sent the dragon here, or what they were trying to accomplish. Blake Masterson had finally shown his hand, and he’d hit us hard, in exactly the way that would hurt most.

And as for his goals?

He was trying to start a war. Not between courts, but between Idrians and humans, and his people had just fired the opening shot in Callum’s name.

Now all we could do was pick up the pieces, and find a way to respond before the humans decided we were too great a threat to ignore.
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As I scrambled over the piles of broken bricks and crumbled concrete, I was almost thankful that Callum was currently lying unconscious. He would have no way of knowing what atrocities had just been committed in his name. No way of knowing that the sirens I could hear approaching were coming here—where we searched for his friends and family, hoping not to find them beneath the rubble.

Behind me, I could hear Logan trying desperately to muffle his sobs. Tairen’s gruff tones as she tried to convince him that all was well. Beside me, Kira clambered over the piles of debris, her bronze scales covered in ash and her ears pinned tight to her head.

If I was upset, she had to be terrified. This was her literal family. Her home. If Faris hadn’t escaped the blast…

We finally reached the kitchen door and stumbled through it to find no signs of life. No Irene snarling at whoever had disrupted her routine or messed with her cookware. No Seamus bemoaning the broken glassware or the shambles of his perfectly organized liquor collection. So we kept going. Into the back hallway, where shafts of daylight now illuminated the shadows.

“Up or down?” I asked Kira.

Her head tilted. “Down. The basement offers the most protection, and Faris probably guessed the dragon might come hunting them.”

We had no choice but to hope, so we headed that way, and had almost reached the door to the basement stairs when it literally burst off its hinges, flying across the hall and hitting the wall so hard they both cracked.

The power was out, so there was no light from the basement itself, but the stairwell was partially illuminated by a malevolent green glow—so bright that I almost cringed backward even though I knew what I was seeing.

Faris Lansgrave emerged into the hallway with magic in his eyes and murder on his face. Considering that he was able to walk and had literally punched the door off its hinges, I decided he was probably not injured enough to matter.

The moment she saw him, Kira let out a cry of relief and bounded forward to butt her head against his chest over and over again.

“You’re okay.” Her voice was muffled and shaking. “I was so afraid you weren’t okay.”

And Faris?

His eyes closed. His chin dropped, and I could see him murmuring words of thankfulness and relief despite the draconic onslaught that rocked him back on his heels.

“I’m fine,” he grumbled at last. “You can stop trying to push me back down the stairs.”

Kira sniffed and sat back on her haunches, wincing a little as she folded her right wing.

Of course, that set Faris off again. “Are you hurt?” he growled menacingly. “Did that”—here he dissolved into a string of unflattering names that would have made me clap my hands over Ari’s tender ears—“dragon try to hurt you?”

“You know I’m tougher than that,” Kira scolded. “I chased him off with a warning not to mess with me again. Where’s everyone else? Did they make it to the basement in time?”

“We’re fine!” Seamus called up from somewhere behind Faris. “Irene is threatening to kill us all if her knives are ruined, but no one is bleeding!”

Relief, pure and clear, washed over me. They were okay. All of my people were okay.

But The Portal… This place that meant so much to all of us had been utterly destroyed. It hurt my heart, and I had only been here for a few months, so I knew it had to be devastating for everyone else who had made it a part of their lives for years.

And even worse—for me—was the realization that some unknown person had brought about all this destruction in the name of the man I loved.

Faris let out a sigh that was nearly a groan. “I guess… it’s time to see what’s left.” With one last pat on Kira’s shoulder, he stepped past her and moved towards the kitchen, his stride measured and his jaw set, as if this were just another ordinary day. Just a bit of a dustup with a rowdy customer. I almost couldn’t bear to watch his face when he saw the damage.

But we followed him anyway, through the kitchen, into the main room of the bar that was no longer a bar at all, but open to the sky. Charred and dripping. Full of the shattered remains of the business he’d built when he first came here from the ruins of his home world.

And as he strode into the center of the floor, I could see utter devastation in the way his lips thinned and turned white beneath his beard. See the pain in the creases around his eyes. The folded arms and the clenched fingers.

But then a small body hit him out of nowhere, driving him back a step and forcing his arms wide.

“You’re okay.” Logan’s arms wrapped around Faris in a trembling hug—an overwhelming display of emotion from a teenager who rarely allowed himself the luxury. “I thought you were dead.”

“You thought that scaly imposter could take me out?” Faris rumbled, looking down at the boy’s head with an oddly soft expression. “I thought you knew me better than that.”

And then he hugged him back. Not a gentle, tentative tap on the shoulder, but a firm embrace. Both arms wrapped around Logan’s shoulders, pulling him close for a moment before setting him back on his feet.

“I’m fine,” he said gruffly. “Everyone is safe. Everything else we can fix.” He looked from the shattered front facade to the ruined floor, steely determination in the jut of his jaw and the set of his shoulders. This wasn’t going to stop him.

I hoped he was right. Hoped we could fix it. Hoped that The Portal could be made whole again, and that we would be able to explain our way out of this mess.

But from the looks of the human police officers already standing in the street outside… I wasn’t so sure that was going to be the case.

“Before we talk to them,” I murmured to Faris, “you should know that someone was trying to pin this attack on Callum.”

The look he shot me was filled with boiling fury. “How?”

“Large black dragon, combined with someone in the street shouting ‘Callum no!’ where they could be heard by fifty human witnesses with camera phones. I don’t know how they figured out that he’s here, but someone must have ratted us out.”

“And we’re sure…”

He’d had the same first thought as I had. What if the poison had eaten away Callum’s self-control? What if he was genuinely capable of this violence?

“I’m sure,” Kira broke in. “I tried using the Voice, and it barely touched him.”

Faris shot her a confused look. “I thought that worked on all shapeshifters.”

She shook her head grimly. “Not on this one.”

I had no idea what they were talking about, but I didn’t need any extra evidence.

“I’m sure, too,” I told Faris. “It wasn’t him. The Assemblage wasn’t damaged, so he didn’t shift there, and Ryker and Angelica would never have let him out of their sight.”

“Then who?”

I looked at him steadily. “Tairen says it was Morghaine.”

I thought he’d looked angry before, but that was only an appetizer to the main course. This Faris could have chewed through solid steel and spat out bullets. But he was no idiot, so it took him only a handful of seconds to reach the same conclusion I had.

“Masterson.”

I nodded. “It works to his advantage if we’re fighting, so yes, it was probably one of his people.” Also, there had been that woman shouting in the street. I knew her voice, but from where?

Whether we recognized her or not, the fact that they’d been able to show up and then disappear so quickly suggested that Blake’s base was far closer than we knew. Maybe I’d been right, and he’d been in Oklahoma this whole time.

If so, I needed to warn Kes and Shane to keep a closer eye out for anyone who might recognize her or the kids…

The kids.

Ethan.

I’d left him behind. Left him standing on the sidewalk. He could have just walked away. Disappeared into the crowd to become a ticking time bomb, waiting for his magic to overflow with potentially deadly consequences.

Even worse, I’d left him where he could be seen by one of Blake’s people.

What if Blake remembered him? What if he realized the almost limitless potential posed by Ethan’s ungovernable power?

A torrent of horrifying possibilities flooded my mind as I moved towards the ruins of the club’s front wall and scanned the gathering crowd outside.

I saw Tairen first, surrounded by gawkers both human and Idrian. Not my first choice as a candidate for human-Idrian relations in a moment of high tension, but at least she hadn’t snapped yet. I could see her holding herself stiffly apart, looking at the humans around her as if they might potentially be harboring a contagious disease.

And right next to her… was Ethan. Exactly where I’d left him. Watching the fountain of water coming from the broken fire hydrant, despite being surrounded by shouting people and the flashing lights of emergency vehicles.

Sooner or later, someone was going to try to talk to him. Ask him questions. And if he got scared…

But he didn’t look scared. He looked… fascinated. As I watched, his head tilted and his eyes closed, and I realized with a fresh jolt of alarm that he was preparing to use magic.

I darted towards him, tripped over the rubble, and fell to my knees with a cry. “Ethan, no!”

Whether he heard me or not, I would never know, because what happened next ripped all other questions from my mind.

The flow of water cut off without so much as a trickle. The pavement that had cracked and buckled beneath the impact of Logan’s earth magic seemed to ripple like a liquid before settling back into place, each crack narrowing and smudging together until it disappeared entirely. And when the surface was smooth and unbroken, the hydrant righted itself—as if I were watching a recording of its breaking at Logan’s hand, but in reverse.

When it was over, I almost could have believed I’d dreamed the entire thing. No trace of the damage remained, except for the streams of water still flowing into storm drains on both sides of the street.

I felt a hand on my shoulder. Heard someone calling my name. But I was still staring at Ethan with my mouth hanging open, stunned by what I’d witnessed.

His eyes met mine suddenly, as if he’d felt me staring. He looked down at the hydrant, then back at me, brushing his hair away from his face with a trembling hand, so that for the first time in days I could fully gauge his expression.

He was as stunned as I was.

Yes, I told him silently. You did that.

I had no idea whether what he’d done was normal. Probably not. Nothing about either of us was normal, and I already knew my magic was squirrelly by Idrian standards.

But if he could fix something like this? What else could he do? What more was he capable of that no one could have dreamed or guessed? And how could we help him learn to use this power in ways that helped instead of hurt? Ways that gave him hope, instead of digging him deeper and deeper into despair.

“Raine.”

Faris had stepped up beside me and offered his hand to pull me to my feet. I could see him gauging the mood of those who’d gathered to gawk at the destruction. Wondering how many might prove hostile, and how many would assume he was as much a victim as the humans who’d been attacked.

“We need to get Tairen out of here before the police try to talk to her,” he said in a low, urgent tone. “Also, you and Logan and Ethan. I’m going to give them a statement as a concerned business owner. I can cover for most of it, but I don’t want them questioning you or Kira about her part in this, even if it’s just as a witness.”

Apparently, the mysterious “Voice” she’d used wasn’t part of the public’s knowledge about dragons.

“But before you go?” His green eyes met mine. “Thank you. Thank you for saving my people. My business. All of it.”

It was my first time on this end of such a conversation, and I found that I didn’t care for it at all. I still felt like I owed him far more than I could ever repay, and besides, this attack somehow felt like my fault.

“It was Kira,” I said uncomfortably. “She forced the dragon to leave. I just threw some water around.”

He wasn’t falling for my equivocations. “It was you who put out the fire and saved all of us from cooking to death down in that basement. So don’t you dare ever talk about how much you owe me again, you hear?”

I nodded hastily. Swiped at my face with my filthy sleeve.

I was a mess. Exhausted. Still shaking. And that storm of untethered emotions was still raging in my head, locked behind the wall I’d constructed, battering against the barrier like a frantic bird in a cage.

I needed to check on Callum.

“Can I…”

“Go. Take Logan,” Faris ordered. “I’ll make sure Ethan and Tairen get to safety.” He must have seen my dubious expression. “And stop fussing. I’ve been dealing with human suspicion for over fifty years now. I know what I’m doing.”

I had to believe that he was telling the truth. That this would all blow over, and that fifty years of peace would be enough to counterbalance whatever attempts Blake was making to set us at each other’s throats.

But realistically, I knew better. There was no greater motivator than fear, and Blake had always been masterful at manipulating fears. During our shared captivity, he’d used his skills to keep new prisoners compliant so they didn’t hurt themselves, but those same skills meant he would know exactly how to fan those embers into a flame.

And what better way to stoke fears than an unprovoked attack by a monster straight out of humanity’s darkest stories?

If he could make humans fearful and suspicious of their Idrian neighbors, there wouldn’t be nearly enough laws in place to keep anyone safe. History was a long tale of violence against those who were different, motivated as much by fear as by hatred. And Idrians might well be the next target, unless we could find Blake and put a stop to his efforts. While also managing to convince the human authorities that Callum wasn’t involved and that the city wasn’t in danger.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure I could promise them that last bit.

And in the meantime, there were seemingly countless other fires to be put out. Callum unconscious, maybe slipping away from me. Kids missing in what might be part of a larger conspiracy. Kes still potentially being hunted…

No.

That way lay despair. I had to face one thing at a time and remember that I was not alone.

Logan tugged on my arm, so with one last backward look at the gathered crowd, I followed him through the kitchen, out the back door, and down the alley towards The Assemblage.
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I was perfectly ready to pick the lock again if I had to, but in a testament to Angelica’s genuinely awe-inspiring skills, in the hours since I left that morning they’d already established a guard at the door. And if I’d been less exhausted and shell-shocked, I probably would have cheered at the sight of him.

“Hi, Kevin.”

I had no clue where Angelica had found him on such short notice, but I couldn’t fault her choice. Kevin was the human security guard who’d been on duty the night of the Symposium. He hadn’t run then either, so it was little surprise that he’d remained stubbornly at his post in spite of the fiery chaos he’d just witnessed only half a block away.

He took one look at me, and I could see his mustache start to bristle in annoyance.

“Still don’t have a badge,” I admitted, my words coming out a little shaky thanks to the aftereffects of fear and adrenaline.

He opened the door anyway, not cracking so much as a smile. “You’re on the list,” he said sternly. “But next time I’ll need some ID.”

I wanted to laugh. I wanted to cry. “Thanks, Kevin. Missed you too.”

We found Angelica pacing in the foyer, every hair in place, wearing a perfectly pressed business suit and heels. She was staring at her phone, folding her arms, and muttering to herself… until she spotted me.

“Why aren’t you answering your phone?” she demanded, and I could have sworn I saw color returning to cheeks that were noticeably paler than normal.

“Dead,” I answered coolly. “Didn’t have my charger last night.”

“Well, we have a new problem.”

When did we not?

“What is it now?”

“The court found out what happened in Colorado.”

Well, crud.

“They claim to want proof that Callum is still alive, so they’re sending a delegation and threatening to fire me if I don’t provide his location and access. I don’t know how long I can keep them from finding out about his condition.”

And after what she’d said about the possibility of traitors in the Shapeshifter Court…

We couldn’t allow this delegation anywhere near Callum until he was awake.

I looked at her sharply. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I need to know where your loyalties truly lie. If your oaths conflict, what are you going to choose?”

She stared back at me, for once without her usual sneer of disdain. “If I answer that question honestly, will you believe me?”

There might have been a day when I would have said no, but I felt like I understood her better now. We were wildly different people, but like me, Angelica was a fierce defender of those she cared about. She was uptight, exacting, and made every effort to exert control on the world around her, but it was out of a desire for rightness. For safety. She was not a liar or a traitor. I’d already staked Callum’s life on that, and I was willing to stake mine too.

“Yes.”

“No siren magic?”

I shook my head. “It doesn’t always work that way.”

She stared at me as if she could somehow deduce the genuineness of my response by boring holes in my head with her eyes. And after a few moments, I could see some undefinable change in her posture. A settling. A choice.

“This isn’t what I wanted,” she muttered savagely. “I never thought I would be asked to choose between loyalty to my king and my court. But… if the court has betrayed Callum, then I cannot stand behind them.” Her gaze met mine, burning amber with defiance. “I will defend him to the death.”

For a gryphon, that was no insignificant promise, and I felt a sudden surge of gratitude and… was that affection? Weird as it seemed, I might actually be starting to like her.

“And if I bring my family here?”

Angelica’s nostrils flared, but she nodded tightly. “I will defend them as well.”

It might be grudging, but it was enough. My family would be safe, and I would be free to choose my battles.

Find the missing kids.

Defend the peace between humans and Idrians.

And fight for Callum’s life.

I wasn’t giving up on a single one.

“Also,” Angelica said, “I should probably mention that Callum is awake.”

Forget friendship. For about five seconds I envisioned myself punching the blonde gryphon right in the face. Messing up her hair and ripping a few buttons off that perfectly pressed suit.

But as it turned out, I was a perfect model of manners and restraint who somehow managed to inform her of my opinion using my words rather than my fists.

“You suck,” I hissed fiercely.

And I had no idea how she responded, because by the time the final syllable was out of my mouth, I was halfway up the first flight of stairs and couldn’t see her face.

By the time I reached Callum’s apartment, I was two full flights ahead of both Angelica and Logan, and I found Ryker pacing just inside the door, his phone to his ear, his hair mussed, and his eyes wild.

He grabbed my arm, his grip so tight it nearly bruised. “Raine! What happened out there? Is everyone okay?”

“Everyone’s alive,” I told him with a weary shrug. “It’s not going to be an easy fix, but the danger is over for now.”

He let out a long breath through pursed lips, and his chin dropped to his chest in relief. “We heard a dragon, but we couldn’t leave to help or find out what was going on. One of the worst moments of my life.”

“Callum,” I said, gripping his arm in return and shaking it a little to get his attention. “Tell me what’s happening. He’s awake? He’s okay?”

He hesitated, so I pulled away and started for the bedroom, not willing to wait another moment.

Ryker didn’t let me get far.

“Yes,” he said hesitantly, “but also, no.”

I stopped, but kept my back to him, not trusting myself to look him in the eye. “What does that mean?”

“It means that he’s in and out of consciousness, but we aren’t actually sure how stable he is. He’s sleeping right now, but he fights us when he’s awake, and we can’t tell for certain whether he recognizes anyone. That’s why we’ve been calling you. I think you may be the only one who can reach him.”

My heart constricted, and I could barely swallow, but I wasn’t going to stop. I was scared, yes, but it didn’t matter. As long as Callum was alive, I would fight for him.

“Have you talked to your mom yet?”

He shook his head. “We wanted you to know first.”

“Call her,” I said grimly. “In fact, you may as well call an official family meeting, cause we’re about to have a whole lot to talk about.”
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I couldn’t even have named which emotion was foremost as I slipped into Callum’s room and closed the door behind me.

Worry, that he wasn’t going to be okay.

Relief, that I no longer had to feel responsible for the chaos outside.

Anticipation…

But as I approached the bed, I quickly realized that it was empty. There was no sign of the auburn-haired dragon that I missed so badly it was an aching wound in my chest.

The blankets were rumpled, the pillow askew, but the dragon was gone.

No. Surely… surely that hadn’t actually been him outside.

I pivoted swiftly and reached for the door handle, ready to call for Ryker, when something grabbed me from behind. A hand fastened over my mouth, silencing my cries. An arm like a steel cable pulled me tightly against a powerful body. I could neither call for help nor fight my way free.

My brain tried to panic, but my body refused. It simply stopped struggling. And when I shut my eyes, I knew.

It didn’t matter that we’d been together only a little over a week. Nor did it matter that we’d been separated for most of it. I knew whose arms held me. I knew whose heartbeat echoed through my chest in counterpoint to my own.

“Callum?”

At least that’s what I tried to say, but the hand over my mouth muffled the word.

My captor paused. His hand lowered—only by a fraction, but it was enough.

“Callum, it’s me.”

The arms caging me went still, and for a moment it felt as if every muscle in his body tensed. He was poised and waiting… for something.

“Do you know me?”

Silence. I felt his chest heaving as if he was struggling for words, and then his breath on my neck. Warm and soft, ruffling my hair.

“It’s Raine,” I said quietly, wondering whether it was possible for a heart to crack under such strain. “Callum, I’m so glad you’re alive. Like Faris always says, everything else… everything else we can fix.”

I felt a surge of tension ripple through him, heard a low growl of frustration rumble through his chest.

What kind of poison could do this? Rob him of speech, of rationality, even of recognition?

That storm I’d sensed… It must have been the moment he awakened—disoriented, angry, and maybe even afraid. I needed to reach him, but in order to do that, I would have to lower the walls that were protecting me from the chaotic state of his emotions.

I could normally only feel those emotions when I was touching him, and the fact that I’d felt his turmoil from halfway across the city suggested that our connection had been heightened. If I dropped my walls now…

But it didn’t matter. Whatever happened, it was a risk I was more than willing to take for Callum’s sake.

And what was more, those walls might be dampening our bond. He might not be able to sense me, and if he felt threatened, there was a chance he would react in a way he would hate himself for later.

So before I could think better of it, before I could consider, or weigh, or even second guess… I took a sledgehammer to the protections that I’d built around my heart.

Brick by brick, they crashed down, and the storm rose once more, leaving me buffeted by the winds of thoughts and feelings that I knew were not my own. And at the center of it all, I felt more than heard a cry of anger and despair, carrying the taint of a deep and demoralizing fear.

For the merest fraction of a second, I opened myself up and touched that coiling darkness. Allowed it to resonate through me. Let myself feel it. Taste it. Understand it. Understand him.

Callum was a man of deep convictions and an even deeper sense of responsibility. But he was also a black dragon. A guardian and a protector, with a fierce love for his family and his people.

And he was so afraid that he’d failed. Failed at his job, failed to protect his hoard. Failed everyone he loved.

Failed me.

But this fear… It was not just a normal fear. It felt like a living thing—coiled around Callum’s heart and giving teeth to a part of himself that he’d defeated many times already. He might have overcome the poison’s effects on his physical body, but another battle still remained.

The battle for his mind.

And maybe it made me a fool, but I wasn’t willing to wait for anyone to tell me how dangerous this was, or warn me about the potential for catastrophe. I wasn’t ready to hear the risks or listen to anyone else’s doubts.

Because this was my battle. Callum was my mate, and I would fight for him, no matter the outcome, knowing that my family would always have my back.

Whether I succeeded or failed today, the fight beyond this room would continue, because it wasn’t just about me. Blake would still be defeated. The missing kids would be found, The Portal would be fixed, and Ethan would be safe, because not a single one of my people would leave the others to face the pain, the sorrows, or the complications of life on their own.

For so long, I’d tried to face all my problems alone, hoping to stretch myself thin enough to defeat them all. But I never could. Time and time again, someone else had picked me up and set me on my feet. Someone had been my family.

So now I could face this fight, setting all other fears aside. Even if this battle was my last, Ari and Logan would be taken care of. Kes would be protected. And that made me brave enough to turn in Callum’s arms and look him in the eye. Let myself sink into that stranger’s gaze and set my palm against his cheek.

“Don’t worry,” I said softly. “You’re in there, and I’m going to find you.”

And then I dove in. Past the broken walls, past the fear, past the storm, to the tightly coiled knot of emotions at Callum’s heart and the tangled threads of magic that made up our bond.

Where those threads had once glowed with power, they now lay dark and thorny. Flickers of power surged, but they did not welcome me as they once had.

I didn’t stop, and I refused to be afraid. Instead, I took hold of Callum’s shirt, and tugged his head down until his forehead rested on mine. He did not resist, as if somehow, he still knew I wasn’t going to hurt him.

“I won’t let you go,” I told him simply. “I don’t know what demons you’re fighting right now, but I won’t let this poison have you.”

A groan wrenched from his throat—a sound of agony that tore at my heart, but I did not back down.

“You are mine, Callum-ro-Deverin, and I will do battle with whatever tries to take you from me. Whether it’s your mom, or Blake, or the entire Shapeshifter Court. There is nothing I won’t try. No one I won’t fight. So if you’re hiding from this—hiding from our bond—know that I won’t stop coming. I won’t stop digging. I won’t stop trusting that you’ll come back to me.”

He began to shiver—first almost imperceptibly, then in earnest. Powerful tremors shook his body, from his broad shoulders to the strong arm that still wrapped around my waist.

“I know you’re scared,” I murmured. “I know this poison is trying to tell you that you’ve failed. But you haven’t failed until you give up, and I know that’s not you. You promised to fight for me. For us. So come back,” I pleaded. “Take my hand. Remember me.”

I had no idea what I would do if this didn’t work. If all of our history together was just… gone. The thought of it tried to stop my breath and brought hot stinging tears to my eyes, but I pushed through.

“Remember how we met,” I insisted. “That night at The Portal, I didn’t even like you. I was afraid you might hurt my family, so I didn’t trust you, and I know you didn’t trust me, either. And then you made it worse when you tried to blackmail me.”

It seemed so long ago that we’d looked at one another with anger or distrust. So long ago that we’d existed as no more than employer and employee.

“But you have to remember how many times we’ve saved each other—enough that we’ve had to stop counting because it doesn’t matter anymore. Not when you’re mine to save, and I’m yours. And I am yours, Callum. No holding back. You’re stuck with me until the breath leaves my body and my heart stops beating, and maybe even then there will be a part of me that won’t let go, for as long as either of us lives.”

I had no way of knowing whether our bond was truly complete, but if I’d had the means, I would have made it so in that moment. No questions, no doubts. This man, this dragon, was mine.

“So you can’t quit. Because right here, right now, I’m claiming you. This is it. No going back. Not for either of us. Whatever this poison tries to take from you, it’s going to have to beat me too. Do you hear me, Callum? It’s going to have to defeat me too!”

I had no one to tell me what to do. No idea how mate bonds truly worked. But with our foreheads pressed together, my tears hot on my cheeks, and his hand trembling where it rested on my neck, I reached out and touched that strange kernel of raw emotion that he carried somewhere within him.

It was the very heart of our bond, and I poured my own magic into it—a fierce, sharp torrent of power that blazed through the shadows, scorching the lingering doubts and piercing to the heart of the darkness that smothered him.

In that moment, my magic was neither fae, nor elemental, nor siren, nor shapeshifter—it was simply raw power, burning with determination and driven by the fear of losing him forever.

And just as Callum had found me in the middle of a tornado and saved me from the howling winds, I found him in that storm of poison and self-doubt and refused to let go.

The maelstrom tore at me, shredding my mind and my will with the stinging claws of fear, but I held on. Clung to my memories and my certainty that after all we’d been through, no poison, no assassin’s blade, was going to take him from me.

I had no idea how long we stood there, locked together, grappling with that unseen enemy. It could have been mere minutes, hours, or even days. But eventually my power began to ebb. My strength began to fail. I knew my knees were about to buckle, and I still could not tell if I’d done enough.

“Callum. Can you hear me?” I gripped his shirt collar like a lifeline—the only thing holding me up. “Do you know who I am?”

I felt his chest rising and falling beneath my hands, as if he’d run a thousand miles to reach this point. Felt his hand squeeze my waist, and then…

The storm died.

The winds were cut off.

Everything that raged at his heart suddenly went silent, and I heard a hoarse whisper.

“Raine.”

Tears erupted and ran down my face, unchecked.

“Yes. It’s me.”

He collapsed—dropped to his knees and slumped over, catching himself with one hand, while the other wrapped around me to keep me from falling.

For a moment we hovered there. I was resting on his forearm, barely holding my own head up as I reached out to tilt his face towards mine. Waiting for those gorgeous amber eyes to open, while searching for any sign that he was going to be okay.

“Callum?”

He nodded, but slowly, as if every motion hurt. His eyes finally opened. He was still breathing hard, but with a sense of release. And then he looked at me.

There was no glow of magic in those amber depths. Not even a spark of power. Only a deep well of recognition and a sense of connection so profound that I nearly gasped aloud.

And yet, there was no smile on his lips, no hope on his face. Only a sort of lost emptiness.

“Callum, what’s wrong? Are you still in pain?”

He clenched me to him suddenly, pulling me to his chest and tucking his face into my shoulder, his arms shaking as he held me.

“You’re real,” he whispered. “You’re really real this time.”

“Of course I’m real.” I gave in to temptation and touched his hair, running my fingers through the disorderly auburn strands with fierce relief. “And I’m not going anywhere. Callum, I’ve fully accepted our bond.”

He didn’t react at all. Not with excitement, not with relief, only a quiet sort of despair.

“What is it?” I pulled back, took his face between my hands and forced him to look at me. “You’re scaring me, Callum. What is it?”

His eyes fluttered closed. “I can’t feel you,” he said hoarsely. “I can’t feel anything. The bond, the dragon… all of my magic and my connections to my people and my family. They’re just gone.”
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I didn’t have time to ask questions, or even process the horror of what he’d revealed. The door eased open, Ryker’s head popped in, and he stared at both of us for a moment before moving fully into the room, folding his arms, and narrowing his eyes at Callum.

“Who am I?” he demanded.

After a brief hesitation, Callum seemed to pull himself together, locking away both his worry and despair as he rose to his feet, bringing me with him.

“You’re the bratty little brother who won’t leave me alone when all I’m trying to do is get a decent nap,” he grumbled, with a tired half-smile.

Ryker’s jaw clenched. His eyes went suspiciously red, then he whirled around to face the wall, hands on his hips, head tilted back. I heard a sniffle or two before he turned back again, blinking and grimacing in a transparent attempt to conceal his relief.

“You know what, I hate you,” he said, shaking his head. “That’s the last time I turn down a party invitation to babysit your lazy backside while you recover from a tiny little scratch that would barely inconvenience a baby.”

Callum’s lips twitched. The smile didn’t quite reach his eyes, but I could tell he was trying. For Ryker’s sake.

“Fine by me. Maybe next time I’ll be able to actually get some rest instead of listening to you carry on like you think you’re at a funeral.”

Ryker’s face went flat. “I almost was,” he said softly. “And I think you know it, too.”

Callum sighed, released me, and moved towards his brother. Pulled Ryker’s head into his shoulder and clasped his arm in a firm grip.

“Thank you,” he said quietly. “I know that can’t have been easy, and I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, you stupid lizard,” Ryker choked out. “Just don’t do it again.”

“I’ll try.”

They pulled apart. Ryker swiped at his eyes with his sleeve, and then it was as if a switch flipped and they were back to normal. Like nothing had ever happened.

Boys.

“Seriously though, how are you?”

Callum shrugged with studied nonchalance. “Up and breathing,” he said. “Beyond that, I think only time will tell. You want to fill me in?”

For some reason, he wasn’t ready to tell Ryker what he’d told me, and a sick current of apprehension coiled around my gut. Why not share that with his brother, unless it meant something far more dire than I’d realized?

“First thing you should know,” I blurted out. “Angelica says the Shapeshifter Council is sending someone here to check up on you. They found out what happened at the Fae Court, and now they’re accusing her of hiding the fact that you’re dead.”

Callum’s expression turned to ice.

“Also,” Ryker added, “whatever poison they used, we’re pretty sure it wasn’t just intended for fae. I don’t think you were an accidental target.”

“I wasn’t.”

This time, even Ryker couldn’t miss the bleakness in his tone. The red dragon was suddenly poised and tense, regarding his brother with razor-sharp focus and a dangerous edge. “What’s wrong?”

Callum hesitated.

“Don’t you dare hide this from me,” Ryker growled. “At least pretend that you respect me enough to tell me the truth.”

“I can’t shift,” Callum said flatly. “My body is whole, but my magic is completely sealed off. I can’t feel the dragon at all.”

Ryker blanched. “And your bond?” he asked, glancing at me with a taut expression.

“I can’t feel that either.”

I thought I was prepared to hear it, but I still flinched, and Callum saw it.

“This changes nothing,” he said, and even though I knew the harshness in his tone was not for me, it still stung. “Not about my feelings for you. I told you before, this isn’t just about magic for me.”

I knew that. I did, but it didn’t stop the fear and doubt from creeping in.

“We aren’t going to lose hope,” Ryker said firmly. “And this might actually be a good thing. It means we can start narrowing down the possibilities for the poison. There aren’t a lot that can do that to a shapeshifter.”

Bless Ryker for being such an optimist. In that moment, there was no part of me that could see this as a good thing. Not when it had left my indomitable dragon as little more than a shadow of his usual self.

“So what else do I need to know?” Callum asked. “Did you find the herbalist Rath was looking for?”

“I haven’t heard,” I admitted. “We were ambushed that night.”

His expression went fierce and almost feral before I added, “But we were fine. Kira did her dragon thing and I…” I shrugged a little sheepishly. “I think I might have killed a few turtles.”

Both dragons looked utterly confused, but thankfully I didn’t have to explain because that’s when the apartment door opened to admit Angelica, followed by Logan, Kira, Faris, and Morghaine.

Where was Ethan?

Faris dropped into a chair and rubbed the back of his neck, looking more exhausted than I’d ever seen him.

“Before you start worrying”—he shot me a knowing look—“Ethan is with Kes. They’re getting moved into the apartment next door.” He jerked his head in Callum’s direction. “You caught him up yet?”

I shook my head. On top of all the other bad news, how could I tell him about the attack on The Portal?

“Well, the good news is, the police don’t think I’m involved. The bad news…” He glanced at Kira and for the first time I noticed her shell-shocked expression.

“The bad news is that they don’t blame me because Tairen claimed it was all her doing.”

I gaped at him. “Wait, she…”

He turned towards Callum. “Short story is, a black dragon rampaged around Bricktown and destroyed The Portal.”

Callum went utterly still.

“The dragon disappeared, and no one was hurt, but it’ll be a while before we get everything put back together. And someone in the street was shouting your name the whole time. Guess they were hoping to pin the responsibility on you.”

No one said anything for a few moments while Callum digested that.

“So Mom was arrested because she was trying to save me from the consequences of a crime I couldn’t possibly have committed?” I’d never heard him sound so flat and cold.

“Not entirely.” Morghaine spoke so quietly, we almost couldn’t hear her words.

“Then why?”

“Because the dragon that destroyed The Portal… was me.”

I watched as Callum and Ryker went through the same thought process I had and came to the same conclusions.

“How long do we have?” Callum wanted to know. “Before they find out it couldn’t have been Mom?”

“They might never find out,” Faris returned heavily. “Not unless someone tells them the truth. And chances are, unless she shifts, they won’t even care enough to dig into it. The Bureau of Idrian Affairs in Washington is sending an agent, but with all the video recordings and your mom’s confession, why would they bother digging?”

“But no one got hurt. What will they do to her?”

“Lock her up as a threat to humanity?” Faris suggested bluntly. “You know there’ve been more ugly rumors and hostile encounters with humans lately, and this is only going to make it worse. And just like the Symposium, we can’t expose Blake’s play without letting the humans know what’s possible. Our hands are tied.”

I wasn’t going to accept that, and I could tell by looking around the room that no one else was either.

“So we have to figure out what Blake is actually planning. Why this attack? Why now? And how does it tie into the missing kids?”

“Plural?”

I laid out for them what Kira and I had discovered, both about Jeremiah and about Tabitha. “If I’m right, and Blake had a hand in Jeremiah’s kidnapping, I don’t think he’s going to stop there. So I have to convince Tabitha’s mom to talk to me. See if we can find out whether there’s any link between this online game and their disappearance.”

I had a feeling there was a connection, and it meant that Blake had something big in mind. He had to have been planning this since even before the Symposium. But what I couldn’t figure out was…

“How did Blake get his people here, then get them out again so quickly? At Monique’s place, the scent trails ended in the middle of the backyard.”

“I tracked the dragon to the alley behind The Portal,” Kira put in thoughtfully, staring at her hands. “The trail disappeared after that.” As if he or she had shifted back into a human and simply walked away. But to where?

“So he has to be close, right? Blake’s base has to be somewhere nearby.”

He was the key to all of this, just as he had been since the beginning, and it felt like we were no closer to catching him. No closer to understanding. We stood in the center of the board, but we were blindfolded, with all the pieces shifting around us.

All we could do was pick a direction and keep moving.

“We’ll find him,” I said grimly. “He can’t get away every time. And now that Callum is awake, we can focus on the next most urgent tasks.”

“The poison,” Ryker said.

“Mom.” Kira sounded like she was about to break.

“Jeremiah and Tabitha,” Logan added.

“And our treacherous court members who are already on their way here to pretend to mourn over Callum’s corpse,” Angelica put in acidly.

Somehow, the list never seemed to get shorter.

But we could do this. If only…

“Ryker, you keep working with Rath and Draven on the poison.” Callum folded his arms and surveyed the room with a keen glance, taking on a hint of his usual authoritative manner. “Angelica, I’ll need your help to arrange a meeting with the Shapeshifter Court, and Faris, any assistance you could give us with the city would be appreciated.”

Faris grunted in acknowledgment. “Whatever I can do.”

“If worse comes to worst,” Callum continued, “we can always prove Mom wasn’t responsible by having her shift so the humans can see she’s the wrong color. But even so, we probably need to get her out of their custody as soon as possible, before she loses her patience and causes another incident.”

Even my brief acquaintance with Tairen indicated that his concerns were justified. If she got angry and shifted while in human custody… I shivered.

“Kira, maybe you could visit her and try to keep her calm?”

She murmured her agreement, but her expression was strangely absent as she gazed at her oldest brother. As if her mind were elsewhere, working on a much different problem.

“Raine”—his gaze fell on me—“once I’ve taken care of the court, I’d like to help you with the missing kids.”

Something was off in his eyes and his voice, but he seemed to be silently pleading with me not to draw attention to it.

So I just nodded.

“Thank you,” I said simply. “There’s nothing I’d love more.”
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It seemed to take forever, but we eventually all agreed on a plan to move forward, and one by one, everyone left for the evening. Even Ryker finally seemed to accept that Callum would be fine without him, and pulled Angelica out the door despite her protests, leaving Callum and me alone.

At first we just stood there, silently absorbing the weight of the last few hours, and perhaps both waiting for each other to be ready to talk. Part of me was braced for him to say something I wasn’t prepared to hear.

But in the end, it wasn’t talking that we needed. Callum broke first, striding across the room and pulling me into his chest. One arm wrapped around my waist, while the other hand threaded into my hair, tucked my head against his shoulder and held me close.

It felt desperate somehow. As if he needed the reminder that I was real. That I was still here, and I wasn’t letting go.

“It’s okay,” I murmured into his shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere.”

His hold did not loosen.

“Callum, what’s wrong? You need to tell me.”

He didn’t want to. I could feel his reluctance through the bond, muffled but unmistakable.

“The poison isn’t gone,” he finally admitted.

“I know,” I told him gently. “It’s still blocking your magic, and our bond. But we’ll figure it out. As long as you’re here, that’s what matters.”

“No, Raine.”

I felt a sudden chill, and a dark, unwelcome certainty. It wasn’t just his magic. Wasn’t just our bond.

“The poison is still working. It’s draining me. Eating away at me. The only reason I’m able to function right now… I think it’s you.”

I tried to keep panic from setting in, but I knew he could feel me start to tremble. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that nothing has actually changed except whatever you did. If you were able to complete our bond on your own, that may be all that’s holding me steady. The only thing keeping me conscious and aware.”

I could barely breathe. “Then what if…”

“If we don’t find an antidote in time, I don’t know how much longer I’ll last.”

I didn’t accept that. I couldn’t. Wouldn’t. “Then we’ll find it. That’s all. Because I’m not going to lose you.”

He pulled back, but only to take my face between his hands and look into my eyes. And while there was no glow of magic glimmering from those amber depths, there was a different kind of intensity—one that made its own kind of magic and punched my heart with the feelings I read there.

“No matter what happens, Raine, you need to know that I love you.”

Tears. There was no way to stop them. No way to halt the flood of emotions that felt like they carved a path clear through my heart and left a gaping wound behind.

“And if you’ll let me spend every minute of whatever time I have left beside you? That will be enough.”

I gripped his wrists and hung on. Maybe he couldn’t feel our bond, but I could still make him understand how I felt. “It won’t be enough for me, Callum. It won’t ever be enough. I only just found you. Only just let myself believe it was okay to be happy. So I’m not giving up on you now, and you don’t get to give up either.”

“You think I’m giving up?” He shook his head, a lopsided smile tugging at his lips even as his own eyes grew red and glimmered with emotion. “Never. But I’m done pretending that anything in my life is more important than you. If the shapeshifters want to get rid of me, let them try. If the fae want to set their whole court on fire, I don’t care. And if anyone questions my choice of a mate, they can take their objections and shove them…”

I clapped a hand over his mouth. “Language! If you’re spending the rest of your life with me, you should know there’s an impressionable six-year-old who’s almost always listening.”

He laughed silently and grasped my wrist, pressed a featherlight kiss to my fingers, then slowly lowered my hand…

But only so he could finally kiss me properly. With all the aching desperation of a man who’d realized that every kiss could be our last.

His lips met mine fiercely, his hands tangling in my hair, our bodies pressed together as if we could somehow truly blend into one person. And through our bond… I could feel everything. Hunger, desperation, longing, despair, happiness, and the faintest thread of hope.

This kiss was everything that tied us together, and where I had once feared the idea of someone being able to feel my emotions, now it broke me to realize that Callum was cut off from our bond. That he would never know what this kiss meant to me. Never know what I was thinking and feeling in this moment, when it seemed as if everything was falling apart around us.

Everything except our commitment to each other and to our families. Everything except the people we loved, who would look into this darkness beside us and never, ever flinch.

So even here—even in a moment when the future seemed bleak—it was never truly hopeless. There were too many people fighting for us and with us. Too many who held us up and would never let us fall.

“You and me,” I said against his lips. “For however long we have. Let’s make it count.”

His forehead rested against mine, and he nodded. “And let’s find whatever happiness we can. No dwelling on the possibilities. Let’s just live. Enjoy the time we have together. And see if we can save the world while we’re at it.”

“No pressure,” I murmured.

He laughed, and the sound rumbled through my chest, filling me with warmth and a renewed sense of hope.

“I hope you know, Callum-ro-Deverin… With or without your magic, there’s no one I would rather have at my back or standing beside me. To the end of the world, to the post office, the grocery store, or an afternoon in the park—it’s just you.”

He grinned and kissed me again. “Once we’ve saved the world, we’ll have to give parks and post offices a try. First date, maybe?”

It was my turn to laugh at the absolute backwardness of our history together. “Sounds like a plan.”

Now all we had to do was survive, unravel Blake’s plotting, find an antidote, prevent a war, and come home safely.

It was a lot, but so was everything we’d overcome to get this far.

And if I could somehow manage to raise a six-year-old teleporter and a teenage elemental without tearing my hair out or running away to Antarctica?

Heck, I could do anything.
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I don’t know that anyone slept much that night. We ended up with Kes and the kids in one apartment and Shane and Ethan in another, while I slept on Callum’s couch. I wasn’t ready to be more than a few steps away, just in case something happened and his condition worsened unexpectedly.

Angelica and Ryker showed up the next morning, bursting in while Callum and I were barefoot in the kitchen, sipping coffee with my back against his chest and his arm around my waist—a single moment of quiet and contentment that only made me want more.

Even Angelica didn’t bother to give us a side-eye.

“They’re here,” she announced. “I haven’t told the court anything definite about your condition, so they’re still operating under a suspicious assumption that something is very wrong. Maybe even that you’re dead. How would you like to play this?”

Callum set down his mug with exquisite care and control. I could feel a tremor of rage shiver through him, and had to suppress an evil smile at the thought of what was coming for the shapeshifters who’d dared to show their faces here.

“Have them wait downstairs. Tell them they’re free to judge your actions after they’ve seen my current condition.”

She nodded. “Do you wish me to be present at the meeting?”

He eyed her thoughtfully. “It depends on your future plans. I don’t know what my relationship with the court will look like after this, so if you want to keep working for them, you’ll need deniability. If it helps, I’ll make sure they understand that nothing has been your fault, and you were only following my orders.”

She folded her arms and regarded him coolly. “And if I don’t want to keep working for them?”

“Then I would ask what you do want,” Callum replied. “You’re capable, loyal, and the best assistant I’ve ever had. Your quick thinking is the only reason I’m still alive, and if I continue in my position, I wouldn’t want to lose you. But I respect you too much to attempt to influence your decision, and I don’t have enough certainty in my own future to promise you anything.”

She huffed. “I don’t need your promises, Callum. I know my own worth, and I will land on my feet whether I choose to continue with the Shapeshifter Court or not.”

No one would have disagreed with that.

“But I would rather remain loyal to my oath to you,” she continued. “No matter what happens with the court. I would like to see this through, if you will have me.”

Callum’s head tilted, but his gaze remained direct. “It doesn’t have to be about an oath.”

Her nostrils flared. “What else would it be?”

“Family,” he said simply.

For just the tiniest instant, her gaze darted towards Ryker, and her cheeks turned slightly pink.

“Why would I want that?”

“It’s not about blood,” Callum explained, “or any formal ties. Just people who choose each other. And I think you’ve already done that, just by being here.”

She didn’t agree in words, but some part of her softened ever so slightly.

“Maybe,” she allowed grudgingly. “But right now we don’t have time to debate the details. Do you want me to attend the meeting or not?”

He nodded. “I do. You and Raine. I’m putting all my cards on the table. When they leave here, I don’t want any doubts about my intentions.”
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We didn’t have long to wait, and I needed all of it to make myself vaguely presentable. I had to race next door to grab clean clothes, then brush my hair and try to wash all remaining traces of ash and char from my skin. One of these days, I would have time for a shower, but apparently that day was not going to be today.

And I felt even worse when I rejoined Callum on his doorstep. He looked like he’d showered, changed, and was now ready to take the modeling world by storm. Freshly shaven, his hair in artful waves, wearing dark jeans and a perfectly fitted black tee.

No suit, no entourage. Nothing to suggest that he was technically the king of his people.

Nothing except the look of steely determination that sent shivers down my spine and filled me with an evil sort of anticipation.

When he saw me, his eyes lit up, as if he’d just seen something miraculous. Something other than me in my torn jeans, dark hoodie, and mostly clean running shoes.

And yet, his gaze never wavered, and as I approached, he held out his hand. “Go with me?”

To the ends of the earth.

But for some reason, there was suddenly a lump in my throat, so all I could do was nod.

We made our way down the stairs together, and by the time we reached the foyer, we could already hear voices. Angelica’s cool, crisp tones mingled with a handful of others—by turns sharp, nasally, demanding, or dismissive.

Any one of them might be the traitor who’d wanted Callum dead. Any one of them may have colluded with the fae to stab him with a poisoned dagger. And when I found out who it was, they were going to wish that dagger had taken them instead.

The lights were on in the event space downstairs, but the floor was empty. The furniture and the stage were gone, the wall fountain was silent and still, and in their absence, the voices of the visiting shapeshifters echoed eerily around us as we entered, hand in hand.

I don’t know whether they heard him first or felt him first, but I saw the moment they realized Callum was in the room.

Like prey animals scenting a predator, they froze, even if only for an instant. Nostrils flared. Shoulders hunched. Nervous glances darted from one to another. And then they turned, and saw us standing together.

I didn’t recognize any of the four, but then, I didn’t expect to. I had no experience with the court, but within the next handful of seconds, I’d memorized each of their faces.

A middle-aged black man, about my height but twice my width at the shoulder, with dark brown skin, hair clipped close to his scalp, and a quiet, watchful air.

A woman who appeared barely into her twenties, with flawless russet brown skin and black hair that fell to her waist.

A white man in his sixties, with a bit of a comb-over and a neatly trimmed beard. He was the only one wearing a suit, and his leather shoes looked expensive, as did the gold watch on his wrist.

The fourth was a woman who walked with the aid of a cane. Her skin was wrinkled and so pale it was nearly transparent, and her white hair was gathered in a precise bun at the top of her head. Her golden eyes, however, showed no sign of her age. They screamed raptor, and I felt a shudder as they passed over me and lingered on our joined hands.

Was it one of these four who had betrayed Callum? Or could it even be all of them? And was there a chance they had come to finish the job?

“I would be delighted to know to what I owe the pleasure of this unexpected visit.”

If they were smart, the four shifters would take note of Callum’s tone and run for their lives. But if they were smart, they wouldn’t be here in the first place, so it was no use hoping for miracles.

The old woman pinned us with her gaze, raking Callum with those raptor eyes as if looking for some sort of trick. “Don’t play games with us, ro-Deverin. We received word that you were attacked at the Fae Court, but then you disappeared, and the gryphon refused to update us on your condition.” Her glare shifted to Angelica. “We are well within the bounds of our responsibility to the court as a whole to demand the truth of whether our king is alive or dead.”

“You wish to not play games?” Callum said softly. “Very well. Let’s not. Let’s talk instead about malice and sabotage. About underhanded plots and cowardly schemes. About why, while I was away serving the interests of our people, endeavoring to protect them from a potentially hostile situation at the Fae Court, the Shapeshifter Council saw fit to attack and endanger my mate.”

“That is an utterly baseless accusation,” the old woman snapped. “The council has not been officially informed of a mate bond. How can we scheme against a person who—so far as we are aware—does not exist?”

Callum never flinched. “Gloria, the only reason I have never called you out on your web of plots and machinations is that you are a respected elder in your tribe and have led them with courage since before the fall of Idria.” His tone was almost terrifyingly matter of fact. “But this time you have gone too far. You disliked my choice of mate and tried to take matters into your own hands, and that I will neither overlook nor forgive.”

The suit-clad older man attempted to intervene on Gloria’s behalf. “What proof do you…”

“I. Don’t. Need. Proof.”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop by at least ten degrees. I had never heard that tone from Callum before. Never felt the chill that ran down my spine in answer to that deep, guttural growl. It was the assertion of an apex predator to a lesser being—that he was no longer holding back.

“I am your king. You chose me. You asked me to lead and protect, and I have done so. Risked everything for the sake of our people. And the minute my back was turned? You stabbed me in it.”

He paused for a moment, but not a single one of them had the nerve to respond.

“So here we are. And, whether you choose to acknowledge it or not, the facts and the law are in agreement.” His voice grew even quieter and more deadly until the very air seemed to shiver with terror. “And the fact is, I could eat every one of you, and no one could say a word against me.”

He looked at each of them in turn, a creature of terrifying power with zero doubt in his ability to make this room a scene of unimaginable carnage.

“But do you know why I have not yet done that?”

None of them moved. I wasn’t even sure they were breathing.

“Because I happen to believe that the shapeshifters need a better way. That our laws should change. Grow. Adapt to this new world we’ve found ourselves in. And one of the things that most needs to adapt is the brutality of our leadership—the nature of our very concept of justice. So, while I do not, in fact, need to provide proof”—here he pinned the gray-haired man with his gaze—“I can. And I will. Along with evidence that would convict at least three out of the four of you beyond all question of doubt.”

Somehow, they managed not to look at each other. Not to ask, even with their eyes, who the single innocent party might be.

Callum’s hand squeezed mine, as if reminding me to relax. Not to give away the reality that all of this was a bluff. Well, maybe not all. I had no idea whether he actually had any evidence on these four or not.

“So if you still wish to question my condition or my decisions, by all means keep coming. Bring me your complaints and your concerns. Bring me your assertions that I am unfit and your insistence that you are merely helping me recognize the truth. But”—his voice dropped again to a deadly near-whisper—“I suggest you also bring me the name of whoever hired Hector Ademar to deliver your summons. And…” He paused. Weighing the risk. Testing the room. And then he went for it. “…the names of whomever among our people conspired with the fae to ensure that I never returned home alive.”

They’d been watchfully still before, but now the four shifters turned coiled and poised—every muscle tensed, every sense on alert. It was a reminder that these four were predators at heart. Their eyes went hot, molten amber, and for an instant, I was certain they were about to shift and attack us both.

And Callum? I’d been awed before by his overwhelming aura of authority, but never so much as today. He commanded that room almost effortlessly, and to anyone watching, there would have been no doubt who the strongest was.

Only I could tell how much it was costing him. How much effort it took just to stand there and face them with such confidence, when he could no longer truly enforce his authority. Could no longer shift to prove that he deserved to rule. In truth, he was as vulnerable as a naked child in front of hungry wolves, and if any of them realized it? We might both be dead.

It was a bluff as terrifying as it was awe-inspiring, and if it weren’t for Angelica, I’m still not sure if we could have pulled it off.

But with a gryphon behind them and an angry dragon in front of them, none of the four seemed to decide it was worth their lives to challenge their king.

“If this accusation is indeed true,” the black man said gravely, “then allow me to offer apologies on behalf of the entire council. I do not hesitate to admit that I was one of those who voted to summon Raine Kendrick for questioning. Her history, her actions, her abilities, and her proximity to you, ro-Deverin, are all concerning enough to warrant investigation. But an attempt on your life is not only grotesque, but treasonous, and takes precedence over all other concerns.”

“How comforting,” Callum said flatly. “As it happens, there is a way for you to prove that your apology is indeed sincere. There are only a handful of poisons effective against shapeshifters. I wish to know which one was used. If you can bring me the name of the poison and the one who provided it to the fae, I will consider this matter closed.”

It might sound like he was letting them off too easily, but in truth, it was a carefully worded trap. No matter their reaction, these four would eventually betray both their loyalties and their motivation. And if they did indeed turn in the one responsible for betraying him…

“I must also insist that the traitor still be alive,” Callum added coolly.

There was another moment in which any wrong move might have triggered a battle. Everyone was watching everyone else, waiting for a twitch that might reveal innocence or guilt, or telegraph intentions before it was too late.

“Of course,” the younger man agreed, his slight bow of courtesy a careful, brittle gesture. “I must regrettably add one clarification. Since you have apparently read our laws carefully enough to understand the limits of your authority, you must also be aware that a summons cannot be rescinded, either by royal command or by vote of the council.”

It was my turn. Given his history, I wasn’t sure Callum could be trusted to respond to that one politely.

“I’ve never asked you to rescind it.” I looked each of them in the eye, holding their gaze long enough to establish that I was not intimidated. “Whether I agree with your baseless accusations and suspicions is beside the point. What I have a problem with is your underhanded method of delivery.”

The older man opened his mouth, but I talked right over the top of him.

“You went behind Callum’s back because you’re afraid of him. And you used a courier with a criminal history because you’re afraid of the Shadow Court. I understand your fear, but Hector Ademar didn’t just deliver a message—he smashed up the place where I work and tried to kill my boss.”

I shook my head. “Any one of you could have done the honorable thing, spoken to Faris politely, and looked me in the eye while you delivered your summons. But you didn’t, because at heart?” I felt my lips curl with disdain. “You’re cowards. Which means I don’t very much care what you think of me. I will answer your summons because the Shapeshifter Court matters to Callum, and therefore it matters to me. But I will never beg for your approval. Not when you’ve made it clear that my past, my pain, and my safety mean nothing to you.”

“Fairly spoken.” Once again, it was the younger of the two men who spoke up, and as he did so, he offered another slight bow. Possibly an acknowledgement of the justice of my accusations. “But I hope in turn you can see the basis for our fear. You are an unknown human with powers previously believed to be impossible. You have a past connection with a man who seems determined to destroy our kind, and our king is now so suddenly under your sway.”

“Oh, believe me, I have no difficulty understanding why you’re scared of me,” I replied, and was shocked when his lips twitched in response.

“Well, it would appear that our trip has not been wasted,” the younger woman said briskly, speaking for the first time, and with an authority that surprised me, considering her age. Made me wonder who, in fact, was the most powerful among the four.

“We will look forward to seeing you back at court, Your Majesty, and you, Miss Kendrick, when you have a moment in your schedule to accept our invitation.”

I wasn’t sure how Callum would react to this characterization of my summons, and thankfully he didn’t have to, as Angelica stepped seamlessly into the conversation.

“If you have any further concerns, you may address them to me directly, and I will convey them to His Majesty as appropriate. And you may rest assured that he will rejoin the court as soon as his business here is concluded.”

It was a dismissal, and the four of them were sufficiently wise to hear it as such. I watched them go, searching for any hint of disappointment, or any indication that they might choose to attack instead of retreat, but an attack never came.

Angelica followed them out, but returned only a few moments later. “They’re gone,” she reported. “And I’ve asked Ryker to tail them to make sure they leave the city.” Her glance at Callum was transparently worried. “Do you think they were convinced by your threats?”

“I think they weren’t sure enough of anything to make a move,” he responded grimly. “And I genuinely doubt that all of them were in on it. Without access to my dragon…” He cursed under his breath. “I couldn’t quite read them. Raine?” His gaze burned with anger and frustration, though I could tell none of it was aimed at me. “Did you sense anything?”

I had to shake my head. My hunch magic still wasn’t that reliable, and activated pretty much only when it wanted to. “Nothing for sure. The younger of the men… I didn’t feel any kind of hostility from him. Or guilt, now that I think about it. Just caution. He might be really good at hiding his intentions, though.”

Angelica tilted her head thoughtfully. “No, I think you’re correct.” For once, she didn’t even seem disgusted by the necessity of agreeing with me. “I don’t think Landon knew about any conspiracy, if there truly was one. He was clearly in agreement with the summons, but he reacted pretty strongly when you mentioned Hector and the attack on Faris.”

“A problem for later.” Now that our unwanted guests were gone, Callum sounded somewhere between exhausted and relieved. “Let them take that back to the court and stew on it for a while. See if it stirs anything up. We have plenty to do here while we wait for their next move.”

Wait to see if they would reveal the traitor.

Wait to find out whether we would learn the name of the poison in time.

“How are you feeling?”

I could tell he didn’t want to answer that, but he did anyway.

“Like I’m missing a limb,” he said honestly. “Like a sixth sense I’ve always used but never fully understood is just… gone. I don’t think I could go for a run or punch through a wall, but”—he offered me a lopsided smile—“I can help find a couple of missing kids.”

“Are you sure?” I stepped towards him until I could rest a hand on his chest, feel his heart beating beneath my fingers and wonder… How much longer did we have?

Callum covered my hand with his. “I’m sure. Whatever happens… However much time I have, I’m going to spend it with you.”

I’d never dreamed that a single sentence could be so utterly romantic… and so utterly heartbreaking.

“If that’s all,” Angelica interjected a little sarcastically, “I think I’ll go drown myself in coffee and tackle my emails.”

She was already stalking off when I called after her.

“Angelica.”

She paused.

“Thank you.”

I heard her breath catch, just before she huffed and walked away.
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Our first stop after leaving was The Portal. Callum wanted to assess the damage, and I wanted to make sure Faris wasn’t being harassed by humans. I expected to find a fair number of gawkers now that the glamour was gone and they could see what had been hiding behind the “Closed for Renovation” sign all these years.

The entire front was roped off by yellow crime scene tape when we arrived, and a temporary scaffolding had been set up along the sidewalk. Boards and tarps blocked off any view of the interior, and while a few people stood nearby snapping pictures, no one attempted to stop or question us as we ducked past them.

Inside, the center of the floor had been swept clean of debris and a single table placed there—possibly the only one that remained unburned. Faris sat at the table, a glass in his hand.

From the look of him, he hadn’t slept much the night before—if at all.

That wasn’t unusual for Faris—much of his clientele partied at night, so he was often awake until dawn—but this time was different. There was dust and debris in his beard, his shirt was torn, his knuckles were shredded and bloody, and his eyes…

I’d always had the impression that he was constantly watching—thinking, judging, assessing, maybe even taking notes. Faris Lansgrave was never less than one hundred percent aware of what was happening in his club, in his court, and in his city.

Today, his gaze was unfocused. He didn’t move when we clambered over the fallen bricks to approach the table, and he didn’t lift his glass to take a drink. Just stared into nothing with red, swollen eyes and the blank expression of a man who was no longer certain how to move forward.

“Faris?”

For a few panicked moments, I wondered whether it wasn’t Faris at all. But then he looked up at me, and I realized that whatever was in his glass, this wasn’t his first round. From the look of things, my boss was utterly and completely hammered.

Not on alcohol—that didn’t have much of an effect on most Idrians—but probably on fae liquor or pixie ale, which could act unpredictably depending on the person.

And despite the fact that he owned a club, I’d never seen Faris touch so much as a drop, so I had no idea what to expect.

“He’s been like that since before dawn.” Seamus stepped out from behind the bar and wandered over, running a hand through his shaggy brown hair and watching his boss with worried, bloodshot eyes. “He didn’t tell anyone. Just sent us all home and came out here by himself last night to start cleaning up.”

That was the kind of man he was. The kind of boss he was. Always taking the largest burden on himself, while also sharing ours—all without ever revealing how much pressure he was under.

“Does Morghaine know?”

Seamus shook his head. “She’s been with Tairen. The news story broke overnight, and the public backlash has been pretty intense. People are scared, and they’re calling for everything from having her ‘put down’ to segregating all Idrians for the sake of public safety.”

I could sense a lot of anger behind his normally chill demeanor, and even as a human, I didn’t blame him. It was beyond absurd to condemn an entire group for the actions of one person, but fear and hatred always motivated more quickly than compassion.

Honestly, humans could be so embarrassing sometimes.

I heard a crash from the kitchen and raised an eyebrow at Seamus.

“Irene,” he said with a shrug. “She’s been in there swearing and slamming things around since shortly after I got here.”

“I could just retire.” The deep voice was hoarse, gravelly, and a little slurred. Seamus and I both turned and saw Faris taking a thoughtful sip of his drink. “I’m three hundred and twenty-seven years old. Most humans would say I should be lying on a beach somewhere. Playing golf, buying cars I don’t need, trying fad diets, and writing my memoir.”

“You would hate that,” I pointed out, and he laughed. Faris rarely smiled, let alone laughed, and the sound grated against my ears. It wasn’t real laughter—just a mocking echo filled with pain.

“Maybe I would, maybe I wouldn’t. I’ve never tried it. Never tried having nothing and no one to look after.”

He looked around him—at the charred walls and floor, the crumbled brick, the dust and the ash and the water damage—and took another long drink. “I’ve been here for fifty years. Ever since the fall. Tried to make a place where everyone could feel safe. When you lose your home and your family, you should have somewhere you can go to feel less alone.”

Even when he’d lost his entire world and most of his family, his first thought had been to make a place where other people could go to find safety. Find home.

“But maybe that time is over. Maybe it was always a mistake. Maybe I was part of the problem. Helping us stay separate.”

Even drunk, he was thinking about the big picture. Wondering if he should have taken more responsibility on himself.

“None of this is your fault.” Callum might not have his magic, but there was still enough authority in his voice that Faris turned to glower at him. “I agree that we should have done more to build community with humans. It’s a lot harder for them to fear us if they know us as friends and neighbors. If we don’t hide ourselves behind glamour and enclave walls.

“But that’s not on you, Faris. Your generation was trying to heal from the trauma of losing your entire world. So if there’s any failure here, it’s on me and my generation. The first of us born in this world, who never bothered to question how things were done until it was almost too late.”

And in truth, it might actually be too late—thanks to a power-hungry monster named Blake, who had found the cracks in an already fragile peace and decided to exploit them for his own gain.

“Then tell me what I should do,” Faris demanded, slamming his glass down so hard that some of the liquor sloshed onto the table. “Should I let it all die? Tear this down and hope for something better to take its place?”

I saw Seamus start to tear up and turn away. Heard sudden silence from the kitchen.

Ironically enough, after all the times Faris had rolled his eyes at me for misunderstanding, it was me who was going to have to remind him of the truth.

“Build them back up, or let them fall. These walls aren’t what you really built here, Faris.”

He scowled at me—a mountain of pain and power with nowhere to go. As strong as he was, he couldn’t fix this. Couldn’t make the pain go away. This was a problem his magic couldn’t solve, and maybe he needed reminding that magic wasn’t truly the most powerful force in the room.

“You’ve built a family. People who take care of each other. People who care about their city. People who don’t hesitate to adopt others who need help.

“Look at me. I’m not even Idrian. I’m a human with more questions than answers, more mysteries than solutions, more needs than I could ever repay. The Shadow Court isn’t just a bar, or a payroll, or a power structure. It’s a place for people who are lost and hurting and broken. For people who don’t fit in. Who just need someone to look them in the eye and tell them it’s okay to be different. Okay to be needy. Okay to have scars.”

I felt Callum’s hand slip into mine, lace our fingers together, and hold on.

“So if you’re thinking about quitting because you believe you haven’t done enough, or that no one needs this place, I’m going to ask you to think again. I don’t know where I would be if you hadn’t taken us in, but probably locked up somewhere, or dead. And I know I’m not the only one with a story like that.”

“You’re not,” Seamus said gruffly. “It’s tough out there for a lone shifter like me. This place is my sanctuary and my pack, and the only reason I’m not homeless.”

Marilee emerged from behind the bar to stand beside him. “You risked your own safety—and my dad’s wrath—to shelter me when I left my court. I would have no idea who I am if you hadn’t given me a job while I thought through what I wanted.”

“And I would just be another statistic.” Kira was framed in the kitchen door, looking rough and exhausted, her eyes filled with concern. “My family, my home, my store—everything I have now is because you cared enough about someone else’s kid. You didn’t owe me anything, but you gave me everything.”

“Even when I could have gotten every one of you killed,” a new voice interjected.

I turned to see Kes making her way over the piles of rubble with Logan, Ari, and Ethan right behind her.

Shane, too, hovered in the background. He didn’t look happy about it, but he’d shown up.

“I’m nothing but a liability,” Kes continued. “A target. A weapon that could be used against you, but you didn’t throw me away or kick me out. You gave all of us a home, so we aren’t going to let you lose yours.”

Kira crossed the room to stand beside Faris, and she was followed by more people—some that I recognized, some that I didn’t. Irene, Emberly, Isaac, Niko, Oliver, Kyle, and Alicia, plus a half dozen more.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to do this anymore, boss.” Seamus’s usually laid-back self was nowhere in evidence. His arms were folded across his chest, and his jaw was set. “But we aren’t going to let this place die. Not The Portal, and not the Shadow Court. There’s still too many people who need somewhere to go when their world falls apart.”

I absolutely admired him for his grit and determination, but I also knew it wasn’t that simple. It was Faris’s power that protected the Shadow Court from outside influence. If he left, Oklahoma City could easily end up as just another lawless no-man’s-land—a haven for mercenaries and bounty hunters and a battleground for the other courts.

Without their very genuine fear of what Faris was capable of, there would be fights over territory. Endless power struggles, in which the weak and the vulnerable would inevitably become collateral damage.

The rest of us would fight to prevent that from happening, but without Faris’s reputation to shield us? The battles would never end, and he knew that as well as we did.

With a sigh that seemed to shake the very floor beneath our feet, he picked up the glass in front of him, eyed it in resignation, and then drained every last drop before setting it back down with a gentle clink.

“These walls,” he rumbled quietly. “I know they’re only bricks and boards. But they’re more than that to me. I’ve lost sleep and cried tears and dripped sweat over every inch of this place. My blood is in the earth beneath this foundation, and I know every grain of dirt, every bit of gravel, every tiny hairline crack. I know how it shifts, how it groans, and how it weathers every storm. It’s a part of me, or I’m a part of it, and I couldn’t walk away, even if I wanted to.”

He couldn’t seem to look any of us in the eye, but he was staring so fiercely at the table in front of him, I half expected it to burst into flames.

“And it's the same with all of you.”

Then he glared around at the lot of us. “So you can stop looking like we’re all at a funeral. Give a man a chance to be maudlin for half a second before you decide he’s lost his mind.”

The room went silent for a count of five before we all dissolved into relieved laughter. Kira put her face on Faris’s shoulder and hugged him while she cried. Seamus walked back behind his bar, shaking his head, a tiny grin tugging at his lips, while the rest of us turned to survey the damage. Wondering how much could be saved.

“This,” Callum murmured from beside me. “This is what I want for the shapeshifters. The feeling that we have one another’s backs. That it’s not clan against clan, but a system of mutual support.”

“And they’ll see it eventually,” I told him, leaning against his shoulder, almost as if to remind myself that he was still there. Still standing. Still fighting for this future we both wanted. “Even if they have to pout a little first.”

He squeezed my hand. “Shall we go figure out what Blake is up to?”

I squeezed back. “You do know the way to a girl’s heart.”

As much as I wanted to stay and help begin the long process of restoring The Portal, Jeremiah and Tabitha needed me. There were so many here who cared, and many more in the Idrian community who would show up once they knew what had happened. It might take time, but The Portal would be back in business. Every board and stone back in place, every trace of fire removed, and every broken beam repaired. Even the bar—the heart of The Portal, that had been broken nearly in two by the dragon’s attack…

Ethan was standing there now, running his fingers along the splintered edges of the crack, back and forth, just as he had on the headboard in Jeremiah’s room. For once, his hair was tucked behind his ears, and as I walked over to stand beside him, I could see his expression clearly. His eyes were unfocused, as if he were gazing at something beyond the reach of normal vision.

“What do you see?” I asked him carefully, wondering whether this level of destruction might trigger a response from his magic.

He remained silent for a few moments—fingers still in motion, eyes still unfocused—before he answered.

“I can see how to make it right.”

My breath caught.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean”—his voice was soft, his vision still turned inward—“I can see how it all fits. All of the tiny pieces that make it what it is. How they go together. Earth, air, fire, water… I see them. They’re just… different shapes and colors. Hot or cold. Bigger or smaller. Sometimes they share the same space and make something new.” He shook his head, as if words truly could not describe it.

And perhaps they couldn’t. My elemental magic saw water as color. Color that changed depending on its form and intensity. With all four elements at his fingertips, who could even begin to guess how Ethan saw the world?

But if he could truly see how it all fit together? Could see how to make it right?

“Ethan, whatever you did yesterday…”

“Yes,” he said simply.

And just like the day before, I wasn’t fast enough to stop him. He was still touching the rough, splintered edge of that yawning crack in the bar, but now his fingers stopped moving and he smiled.

Closed his eyes…

I stood caught between wonder and terror. The last time I saw Ethan with that dreamy, detached expression on his face, five people died.

But this time? It was like pressing a rewind button. Like watching a disaster in reverse—the healing of a wound replayed in time-lapse.

The polished walnut surface of the bar began to glow slightly, like a coal lit from within. A strange hum hovered at the edges of my hearing, vibrating against my teeth until it grew almost painful. And then… I was staring at the splintered edges along the break, and watched in disbelief as each jagged spike of wood began to melt and flow. Molding themselves back into place. The gap between the halves began to shrink, bit by bit, thinning to only a hairsbreadth before the grain suddenly melded together, stretching and curling as if more liquid than solid.

The glow intensified, capturing everyone in the room, holding us hostage to the bizarre and unimaginable miracle playing out in front of us. No one had ever seen magic like this before. It was likely that no one had ever done magic like this before.

Ethan’s eyes were glowing like stars, and showed no signs of fading, so I took a step towards him, unsure whether he would be able to stop—whether his magic was controlling him in the same way it had in the past.

As if sensing my worry, Faris stood up, knocking his chair over in his haste to get closer.

I had no idea what he intended to do, so I couldn’t have stopped him. Couldn’t have guessed what was about to happen. He reached out, hand extended towards Ethan, and in the blink of an eye, Ethan turned. Lashed out and grabbed Faris’s wrist. His eyes flashed brighter, and then Faris let out a hiss of anger or pain. Yanked his hand back…

The entire room froze, in a bizarre tableau that seemed to stop time itself—at least until the glow in Ethan’s eyes suddenly died and everyone took in a breath that finally shattered the tension.

Faris and Ethan stood only an arm’s length apart, staring at one another. Faris’s chest heaved, and his eyes went wide as he stared at his hand.

“What did you do?” he breathed. “How did you…”

Ethan took a step back, and his chin dropped, allowing his hair to fall in front of his eyes once more.

“I didn’t mean to,” he muttered. “You moved too fast. It was all the same magic, and I couldn’t stop.”

Couldn’t stop?

What had he done?

I grabbed Faris’s hand. Looking for wounds. Checking for burns. But all I could see was bloodstains on unblemished skin. “There’s nothing here.”

“He healed it,” Faris said softly.

He’d healed it. Ethan’s magic had mended Faris’s torn and bloody knuckles.

My boss stared at his hand, flexing his fingers as if still not quite able to comprehend what had happened. “How in the hecking heck did you…”

He at least kept his expletives suitable for six-year-old ears, though I could immediately hear my Ari-bug giggling and murmuring “hecking heck” to herself.

“What you just did… It’s impossible.”

“So am I,” Ethan retorted, an unmistakeable challenge in his tone. “So are you, if you ask a human. Fifty years ago, all of this would have been fiction.”

The two of them locked eyes.

“Then call it a miracle,” Faris said in a low voice. “And never doubt that I’m grateful. But you need to think very carefully about what you want next, and whether you want anyone to know you can do this. Whether you even want to do it again. Because the moment anyone outside of this room finds out…”

Trust Faris to be thinking of Ethan’s future instead of how he could use this unexpected gift. And he was right. What Ethan had done—both to the bar and to Faris’s injured hand—was unprecedented. And if the general public understood what was possible?

It would be almost worse than what Ethan had already endured. He would be hounded to the ends of the earth. Locked up and used. Subject to enormous pressure and scrutiny.

But whether this became a gift or a curse depended most of all on Ethan himself. On what he wanted and how he chose to move forward.

And I hoped he understood that what Faris truly offered him now was a choice.

We’d had no choice in what had been done to us. What we’d experienced had been brutal, cruel, and unimaginably painful. But just like I’d discovered that night at the Symposium, Ethan, too, had a choice in who he was going to become.

This power that we’d paid for with so much suffering—even this could have a purpose. Even this could be more than a liability or a curse, or a tragedy waiting to happen.

But it was up to him to see that path and choose to take it.

“You already know,” Ethan said, his stance shifting so that he faced Faris fully. “So what are you going to do? Do you want to lock me up? Use me for your own benefit? Sell me to the highest bidder?”

Faris just snorted. “Thanks, but no thanks. As much fun as ruling a criminal empire might be, I’m too busy babysitting and running a business to add kidnapping or extortion to my plate.”

I saw Seamus and Kira crack smiles, but Ethan remained still and watchful. He didn’t yet know Faris the way I did.

“I’m asking what you want,” Faris clarified. “Because that matters. And you’re a part of this court now, so I’m willing to fight to make sure you get it.”

Logan shuffled forward to stand at Ethan’s elbow. “He means it,” he said earnestly. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. And he’ll protect you if anyone else tries to make you.”

“Don’t believe him.” Shane suddenly appeared a few paces away, looming over my shoulder, golden eyes glittering fiercely. “My mother was murdered by the fae in her own home, only ten minutes from here. They held me hostage for years and forced her to do what they wanted, and when they were done with her, they killed her—right under Faris Lansgrave’s nose. And he did nothing about any of it. So don’t let him fool you into thinking he or his precious Shadow Court will protect you.”

Faris shifted his gaze to Shane. I could tell my boss was tired, heartsore, and completely out of patience. The conflict that had been brewing between these two for months was finally about to come to a head, and I wasn’t sure whether I ought to step between them or grab the kids and run.

“Nothing?” he responded coolly. “Is that what your mother told you?”

“She never had a chance,” Shane retorted.

“If you have any interest in the truth,” Faris growled back, “then come ask me any time. I decided a long time ago never to tell you, because I wanted your memories of Misty to be clear. You’d had enough trauma and tragedy in your life, and there was no reason for you to suffer more. But if you’re going to keep spreading this idiocy around, it’s going to fracture the very safety your mother gave her life for.”

Shane went very, very still. “Why would I believe anything you say about her?”

“I don’t care what you believe,” Faris said bluntly. “But she begged me not to intervene. She said that if the fae found out I knew everything—if I made any move to protect her—only death would follow.”

Shane’s fists clenched in anger, but Faris wasn’t finished.

“At first, it was your death she feared. But once you escaped, it was the deaths of everyone else here in the Shadow Court. Elayara was so determined to have Kira, if she knew she’d lost her hold on Misty, she would have done anything—kidnapped, stolen, tortured, or killed. Done her best to obliterate whatever defenses we threw at her. And if you don’t believe me, recall what that woman did to her own son. Your mother knew that. So she said I had to pretend I didn’t know.”

Shane was visibly shaking with some combination of grief, shock, rage, and helplessness.

“Like I said, you don’t have to believe me,” Faris continued. “But until you understand fully what your mother sacrificed and why, I’m going to ask you to stop trying to tear down what she died to protect.”

For the next few moments, I could see Shane fighting some kind of deep, internal battle. And in the end, he turned and walked away—past the rubble, past the boarded-up entryway, and out into the street.

Kes’s face was pale, but she didn’t look afraid—more as if she were going to cry.

But I knew Shane wouldn’t go far. He might have demons to wrestle with, but he would never leave Kes and the kids. Not after all he’d gone through to protect them.

Ethan still appeared to be lost in thought, but I could tell something had changed. He’d tucked his hair behind his ears once more and was staring at the bracelet on his wrist, turning it over and then back again. As if for the first time, he felt free to actually consider what he wanted. What he hoped for. What his future might hold other than pain and despair.

In spite of everything—in spite of Blake’s best efforts, in spite of dragons and destruction, assassins and poison, prejudice and political games—there was hope here, and for the first time since Callum was attacked, it felt as if my mind cleared. I could see all the different emotions competing for my attention and choose my own path forward.

If Ethan could choose hope, so could I.

And not only for myself, but for Jeremiah and for Tabitha. For this entire city—human and Idrian alike.

“We should go,” I said quietly to Callum. “I think they can handle things here.”

As much as I hated to leave while The Portal lay shattered and torched and everyone I loved was in turmoil, Jeremiah and Tabitha needed us more. Tairen needed us more. Someone had to get to the bottom of these events, and right now it looked like that someone was me—with Callum’s help.

And with or without his magic, he was the first person I would choose to have at my back.

“Help me find some kids and ruin Blake’s plans?”

He smiled, and for the first time since he’d awakened, that smile looked real. “There is literally nothing I’d rather do.” His hand caught mine and tugged me closer. “But only because it’s with you.”

I turned around and pulled him out onto the sidewalk behind me before anyone else in the room could see me blush.
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The first piece of information we needed was Tabitha’s username for the online gaming website, and I had no idea whether her mother would even consent to speak to me, let alone share something so personal about her daughter.

So, in an attempt to avoid frightening her, I suggested Callum wait down the hall a ways while I knocked on her door. He was, after all, a very tall, muscular man, who might come across as threatening to a woman who lived alone.

A few seconds after my knock, the door flew open to reveal my nemesis. She looked haggard and exhausted, with red eyes and hands that trembled as they clutched the edge of the door.

“You.” Her voice was dull. “I thought it might be the police.”

She might be a raging bigot—and a terrible neighbor—but she was also a scared mom, and in that moment, I could find it in my soul to feel just a tiny bit sorry for her.

“Have they made any progress?” I asked carefully, hoping she wasn’t able to read any of my complicated feelings from my expression.

“Like they actually care,” she hissed. “They took my statement and searched her room, and then said the security camera showed she never actually came home Saturday night! And she had her backpack when she left, so now they think she ran away because I’m a bad mom and she hates me.” Her gaze raked me with disgust before darting off again, unable to risk meeting my eyes. “She doesn’t hate me. I’m her mom. She wouldn’t do this to me.”

I wished I’d known them well enough to tell whether this was likely to be true, but for the moment I was going to have to take her word for it.

“I know you don’t like me,” I said bluntly. “And I know you think I had something to do with your daughter’s disappearance. But the truth is, I didn’t even know you had a daughter until yesterday. And I’d like to help if you’ll let me.”

Her answering glare stabbed with twin blades of suspicion and doubt. “If you didn’t care then, why would you care now? You lot are all the same. Human lives mean nothing to you. You could kill us all before we even knew you were there.”

I wished for a tiny fraction of a second that I could tell her the truth—that I was as human as she was. But we couldn’t allow humans to learn that it was possible for them to use stolen magic, so as far as she needed to know, I was one hundred percent Idrian.

“I might be different, and I might seem scary to you, but I’m not a monster,” I told her coolly. “And you might be interested to know that your daughter isn’t the only teen who’s missing. There’s another—a boy about her age—who disappeared around the same time. I’m trying to find out whether they’re connected, because it might provide clues to who took them.”

Her glare instantly sharpened. “Did they go to the same school?”

I shrugged. “I don’t actually know. But I think they may have played the same online games.”

It was like witnessing a dam failure in real time. An unstoppable tirade of complaints and abuse against games and gamers and very nearly the entire internet washed over me, concluding with, “She never listened, and that’s why she’s gone!”

“I’m sorry,” I said, wondering if it might work better to establish a sympathetic connection. “My kid is thirteen, so he’s just getting started on the teen phase, but it’s definitely been difficult to convince him to listen to my advice lately.”

“He’s not even your kid,” the woman snapped. “You’re not old enough to have a thirteen year old.”

“He might not be my blood,” I replied, keeping my temper firmly reined in, “but I love him as best I can. I try to provide a better life than I had, and I want the best for him every single day. Isn’t that what being a mom really means?”

For a moment, I thought I had her. Her lips wobbled, and her hands shook where they clutched the door. But the habits of hatred won out in the end, and her brief instant of fellow feeling ended with a sneer and a curse.

“I don’t know why I’m wasting time talking to you,” she grumbled. “I should be waiting for the police to call, not fraternizing with…”

I was suddenly aware of Callum’s looming presence at my elbow. Whether he’d realized I was about to fail, or been afraid I was about to be attacked, he’d clearly given up on lurking in the background.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” he inquired, directing his intense amber gaze right at my neighbor with devastating results.

Her jaw dropped, her eyes bugged out, and she dropped her phone directly on her foot.

“I, uh…” A few muttered curses escaped her as she scooped up her phone, frantically patted her hair, brushed at her clothes, and stood up a little straighter. “I’m Ellen. Ellen Fremont.”

“And I’m Callum.”

I’d always been aware that Callum was a devastatingly attractive man, but when we first met, his looks had taken a distant back seat to the fact that he was a direct and ever-present threat to our lives. And once I’d learned to trust him—to believe that he genuinely cared about me and wasn’t going anywhere—I loved him for so much more than his appearance. So, in a sense, I’d almost forgotten about the effect he had on women who didn’t know enough to be terrified.

I wondered a little wryly whether Ellen Fremont would be falling all over herself to flirt with my mate if she knew he turned into a giant, fanged monster that could set her house on fire.

“I know these last twenty-four hours have been incredibly difficult for you,” he said, somehow projecting both warmth and dignity. “And I hope you can believe that we genuinely want to help. Someone is out there taking kids from their homes, and we want them stopped before any other families have to suffer the same pain and uncertainty that you have.”

All true. But also presented in a way that reminded me—Callum-ro-Deverin was far better at politics than he wanted anyone to know.

“Oh… uh… Okay.” Ellen wiped her hands nervously on her cardigan. “What do you need?”

“Could we by any chance see your daughter’s laptop? We only want to know what games she’s been playing and what her username is. We won’t ask for her password, or to see any other sensitive information.”

Ellen nodded vigorously and disappeared into her apartment, reappearing only a moment later and thrusting a familiar laptop into our hands. I’d seen her waving it at the cops only the previous day.

“No password. I don’t like her keeping secrets from me, so you can check whatever you want.”

Callum’s gaze flashed briefly, and I felt a quick surge of disgust from him as he accepted the computer. Not towards the girl who’d owned it, but towards the mother who treated her child with more suspicion than love, yet had fallen all over herself to accommodate him for no better reason than his looks.

“We won’t even take it out of your sight,” he said firmly, opening the computer and balancing it on one hand as he found the browser and opened the “History” tab.

I scanned the list of sites Tabitha had visited, and there it was.

“This one.” I pointed to the name of the gaming website. “Hopefully, she’s still signed in…”

He clicked, and the window opened, showing a similar view to what I’d seen on Jeremiah’s computer. My gaze darted to the upper right-hand side, to the tiny icon that indicated account information. “There.”

At the top of the new screen was the name we needed: TabbyCat409

Bingo.

“Now we just need to find her frequently played games.”

I scanned the home screen, trying to ignore all the ads and pop-up windows, looking for titles…

Through the Portal to Everwhere.

It was part of a “frequently played” list near the top of the page.

“She played the same game,” I murmured to Callum. “Now see if you can find a list of her friends.”

It was almost ridiculously easy. Under her account menu was a tab for friends, and there near the top was Jeremiah’s username: bullfrog08.

They’d known each other. Played together. Even if it did look like Tabitha might have run away, there was no way this was a coincidence. I needed to get into that game and figure out what was happening.

“I’ve got what I need,” I confirmed.

Callum shut the laptop and handed it back. “Thank you. This was very helpful. We’ve found the link we were looking for.”

Ellen reached out with her free hand and clutched his sleeve. “Are you leaving already? Will you come back and tell me if you find anything?”

“We will definitely notify you as soon as we have any hints of what might have happened to your daughter,” I told Ellen coolly, fighting the urge to rip her hand from Callum’s arm. “And you can reach me through our landlord if you hear from the police, from Tabitha, or from anyone making demands for her return.”

She drew back a little, clearly unhappy now that she remembered I was a part of this equation and not just the hot guy with broad shoulders, gorgeous auburn hair, and smolder for days.

“Fine,” she muttered. “But if my credit card is hacked or my identity ends up stolen, I’ll know who’s responsible.”

She took one last look at Callum, then backed through the door and slammed it right in our faces.

“That went well,” I mumbled, scowling at the closed door without bothering to hide my disgust. “I’m sorry she objectified you.”

“I’ll admit that was a new experience for me.” Callum was clearly fighting back a grin as he surveyed my disgruntled expression.

“Oh please. Don’t pretend you don’t know how you look.”

His eyes brightened with amusement. “Oh? Maybe you should tell me just in case I’ve been getting it wrong. How do I look?”

I elbowed him in the ribs while trying to hide the blush I could feel spreading across my face.

“Stop fishing, Your Majesty. You already know I like you.”

“But you’ve never actually said you think I’m attractive. What if you’re willing to overlook my face just because I have a fleet of expensive cars, a private jet at my command, and a super wealthy family at my back?”

I rolled my eyes and headed for the stairs. “What I’m willing to overlook is your controlling court, your meddling family, and your occasionally overwhelming bossiness. The rest of that is just a set of burdens I’ll have to live with.”

“You mean that, don’t you?” he said, shaking his head. “My power means nothing to you.”

“It doesn’t mean nothing.” I paused and gripped his elbow, needing to be certain he heard me. “Callum, your power has a lot of layers, and as many drawbacks as benefits. But it’s a part of who you are. And it’s the way you use the power that matters. You use it to protect and to build, not to control or destroy, and I… I actually like that a lot.”

He turned to face me right there in the hall and caught my hand. “But you still haven’t said whether you like my face,” he teased.

I tried to glare at him, but it only lasted about three and a half seconds before his gaze ignited, his free hand caught me around the waist, and he tugged me closer till our noses nearly touched.

“It’s okay, I guess.” I was feeling much too shy to tell him how gorgeous he actually was. Or how much I really wished he would kiss me.

“Well, I like your face a lot,” he whispered, dropping the lightest and briefest of kisses on the center of my forehead. “I wish we could spend today just… being us.”

Oh, how I wished that too. Because the tiny hint of sadness in his voice reminded me that we still had no idea what the poison was doing to his body. Only that it had robbed him of his magic and our bond.

He might recover, he might not. He might outlive me by hundreds of years—and I supposed we would need to talk about that eventually—or he might die long before I did. Either way, the only time we had for sure was right now.

And with that thought in mind, I stopped hesitating, threaded my fingers through his hair and tugged him down for a kiss—a light and simple touch of my lips to his that quickly turned to something deeper, something desperate and searching.

We broke apart only when a door slammed somewhere down the hall, reminding us that we weren’t exactly alone.

“I like everything about you, Callum-ro-Deverin.” I suddenly needed him to know. “No matter what happens from here on out, I hope you remember that.”

“Even if…” He stopped. As if he was afraid to say whatever words he’d nearly blurted out.

“Even if,” I said steadily. “Even if you lose your hair, your magic, your money, your power… all of it. That’s what love means to me. Choosing you because you’re you. And none of those things change who you are.”

He blinked rapidly as if fighting back emotions, then leaned in to press another gentle kiss to my hair.

“Honestly, I’ve never met any of my mother’s male relatives, so it’s possible I’ll go bald before I’m forty,” he informed me solemnly.

“We’ll shave your head and get you some tattoos. Don’t worry, the Ellens of this world will still trip all over themselves to get your attention.”

He laughed, just as I’d hoped he would. “Thank goodness. That was definitely what I was going to miss the most. So what’s our next move?”

I was now fairly certain that the disappearances were connected. But assuming I was right about the fact that Blake was behind them, why was he stealing teenagers? Given the number of followers he’d boasted during our fight at the Symposium, he’d clearly had no difficulty getting people to sign on to his cause.

Unfortunately, there was really only one way I could think of to find out. I needed a way in—a way to enter the world of this game and see what was actually going on. But there was no way I could turn myself into a convincing teenager in an online chat. We needed someone with genuine experience.

“Logan,” I muttered. “I’m going to have to let him help me again.”
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We found him back at the new apartment, sitting at the kitchen island with his tablet, grumbling under his breath about having to do homework while the world burned. So he was definitely not upset when I told him what we needed him to do.

Log on to the website. Play Through the Portal to Everwhere. Find out what the game was about, what was happening in the chat, and whether there were any clues to what had happened to Tabitha or Jeremiah.

“You think they’ll try to kidnap me?” he asked as he bounded over the back of the couch and sprawled out, sounding a little more enthusiastic about the possibility than I was strictly comfortable with.

“If my suspicions are correct, then no,” I assured him dryly. “But don’t get too excited. We’ll have you well protected in case anyone tries.”

“You could always just let them have me,” he insisted eagerly. “I could be your spy. Find out what’s happening and where Tabitha and Jeremiah are being kept.”

“The answer is no,” I said sternly, giving him what I hoped was a reasonable facsimile of a mom glare. “What kind of monster do you think I am?”

“One who still won’t let me help,” he muttered, turning back to his tablet and tapping the screen a little more violently than necessary.

“I am letting you help,” I reminded him. “Maybe more than I should be. Just remember never to give any personal information, don’t talk about Tabitha or Jeremiah by name, and if anything or anyone sounds suspicious, you tell us right away.”

“Yes, Mom.” He rolled his eyes, as per usual. “I’m not a baby.”

A few moments later, he looked up at me expectantly. “OK, I have the chat window open, and we’re getting a team going. What do you want me to ask?”

“Ask about Tabbycat409. Casually mention you haven’t seen her around lately and see what happens.”

While he went to work, I threw a surreptitious glance at Callum—searching for any hint that might indicate he needed to rest—but he caught me looking and raised an eyebrow.

“I’ll just… make tea.” I whirled around and started searching for mugs. And tea. And a kettle. It was only my second time in the new apartment, so I could only hope Kes had put them in approximately the same places. But the longer it took me to find them, the longer I could hide this face that might tell Callum just how concerned I was.

The mugs weren’t in the cupboard above the dishwasher. Maybe the one next to the refrigerator?

“I don’t need magic to hear you being worried.”

I turned abruptly and smacked the back of my head into the cupboard door.

“Ow.” I rubbed my head and winced before offering Callum a bright, sunshiny smile. “I’m not worried.”

“Worst liar ever.”

“Whatever. I’m a super good liar.”

One of his eyebrows quirked. “Tell me a lie.”

“You look terrible in a suit.”

“That’s not a lie,” he protested. “Suits make me look stuffy.”

It was the biggest of lies. My dragon was undeniably devastating in a suit. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get over the way he’d looked the night of the Symposium, when I found him on the roof and he’d blown my world apart. The night I’d first seen attraction in his eyes, just before he’d unintentionally betrayed me.

“You just went somewhere else,” he said quietly. “What are you thinking about?”

I could keep lying, but I didn’t want to. “The Symposium,” I confessed. “That night on the roof. You were…” Utterly, heart-stoppingly gorgeous.

“An ass?” he supplied helpfully, a crooked smile playing across his lips.

“It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t know.” No one could have known what I was. No one could have guessed that the laws he’d helped make would prove damning to victims like me, Logan, Ari, and Ethan.

“I’m going to fix it.” He moved towards me until he was close enough to pull me into a hug. And I let him, because I needed all the comfort I could get right now. “I hope you can believe that. I won’t let them hurt any of you.”

“Of course I believe you.”

I heard exaggerated gagging sounds from the couch and tried to ignore them as I leaned into his warmth. Also tried to ignore the terrified voice in my head wondering whether this would be the last time. Wondering when the poison would burrow deep enough, do enough damage, that I would lose him for good.

A buzz under my elbow signaled that Callum had just received a text, so I pulled away and went back to rummaging around for mugs.

“It’s Kira.” His eyes were worried as they met mine. “She asked if we could go see Mom. Said she’s acting weird.”

“You sure you want me to go with you?” I still wasn’t certain Tairen was all that happy about my existence.

“I’m sure.”

Never mind the tea then. “Logan, let us know as soon as you find anything. We’re going to visit Callum’s mom.”

He perked up. “Can’t I come? I’ve always wanted to see inside a jail.”

I shot him a quelling look. “No, and it’s not jail. Besides, the game is more important.”

“Fine.” He flopped back down. “Don’t get arrested or anything. I’ll text you.”

“Are all teenagers like that?” I grumbled as we stepped out into the hall and locked the door behind us. At thirteen, Logan was probably old enough to be alone, but it still made me feel better to know that Angelica was just across the hall.

“Oh, some of us are a lot worse,” Callum assured me.

“Maybe I’ll ask your mom what it was like raising teenage dragons.”

He went silent for a few moments. “She might not be able to answer that,” he admitted. “We didn’t spend a lot of time with her when we were growing up. She was too busy being queen. Trying to establish our people here in a new world.”

“So who raised you?” It occurred to me I’d never asked much about his childhood. Not surprising given that I’d never really had one. “Your dad?”

He shook his head. “He and Mom… They were close friends, and that was all. They respected each other, but he had his own work he’d dedicated his life to, so he rarely visited the enclave. Their arrangement was based mostly on Mom’s need for heirs, so he wasn’t really a part of our lives.”

“And you’re just… okay with that?”

Callum shrugged as we made our way downstairs. “It was just how things were, so we didn’t really question it. Morghaine was one of the earliest people I remember watching out for us, and in some ways she was more of a mom to me than my actual mom. At least until the fae tried to kill Kira, and Morghaine left with her to keep her safe.”

Suddenly, Tairen’s decision to take the blame for the attack was beginning to make sense. Not just as a mother, but as a friend. As a woman carrying a complex burden of guilt and regret that could never be entirely expunged.

“What do you think they’ll do to her? Is there any precedent for this kind of attack?”

“There have been a few cases, but they’ve almost always been handled internally, with reparations being made to the humans affected. I honestly don’t know how they’ll handle a dragon. Typically, the director of the Bureau of Idrian Affairs would meet with the leader of the court involved, but given that we’re talking about my direct family member…”

And given that she was lying through her teeth about being responsible.

“Don’t worry.” Callum intertwined our fingers and gave me an encouraging nod as we reached the bottom of the stairs. “We’ll figure it out. She’ll be okay. I’ve never seen anything defeat Mom, and I doubt today will be the day that changes.”

I wished I had his confidence, but something told me that it wasn’t going to be that simple—that none of what we were facing was a coincidence and that all of this was going to get worse before it got better.

Whether it was my siren magic, or just my natural pessimism, I wasn’t about to let my guard down.
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The local branch of the Bureau of Idrian Affairs was basically a broom closet in a forgotten corner of City Hall. They’d spent fifty years doing their best to ignore the presence of what amounted to aliens in their city, but from the look of the traffic bustling in and out of the tiny office today, it seemed they might be reconsidering this policy.

We got several worried sidelong looks, a couple of eye rolls, and then a death stare from the middle-aged woman behind the office’s sole desk.

“You understand,” she stated sternly, “that we cannot release the suspect until the incident has been investigated by my supervisor. She poses too great a danger to the public and has been placed under forty-eight hour emergency detention.”

I wondered whether they were actually foolish enough to believe they could detain Tairen-li-Corva for even forty-eight seconds if she didn’t choose to stay.

“We understand,” Callum said patiently. “We aren’t asking you to release her. We just want to talk to her.”

“You will, of course, be searched.” She looked from Callum to me, scanning us up and down as if she had X-ray vision and could tell whether we were trying to smuggle in a hacksaw or a blowtorch under our clothes.

“In case we’re hatching a plot to free your prisoner, who is also a dragon?” I muttered under my breath.

“We have nothing to hide.” Callum sounded remarkably relaxed under the circumstances. “I’m her son. I just want to know that she’s all right and doesn’t need anything while we wait for a representative of the Bureau to arrive from Washington. I’m sure that having a familiar face can only help her remain calm and patient while this case is proceeding according to the law.”

He placed enough emphasis on that last word that the woman paled slightly, as if contemplating the consequences should this dragon not remain calm and patient. Eventually, she gave up the posturing.

“Fine, you can see her. Not like I can stop you. Not like anyone can stop you. I don’t even know why they pay me to pretend.”

I looked around, half expecting some kind of silver-barred holding cell, but she pointed us back out the door.

“Down the hall, second door on the right. In the conference room.” When Callum’s eyebrows shot up, she folded her arms defensively. “We didn’t have any other place to put her, and the county jail turned us down flat.”

From their perspective, detaining a dragon must have felt a little like juggling a live nuke, and a part of me wanted to laugh as we followed her directions and stopped in front of the door she’d indicated. Two security officers stood there, looking decidedly uncomfortable. Probably wondering whether the rumors about Tairen eating someone were actually true.

“We’d like to speak to the detainee.”

They glanced at each other, visibly engaged in a silent argument over who was going to open the door and risk the dragon’s wrath.

“And I solemnly swear,” Callum added, “that she won’t be biting, clawing, maiming, or eating anyone… today.”

Their eyes bugged out a little as their brains insisted they were prey and should probably run.

“She’s my mom.”

The shorter of the two finally blinked, swallowed nervously, and pulled a massive ring of keys off his belt. Selected the right one almost without looking and pushed open the conference room door, making every effort not to be seen by the room’s occupant.

The room itself was a pretty depressing sight. It featured gray carpet and a fake wood conference table, surrounded by uncomfortable-looking black chairs. A screen hung from the wall on one end, and a nearly empty water dispenser waited at the other. There was one small window, and Tairen-li-Corva stood in front of it, gazing out at what was probably an uninspiring view of downtown Oklahoma City traffic.

“Hi, Mom.”

She didn’t turn. “I’m pleased that you’re awake, but you of all people should have known better than to come here.”

“Me of all people doesn’t give a crap,” Callum returned bluntly, drawing a sharp intake of breath from his mother.

She turned slowly, her gaze fastened on her son with wary intensity. “What’s wrong?”

“That’s my line,” he retorted. “Kira said she’s worried about you, so we came to check in.”

Her regard shifted to me for a moment, then returned to Callum. “I’m your mother,” she said quietly. “Whether or not I’ve been a good one, I know when something is going on with you.”

Tairen was no fool, but she’d lived most of her life in a world other than this one—a world without technology. It might not have occurred to her that our conversation could be overheard or recorded, so I took the risk of butting in and changing the subject before Callum’s current vulnerability could be revealed.

“I’m sure it won’t take long to prove that you’re innocent,” I said, putting a hefty dose of chirpy enthusiasm into my tone. Enough that Callum shot me a raised eyebrow and a really expression.

“Then you will both need to work harder to keep them from proving it,” Tairen responded coolly. “I chose this for a reason, and I expect you to respect my wishes.”

“Mom, if you’re doing this for me, it’s a wasted effort,” Callum insisted. “I have plenty of witnesses to prove that I was elsewhere. And even if they linked the dragon to Morghaine—which they won’t, because there are likely no records of her appearance before her imprisonment—she can still shift and prove that it couldn’t possibly have been her either. There’s no reason for you to take the fall for this.”

“There is every reason,” she said, her gaze raking both of us sternly. “I know you think I’m old-fashioned. Ignorant of the ways of humans. That I don’t understand how much the world has changed.

“But some things do not change. And the most important of those is that humans instinctively fear us. They always have, and deep down, those fears never go away. They can forget for a while, when we are living peacefully side-by-side, but it’s a coping mechanism. Every day, millions of humans trick themselves into pretending we are just as human as they are. But now they’ve been given a reminder—a demonstration of the danger they’ve conveniently forgotten. They’ve reawakened to the realization of how fragile they are, and those dormant fears have been fanned into a flame.”

She wasn’t wrong. The embers had already been smoldering, but since the attack, I’d heard more muttering on the street. From my neighbors. On the news channels.

“The humans are flailing, and as they flail, they are looking for a tangible enemy. A target for their fears in order to feel in control. Because when humans feel out of control, they seek to destroy whatever frightens them, and what if the thing that frightens them is every Idrian on earth?”

She painted a bleak picture, and while I wished I could say she was wrong…

“I cannot let that happen,” Tairen concluded firmly. “I would rather give them a visible target with a face and a name than allow them to paint that same target on every one of our people.”

She was protecting far more than just her son and her closest friend.

But what I couldn’t figure out was…

“This doesn’t make any sense,” I blurted out suddenly. “I get that you want to protect your people. But I also know that almost no one has ever beaten you in a fight. So you could have just stopped this on the spot. Kira was already there, and clearly over-matched. If you’d shifted, you could have protected her and taken that other dragon down. Why didn’t you?”

Her sudden, bright-eyed stare told me I’d asked the one question she’d hoped I wouldn’t.

“We could not afford for the imposter to shift back in public,” she said stiffly. “The humans might have learned the truth about the origin of her magic.”

A valid reason. But not—my hunch magic informed me—the true one. The truth was far deeper, far more difficult, and far more painful.

Why hadn’t I seen it before? Tairen-li-Corva was many things, but she was not a tactician. She was a blunt weapon, a fierce warrior, and a mother. If there had been any way to place herself between Kira and danger, she would have taken it, consequences be hanged.

Callum figured it out before I could say anything. His face turned pale, and a terrible grief shimmered in his amber eyes.

“You can’t shift,” he whispered.

Her chin fell to her chest, her eyes closed, and her lips pinched together with pain and regret. “I cannot.”

Even laying aside the tragedy of a shapeshifter cut off from the magic that lay at their very heart… this news was devastating on yet another front.

If worse came to worst, there was no way for Tairen to save herself. She could not even shift to prove her innocence, so she was at the mercy of the human justice system unless we could find convincing proof that she’d had nothing to do with the attack.

And in order to provide that proof…

We would have to reveal that humans could use stolen Idrian magic.

“How long?” Callum’s voice was dangerously calm.

“Since Elayara.”

I could see him calculating. Assessing.

“It was the gem, wasn’t it?”

She shrugged, but it did seem the most likely culprit.

When Tairen had ended the battle with Elayara by eating her, she’d also consumed one of the fae queen’s magic-imbued artifacts—a clear, faceted gem.

“It was absorbed when I shifted back,” she admitted. “There are no precedents to work from, so no one can tell me what to expect.”

“That’s why you left,” Callum said softly. “Instead of staying here to spend time with Kira. You didn’t want her to find out and feel guilty.”

His mother folded her arms and glared at him. “And if you tell her now, I will kill you myself.”

“She’ll figure it out. She’s not stupid.”

But Kira was distracted—by her mate’s absence, the dangers of the Fae Court, and the destruction of The Portal.

“For now, the best option is for me to stay here,” Tairen said, in a tone that suggested she would not be accepting any competing arguments at this time. “I’m visible but also protected. It should decrease the scrutiny on the rest of the Idrian population while they decide what is to be done with me. What kind of due process is demanded, what kind of sentencing is even possible. I can’t help you with the threat posed by this Blake person, or with the rebuilding, or searching for the missing children. But this?”

“They’ll hate you,” Callum warned. “This will be loud and messy and public. You’ll be the focal point for millions of unjustified grudges. Fear mongering. Name calling. All of it.”

Callum’s mother huffed in amusement. “If I could not bear a few insults with dignity, I would never have attempted to lead our people. Now get out. The best resolution is for this monster—and his artifacts and his plans for war—to be annihilated, so there is no chance of this happening again. To anyone.”
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We made our way outside in silence—both of us lost in our own thoughts—until we headed for Callum’s car and found our path blocked by a mass of people exiting a bus. No, make that two buses. Three…

They were a diverse group of varying ages, with one thing in common. All of them held what appeared to be handmade signs, some small, some large, some rolled up like banners waiting to be unfurled—a protest, I assumed, but they were eerily quiet. Not filled with energy or indignation, but focused and moving together.

“Hold on,” I murmured to Callum as we crossed the street towards Bicentennial Park. “I want to see what’s going on here.”

As soon as we reached the park, I paused under a tree, pulled out my phone, and pretended to snap some cute couple selfies. And as I posed—as awkwardly as possible—I kept an eye on the crowd.

The moment they were all off the buses, they began assembling in front of City Hall, unfurling their banners, and raising their signs. And it didn’t take long for me to realize what kinds of messages had been written on those signs.

Monsters are among us!

Keep our children safe!

The alien invasion is already here!

The new Cold War - End Magic Now!

“This isn’t good at all,” I muttered, snapping several shots of the crowd under the guise of more selfies. “What do you want to bet that Blake trucked them in here just to make sure everyone stays on edge?”

“Could also be coincidence,” Callum pointed out. “There are numerous anti-magic groups that have existed ever since Idria fell. This is exactly the kind of publicity they live for.”

But I wasn’t sure I believed in coincidence. Not when I’d seen Blake’s hand already at work, stirring up unrest in the city I now called home. Not when he’d been ahead of us every step of the way, with months to continue planning while we searched desperately for clues.

I was snapping a few more pictures when my phone began to buzz with incoming texts.

From Logan.

not just tabitha and jeremiah




gio says maybe 8 kids have gone missing




its like an urban legend in the game




where u can disappear if u play




but it just makes kids want to try it more




Of course it did. And while this news seemed like confirmation of my theory, it could also be nothing more than conjecture. If a kid suddenly stopped playing, there was no way to really know the reason. Could be a broken computer, being grounded by a parent, starting a new sport, getting a boyfriend or girlfriend.

We needed more. We needed evidence that these kids were truly missing. And we needed to know whether anyone in the game was actively recruiting them—whether they were willing participants or kidnap victims.

thx




let me know if anyone tries to connect with you




makes any crazy promises or sounds sus




I got an eye-roll emoji.

no one says sus anymore




u sound old




Well, I was old. Old for my age anyway. What other twenty-six year old was out there trying to raise a teenager, work a full-time job, and act as a private detective, while also dating a public figure and hiding from the law?

“Hey, I think that’s him!”

At first the shout barely registered, but it was followed by running feet and angry voices, and before I knew it we were surrounded by sign-carriers on every side—all of them glaring and shouting at Callum with hostility and belligerence.

“Is it true you’re the shapeshifter king?”

“What are you planning to do about the increasing violence between shapeshifters and humans?”

“Are you here to negotiate for the dragon to be released, or will she be allowed to face justice?”

“I dare you to fight me right now!”

“Even a dragon can’t stop a bullet!”

“How many children have you eaten, you monster?”

Okay, so we were in a really bad spot—in a public place, surrounded by hostile humans who were becoming more and more agitated by the minute. Violence was likely only a few breaths away, and if it came down to it, we were massively outnumbered, and any defensive magic on our part would only fuel the crowd’s ire.

We needed a distraction so we could escape.

Actually, not we…

The protesters were so focused on Callum, they didn’t seem to notice that we were together. As they pressed closer, they jostled me further and further away from him, and I caught the edges of his panic when he realized we were separated.

If only our bond weren’t broken. If only I could send him reassurance that I was going to be fine. That I would come up with a plan and get us out of here. But this time we had no magic to lean on, no otherworldly connection that allowed us to communicate.

All we had was trust, and as I let myself be shouldered back towards the edges of the gathering crowd, I hoped fervently that he would be able to grant me that trust. That he would know better than to believe I would abandon him.

Once free of the mob, I looked around me, desperate for ideas. What could possibly divert the attention of all these angry people long enough for Callum to escape?

Only some larger catastrophe, and I didn’t actually want anyone to be hurt. I knew that a woman or a child screaming in a public place didn’t always draw the attention one might hope, but there was one thing that drew human ire faster than possibly anything else on the planet…

I didn’t have time to come up with a more elaborate plan, so I kept moving backwards. Hoping to appear as if I were just trying to escape the crowd, right up until I tripped over the edge of a bench—and fell into a clump of bushes. Big ones. Big enough to hide the fact that I never came back out again.

Instead, it was a tiny white fox that darted out, dodged between the legs of several startled protesters, and ran straight into traffic on Walker Avenue.

Thankfully, the cars weren’t moving very fast, and my appearance was startling enough that everyone slammed on their brakes. The car closest to me skidded across the pavement with screeching tires, while several others collided in minor fender benders. None of them touched me.

But as soon as the traffic was fully stopped, I let out a yelp like I was dying and collapsed in the middle of the street.

“Oh my gosh, Andrew, you killed it!” An older woman’s voice was the first to approach, but I kept my eyes closed and let out another yelp—louder this time.

“Is that doggie dead?” That sounded like a child, and I winced internally. Hopefully, no children would be scarred for life by my deception.

More voices gathered, then I heard sirens, so I started to whine as pitifully as possible.

“Okay, little guy, let’s at least get you out of traffic.” It was a woman’s voice, kind and soothing. A moment later, I was picked up and moved out of the street, then set down again with grass beneath me. She must have carried me back into Bicentennial Park, so I risked cracking an eye.

It looked like fifty faces surrounding me, some of them carrying signs. In the background, I could hear honking, along with the shouts of angry drivers.

“I don’t see a collar,” someone commented.

“You should be careful,” a woman’s voice cautioned, and my overwhelmed shifter senses insisted that the voice was familiar. Where would I have heard it before? “That doesn’t really look like a dog.”

Drat. I’d been hoping no one would notice. But Oklahoma wasn’t exactly overrun with arctic foxes, which was the closest Earth equivalent to whatever the heck I shifted into.

“Hello?” That was the female who’d carried me out of the street. She’d called someone… “Is this Animal Control? Yeah, I think I’ve found someone’s exotic pet. It’s hurt. Probably needs a vet. Yep, Bicentennial Park. It was hit by a car. Don’t see any blood, but it’s whimpering and not moving much.”

I let out another dramatic whine and heard a couple of sniffles from the crowd around me.

Essentially, I’d taken advantage of possibly the oldest and deepest rule of human decency. There was no way to know what kind of people these protesters were, or what they might have been willing to do to me and Callum. No way of knowing whether they were motivated by fear, anger, or just plain old money. But no matter how mercenary you might be?

You never, ever hurt a dog.

I needed to make sure Callum had time to get out of sight, so I lay there for another few minutes, as sirens came closer and the car owners argued about who was actually at fault.

But eventually I heard the tread of boots, and a deep male voice asking, “Where’s the exotic animal?”

The crowd backed away.

And that was my cue for a miracle cure.

I was on my feet and running before the poor animal control officer could even get a good look at me. He let out a yell and gave chase, along with what felt like half the onlookers. Somewhere across the park, I distinctly heard a woman shout, “Shifter! It’s a shifter!” but the crowd was disorganized and most of them were already yelling so no one else took up the cry.

I let them chase me around the park for about five minutes, until the humans were gasping for breath and I was sure that Callum was nowhere to be seen.

Then I circled around to where I’d caught his scent trail, laughed over my shoulder at my pursuers, and disappeared.
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Thankfully, Callum hadn’t gone far. I tracked him into the parking garage nearest the park, and almost yelped when he opened the door to the stairwell right as I trotted by.

“In here,” he called softly, and I darted through the doorway with a happy little yip.

The light was dim, but I could see him looking at me with a combination of exasperation and relief as he held out the tightly wrapped bundle of my clothes. “You almost gave me a heart attack. For a minute there, I was terrified that you’d actually been hit by that car.”

Well, crud. Because he couldn’t feel my emotions or my intentions through the bond, he had no way of knowing I was okay.

I whined and flattened my ears in apology.

“Hurry and get dressed. I’ll guard the door.”

He turned his back, and I shifted faster than I’d ever shifted before, shivering as I scrambled into my clothes.

“Callum, I’m so sorry.”

The moment he heard my voice, he whirled around and tugged me into his arms. I could feel him shaking. Feel the fear I’d been too overwhelmed or distracted to notice while I was the fox.

“I’m not mad,” he said, his cheek pressed tightly against my hair. “You were amazing. I just wish you hadn’t needed to put yourself in danger to protect me. I’m used to being the one doing the protecting, and it’s hard to let go of those instincts. Even when I know you’ve got it covered.”

My heart… oh, my heart. He’d trusted me to have his back, just as he’d always said, and it made me fall just a little bit deeper in love with him.

“I was fine,” I promised, pulling back and reaching up to lay my hand gently against his face. “I was just so afraid of what they might do to you. Mobs can be terrifying, and that one was already primed to hate you.”

“They did seem awfully quick to recognize me,” he noted. “Suspiciously so. Average humans are aware of the courts, but only distantly, and the typical Oklahoman wouldn’t recognize me in public any more than they would recognize the King of Sweden.”

“Blake,” I muttered grimly. “I know it. And no, I don’t exactly have any evidence, but…” This was stronger than mere conjecture—it was my siren magic flaring to life, and I’d never been more certain.

“We can’t ignore your hunches,” Callum agreed, with such casual acceptance of this power he’d once despised. “It feels like he’s escalating. Trying to turn this city into a powder keg, just waiting for a spark.”

And it was going to work, too, if we couldn’t get ahead of him. Couldn’t figure out how all the pieces fit together, and predict whatever his ultimate plan might be.

I just couldn’t shake the feeling that, even now, we were right where he wanted us to be—walking straight into the trap that he’d prepared for us.

But what? What were we missing? And how could we figure out his game when our attention was divided between so many fronts?

After a quick glance at the crowds still filling the park, we decided not to risk going back for the car. It was a fairly short walk to Bricktown, and the weather was warm for January.

For the first few blocks, I tried desperately to pretend that we were just a normal couple out for a stroll. That we could simply enjoy the day without wondering whether the city we called home was about to be destroyed by a power-hungry maniac. Without any lingering fears that a slow-acting poison might be about to tear us apart forever.

Callum, too, seemed lost in his own thoughts, and with every step our silence only deepened. We might be walking shoulder to shoulder, but it felt as if we were drifting further and further apart.

I probably would have kept spiraling down into a darker and darker mood if Callum’s phone hadn’t buzzed.

It was Ryker, and my shapeshifter hearing was keen enough to hear the entire conversation.

“Fingerprints on the kid’s windowsill came back,” he reported. “And sure enough, one of them was in the system. Name’s Greg Abernathy. He’s thirty-seven, no major crimes, but he has combat training, and he’s been arrested twice. Once for assault in connection with a doomsday cult down in Texas.”

A thrill of relief shot through me, along with a pang of foreboding. We finally had a lead, and my suspicions were officially confirmed. Jeremiah had been taken by humans masquerading as Idrians.

Which meant that if all those other teens were legitimately missing, they might also be a part of Blake’s plan.

But why? Why kidnap teens with no powerful families to threaten? What did he gain from it when he still didn’t…

Wait.

I held out my hand for the phone, and Callum didn’t hesitate. Just handed it over.

“Ryker, can you find something out for me? I need to know the current status of the contract Blake put out on Kes.”

He paused. “You know something.”

“I don’t. I have a hunch, but it’s just a me thing, not a magic one.”

“I’m on it,” he said, and hung up.

“What have you got?”

I stopped and looked up at Callum. “Two things. Maybe I’m crazy. I hope I am. But last time Shane checked—right around the time Kes was kidnapped—the payout on that contract was enormous. Enough to tempt any bounty hunter on the planet, even considering what we did to the last people who came after her.”

Callum nodded. “With you so far.”

“But in the last week and a half, no one else has tried.”

“Maybe they’re looking for ways around the heightened security.”

I snorted. “If only that were true. But lately I’ve been getting job offers from mercenary crews slid under my door and dropped in my mailbox at all hours. They could probably get a team through the security if they wanted to. So why did they stop?”

He nodded again, looking thoughtful. “That’s one thing, and I agree that it’s odd. So what’s the second?”

I didn’t even want to say this one out loud. My teeth clenched, and I had to swallow a surge of nausea long enough to get the words out.

“Teenagers. The two Blake has taken for sure are fifteen and sixteen. Callum, that’s the same age I was. The same age Ethan was when Elayara started her experiments. Both of them disappeared under circumstances that make them look like runaways, and both are kids of single moms who don’t have the resources to demand a high-profile search.”

Callum’s brows lowered as he considered that information. “But he doesn’t have Kes. He can’t do anything without her, and if you’re right, he’s stopped actually trying to capture her.”

“Because he knows where she is,” I pointed out. “He knows she’s here, and he knows she’s protected—surrounded by people who will fight to the death to keep her safe.”

“Then what’s his play?”

“I don’t know.” I just knew it was coming. “He’s going to have to either distract her guardians or separate her from them. Or both.”

Callum didn’t even try to argue with me, just kept following my trail of logic. “So he’s seeding chaos. Hitting Faris where it really hurts, while simultaneously drawing the humans’ attention to the dangers posed by Idrians in their city. He’s trying to make sure we’re all watching each other. That we’re too busy protecting ourselves from the humans’ vengeance to remember that Kes is in danger. That way he can snatch her without as much risk.”

Yes, but also… no. We were close. But something about that didn’t seem quite right. Blake had always been good with people—good at understanding motivations and using them to manipulate others. So he had to know by now that we wouldn’t just sit on our hands if he took Kes. We would hunt him down, and we would end him.

So this time, his plan wouldn’t be that simple. He would need to end up with Kes under his control, and all of us powerless to stop him or come after her.

It was like trying to think ten moves ahead in chess, and I was too tired, too inexperienced, and too distracted by other concerns. Which Blake was probably counting on. He knew me—as well or better than I knew him—and was probably even now plotting the moves he would need to counter mine in the future.

So if we couldn’t figure this out soon?

Everyone I loved was going to pay the price for that failure.
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We walked back into Callum’s apartment to find a handful of people clustered around the kitchen island, where Logan sat typing furiously on his tablet.

A moment later he whooped and threw his hands in the air. “I’m next, guys. I’m definitely next!”

“Excuse me?”

He froze at the sound of my mom voice.

His gang of groupies—Ryker, Angelica and Kira—turned around slowly to face us, wearing slightly guilty expressions.

“What do you mean, you’re next?”

“I’m in,” he explained excitedly. “Some kid has been chatting with me for half an hour about how it’s possible for humans to have magic. The government just doesn’t want us to know about it, but he knows a guy it actually happened to.”

Hah.

“You didn’t tell him anything personal, did you?”

I got an eye roll.

“I’m not stupid. I just told him my parents are dead and I’m bullied at school. He ate it up.”

The bastard. Preying on kids who were already vulnerable. Promising them power without mentioning the consequences, because who thinks of consequences when they’re sixteen?

This meant it was entirely possible that Tabitha had gone willingly. But what about Jeremiah? He hadn’t been bullied at school. He’d had plans for the future and a great relationship with his mom.

“Also, he wants to meet, and he sent me a link to a group chat I can join.”

Perfect. “You rock,” I told him, giving him a quick hug that he shrugged off like a properly nonchalant teenage boy. “Thanks for helping us out. Go ahead and join the group chat. See if you can keep him talking, but don’t do anything risky.”

“I won’t, Mom.” He sounded sarcastic, but then our eyes met for just the tiniest moment and… he grinned.

Victory.

I wished I had time to bask in the thrill, but the clock was ticking, and with every hour that passed, the more urgent the situation felt. As if my siren magic was trying to tell me something that I was too dense, too blind to understand.

So if I couldn’t rely on my magic, how could we find out more about the people behind this? People who hid in the shadows and spread their lies from behind a seemingly innocent game. Where else might they be willing to show the truth of their goals and intentions? Where could you find an audience for anything—even the hateful, the illogical, or the absurd…

Oh, right.

I looked at Kira. “I don’t suppose you happen to be on social media?”

Her nose wrinkled. “Only for the bookstore. Why?”

“I need to do some… I think it’s called cyberstalking?”

Ryker shot me a skeptical look, but Angelica just nodded briskly.

“I’ve got it. Who do you want info on?” She picked up her laptop from the kitchen island and flipped it open.

“His name is Greg Abernathy. He’s a thirty-seven-year-old human, possibly from Texas. Combat training, an arrest record, and some sort of cult involvement.”

“I’ll see what I can find and get you a report in a few hours.”

I blinked incredulously, and Callum grinned.

“Told you she was the best assistant of all time.”

A hint of pink spread across the blonde gryphon’s cheeks, but she didn’t look up from her computer.

“And while we wait…” I was all ready to launch a multi-pronged assault on Blake’s super secret plans, but Callum interrupted.

“While we wait, you probably need to rest.”

“Pfft, I’m fine.” I was so not fine. I was just so tired that I knew I didn’t dare sit down or stop because I might pass out for the remainder of the day.

“This will take some time,” Angelica reminded me, more gently than I would have expected. “And if we find anything, you may need to act swiftly. Rest while you can.”

There were far too many bossy-pants shifters in this apartment for my liking. But when I thought about it, I couldn’t come up with any other urgent tasks I should be tackling in the meantime. Except maybe…

“I should go help Faris,” I protested. “We could be working on cleanup. And he’s still got prisoners in his basement to deal with.”

“He’s decided to release Hector,” Ryker informed me, “in exchange for information. He’ll also be lodging a formal complaint with the Shapeshifter Court and slapping a lifetime ban on him. If the snake shows his face on Shadow Court territory again, it’s lights out, and he knows Faris won’t hesitate.”

It was far less that I wanted to do to the traitorous naga, but he was Callum’s subject, so I would have to leave that to him.

“And the fae?” Considering that they’d trying to kidnap Kira, I doubted Faris would be inclined to let them go so easily.

“Draven’s been negotiating for their return ever since he got back to the Fae Court early Sunday morning. He’s hoping to exchange them for information—maybe even the name of the poison used on Callum—but no bites so far.”

It did in fact seem that we’d encountered a lull, and it might not hurt for me to take a teeny bit of a break.

“You’ll wake me if anything happens?” I demanded of Callum, with a look that was supposed to be stern.

It earned me a smile instead of agreement.

“I absolutely promise to wake you if you’re needed.”

That was probably the best I was going to get, so with a sigh and one last threatening glare, I gave in and curled up on the couch. Just to close my eyes for a few minutes. There was too much to do, but maybe a quick catnap of half an hour or so…
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When I woke up, the apartment was dark. A blanket covered me, and a pillow had been placed under my head. I could hear traffic from outside and the hum of the furnace, but no voices.

How long had I been asleep?

My phone was still an uncomfortable lump in my jeans pocket, so I pulled it out to glance at the time. No dice, it was dead, because I never remembered to plug it in.

So I rose on my elbow and turned instead to the kitchen microwave, which proclaimed it was ten-thirty.

Ten-thirty? I’d slept six hours?

Sitting bolt upright, I scrubbed at my face and ran my fingers through my hair, giving up when I encountered too many tangles to count.

Where was everyone?

I padded across the room and flipped on a light, then spotted the note waiting for me on the kitchen island.

Everyone is safe, we just wanted you to rest. Come down to the office when you wake up. We have news. Working on the best way to save Mom.

Callum

I growled under my breath at the audacity. They had news and hadn’t bothered to wake me up?

Someone was going to pay, but first, I needed to find my shoes and get down there.

I’d just finished lacing up when I heard an ominous thud from right overhead. Which is perfectly normal when you live in a multi-story apartment building, but not perfectly normal when you’re on the top floor and there’s nothing above you but the roof.

It wasn’t a normal, healthy thud either, like you get when someone drops a shoe, or trips and falls on the floor—more the kind of thud you might expect when a very large toothy predator lands on the roof with the intent of eating people or setting things on fire.

And that wouldn’t be a problem if I didn’t know that all the friendly dragons in Oklahoma City either couldn’t shift or were downstairs right now looking for a way to save Tairen.

Okay, maybe that was conjecture. It could have been Ryker or Angelica up there. But I didn’t think either of them would risk shifting inside the city—not with human authorities already on edge—so clearly I had some decisions to make.

My stupid phone was dead, so I couldn’t call anyone. I could potentially run down to the fifth floor and look for backup, but that would leave no defenses between the roof and the apartment where my family was probably asleep right now.

Nope, I needed to figure out who or what was up there first.

I jogged out of Callum’s apartment with every sense on alert, pausing only to knock on Shane’s door. No one answered, so I knocked very gently on the door to my own new home, which I had yet to spend more than a few minutes in.

No answer there either. Maybe everyone was still at The Portal, or maybe they were all asleep. Either way, there was no time to waste, so I headed for the door at the end of the hall—the one that led up to the roof.

It was unlocked for safety purposes, which admittedly made me nervous, but I knew Callum had other security measures in place. I just found myself wishing that I knew what more of them were as I crept upwards in the dark and cracked open the door at the top of the stairs.

I heard nothing but the hum of traffic and the wind, which gave me hope that perhaps I’d imagined everything else. But still, I wasn’t going to leave without checking it out, so I moved fully onto the roof, every sense alert for sounds that didn’t fit with the usual cacophony of Bricktown at night. And when I still heard nothing out of the ordinary, I hit the switch that turned on the string lights for the rooftop lounge.

They flared to life, casting a warm golden glow across the closest corner of the roof. The small circle of outdoor couches and propane fire pit seemed undisturbed…

But silhouetted between the light and the edge of the roof was the tall, dark shape of a man.

I instantly wrapped myself in fae magic, forming the stout layers of a shield as I took two steps forward.

“You’re trespassing,” I called out sharply. “Whatever business you have here can be conducted during daylight hours—by going to the front door.”

The dark shape paused, then turned, and I saw him finish the final button on his shirt before scooping something off the ground and striding towards me.

I braced myself and moved one hand behind my back, where I readied a glowing fae blade.

The trespasser entered the light and came to a stop, his coat in his hand. Then he looked up at me, and the weight of his stare punched me like a fist.

The amber eyes I’d expected, but his height and build…

He appeared to be in his mid-forties, with thick dark hair turning gray at the temples. Broad shoulders, stern face, commanding posture—I’d never seen him before, and yet he seemed instantly familiar.

“I’d say you must be Callum’s watchdog, but you don’t smell right for a shifter,” the man observed, shrugging into his long, dark coat as if he perceived no threat from my presence. “Is he here?”

“Not to trespassers,” I said coolly. “What do you want with him?”

The man smiled slightly. “It’s urgent, and confidential.”

“Then, like I said, you can go around to the front door.”

He shrugged. “I don’t really want anyone else to know I’m here.”

“Guess it’s not your lucky day.”

He paused. “You’re not going to stand aside, are you?”

I grinned. “What was your first clue?”

The man regarded me for a moment, amber eyes sharp and assessing and so very, very familiar. “You’re clearly loyal to him, which I appreciate. But I don’t have time to argue, and I don’t trust any of his court enough to give my news to anyone else.”

“Funny, but you look like a member of his court to me,” I retorted. “So you’ll have to forgive me if I don’t trust you either. Can you give me any reason why I ought to consider letting you leave this roof in one piece?”

He let out a sigh before reaching under his jacket and pulling out… a badge?

“I’m a senior agent with the Bureau of Idrian Affairs.”

Well, that was unexpected. For some reason, I’d expected them to send a human. And how had he known where to find Callum?

“Do you have a name, Senior Agent of the Bureau?”

His lips twisted wryly. “I do,” he told me quietly. “My name is Deverin. Deverin-ro-Finnbar. And I would very much like to speak with my son.”
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It took me a few moments to recover from being utterly and completely gobsmacked by his request.

But now that I knew the intruder’s identity, it was easy to understand the sense of familiarity. His build, his expressions, his way of carrying himself… all Callum.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure whether that made him more or less trustworthy under the current circumstances.

“I see.”

His head tilted curiously. “You do, don’t you?”

“Changes nothing,” I assured him. “I still don’t trust you.”

He shrugged. “Fair enough. But I still need to deliver a message, and I don’t want to hurt you. Perhaps you’d be willing to call Callum and tell him I’m here?”

“Can’t,” I said blandly. “My phone is dead.”

After only a moment’s hesitation, he reached into his pocket and offered me his own.

When I couldn’t come up with a reason to refuse, I held out a hand. “I don’t think you need to get any closer, so toss it here.”

He grinned and complied.

I couldn’t quite recall Callum’s number, but I did remember Kira’s, from back before I’d had my own phone.

The first attempt went to voicemail. So did the second, but on the third, she finally answered.

“You’d better be calling to tell me I’ve won a million dollars or I swear I will find you and eat your fingers,” she announced, sounding deeply annoyed.

“It’s Raine,” I said, and did not miss the sudden flurry of curses in the background. Probably should have thought to offer reassurance first when calling from an unknown number. Especially when they all believed I was sound asleep upstairs.

“Are you alone?” Kira asked urgently. “Are you safe? Where are you?”

“No, probably, and on the roof,” I replied. “There’s a dragon up here who wants to talk to Callum. But Kira, he’s…”

She’d already hung up.

I stared at the phone, grimaced, and then tossed it back, noting the older man’s slightly pained expression.

“Kira’s here?” His tone was somewhat hesitant.

“She is. And Ryker. Not sure how much of a family reunion you were bargaining for, but you got one anyway.”

He regarded me thoughtfully. “You know my children well?”

“Better than you do,” I returned bluntly. But that was probably unfair. Perhaps he hadn’t had much control over those circumstances. But at least from my perspective, it seemed like he should have tried.

“Yes,” he acknowledged. “I knew that was the price when I agreed to Tairen’s proposal. And maybe I should have tried harder to change her mind. But it’s difficult to regret a course of action that led to something as incredible and miraculous as my children. I wouldn’t change my decision now, no matter how they feel about me.”

I couldn’t exactly disagree.

The door burst open behind me—my backup arriving in force. Callum was beside me a moment later, flanked by Ryker, Kira, and Angelica. Behind them, Faris remained by the door, as a last defense should the enemy evade the five of us.

Callum scanned me first, as if to be certain I was whole and undamaged. When his gaze fell on the unexpected guest, however, his entire posture shifted. The feelings that filtered through our bond cut off as if they were controlled by a switch, leaving only a wary detachment in their wake.

“How did you know where to find me?” Callum’s tone was so stiff and unwelcoming, I saw Kira looking from him to Deverin with a sharp, calculating expression.

“Tairen keeps me updated from time to time.” The newcomer paused. “I’m actually visiting the city in my official capacity, but I arrived early in order to warn you of a potential threat.”

“Callum, who is this?” Kira demanded.

I could almost see her noticing the same things I had. Trying to deny the conclusions I’d reached.

“Hello, Kira,” the man said, a bit ruefully. “I’m sorry we ended up meeting like this, but I’m Deverin.”

She didn’t react quite the way I’d expected. One eyebrow shot up, and she raked him with a critical gaze before folding her arms over her chest. “So you’re ‘Mutual Respect.’ I admit I always sort of wondered what our DNA donor looked like.” She shrugged. “I can see why Mom picked you. What do you want?”

Deverin sighed and held out his badge again. “I’m here with the Bureau of Idrian Affairs, and I’m hoping I’ll be able to save your mother. But we don’t have much time. Will you at least hear me out?”
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We ended up back downstairs in the fifth-floor office, where coffee cups, pizza boxes, and heaps of crumpled napkins indicated this strategy session had been going on for some time while I was asleep.

Callum offered me his chair, then leaned against his desk, while Angelica reclaimed her usual place. Ryker paced to her left, and Kira and Faris hovered near the door, leaving Deverin in the center of a lopsided circle.

It didn’t appear to faze him in the slightest. He remained calm and relaxed, bearing the weight of all those hostile stares without any evidence of resentment or nerves.

“All right,” Callum said. “You have our attention. Why don’t you tell us why you’re here?”

“I won’t waste your time with backstory,” Deverin told him coolly. “Except to explain how I know what I know. When the Bureau was founded almost forty years ago, I was the first Idrian representative to join—the first to earn the humans’ trust, and the first to forge a relationship with the human government of the time. I’ve now been with the Bureau through eight different directors, and I have contacts in every enclave, every major city, and most departments of the government. I hear a lot, and what I’m hearing right now suggests something potentially catastrophic is coming.”

“You mean something like a protest march of nearly ten thousand people?” Angelica piped up icily. “We already know about that.”

“Wait, what?” There was apparently a lot I needed to catch up on.

Callum nodded. “All that cyberstalking led us to Greg’s activities on a couple of deeply disturbing websites devoted to anti-Idrian causes. He helped organize the protest this morning, but more worrying is the march they’re planning for later this week. They’ve been building momentum for almost a month—all grassroots, online stuff.”

“Yes,” Deverin admitted. “That’s a part of it. And unfortunately, the current director of the Bureau seems to have been influenced by a lot of their rhetoric. He’s repeatedly refused to inform local officials, or supply aid for any increased security during the protest, despite the violent and inflammatory nature of what these groups are calling for.”

“Like what?” Kira asked.

“Registration and relocation,” Deverin replied flatly. “Among other things. I’ve even seen blueprints in my director’s office. Provided by a new consultant who seems to have his ear.”

A new consultant…

“What does he look like?” I inquired swiftly, my heart pounding as I sensed a potential breakthrough. If this was part of Blake’s new plan…

“Not he, but she,” Deverin corrected. “And I’m fairly certain she’s deliberately avoiding me. The odd thing is, while I’ve only caught glimpses of her face, I could swear I’ve sensed traces of shifter magic whenever she’s been in the office.”

Traces of shifter magic…

The truth hit me like a fae lightning bolt.

She.

The voice I’d heard in the crowd of protesters.

The woman who’d called out Callum’s name during the dragon attack.

“Phone charger,” I begged suddenly, holding out my hand and making a grabbing motion. “Someone, find me a phone charger.”

Angelica produced one as if by magic, and I darted under the nearest desk for a power strip. Plugged it in. Clenched my fingers and my teeth and tried not to bite through my own cheek while I waited for it to power up.

“What are you looking for?” Callum hovered over my shoulder, his emotions clouded in worry.

“Proof,” I muttered. “I just need proof.”

The seconds seemed endless, but eventually my phone screen lit up. I unlocked it and opened my photos. The most recent ones were all from the protest, when I’d been pretending to take selfies. I scanned through them with shaking fingers, zooming in on the crowd, desperately hoping for a break…

And then there it was.

She looked very different from the last time we’d shared an office, so perhaps that was why I hadn’t recognized her. Her posture was no longer cowering, her brown hair was bleached, cut, and styled, and her eyes no longer stared only at the floor. The shapeshifter amber was concealed by contacts, but they still blazed with purpose as she shouted something with her fist in the air.

We were right. It was right here. And I should have seen it sooner.

I shoved the phone screen in Deverin’s direction. “Do you recognize her?”

He strode towards me, tilted his head, and a moment later, he nodded. “Pretty sure that’s her. How did you know?”

Callum leaned in to glance at the zoomed-in picture, then let out a whispered curse.

“Raine?” Kira’s impatient query lifted my head from the screen, and when she saw my expression, her own turned cold and rigid.

I only needed one word. “Heather.”

Faris slammed his fist onto a nearby desk in rage, while Kira’s eyes went hot and bright. Claws erupted from her fingertips, scales patterned the backs of her hands, and a wisp of smoke escaped between lengthening teeth.

“You should have let me eat her when I had the chance,” she growled savagely.

Callum just ran a weary hand down his face and sighed. “Fine, yes. You were right. Next time I’ll just hand you a fork.”

Kira’s size and temperament might make that sound like an empty threat, but her bloodthirsty expression suggested she’d been dying to make the attempt. And while I didn’t usually condone violently ingesting our enemies as a way of solving problems, I was willing to make an exception in Heather’s case.

I’d first met Heather as Callum’s assistant—a timid woman who could barely look me or anyone else in the eye. But it had all been an act. In the end, she’d been responsible for betraying him to Blake, in exchange for the magic she’d been denied by her half-human ancestry. And now she was back, clearly neck-deep in this plot to destabilize the city I called home.

Whatever she and Blake were up to, they’d taken it all the way to the human government, so this was obviously bigger than a few kidnapped teens and some inflammatory rhetoric.

I whirled to Angelica. “Can we establish a link between Heather and Greg?”

Her smile was a thing of pure evil. “If it exists, I’ll find it.” She stood up, crossed the room to an empty desk, and pulled a computer out of a drawer. “Heather left her laptop behind when she betrayed us the first time. She’d planted a program meant to wipe the drive when triggered remotely, but I’d already disconnected it from the network and gone through her files. Nothing incriminating there, but her social network might be a different story.”

I turned back to Callum as she went to work. “So where does this leave us? Assuming she finds the connection”—and I was certain she would—“how do all these pieces fit together?”

Callum glanced at Faris. “You want to tell her about Hector?”

My boss looked like he’d eaten something unpleasant.

“What about him?” I demanded, eyeing his expression with a growing sensation of dread.

“I released him,” Faris said, “in exchange for information. Remember when he let drop that little comment about being paid to strike back at the ones who’d shunned him? We assumed he was talking about delivering your summons, but it turns out he was also paid to attack me, by a shifter woman he’s done regular business with. One who—his words—smelled like a human.”

Blast it all anyway. Was there anything Blake didn’t have his hand in?

But how? How could Heather be in so many places in such a short time? How did Blake have this many connections, and how could he afford it?

“Where is he getting all his money?” We’d escaped the fae prison with nothing, but somehow Blake was now running a massive criminal enterprise, paying off assassins, and housing his army of magic-seeking humans.

“He’s selling magical artifacts.”

Everyone in the room turned to stare at Deverin in shock, and none of those stares were happy.

“You already knew?” Callum confronted his father, a hint of fury in his tone. “About the artifacts?”

Deverin’s pointed silence told us everything we needed to know.

“Did you also know what he can do with them?”

More silence.

“And does your human supervisor know?”

Deverin grimaced, and that was evidence enough for my heart to plummet like a lead brick. All of our efforts to hide the truth from humans, even Tairen’s willingness to sacrifice herself… useless.

“How long?” Callum growled. “How long has the Bureau been sitting on this information? I always knew they were worthless, but I also assumed it was humans running things. Now you’re saying you knew what Elayara was doing—what Blake is trying to repeat—and you did nothing?”

He shook his head incredulously. “You said you have connections in every enclave. So tell me why. Why didn’t you do anything about Elayara? Why did you allow what happened to her victims? If you knew so much, why didn’t you stop her from ruining so many lives?”

Deverin’s gaze softened, but he offered no apology, and his posture did not change. “I didn’t know about Elayara,” he amended. “Not until it was too late. Not until her remnants had already been dealt with. I knew she was a monster—everyone did—but not about the experiments. Later, we heard of a few seemingly magical objects surfacing, but I didn’t have any more information until I spoke with Tairen.

“She told me about the gem Elayara wore. About what it did. So, I went looking for answers and found listings of supposed magical artifacts. I bought some and realized they were the real thing, which was when I started down this trail—hunting for the one who was selling them.”

His eyes closed for a moment, and his lips pinched in what looked like regret. “You should also know that I have limited power to change the Bureau’s actions or policies. I have access to a lot of information, I can advise, and I’m in a position to influence, but that is all.”

And yet… It was a position he’d held for nearly forty years, and that had to be for a reason.

“If you’re helpless, why stay?” I asked quietly.

His expression smoothed over. “Does it matter?”

“It does.” If nothing else, it mattered to Callum, Ryker and Kira. Because no matter how much they shrugged it off and said this was just how things were, I knew they still wondered why he hadn’t been a part of their lives.

“I stayed,” he said roughly, “because I was the only one in a position to stand between Idrians and humans.”

We all absorbed that for a moment as we waited for him to continue.

“Decades ago, I foresaw a day when this peace between us would fracture, because it’s based on willful blindness. We Idrians aren’t treated as citizens, we’re treated as refugees. And we do nothing to change that. We huddle in our enclaves, we don’t even try to understand our human neighbors, and they return the favor. And I knew that the moment our presence cost something the humans didn’t want to pay, they would turn on us.”

He lifted his hands, palms up, in a gesture of helplessness. “I couldn’t abandon the trust I’d gained. Couldn’t take the risk that there would be no one to represent our people if the worst ever happened. No one who might know how to work towards peace. So… yes. Right or wrong, I stayed.”

He’d waited over forty years for a day when he could serve and protect his people. And that day, it seemed, was finally here.

Because now that I knew about Deverin, I was pretty sure I knew what Blake was after, and it was possible we were already too far behind to stop him.

“When is the march?” I asked abruptly.

“Thursday.”

That gave us two days to catch up. When Blake probably already had his people in place. His contingency plans at the ready. He even controlled the Bureau, which meant he essentially had Tairen as a hostage—the only hostage who could potentially be used both to limit our actions, and to prevent any repercussions from within the government.

What he didn’t have?

A family.

Blake had a cult. People he controlled through promises of power or protection.

Which meant—I hoped—that we still had a chance.

But first, I was going to have to change the subject and hope no one decided I was crazy. “Faris, have you heard anything on your fae prisoners?”

He grunted an affirmative. “Turns out one of them is nephew to Lysarian Galavor, the leading contender for the throne. Pointy-eared bastard wants his nephew back, so he might be willing to negotiate.”

Lysarian Galavor… The fae who’d tried to kidnap Kira. We knew he was Elayara’s cousin, and I was certain I’d heard his name before this week. Add in the timing of the attack on Callum…

None of it was a coincidence.

I locked eyes with Faris. “Promise Lysarian we’ll return his people if he tells us who paid him to kill Callum.”

The room went dead silent. Shock seemed to hold everyone frozen in place until Callum shattered the tension with a question.

“Hunch or theory?” he asked steadily.

“I don’t know if it’s magic, but I do know it’s the truth.”

Faris eyed me with considerable skepticism. “You really think Lysarian will offer that much information for such a measly reward? Fae aren’t known for the strength of their family bonds.”

“If he refuses, tell him you’ll publicly announce that he betrayed his court by allying with the shifters. And you have proof.”

“And do we actually have proof?” Faris inquired, almost casually.

I turned to Callum. “Naga venom. What are the symptoms?”

He went still. “Hallucinations, coma, and a fifty-fifty chance of death for a non-shifter. For a shifter, if they survive, the venom attacks their shifting ability, leaving them helpless. Easy prey.”

“I think,” I told him softly, “that the assassin was using naga venom. It’s rare enough no one would guess, and deadly enough they’d have a solid shot at killing Rath, while also taking you out of the picture.”

Everyone else looked a little stunned, but I wasn’t finished.

“It honestly made no sense to me that either the Fae Court or the Shapeshifter Court would want Callum dead. The Fae Court has its own problems right now, and the last thing they’re going to want is a war with the shapeshifters. Plus, none of the Shapeshifter Council members seemed that upset to find out the assassination attempt had failed. So if it wasn’t them, who else benefits from Callum’s death?”

I never would have made the connection without uncovering Heather’s involvement. Never would have realized how intricate Blake’s plan really was.

“Hector’s confession was the final piece of the puzzle. He said he did regular business with Heather, which means Blake has used him before. And Hector also mentioned he’s the last of his kind, so there is no other source for naga venom. But why choose a dubiously effective poison if Rath was the only target?” I shook my head. “No, the attack on Callum was deliberate, so if the Fae Court didn’t directly benefit from it, someone must have provided outside motivation for them to kill him… and I think that someone was Blake.”

I locked eyes with Callum. “I think it’s possible Blake and Lysarian had a past relationship of some kind. We know Lysarian is Elayara’s cousin, and Blake had the run of the facility back when we were her prisoners. They may have met while Elayara was still alive.”

Far-fetched? Maybe. But I knew I was right.

“And the beauty of it is, taking out both Callum and Rath at the same time would have ended up benefitting both Lysarian and Blake. It would have muddied the pool of possible suspects, and even if the truth about the poison came to light, the nature of it throws blame on the shapeshifters instead of the fae.”

Which was exactly what had almost happened. We’d tried to blame the shifters and nearly missed the truth. Not to mention, we’d all been thrown into a heightened state of worry and turmoil—exactly as Blake needed us to be.

The plan was brilliant. It was diabolical. And it might not have entirely failed.

But before we addressed what this would mean for our efforts to undermine Blake, I had just one question.

“Would someone please tell me there’s an antivenom?”

No one rushed to speak up.

“Tell me we can fix this,” I pleaded.

It was Callum, of all people, who reached out to me with comfort. Callum, who had just realized there was no antidote for the poison that might be killing him.

“Raine, we already knew there might not be an answer.”

“I can’t accept that,” I choked out. “I won’t.”

“And I won’t quit trying either,” he promised, threading his fingers through my hair and cradling my face gently. “It hasn’t killed me yet. It’s possible that I can beat it, and if, in the end, all it takes is my magic, I’ll still have a lifetime with you. And that’s enough. Raine, I swear to you—it’s enough.”

His familiar amber eyes glimmered down at me, filled not with magic, but with certainty and love. He was telling the truth, so I shut my eyes, clasped his wrist, and fought to hold back the tears.

“Okay,” I whispered. “But if I ever see Hector Ademar again…”

I didn’t care how deadly or dangerous he was.

I was going to end him.
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We had two days to prepare. Two days to alert the city—knowing they might not believe us—and find a way to stop Blake, with or without them.

Because what he wanted wasn’t just chaos. He wanted destruction. He needed the humans to believe that Idrians posed a clear and present danger to their safety. He’d already primed the government to think in terms of registration and relocation, so now all he had to do was ignite the powder keg and wait for the fallout.

There were really only two possible outcomes—either the Idrians decided to cooperate and ended up caged for exploitation, or they fought back, and thousands would die. And the end result of that war?

The last remaining Idrians would still be captured and caged for exploitation. Exactly where Blake wanted them. He would have a magic factory of his very own—a power source only he could control… as long as he had Kes.

Just as before, Kes was the linchpin of his plans. But no further attempts had been made to kidnap her, and we’d confirmed that the mercenary contracts had been cancelled. Which meant that Blake had found another way to get what he wanted.

But he definitely wouldn’t want to risk her being hurt in his protest march, so he would be plotting to get her out of the city first.

And that…

That was the only chance we had.

Once we’d talked over all the possibilities and dispersed for the night, I climbed the stairs, one weary step at a time, shoulder to shoulder with Callum. We told each other goodnight at his door, and then I moved down the hall to the apartment I had yet to sleep in. Yet another temporary place for us to call home.

I’d tried so hard to make a permanent home for the kids, so they could feel stable and safe. But every time, it was torn apart—by enemies, by chance, by the consequences of my own actions. And now it looked like this one might be torn apart as well. Not by any forces within my control, but by the hunger for power and the implacable weight of fear and hatred.

For a moment as I gripped the door handle, it felt like I was drowning. Like there was no escape from the overwhelming tide of darkness.

But then I opened the door and saw my family asleep on the couches. Logan was sprawled out with his head flopped over to the side, his mouth open, and a pillow clutched tightly to his chest. My Ari-bug was curled into a tight little ball, her tangled curls askew, and a cherubic expression on her tiny face. And Kes… She’d been sitting upright at some point before she’d fallen asleep, with her head now resting on Shane’s shoulder.

A movie was playing quietly on a television I didn’t think we owned, and as I crossed the room to turn it off, I saw Shane’s golden eyes glimmering faintly. He was awake, his expression tense, as if he was waiting for me to say something. Expecting me to judge him or be angry.

But instead, I picked up Ari and moved her to bed, then tugged Logan to his feet and urged him into his room. Neither of them truly woke up, just mumbled at me a few times before going back to sleep.

Only then did I return to the living room and take a seat on the couch.

“She fell asleep,” Shane said in a low, gruff tone. “And I didn’t want to wake her.”

I nodded but made no reply. Waiting to see what he would do. Wondering whether he would be brave enough to admit how he truly felt.

“You’re not going to tell me to stay away from her?”

“Why do you think I would do that?”

“You don’t trust me.”

I let out a long breath and allowed my head to fall back against the couch. Tried to let some of the tension bleed from my muscles as I thought about how to answer.

“It isn’t that I don’t trust you,” I countered. “You’ve proven yourself many times over, and I owe you a lot. We all do. And I believe you care about Kes and want her to be safe. But I’m also afraid…” I wasn’t quite sure how to put it into words.

“Just tell me what you need from me,” Shane said simply. “Whatever it is, I’ll do it. Ask your questions. Judge my past. But don’t… Don’t ask me to leave her.”

Under the circumstances, I decided blunt honesty was the best option. “Whether you stay or go is up to her. And I’m not interested in judging your past. My greatest fear about you?” I looked him dead in the eye. “I don’t know for sure that you would always act in Kes’s best interests, should they come into conflict with your desire for revenge.”

He was silent as he absorbed that blow.

“But in the end, it isn’t my fears you should be worried about, because it isn’t my trust that matters—it’s hers.”

Kes’s head lifted suddenly. She looked around, saw Shane, and sat up abruptly, flushing pink and tucking her hair behind her ears.

“Sorry,” she murmured. “I… fell asleep.”

I decided to cut her a break for now.

“How did it go at The Portal today?”

Her entire mood brightened. “You should have seen Ethan. Once he realized what he could do, he didn’t want to stop. Almost burned himself out trying to fix things until Faris got grumpy and made him sit down.”

It seemed like the first real piece of hope we’d had in days. “And his magic? Did you need to drain him again?”

She shook her head. “I tried, but he had nothing left. Fell asleep right after dinner.”

“Did he talk about it at all?”

“No, but he did ask Faris to let him heal his other hand. He kept saying, ‘I can see how to do it. I can see how it all works.’”

“And?”

Kes’s eyes shone as she leaned towards me with excitement. “It was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen. Something none of us ever would have imagined was possible. All this time… he thought he could only break things and make them worse. But when he sees how all the elements fit together, he heals instead of destroys.”

If this was true, and he could do it again? It meant that as long as everyone around him was willing to keep his secret, Ethan could experience something like a normal life. He could have freedom. Independence. Everything I’d hoped for. It was the tiniest glimmer of light in the midst of the day’s darkness, and for some reason it brought sudden tears to my eyes.

“I’m so glad,” I said earnestly, wishing we were in a place where we could simply celebrate this victory. Find joy in the knowledge that Elayara had ultimately failed to break us. She’d tried, but the broken pieces had realigned to produce something beautiful in spite of her efforts.

“Unfortunately, before we can sleep, there are things I need to tell you both,” I said, wishing I didn’t have to turn the conversation to darker matters. “About what Blake has been up to. We think we know what he wants, and how he intends to get it.”

Kes went still, and I saw Shane’s focus instantly realign, as if he could somehow place himself between her and her fears.

“It’s me, isn’t it?” Kes’s calm tone was belied by the tension in her shoulders and the clenching of her fingers around the blanket that lay across her legs.

“I only wish I could say no,” I told her regretfully.

She didn’t want to cry. Didn’t want to show me her fear, but her eyes shut and a tear slipped down her cheek in defiance of her control.

And Shane… He let out a quiet curse and shifted closer to her on the couch. Reached out tentatively and gripped one of her trembling hands in his, as gently as if it were a baby bird. “Kes. Listen to me. He can’t have you. That will never happen, not while I’m alive.”

Her eyes stayed closed, but her fingers slowly, slowly released the blanket… only to curl around his hand in a white-knuckled grip and hang on.

“His plans are bigger this time,” I said bluntly. “And he’s better prepared. He has fingers in multiple courts and the human government, and he intends to put every Idrian in the country under his feet. But the key to what he wants to do next—the piece that makes the whole puzzle fit together—is Kes, and he’s not going to rest until he has her.”

Her chin came up, and she looked back at me resolutely. “You know I would go,” she said firmly. “If it would stop whatever he’s planning, if it would save all of you, I would give myself up without a moment’s hesitation.”

I nodded. “I know you would.”

Shane turned to me, the tips of his fangs bared as a golden sheen of rage rippled across his irises.

I didn’t give him a chance to speak. “But it wouldn’t solve anything, and even if it did, there is not a single person in this family who would be willing to give you up to save ourselves. We would rather fight and fail than sacrifice lives in some kind of utilitarian moral math.”

Kes drew in a deep breath and swiped at her tears almost angrily. “Then what can I do? How can we stop him?”

“We won’t know for sure until he makes contact. But we have two days to start making plans, and we’re going to make the most of them. I just… I need your promise that you’ll trust us. That you won’t do what you tried to do with Chesney, or try to fix everything on your own.”

Kes agreed with evident reluctance. “I promise. But if things go wrong…”

“No buts,” Shane said gruffly. “We’ll find a way that doesn’t force you to sacrifice yourself.”

“Do you know what you’re asking of me?”

He tilted her chin gently until she faced him. “I do,” he said. “I know because I watched my mother choose the sacrifice. I watched her choose me, choose Kira, choose the safety of everyone around her over her own life and her own freedom.” His voice had grown ragged and hoarse, his features ravaged by a grief he’d never been able to heal from. “And yes, I know it was her choice, and I even know she didn’t regret it when she bled out on her own living room floor. But I’m asking you… I’m begging you to make a different choice. As someone who…”

He stopped. Looked away.

“Someone who what?” Kes asked softly.

His eyes closed, and he swallowed.

And Kes—the most timid person I knew—reached out and traced his cheek with her fingers before taking his face between her hands. “Someone who what, Shane?”

He sighed, and it was as if all of the tension, all of the resentment, all of the hatred left his body along with that single breath of air.

“Someone…” he said quietly, turning his head just enough to press a gentle kiss to her palm, “who loves you.”

She gaped at him in shock for a moment, but then she smiled, her entire face lighting up with joy. Laughter came next, and then tears, and with one small corner of my heart, I wished I could say thank you to Blake. For creating a situation so desperate that these two were forced to drop their walls and admit their deepest feelings.

I got up from the couch—determined to give Kes and Shane some privacy—but Kes stopped me.

“Raine. Wait. I need to know that you’re okay with this. With… us.”

Her uncertainty tore at my heart, but I understood her need for reassurance. She had no one else to ask. No one else she could be sure would care enough to advise her.

“Are you safe with him?” I asked simply. “Does he put your well-being before his own? Does he treat your feelings as though they are real and important and worth his time? Does he listen to you and make time for you? Does he respect your scars and see to your needs without you having to ask?”

Tears slipped from her gray eyes and slid down her cheeks.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I’m not afraid of him. And my magic can’t touch him, so there’s nothing for him to fear either.”

Oh, Kes. I almost cried with her as I recognized the pain behind those words.

She’d been used so terribly, she’d learned to fear her own power. Learned to fear being close to anyone, because she might be forced to hurt them. But Shane was half-goblin, and fae and goblin magic had no effect on each other. She could never steal his power, no matter how hard she tried.

“You don’t need my permission, or my approval.” I told her. “This choice is yours, but… I’m happy for you.”

My gaze locked with Shane’s. “I won’t tell you not to hurt her. You two will hurt each other someday, because that’s inevitable when you care about someone deeply. But Kes is my sister in every way that matters, so if you betray her, know that I have her back. And my fae magic might not be able to hurt you, but I can drive a spike of ice right through your heart before you’ll even see me coming.”

His response was calm, and his golden eyes were clear of enmity. “Fair enough, Kendrick.” He glanced down at Kes. “But you have nothing to worry about. If we’re going to be together, then her family becomes mine. Whether you accept me or not has no bearing on whether I choose to protect you.”

I nodded in acceptance. “Then I will leave you two to talk while I go and try to sleep. Tomorrow…”

It was already tomorrow. And we had so little time.

I could only hope that it would be enough
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Those two days passed in what seemed to be only a handful of breathless hours. We made calls, called in favors, begged for help, layered plans upon plans, but all of it depended on Blake’s next move. All of it hinged on where he would choose to apply pressure, and by the time the call came, the waiting had begun to seem unbearable.

But it did finally come—at nine o’clock on Wednesday night. Only twelve hours before the march was set to begin.

And it came not to Faris, not to Callum, but to me.

As if Blake still saw me as the weakest link—the most vulnerable to his particular brand of manipulation. And once, that would have been true.

But no more. I’d seen Blake Masterson for who he truly was—as grotesque a monster as Elayara ever dreamed of being.

The call showed on my phone as an unknown number, but I knew it was him. I paused in the center of the team office, swiped to answer, and put the call on speaker without saying a word.

“Hello, Raine.”

That voice stirred so many memories. Reminded me of everything we’d endured together. Blake, too, had been a victim. Had experienced years of trauma, just as I had. We could so easily have worn each other’s shoes. But he emerged from our prison and chose to become our tormentor. Chose to perpetuate the cycle of power.

Being a monster is a choice.

“Blake.”

“I hope you know, this isn’t how I wanted everything to go.”

No doubt he’d envisioned more progress towards world domination by now. “What did you want? A parade in your honor? A statue on the Capitol Mall?”

“I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, Raine.” His voice was so gentle, so reasonable as it echoed across the room. “If you and Kes had come to me in the beginning, when I invited you to join me, none of this would have happened.”

I wondered… Had there been signs, even back then? That the unassuming, middle-aged man with a kind voice would turn out to be a psychopath?

“I’m not accepting responsibility for your actions, Blake. You can try that on your followers, but it won’t work on me.”

I heard a sigh.

“I doubted you would be able to see the wisdom of the future I envision. That’s why I have an offer for you. To help you understand that I have no desire to hurt you, or anyone else who’s suffered what we’ve suffered.”

Here it was—the moment we’d been waiting for. The only question was…

“I’m willing to make all this go away—the protests, the march, even the proposal to register and monitor your Idrian friends. I’m also prepared to ensure that Tairen-li-Corva is released into your care, effective immediately.”

I drew in a deep breath and held it for a five count, consciously willing my rage to subside. Commanding my voice to stay calm and even. “That’s very generous of you, Blake. And what is it you’re expecting in return for this generosity?”

“I understand that you have a new life now. That Logan and Ari are happy and stable, and I would so hate to take them away from that. So I won’t ask you to join me. You should enjoy whatever life is possible with your chosen mate, for as long as he has left.”

I could cheerfully have eviscerated him with my bare hands for that. And yet, somehow, I still held steady.

“Tell me what you want.”

“You know exactly what I want,” Blake said, his tone soft and velvety smooth. “And it’s a small thing, really. Just one person. One life in exchange for thousands, maybe even millions. If you give me Kes, there will be no need for violence. No reasons for war. Everything goes back to the way it was.”

Just one life. Because to Blake, that really was a vanishingly small thing.

“I thought tomorrow was just a protest,” I said casually. “Just a peaceful march to gain sympathy for your cause.”

“And what a pity,” Blake replied without even a momentary pause, “if a peaceful march were to end in violence. What an absolute tragedy, if humans exercising their constitutional rights were to be senselessly attacked by untrustworthy monsters, with complete disregard for life and collateral damage.”

And there it was, precisely as we’d feared—Blake’s plan laid out in all its brutal, manipulative glory.

It would be the destruction of The Portal all over again, but bigger, louder, and likely on national TV. With complete disregard for life. It was exactly what we’d predicted, but hearing him say it aloud…

It chilled me as only outright evil could.

“I hear what you’re saying, but you’re asking me to betray someone I care about.” Mentally, I envisioned my hands around his throat, squeezing until he screamed. No… that was too easy. Too good for him. Being eaten alive by rats was too good for someone as twisted and corrupt as Blake Masterson.

“I’m asking you to do the right thing,” he corrected soothingly. “To secure peace and save millions from the chaos and destruction of a drawn-out conflict.”

Pretending it was my fault that he was planning to attack my city, with no thought for the lives that would be sacrificed. Actually, that was inaccurate. He’d thought about them. In fact, he was hoping for them.

“I’m going to need some time to think about it.”

“We don’t have time, Raine,” he reminded me. “The march is tomorrow. And I don’t think I need to tell you that the march itself will be the least of your worries.”

Which, of course, was why he’d waited this long. So I would have no opportunity to consider the unspeakable betrayal of his proposal.

“I can’t make a decision like this in moments,” I protested.

“What if I offered you something more? A little token of my sincerity, to make this sacrifice less distasteful. A chance to help the ones you love most.”

Maybe we should have expected him to play this like a used car salesman, but this wasn’t part of what we’d anticipated. After all, what more did he have to offer? What fresh horror had he prepared to guarantee our capitulation?

My fingers clenched around the phone, while sweat slicked my palm and tension coiled within my chest. “I’m listening.”

“You have someone you love. Someone you’re hoping to make a life with. But it seems he may not have as much time as you originally thought.”

There were no circles of hell hot enough for a man who would threaten me with Callum’s life.

“Strange that you would mention that,” I returned steadily, with a surge of grim satisfaction as he confirmed my suspicions. “Because we haven’t told anyone outside our family. So the only way for you to know would be…”

If he’d been behind the poisoning.

And if he was behind it…

“I have an antidote.”

Every muscle in my body clenched—in denial, revulsion, disbelief, shock. I saw the same reactions mirrored on other faces around the room, but somehow they remained silent.

“We studied the naga venom and developed a way to reverse its effects,” Blake announced. “And the anti-venom can be yours, if you’re willing to consider taking a different path than this blind worship of outdated loyalty. Open yourself up to the possibilities. Accept that you cannot control everything, cannot save everyone, but you can save the one you love the most.”

My fingers contracted so hard the phone case creaked, and I heard a brief, startled gasp from somewhere behind me. My magic had escaped its bonds, and when I lifted my free hand, I could see the glowing blue nimbus of my fae power, looking for a target.

“I’m sure right now you’re angry with me,” Blake said, in a tone that suggested this was an amusingly childish response. “I can even sense you preparing to refuse me. But would it be fair to turn this down without even asking the one whose life and future could be saved? Can you live with yourself if you hide this possibility from someone you claim to care about?”

He was so smooth. So reasonable. So calm and self-controlled as he held this double-edged sword to my throat.

“No,” I said, and if my voice cracked under the strain, can you blame me? “But you have to give me time. One hour, Blake. Surely you can afford to give me that much.”

He actually dared to laugh. “One hour for you to kick against the currents of fate… makes little difference to me. By all means. Take your hour. But if I don’t hear from you before that hour is up, I will have no choice but to assume that your answer is no.”

A pause.

“And Raine,” he murmured softly, “you don’t want that to happen.”

The line went dead…

And I threw my phone across the office. It smacked into the wall, rebounded, and nearly hit Angelica, but she just picked it up and set it on the desk beside her. Each of her movements were cool and detached as usual, but her eyes…

They burned with the unquenchable fire of retribution.

Out of all of us gathered there, Kes was the first one to speak.

“Raine, you know I would…”

“No.” Callum came to stand in front of me, his gaze firmly fixed on mine. “Never. I don’t care if he’s telling the truth. A life purchased at that cost isn’t worth living.”

“I know,” I said calmly. “And I would never negotiate such a deal with him ordinarily. But we still need to locate his base. Still need to find the kids he’s taken. This is our only chance, as long as we’re crazy enough to take it and twist it for our own purposes.”

“He’s confirmed his intent to attack the march,” Deverin put in thoughtfully. “Which I didn’t expect.”

“That’s because he doesn’t truly trust anyone other than himself, so he assumes I wouldn’t either.” He might not even have considered that Kes and Callum and everyone else I cared about would be listening to the entire call.

“And because he knew you would need that motivation,” Kira added. She’d been angry all day, which meant that scales dappled her skin and claws repeatedly appeared at the tips of her fingers. “He had to make the offer too good for you to refuse.”

“He’s still going to attack the march,” Ryker insisted. “There’s no way he intends to keep his promises.”

“I agree.” I nodded. “But this doesn’t change the fact that there’s only one way to win. Only one way to triple his double-cross and end up where we need to be.” I looked around at the people I considered family and told them the inescapable truth. “We have to give him Kes.”

The room went dead. Everyone was left staring at me in stunned silence before erupting in shouts and denials.

“Wait!” Faris’s deep-throated bellow silenced the uproar. “Raine, I know you better than that, but you’d best explain what you meant before Isaacson decides to slit your throat and be done with it.”

I glanced at the goblin and found him staring at me through narrowed golden eyes.

“Oh, stop fussing,” I said wearily. “Do you see Kes freaking out? She knows what I meant. I’m going to find a way to disguise myself as her.”

Kira was the first to point out the biggest flaw in my plan. “Your hair won’t take dye,” she said thoughtfully. “So your disguise wouldn’t last long. What if I⁠—”

“Sorry,” I interrupted. “But no. You’re at least four inches shorter than Kes, and Blake would definitely notice.”

She huffed in annoyance.

If only my fae magic had come with the ability to use glamour. I could have altered my appearance flawlessly, and none of Blake’s people would have been able to detect the difference. Except maybe Heather, but…

“I have an idea,” Shane said coolly. “That is, if you all would be willing to trust me that far.”

The room went tense and silent until Faris spoke up. “I never had a problem with you, Isaacson,” he grumbled. “So hurry up and spit it out. What’s your plan?”

Shane stepped towards me and grinned, with a flash of fangs that radiated malevolence and somehow told me everything I needed to know.

I was going to love this plan.

And if we were insanely lucky?

Blake was going to hate it.
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And that was how I found myself shivering in the dark, standing beside a slender, hunched figure in a hooded cardigan as we waited for Blake’s minions to make an appearance.

We’d agreed to make the exchange just after midnight in a parking lot right off the Northwest Expressway. The strip mall connected to the lot was mostly empty, so there were no eyes or security cameras to watch and be appalled at the proceedings. Especially behind the building where there was little but weeds and dumpsters and empty loading docks, plus one abandoned semi-trailer with a faded trucking company logo on the side.

No one else had been exactly happy with the plan we’d come up with, but given that we already knew Blake was unlikely to keep his word, Shane and I had finally managed to convince them.

But now it was five minutes after midnight, and Blake’s people were nowhere in sight.

“I really hoped they’d be waiting for us in some kind of windowless creeper van,” I muttered. “Either that or a procession of bulletproof black SUVs driven by beefy guys wearing suits and sunglasses.”

The only answer was a brief huff. I couldn’t tell whether it was meant to convey amusement or an eye roll.

“Yeah, you’re right. Blake is more the motorcade type. Or maybe an armored car full of heavily armed guards type. He isn’t likely to risk an ambush. Or damaging his prisoner.”

I was already feeling a little jumpy, so my heart about leaped through my throat when we suddenly heard a series of thuds and clangs—coming from inside the abandoned trailer.

My brain went from black market exotic animal trade to human trafficking to zombie apocalypse in less than three seconds, which was when the rear door of the trailer swung open…

And Blake himself dropped to the ground.

Score one for my intuition.

We’d scoped out the entire lot to make sure we weren’t being ambushed, and Kira had even shifted long enough to do a scent check. We knew he hadn’t been here an hour ago, which confirmed what I’d been arguing for all night—that this plan was the only way to get what we truly needed…

The location of Blake’s hidden base.

He was followed by a half dozen of his minions dressed in nondescript dark clothing, and while the few functioning lights weren’t enough to reveal details, I could at least tell—to my immense relief—that none of the new arrivals were Heather.

One worry dealt with, on to the next three thousand or so.

“It’s good to see you again, Raine, Kes.” Blake’s voice was soft, warm, and welcoming. I might have been fooled if it weren’t for the light of anticipation brightening his eyes and turning his rather average appearance into something slightly worrying. Almost hungry. “I’m so pleased we were able to come to this agreement.”

“I’m sure you are.” I took a step closer, placing myself between him and his quarry. As if I could somehow prevent him from taking Kes. “But now that we’re here, I need to see the antidote. I’ll also need proof that the march is called off right here and right now, or there’s no deal.”

Blake didn’t move. Didn’t touch his phone or signal to any of his people, so I kept going—careening headlong down this path that I could only hope would lead us where we wanted to go.

“You should know that I have people watching your chat groups and monitoring social media to make sure the posts get made.”

I glanced at the huddled figure behind me and added one more very important caveat. “Also, Kes has agreed to go with you willingly, so she deserves to be treated with respect and dignity. That means no one touches her without her permission. She might not be strong enough to fight back, but she’s not afraid to ruin whatever artifacts you’re carrying if you get violent or handsy.”

Blake shook his head. “Raine, do you actually think that little of me? Of course Kes will be treated with the utmost respect. We owe her everything for leading us here, and she will be my honored guest. But first… I’ll need you to remove her hood to confirm that you’ve met your terms in this bargain.”

Good. We already had him looking the wrong direction, so I rolled my eyes and bowed sarcastically. “Whatever His Majesty wishes.”

I was grateful for the darkness that hid my shaking hands as I reached up and pulled back the cardigan’s hood… to reveal Kes’s long dark hair, gray eyes, and pale, tremulous features.

Blake took two steps closer, peering through narrowed eyes as if he could somehow see through whatever chicanery we might have planned. As if he couldn’t believe we’d actually given in to his demands. But eventually, he was forced to be satisfied.

“Good.” He nodded and stepped back again. “I hope you and whoever is listening in right now can understand that whatever rescue plan you’ve concocted is doomed to fail. Even if you’ve planted a tracker, it will not be in your best interests to use it. If we get even a hint of an attempt to find Kes after tonight, Idrian violence against humans will increase a hundredfold. We will accelerate our efforts, and urge the Bureau to move forward by requesting a vote on registration and relocation for all Idrians.”

So he assumed our people were listening. Luckily, none of these humans had any way of knowing just how close they really were.

“You’re truly a credit to your mistress,” I said coldly. “Elayara would be so proud.”

For a single instant, Blake froze, and his mask cracked, allowing a hint of rage to slip through.

“I am nothing like Elayara,” he bit out. “Every one of my people are here because I offered them something they want. There are no unwilling victims. No oppression. No prisons. But maybe you’re just too blind and brainwashed to understand the difference.”

I wondered how he would explain Jeremiah and the other teens, and now Kes. But asking would reveal that we knew about the kids he’d taken, and I didn’t want to show even the tiniest part of our hand until we were ready.

“You are her true successor in every way that counts,” I returned, “but rest assured. We understand the risks and will make no attempt to rescue Kes.”

I held out my hand, palm up. “Now. The antidote?” Then I tilted my head to the side and surveyed him thoughtfully. “Unless, of course, that part was a lie. Unless all of it was a lie just to get us here.”

“Oh, Raine.” Blake’s head tipped back, and he stared into the night sky as a laugh burst from his lips. “Did you really think we somehow found a cure for naga venom in a mere matter of months?”

Nope. I honestly hadn’t. But not gonna lie, a part of me had at least hoped.

“And did you honestly expect we wouldn’t notice your shapeshifter friends hidden in the shadows? Preparing to follow us back to our headquarters?”

As long as he thought that’s truly what they were up to.

“Why shouldn’t I have a little extra insurance?” I retorted. “You were just going to take what you wanted and leave me with nothing, like the treacherous snake you are.”

“Unfortunately for you,” Blake said softly, “that’s still what’s going to happen. Except now I’ve decided I might need a little extra insurance of my own.”

His hand reached up to clutch something close to his throat…

Bingo.

He was still wearing the gem. The one he’d used the day he attacked The Assemblage, when he’d revealed a key part of the magic it contained. The answer to all of our questions about how the dragon disappeared after attacking The Portal, how Heather had been in so many places seemingly at once, and how he’d suddenly appeared out of the back of an abandoned trailer.

And also why we’d needed this desperate plan.

“Gateway is ready,” he told his minions. “Bruce, Everett, watch our backs.”

I didn’t have time to shout or pretend to struggle. Tape sealed my mouth shut, and my phone was pulled from my pocket just before something dark went over my head. I felt the prick of a needle in my neck, cutting off access to my magic almost immediately.

Curses on Elayara and all her stupid serums.

But I didn’t fall unconscious. Instead, I heard every word as my arms were seized in a strong grip and I was dragged forward across the asphalt.

“Now, Kes, I understand that you’re upset by this development, but I want you to know that I do intend to keep my promises to you. You will never be mistreated or touched without your permission.”

Hah. Not after I’d insinuated she could ruin their artifacts. He might not know for sure if I was telling the truth, but he wasn’t about to risk losing his power.

“But I will have to ask you to come with us without resisting. Because otherwise I will be forced to do something rather permanent to your friend Raine, and I don’t think that’s something you’d be able to live with.”

I heard nothing in response, but I was still being dragged forward. Then I heard the squeal of rusty door hinges, and the hollow clang of the metal trailer floor under booted feet.

“It’s stable,” I heard Blake say, “but I’m uncertain how long it’s going to last. I will go first, with Kes, then you’ll bring Raine. Move through one at a time in case the gateway fails.”

My thoughts were foggy and sluggish from whatever they’d drugged me with, but I was alert enough to put some effort into playing my assigned part. Even as the hands on my arms pulled me forward, too strong to resist, I began to fight them, twisting and bucking and digging in my heels. Making incoherent sounds from behind the tape over my mouth.

But then my feet left the ground, and I seemed to hang in the air for longer than should have been possible—as if gravity had been suspended for a brief moment of time…

And then I fell, with an involuntary grunt as the wind was knocked out of me. My head struck a smooth, cold surface, and it felt like something in my shoulder crunched beneath the impact.

“Good.” That was Blake’s voice, echoing oddly in my ears. “Everyone is through, and phase one is complete. The gateway has collapsed, but we have what we need. For now. Send word that phase two can begin on schedule and step up the timeline for securing Tairen-li-Corva. The dragon in the Bureau is proving to be more frustrating than we anticipated.”

It was strangely disappointing to realize that even when I expected the worst from Blake, he managed to surpass my expectations. He’d never intended to keep any of his promises. Never had an antidote, never considered sparing the lives of the innocent humans in Oklahoma City.

But even through the fog of the serum they’d used to shut down my magic, I still clung determinedly to consciousness. Ready to see the plan through. Because this very betrayal—Blake’s utterly predictable addiction to power and control—was the one hope we still had.

“Take Kes to the first level,” Blake ordered. “But keep her away from the test subjects. I have calls to make, and of course I’ll be on site for the operation in the morning, but I want to begin the initial test phases as soon as possible.”

Test subjects…

Sometimes I hated being right.

But not as much as I hated Blake. He was about to unleash horrific violence on my city and commit untold atrocities against other humans, all because he simply could not face his own fears.

Instead of healing, he’d sought control. Power at any cost, so that he would never again be at the mercy of anyone else’s desires.

And now I was stuck—many miles from the ones I loved, utterly committed to my part in this plan. Unable to help defend the people and the city I called home. Unable to stand at Callum’s side for what might be the last few days remaining to him.

But I wouldn’t go back and change my decision, even if I could. Someone had to stand between Blake and the teens who had no idea what was about to happen. No idea that he referred to them as test subjects. No idea that what they’d been promised was going to come at the cost of the greatest agony they’d ever experienced.

No idea that some of them were likely to end up dead.

So now it was up to me to throw a monkey wrench in Blake’s master plan, help save the kids, and get back to Oklahoma City before it went up in flames. Before Callum succumbed to the poison. Before everyone and everything I loved was destroyed by Blake’s quest for power.

And I had to believe that all of those things were possible. I had to believe it with every fiber of my being, because the doubts were already strong enough to choke me. Strong enough to make my eyes sting and my nose burn with the threat of angry tears. Strong enough to bring a sick ache to my stomach and make it difficult to draw in a breath as I was dragged further and further into whatever facility currently housed Blake and his delusions of world domination.

Or maybe he wasn’t so delusional, given what he’d managed to accomplish so far, the unexpected places he had contacts in, and the number of voices I heard around me. He’d clearly established a sizable infrastructure in a relatively short amount of time—all with promises of power that wasn’t his to give.

We went down a set of stairs, and the air seemed to grow colder, and a bit stale. The sound of our footsteps echoed off bare walls and floors, making me wonder whether we were in some kind of industrial complex.

Eventually, I heard a door open, and I was lowered onto an unforgiving surface. Someone lifted off the hood, then before I could even get a good look around, my eyes slammed shut with a wince as they ripped the tape from my mouth.

“We’ll put it back if you don’t cooperate.” The man crouched in front of me looked more like a nineties frat boy than anything—with spiky, bleached blond hair, a fake tan, and a gold chain that disappeared beneath his oversized black shirt. “Now, feel free to take a good look around. This place is old, but we’ve made some updates, so it’s not as fragile as it looks. And we know you fancy yourself handy with the lock picks, so you’ll notice all the locks are electronic, and all the doors are fully alarmed.” He grinned at me. “So you can try breaking out, but it’ll just be a waste of energy. Might as well get comfortable.”

“Doesn’t it bother you,” I asked curiously, “that your boss broke every promise he made to me? Don’t you ever wonder when he’s going to break his promises to you?”

The man shook his head and pulled the gold chain out where I could see the medallion dangling at the end. “Nope. He’s already given me exactly what he promised. And once this is over? Every one of us will have our choice of magic. As much as we want, for as long as we want. We’re loyal to him because he’s proven himself—proven that he can take what he wants and no one can stop him. What else do I need to know?”

“What about the people being stolen from?” I pressed. “What about the people he plans to kill in order to get what he wants?”

“Enemies,” the man in front of me replied with a shrug. “Either they’re one of the Idrians trying to steal our world from us, or they’re humans in the wrong place at the wrong time. Either way, they’re just a roadblock, hindering our pursuit of true freedom. Gotta break a few eggs sometimes, you know?”

The casual inhumanity of his convictions almost took my breath away.

“Now you try to settle in and wait for a while. You’re just here to ensure your friends’ cooperation, so nobody’s going to hurt you as long as you stay put.”

“They aren’t just my friends,” I said quietly. “They’re my family. And they won’t stop until Blake and his plans are set on fire and buried in a grave a thousand feet deep. If you think I’m exaggerating, that just means you’ve never met Faris Lansgrave.”

The man laughed as if he found me adorably delusional. “He’ll have to find us first, and we already scanned both of you for tracking signals. Your phone has been destroyed, and there’s no way for them to know where that gateway led. They could spend months trying to find out where we’ve gone. Months they don’t have. By that time, the war will be over and your friends will be dead or relocated.” He stood up and walked to the door. “Stop dreaming, sweetheart. It’s over. You’ve lost.”

He walked out, and the door closed behind him with a beep and a click as the electric lock engaged.

Leaving me alone. In a small room with whitewashed walls, sitting on a metal platform cushioned only by a thin, hard mattress. There was a counter—covered in cracked porcelain tile—and cupboards that had probably been installed in the sixties. Only the door appeared new—likely of reinforced steel, with an electronic lock and no handle on the inside.

A part of me wanted to sob in terror, overwhelmed by flashbacks of my time in Elayara’s prison. A part of me could see the room I’d lived in for so many years overlaid on this one. Could smell the air, taste the chalky protein bars we’d eaten every day, and hear the unmistakable metallic clang of doors closing, the thud of boots on the cold hard floor, and the sobs. Someone was always crying.

But I wasn’t there anymore. That girl was free. I would probably always have these memories, always struggle to separate myself from the trauma that had shaped me. But I was more than the trauma. More than the scars. And right now, I was exactly where I needed to be.

I was inside Blake’s hidden facility. Somewhere very close to the kids he’d stolen from their homes, with a very real chance to save them—a chance we never would have had unless Blake had brought us here himself.

“Phase one is complete,” I murmured softly to myself. “Phase two of the plan can now begin.”
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Unfortunately for me, the start of phase two looked a lot like waiting. Waiting and waiting and trying not to notice how thirsty and sleep deprived I was. Trying even harder not to imagine what might be happening back at home, however many miles away that was.

Trying not to think about Callum or our determinedly stoic goodbye. Trying not to ask myself what would happen to my mate if our bond was no longer enough to keep him from succumbing to the poison. Trying not to envision the rest of my family as they prepared to protect our city from whatever chaos Blake intended to unleash.

Somewhere in those next few hours, my imagination got the better of me, and all I could do was huddle there on that cold, uncomfortable bed, fight the fear-induced nausea, and hold back tears.

Finally… after what seemed like years, the lock beeped, clicked, and the door opened to reveal two more of Blake’s people—a man and a woman, both wearing generic dark sweats. Probably meant they wielded shifter magic and needed clothing that was either easy to get out of or easy to replace.

“Come with us,” the woman said. “You can choose to walk, or we’ll be happy to drag you.”

“Where are we going?”

This was the part of the plan I was a little less sure of. I knew Blake intended to use me to force Kes’s cooperation, and I suspected he might try to use me as a hostage against everyone still in the city. Either they sat back and watched the destruction, or Blake would threaten to hurt me.

I’d been hoping our phase two would be well underway before it came to that, but I needed to be prepared to improvise in case it wasn’t.

“Control room,” the man said briefly.

Well, that sounded rather ominous. But as long as it kept Blake’s eyes on me and not on his other prisoner, I would play along.

“Has the march started yet?”

“Yes.”

My stomach clenched and my heart began to pound, but that’s all the information they were willing to give me before they each grabbed an arm and escorted me out of the room.

Wherever we were, it appeared that the building had once been a hospital of some kind. Long-abandoned—by the looks of the peeling paint and the cracks in the stained floor tiles—but partially remodeled by Blake and his team. Along with the doors, the lighting was new, and the security cameras I could see at each end of the hall were definitely from sometime this decade.

I peered into several rooms as we passed, but they looked much like mine. Perhaps exam rooms, offices, or patient rooms in a treatment ward. All the windows appeared to be boarded up, and nowhere did I see computers, files, or any kind of printed material. No medical supplies, clothing, or bedding. No signs or personal belongings.

Nothing to point me to a location.

We took two flights of stairs up, then went through a set of double doors, down a wider hallway with rooms on each side. There were probably fifty to sixty people coming and going, most of them dressed in similar dark clothing, but all with a sense of intensity and purpose. There was tension in the air, as if they were preparing for something, and I wished I didn’t know what that something was.

After a sharp right turn, our way was blocked by another set of doors, this one with two guards and a keypad on the door. My escort typed in a code, then waited for the door to unlock before pulling me through and into a space that could only be the promised control room.

If this had once been a hospital, we were likely looking at a record-keeping or administrative space of some kind. Wires ran everywhere, and at the U-shaped desk on the far side of the room, a half-dozen people wearing headsets tapped away at computers or held sharply worded conversations. On the left side of the room was a platform—empty except for what looked like a doormat with something printed on it.

A bank of screens hung on the wall to my right, each of them showing a different view of city streets, crowds, buildings… all too familiar, but for the seething masses of people crowding those streets.

It was downtown Oklahoma City, and the march was clearly already in progress, playing out across those screens like a movie, but one that was completely, terrifyingly real.

From what I could see, the bulk of it currently appeared to be taking place on Broadway, between Automobile Alley and the Convention Center. There was no sound, but I could see the waving signs, the intense, fervent expressions, and the mouths open in angry shouts.

Standing in front of the screens, looking like an average office worker at the end of a long day, Blake stood with his hands in his pockets, watching the events play out. He wore dress pants with a shirt and tie, but the tie was loosened and his jacket was off. A vicious burn scar ran down the side of his neck, but his hair was neat and his posture relaxed. Literally nothing about him screamed “psychopathic murderer about to start a war.”

“Ah, finally.” He turned from his contemplation of the monitors to regard me with a look of relief. “You’re here. That means we can begin.”

“Begin what, exactly?”

“Begin building a new world, of course,” Blake said, as calmly as if he were suggesting having eggs for breakfast or going out for a drink. “In a few moments, I’ll be taking my team to Oklahoma City to start the operation. I need to ensure that we’ll meet with minimal resistance, so I’ll be sending a picture to every one of your friends that I can reach.”

“A picture of what?”

The words were barely out of my mouth before I was forcibly placed in a chair, my hands bound behind me, my feet in front of me, and tape placed over my mouth again.

“Of you, Raine,” Blake said softly, lifting his phone and snapping a picture of me looking helpless and frightened, with two of Blake’s goons in the background.

We’d known this might happen, but that didn’t mean I had to be happy about it. Considering that Blake had managed to get ahold of my cell number, I assumed he would also have found a way to reach Faris. And through Heather, he would already have contact information for at least Callum, Ryker, and Kira.

I knew what this would do to them, so even though he couldn’t hear me, I silently begged Callum to hold on.

“There.” Blake lowered his phone and smiled at me. “Now we’ll be off, and you… You’ll get a front-row seat to everything I’ve been planning.”

A front-row seat—as he prepared to destroy my city, murder defenseless humans, and kill my friends.

And just as he’d promised, all I could do was watch as he clutched his gem and called up a gateway on that empty platform. The doormat must be his anchor, and when he saw me watching, Blake smiled and picked it up to show me what was written on it.

Beware of Dragon…

It was Callum’s.

Blake was using an anchor that would lead him straight to The Assemblage.

Right into the heart of our home and our defenses.

When I realized what he’d done, I started to struggle against my bonds, but Blake only laughed.

“Can you finally see it now? I’ve been ahead of you every step of the way.”

He set down the anchor, stepped through that perfect circle of swirling colors, and disappeared, followed by pairs of his minions moving together. Two, four, six… I counted until I reached forty-eight, and then just sat back in my chair. At least a hundred people followed him through that gateway, armed with stolen magic, ready to wreak destruction.

And standing against them were my family, and however many of Faris’s people he’d been able to summon in time.

Certainly nowhere near a hundred.

Nowhere near enough to win this battle and protect the humans at the same time.

It was possible that even with all our efforts, we would still lose. That Blake would succeed, and hatred would win.

And I was tied to a chair. My hands bound. My magic barely beginning to reawaken.

I was so used to being the one to act. The one to step up and protect others. The one to carry the burdens. But once again, there was nothing I could do except wait. Wait to see whether our plans would fail. Wait to see if hope was lost. Wait for someone else to rescue me.

I didn’t care for it at all, and honestly, my patience wasn’t quite up to the task. By my calculations, it had been nearly ten hours since we arrived here.

Plenty of time for our plan to be put in motion.

Plenty of time to explore the facility and find the missing kids.

So where in the hecking heck…

“What was that?”

One of the two minions behind me turned to look over his shoulder.

“Did you hear something?”

“Someone’s knocking on the door.”

The second minion shrugged. “No code, no entry. Don’t worry about it.”

Behind the desk, the six people wearing headsets suddenly began to murmur and point, looking confused as they moved from monitor to monitor.

“What now?” One of the men behind me strode towards them with an impatient curse.

“About half of our cameras are offline,” a woman called out. “And three of the doors are throwing error codes. Started down on the first floor. Where the…” She paused. “Where the test subjects are being housed.”

If it hadn’t been for the tape over my mouth, I would have been completely unable to stop the evil grin from spreading across my face.

And it would have grown even wider when we all heard a strange grinding sound from the locked doors, like gears full of sand, cracking under the strain.

My guards finally began to look concerned and mutter swear words under their breath, but it was much, much too late.

There was a loud pop, and the air suddenly filled with my new favorite smell—the unmistakable aroma of deep-fried wiring.

A moment later, the doors flew open, and everyone stopped to gape…

At the pale, slender form of Kes standing in the hallway outside.
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Blake’s people seemed frozen in place—either by magic or by shock—as quiet, easily frightened Kes regarded me with an uncharacteristic frown.

“Not much help, are you?” she announced in a deep, growling male voice.

To their credit, our enemies tried. But they were human, and before they could even reach for their stolen magic, the slender half-fae was on them in a whirlwind of blows that somehow sounded meatier than her tiny fists would suggest.

A few minutes later, all eight were lying on the floor, tightly bound by cut-up lengths of electrical cords and gagged with the same tape they’d used on me.

And then—finally—the tape was ripped off my mouth, the bonds sliced from my arms, and my rescuer crouched by my chair with a look of annoyance.

“Do I have to do everything around here?”

I shrugged. “Somebody had to be the bait, and apparently, I’m more fun to torture.”

“Fine, but next time you do the work and I get to be the distraction.”

“Did you get them out?” I must have sounded a little worried, because I got an eye roll in response.

“Relax, the kids are safe. They were already freaked out by the haunted house vibes, so they didn’t put up much of a fight.”

The words might be grumpy, but I could hear just as much relief as I was feeling.

“And Jeremiah?”

“Monique was right. He didn’t go willingly. He figured out something was wrong and hacked the game. Found a link to the chat where they were doing their recruiting. He was going to rat them out, but they tracked his IP address and kidnapped him.”

But we’d found him in time. He wasn’t going to be a test subject. Wasn’t going to lose his family, his future, or his home. Now, all we had to do was get him back to that home safely.

“Anyone else left in the building?”

I got a long-suffering sigh.

“I didn’t exactly have time to explore the entire facility, but I took care of everyone on the first floor.”

The deep voice coming from tiny, feminine Kes was really messing with my head.

“Can you stop with the glamour now?” I begged. “There’s no one else here to see you, and honestly, it’s freaking me out a little.”

I heard a brief huff, then the air shimmered oddly, giving off a whiff of some unfamiliar magic.

And then Kes was gone…

…leaving behind a tall, dark, muscular figure with golden eyes, long braids, and a terrifying set of fangs that were bared in a slight smile.

“That was seriously the most impressive glamour I’ve ever seen,” I admitted as I stood up and stretched muscles gone stiff and painful from the bindings. “Even I would have had a hard time telling the difference in the dark.”

Impressive or not, we’d definitely taken a bit of a gamble. Had Heather been a part of the welcoming committee, she would have immediately known that “Kes” wasn’t who she claimed to be. And had Blake not been convinced by my warnings about touching his prisoner, he would have figured out in a hurry that there were a lot more muscles inside the glamour than there ought to have been.

“Any unexpected issues with the security system?”

“Nothing my magic couldn’t handle.”

I shook my head. “How did I not know goblins could do this kind of thing?”

As it turned out, Shane hadn’t been lying when he said he got my phone number by magic. Sufficiently powerful goblins could use their magic to circumvent human tech—a fact very few people were aware of, and one we’d had to swear never to reveal.

Shane shot me a disgusted look. “Why do you think? If we went around talking about it, how many goblins do you think would be left?”

Okay, so he had a good point.

Shane eyed me as I swayed on my feet, feeling like my head was spinning in three different directions.

“Your magic back yet?”

I winced. “Shot you before, have they?”

His silence was answer enough.

I held out a hand in front of me and tried to summon my fae power… but got only a single blue spark that sputtered in my palm and then died. “Not yet, I guess.” Hopefully, it wasn’t going to take too much longer.

“So what’s our play?”

The gateway was right there. Still swirling with all its magical colors, leading to exactly where I wanted to be.

Home. Helping to defend my family and my city.

If that gateway collapsed, I had no way of knowing how long it would take us to get back. No way of knowing how far we were from the battle front.

But if we went back before we pinpointed our location, and the gateway collapsed, we would also have lost our chance here. A chance to hit Blake where it would hurt him the most, so that even if he succeeded in turning humanity against us, he would lose the one thing that had enabled him to bring his endeavors to this point.

“Where are the kids now?”

“Looking for another hostage that was brought in last night.”

“And you just let them go alone?”

Shane’s look was deeply sarcastic. “Tell me, Kendrick, exactly how much luck do you think you’d have convincing six teenagers to do something they didn’t want to do?”

Okay, he had a point. I was barely able to handle one. And besides, no one was likely to risk hurting Blake’s precious “test subjects.”

“Then our priorities are still the same as we planned. We try to figure out where we are, and find a way to destroy the artifacts. Then we take everyone home. Gateway or no gateway.”

Shane nodded. We turned to go, and as if they had been waiting for my decision as some kind of signal, that was the moment Blake chose to launch his offensive.

One by one, the screens on the wall erupted with scenes of violence so appalling, it was difficult to believe they were real. There was no sound, only images, but it was no less horrifying for the silence as the crowds of protesters scattered, shock and terror written across their faces.

The cameras were stationary, so even as I silently begged them to show me what was happening, I could only see so much.

Broadway Avenue splitting down the middle, opening up beneath the feet of unprepared humans—swallowing a luckless few and dividing the crowd in two.

A black gryphon diving out of the sky, scattering protesters and knocking a handful of them to the ground.

Roots erupting from the earth, cracking the sidewalks and trapping struggling victims beneath their winding coils.

Fires that flared and then disappeared unpredictably, leaving buildings smoldering in their wake.

And as the silent battle raged, I felt a surge from the battle within—a rising tide of emotions that must have come through the bond. Callum was furious—whether at the picture Blake had sent him, or the senseless violence tearing the city apart—and for a moment, I actually took a step towards the swirling colors of the gateway, as if being pulled by an unseen force, desperate to return.

“We have to trust them.”

I whirled on Shane, feeling a sudden wave of helpless anger. “Trust? That’s ironic, coming from you.”

He didn’t flinch. “Believe me, no one is more surprised than I am. But that doesn’t mean I’m wrong. Your family has their own tasks, just like we do. Trust them to handle it.”

Trust… Drat him. Trust, even when I could see what they were facing. Trust, when I knew that the very heart of our home might be overrun by enemies. Trust, when it seemed that forces on every side were arrayed against us. Trust, even when I could feel all these emotions through the mate bond and knew that Callum was suffering…

But Shane was right. They were all trusting us to have their back, so no matter how much it tore me apart, we could not fail.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “You aren’t wrong. I’m just…”

“Feeling torn in two?”

I nodded, and when our eyes met, I saw the banked glimmers of rage in his golden stare.

He was afraid too. The person he loved was also somewhere in the midst of that chaos, and he could do nothing to help her.

“Okay. Let’s go do this so we can go home. They can hold the line until then.”
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We left the control room and jogged through the wide hallway that had been teeming with people only a short time ago—now empty. Passed through the double doors and took the stairs leading down, but instead of only two flights we went three—all the way to the bottom.

“This is where the kids headed,” Shane told me. “They had a little freedom to explore, but they said they were never allowed down here. If Blake’s cache is in this complex, this is the most likely spot.”

The hall we entered was narrow and the ceiling low, as if we were in an underground tunnel of some kind. Fluorescent lights flickered, and water dripped from overhead in multiple places. There were no signs of habitation, but still a strange itch developed between my shoulder blades and only grew as we kept moving.

“Someone is coming,” I murmured to Shane, and his minuscule nod indicated that he heard me but didn’t want to alert enemies to our presence.

I reached for my magic again and felt the slightest trickle of power… but not enough. Not yet.

The sound of running feet from up ahead sent my heart into overdrive and tensed my muscles for attack…

But as they came around the corner, it proved to be a pair of panicked teenagers who took one look at us, screamed, and skidded to a halt, preparing to run the other way.

Oops.

Shane had been wearing his glamour when he rescued them.

“Wait up!” I called after them. “We aren’t your enemy! We’re just trying to get out of here!”

The smaller of the two—a tiny blonde girl—looked back over her shoulder, her face twisted with suspicion. “Where’s the woman who saved us?”

Shane growled under his breath, and suddenly the air rippled again as his Kes glamour settled into place. “That was me.”

The two teens’ eyes went huge, and the boy stared from me to Shane and back again, his gaze watchful and tense and somehow very familiar…

“You’re Jeremiah,” I breathed.

He took a step back. “How do you know my name?”

I glanced at Shane. “What did you tell them?” Or rather, what hadn’t he told them?

“I didn’t have time to explain everything,” Shane muttered.

Diplomat the goblin was not, so apparently it was up to me to convince them to trust us.

“Your mom asked me to look for you,” I told Jeremiah. “Once we found out you’d been kidnapped, we started looking for other kids who’d gone missing after playing online games.”

I glanced at the blonde girl. “I don’t suppose you’re TabbyCat409?”

She gulped.

“You may not recognize me, but I live across the hall from you. With Logan.”

Her eyes finally flared with recognition. “Did my mom ask for your help, too?”

“She did,” I assured her. “She has the police out looking for you.”

That turned out to be a mistake. Her eyes narrowed, and she backed away from me. “You’re lying. My mom hated you guys. Told me I wasn’t allowed to talk to Logan. No way she asked you for help.”

Jeremiah moved to place himself between us, and I immediately knew I was going to have to find some other way to earn their trust.

“I’m telling the truth,” I said calmly. “But if it helps, Jeremiah, your mom’s name is Monique, and I’ve been to your house on the corner of Twenty-first and Lee.”

“My kidnappers would know that much,” he responded flatly. He began to back away, holding out an arm to the side as if to shelter the girl behind him. “Tell me something they wouldn’t know.”

“Your mom believes you didn’t run away. She showed me your room. It has dark wood floors and a dark blue comforter. Dirty dishes on the desk, and your closet is basically a booby trap waiting to happen.”

He didn’t budge, and I realized I was heading in the wrong direction. I could describe his bedroom down to the last detail, and it wouldn’t help, because his kidnappers had been there too.

Wait…

There was one thing they wouldn’t know—one thing that symbolized the relationship of trust between him and his mom.

“Your password,” I said, looking him dead in the eye. “Your computer password. Your mom told me… It’s her birthday.”

His eyes went wide, and I saw when he broke. His lips trembled, and his arms fell to his sides as he took a step towards me. “Is she okay?”

“Yes,” I promised. “Last I saw her, she’s fine. Just really worried about you. But we’re going to get you home. Where is everyone else?”

Tabitha stepped out from behind Jeremiah, apparently willing to follow his lead now that we’d proven our sincerity. “You have to help them,” she pleaded. “We ran into some people while we were searching for other prisoners. They caught most of us, and now they’re beating up an old lady!”

Shane’s glamour dropped abruptly, and the poor girl let out a tiny shriek as he reappeared with eyes glowing and fangs bared.

“Where are they?” he growled.

“This way.”

Jeremiah took the lead, and we followed at a run, around the corner and through a pair of double steel doors.

They stood open—with a broken chain and padlock dangling from the handles—and on the other side, the space opened up into what looked like a warehouse or an underground bunker. It was wide and deep, though the ceilings remained low, making it more like a maze to be navigated between stacks of crates, boxes, barrels, and shelves loaded with supplies.

And the crates? Every one that I could see was stamped with the unmistakable crown and tower seal of Elayara Elduvar.

“Yep, this is it,” I murmured, feeling a wild surge of rage as I contemplated what each of these crates represented.

There were so many of them. So much magic, so much pain and suffering. And Blake had been present for all of it. Had seen how much each piece of stolen magic cost—both the one it was stolen from and the one forced to do the stealing.

He’d witnessed Kes’s pain and seen only opportunity.

“We have to destroy it.” We already knew we couldn’t hide the secret forever—not when the Bureau of Idrian Affairs had already learned that humans could use stolen magic. But we could prevent this stockpile from ever being exploited, or sold to finance further oppression. “Whether Blake wins or loses, we can’t allow any of this to leave this place.”

I looked at Shane. His eyes were so bright, his rage so potent, I nearly stepped away from him, but it wasn’t meant for me. He knew what Kes had suffered, but seeing the proof…

“Never again,” he swore, the roughness in his voice both a promise and a threat. But before we could follow through on this promise, we had prisoners to rescue and a building to clear.

“Hurry,” Jeremiah said in a low voice, so we followed him down the length of the warehouse, towards the sound of voices and blows.

“Stop it!” A scared female voice rose above the rest. “She’s just an old lady. Don’t hurt her!”

We tucked ourselves behind the nearest stack of crates and peered around the corner, taking in the entire scene at a glance.

Four teens huddled to one side, guarded by a wolf and a man whose hands were wreathed in stolen fire magic. In the nearby corner of the warehouse, four more of Blake’s minions surrounded a prisoner they’d tied to an old wooden chair—her arms and legs tightly bound.

This must be the “old lady” the kids were determined to defend, but as I got a good look at her, I had to hold back a cackle of entirely inappropriate laughter.

It was Tairen-li-Corva.

She was bruised and bleeding from a gash on her head, but she was still smiling at the four people facing her. And it was possibly the most terrifying smile I had ever seen in my life. I wasn’t even her enemy, but I almost dropped to my knees right there and begged her to forgive me for anything I had ever said or done to offend her.

“You’re going to give us Deverin,” one of them said. “Sooner or later. We’re willing to make you bleed until he agrees to step down.”

“You’re as delusional as you are stupid,” Tairen retorted. “Why would a man who refused to stay with me and raise his own children bend to your demands simply because you sent him a few pictures?”

We’d been right about this too. Tairen was the key hostage—the one person who might be able to control the actions of the Bureau as well as the Idrians. They were torturing her in an attempt to blackmail Deverin into resigning, and once he was gone? There would be no one to stand between the Bureau and their plans to register and relocate the entire Idrian population.

The fact that Blake had managed to kidnap Tairen from right under Deverin’s nose did not fill me with confidence in the outcome of the battle for my city. But right here, right now, I could only tackle the task in front of me.

And between us, Shane and I had a chance. There were only six of them, and they wouldn’t want to actually hurt the kids, so…

Unfortunately, I never got a chance to plan.

One of the teenage girls rushed forward, as if to place herself between Tairen and her torturers.

I heard a growl and a snap from the wolf. The girl cried out in pain and fell to the ground, and Jeremiah let out a yell of outrage from behind me…

…instantly blowing our cover.

I heard a couple of panicked curses as five of our enemies turned to look our way. The fire user flamed up like a torch, while the wolf grabbed the girl by the arm and started to drag her back towards the others as she screamed and struggled.

I needed my fae magic, or even elemental, yet no matter how hard I tried, it remained just out of reach. But I moved forward anyway, ready to do battle with my bare hands if necessary.

And then stopped dead as one of Blake’s minions pulled a gun from his belt and leveled it directly at my chest.

It was the blond man who’d locked me in my room. The one who’d told me to give up—that sometimes you had to break a few eggs. To him, I was simply another egg to be broken, and while I’d come in expecting magic, in the end, our enemies were human and they still wielded human weapons.

“I suggest no one move,” he said softly. “We’ve already won, so I have no reason to keep this one alive.”

“Then why haven’t you pulled that trigger?” I asked coolly, while my heart hammered in my chest and fear pulsed through me like a second heartbeat. The entire scene seemed frozen in time—Shane behind me, Jeremiah to my left. The girl sobbing on the ground, the wolf crouched nearby. The fire casting flickering shadows, while blood dripped down Tairen’s face and fell soundlessly to the floor.

Any movement could trigger disaster. Even a breath might provoke a fight that would end in tragedy. We were outnumbered, had lost the element of surprise, and only Shane had magic—magic that might be great with phones and door locks, but not so much in a brawl.

I had only one other weapon at my disposal, and I didn’t even know if it would work on humans. I’d tried to use it so rarely, and it wasn’t something I could practice.

But in that moment of desperation, it was the only thing I could think of, so I reached deep, cracked open the walls around my deepest pain, and reached for the power that remained hidden there.

Untouched by the serum that had robbed me of my other abilities, my siren magic rushed from its hiding places and flooded my body from my toes to my fingertips. It buzzed against my teeth, burned on my tongue, and opened my mouth.

“Please stop,” I said, my voice throbbing with power as I shaped that plea and released it into the tension surrounding us. “You don’t want to do this.”

The wolf shifter dropped the girl’s arm and whined. The fire snuffed out. The man with the gun shook his head as if troubled by gnats, and then…

Lifted his weapon again, his lips pinched with fury. “Whatever that was, I suggest you not try it again. Now all of you”—he gestured with the gun—“over into that corner and…”

A crack split the air, and for a panicked instant I thought he’d accidentally pulled the trigger. He did too, and stared at his weapon before looking back at me… and then crumpling to the ground in a heap as he was hit over the head with the remains of a shattered wooden chair.

Sweet dreams, sweetheart.

Everyone froze in shock for a moment, and a moment was all Tairen-li-Corva needed. Shredded rope dangled from her wrists as she tore into her enemies with precise strikes, delivered with a power and control that any human martial artist would have sold her soul to possess.

The fire user—still reeling from the weight of my siren magic—was leveled by a kick to the chest that probably cracked a dozen ribs, while the wolf was seized by his scruff and tossed twenty feet, where he crashed into the wall, fell to the floor, and didn’t move.

It was a little embarrassing, honestly, but by the time I recovered enough to think about helping, the battle was over. Our enemies lay unmoving on the ground, and the former queen of the dragons was looking around as if disappointed that her foes had all been vanquished.

And in the ensuing silence, I heard an awed whisper from one of the teens.

“Alright… Slay, queen!”

I choked. If only they knew.

Tairen managed to look slightly offended, but then all six kids started clapping, accompanied by a chorus of whistles that took a solid ten seconds to die down.

At which point, Shane glowered at Tairen. “Why didn’t you do that sooner?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t want them to hurt the children, so I required a distraction. Which Raine so thoughtfully provided.”

Apparently, distraction was all I was good for today.

“We need to let Deverin know you’re okay,” I insisted, but she snorted in evident amusement.

Oh. “He knows, doesn’t he?”

“He does,” she admitted. “I told him to allow me to be taken. The more leverage the enemy believes they have, the greater their overconfidence.”

I could only hope she was right.

“But now we can go ahead and get you out of here. Back to…”

Pain punched me right in the heart.

White-hot, searing my nerve endings, turning my thoughts to ash as it burned its way through every cell of my body.

I’d been hit. I was dying. I was…

Furious. But not just furious—a rush of pure feeling flooded my senses and sent me staggering to my knees. Anxiety, urgency…

I could hear distant voices—Shane, Tairen, Jeremiah—but I couldn’t make out words. Not while I was drowning in this tidal wave of sensations that made no sense unless…

Callum.

It was coming through our bond. I could feel it all so strongly, so clearly, and for this to cross the distance between us and overwhelm the effects of the poison, it had to be something catastrophic.

I needed to get home. Needed to fix this. But how could I leave when…

The agony vanished as quickly as it had begun.

All the emotions, all the echoes of feelings that had flooded through our bond cut off abruptly, leaving me gasping but whole. And yet…

Why had they stopped?

Why did I suddenly feel nothing?

As if the bond were not simply silenced, but gone forever.

I staggered to my feet under the weight of worried stares from every side.

I would find Callum. I would fix this. But first…

“We have to destroy the warehouse.” My voice sounded rough and empty, even to me, but I didn’t have time to explain. “We can’t let anyone else find this place.”

But how?

“I will find a way,” Tairen returned briskly. “But the children must be taken to safety.”

Shane spoke up. “I can take them back through the gateway and then return for you.”

I shook my head. “No. I’ll stay with Tairen, you stay with them. You’ll be taking them into a war zone, so they’ll need your protection. And no one knows how long the gateway will hold.”

“And no one knows how long my son can hold up either,” Tairen snapped. “Go to him. I swear to you, I will find a way.”

“And I won’t leave you here alone,” I shot back. “You need someone to watch your back. We have no idea how many other people Blake left here, or what it will take to destroy this place, and I won’t take the risk of…”

“I’ll do it.”

For a moment, that quiet, almost timid-sounding voice barely even registered, because it didn’t belong here. It belonged back in Oklahoma City. Somewhere safe. Not in the depths of Blake’s warehouse, surrounded by terror and violence and a thousand reminders of our pain.

There was no way it could be here.

But then he moved out from between the stacks of crates, looking young and scared but also so deeply determined that it hurt my heart.

“Logan.”
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“How did you get here?”

His chin lifted. “A gateway opened up right outside our apartment. I saw all those people come through, and I knew it had to lead to wherever you were. So once the fight started…”

“You sneaked out and jumped right in,” I said softly. I had no idea what he’d been doing alone in our apartment, but that hardly mattered now.

So often, when I looked at him, I saw only my memories of the boy we’d first rescued—the boy who never talked. The boy fighting so hard for control that he rarely smiled. We struggled to find equilibrium with the grumpy teen looking for independence, hoping for more of his rare flashes of enthusiasm. Wanting nothing more for him than normal.

And in the midst of all that, maybe I’d forgotten that, unlike Ari, he was old enough to remember everything. Old enough to understand the horror of what we’d been through. His scars were as deep as mine, and when he said he wanted to help, what that meant was… he needed it. Needed to deal with our past just like I did. Needed to use what he’d been given in a way that made the world better instead of worse.

And as I tried to come to terms with my own failure to give him what he needed, my kid looked me dead in the eye, and I saw evidence of tears he would never have wanted to show.

“I can do it,” he said, and his voice rang with certainty. “I know what this is. I know why it has to be destroyed. And I need to… Please, let me do this.”

I’d never felt so torn, or so proud of who he was becoming. And he’d been practicing his earth magic. Faris had always said he was strong, so hopefully that meant he was powerful enough to bury this place so deeply it would never be found.

“Okay,” I said. “I believe you. You’re strong, you’re smart, and I know you’ve got this.”

He nodded at me solemnly, and I wanted so badly to hug him.

Thankfully, I’d been parenting this particular teenager long enough to know better.

I turned to Tairen, wryly aware that just a few short hours ago I would never have dreamed of asking this question.

“You’ll protect him?”

She looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Are you seriously asking me this?”

Well, yes. I’d sort of hoped she’d be willing, but if not…

“If the situation weren’t so dire, I would be mortally insulted. That you could even insinuate…” She stopped and drew in a breath, as if pleading for the patience to tolerate my audacity.

“I am a dragon,” she informed me sternly, “and we protect our children above all else. So if you think there is any force on earth that could come between me and my grandson, you are far more foolish than I anticipated.”

I blinked.

Looked at Shane.

He shrugged.

Logan was grinning from ear to ear.

“Okay then. I guess… we’ll leave it to you.”
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In the not so very distant past, I would have said that leaving my kid behind in that place was the hardest thing I’d ever done, but the last few days had been so full of difficult choices, it was difficult to rank them.

All I could feel as we headed back towards the control room was a sense of dread and anticipation.

Would the gateway still be there?

Was the battle over?

Was Callum still okay?

The kids were silent as we jogged up the stairs. No protests, no crying. As if they’d already seen too much. So when we reached the control room, I deliberately tried to draw their attention—hoping they wouldn’t look too closely at the monitors.

“That’s the gateway,” I told them, holding tightly to my own sense of relief as I pointed to the swirling circle of colors that hung in the air just off the surface of the platform. “We’re going to step through it one by one. Shane will go first”—he nodded in agreement—“to scout for enemies, and then you’ll follow. I’ll go last.”

Shane didn’t pause or hesitate, just moved forward, leaped through the circle, and disappeared.

“How do we know this won’t drop us right into oblivion?” Jeremiah demanded, suspicion written plainly across his features. “Or someplace even worse than this?”

“You don’t,” I returned bluntly. “This time you’re going to have to trust that we have no desire to hurt you. We want you to make it home, and we’ll do our best to get you there safely, but the first step is going to have to be one of faith.”

The teens all looked at each other, and Tabitha was the first to move forward. “What do I have to lose?” she murmured, and stepped through the gateway.

One by one, the others followed, and as the last of them jumped through, I drew in a deep breath and turned to take one more look at the screens on the wall.

Smoke. There was so much smoke. The crowds were no longer visible, but there was rubble in the street. Fires smoldering on every side. A lone figure running as if her life depended on it.

All else was obscured.

My city was a war zone, and I was walking right into the middle of it.

But that was exactly where I belonged, and as I stepped through the gateway into the unknown, it was with a sense of purpose and grim anticipation.

Blake had made his play, and he believed his victory was inevitable.

But the game wasn’t over yet.
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We left the kids in my empty apartment, with instructions not to leave until the battle was over or we came back for them.

If Blake and his people won, there was nothing I could do for them anyway. They might still be able to escape and make it home, but I wouldn’t be able to help them.

And if we won? They would be safe there until we could return and reunite them with their families.

As Shane and I descended the stairs, the air felt strangely quiet. After the scenes I’d just witnessed from the cameras on Broadway Avenue, I expected to hear the sounds of chaos, but none penetrated the brick walls around us.

The silence was no comfort. It made me wonder if we’d already lost.

“Where are the battle lines?” Judging by Shane’s grim expression, he was already gearing up for a fight. “Could you see anything on the monitors?”

“Nothing conclusive. Just smoke. Burned buildings. Cracked streets.”

Where was Callum?

I could feel him now, but dimly, and I didn’t know if that was due to his condition or mine. At least he was alive.

Everything else we could fix.

We reached the foot of the stairs, raced for the front door, and stepped out into an apocalyptic nightmare.

I wondered distantly whether Kevin had made it to safety, but those thoughts were quickly overwhelmed by the reality of the destruction stretching in every direction

Smoke billowed thickly through the air. Abandoned cars dotted the road at odd angles, doors left open, some half-fallen into the cracks that criss-crossed Sheridan Avenue. The trees that lined the sidewalk were toppled and smoldering, while across the street, the hotel’s windows appeared to have been blown out.

Bricktown was shattered and burning, and the fight wasn’t over yet.

From the southeast, we could hear the sound of screams, the crash of metal against metal, the roar of wind-whipped flames, and the rumble of the earth moving underfoot. Elementals doing battle at a distance, while shifters scrabbled tooth and claw, and wildkin wielded the weapons of their own kind.

I looked to the right, peering west down the length of Sheridan Avenue, and barely made out the rubble that had once been the railroad bridge—now a pile of twisted metal rails, crumbled concrete, and shattered railroad ties blocking the road.

Preventing an exit or a roadblock to stop the enemy?

From somewhere beyond the rubble, I saw the flash of red and blue lights from emergency vehicles—the humans, waiting for the battle to be over.

Waiting to pick up the pieces? Or waiting simply to make their indictments? I could only hope and pray that someone would be willing to listen to the truth when all this was over—that we had done everything we could to stop the slaughter.

Our original plan had included funneling the protesters down Sheridan Avenue and into the Bricktown Ballpark, where we could take advantage of the high brick walls and limited entry points to protect them.

But Blake’s portal had opened up at the top of The Assemblage. They would have left the building, emerged onto Sheridan, and his troops would have hit the protesters broadside, leaving no avenue of escape. And yet somehow…

Shane and I turned left and darted off down the middle of the debris-choked street—towards the cacophony of battle. Towards the place where our allies had planned to make their final stand.

There was no way to see past the billowing clouds of smoke—no way to know if they’d made it to shelter—but it was all too easy to follow the sounds of screams. We pressed ourselves to the limit, racing down Sheridan, then turning right on Mickey Mantle Drive. I was trying so hard to see through the smoke that I stumbled on the uneven brick surface, sprawling to my hands and knees before picking myself back up again.

Until finally, we were close enough that the smoke began to clear and the battlefield came into view—a scene of carnage that sprawled across the streets and sidewalks surrounding the baseball stadium.

There were bodies on the ground—human, shapeshifter, wildkin, and fae—some groaning in pain, some lying still and covered in blood. Fires flickered and smoldered in the burnt-out frames of a handful of cars, upended dumpsters lay askew, and water rushed towards the drain from the gush of a broken fire hydrant. Tree roots had erupted in several places, cracking the sidewalks, tearing up the brick streets and blocking the way. Some had bodies trapped within their tangled coils—alive or dead, it was impossible to tell.

This—this was what Blake wanted. This was what he still hoped to exploit. This unimaginable hellscape of destruction and death had come about solely because of his thirst for power, and it sickened me that I’d once sat in solidarity with this man. We’d shared our fears. Comforted each other. Survived together.

A rush of nausea had me retching in the gutter, believing the worst, but then Shane called out, “Look!”

He was pointing overhead, where for the briefest moment the smoke parted, granting us a glimpse of the skies above the ballpark…

And the pair of red dragons circling in the air overhead. A golden gryphon perched on the top of the walls like a vengeful guardian, and my fist punched the air as I nearly gasped with exultation and relief.

It was Ryker, Deverin, and Angelica. Patrolling the airspace, ready to defend the crowds of refugees huddled below.

Somehow, in spite of everything, Faris had held the city’s defenses and put our plan into action. He’d managed to protect the human protesters, holding off their attackers long enough to lead them to safety.

Now it was simply a matter of defending the perimeter until we could whittle down Blake’s numbers. But we couldn’t count on human support. Faris had warned them of the dangers, so somewhere in the distance, a lone helicopter hovered, watching. Waiting for the outcome of a battle the humans could do nothing to stop.

Thankfully, most of the entrances to the ballpark had been barricaded by a combination of tree roots and concrete—courtesy of the dryads and earth elementals among our allies. But on the ground in front of the main gates, the battle still raged, and for a moment it appeared that my initial fears had been justified. There were far more of the enemy—far more combatants pressing forward than there were defending the walls.

And with no more reinforcements coming…

It was up to us.

Without any need for words, Shane and I charged forward together. I somehow matched him stride for stride as we cut through the smoke, hurdled the cracks, and threw ourselves at the enemy’s flank—Shane with daggers that he produced as if by some strange new magic, and I with the tiny trickle of fae power that answered my call.

It wasn’t enough for a sword or a shield, not enough to overwhelm or crush, but enough for the long, slender lash of a whip that snapped and curled around its targets, leaving cuts and burns behind.

And as we fought our way through, I began to recognize the stadium’s defenders. Not just members of the Shadow Court, but members of every court, standing shoulder to shoulder in defiance of Blake’s army and their arsenal of stolen magic.

Faris had made calls to every delegate who’d attended the Symposium—everyone who’d witnessed Blake’s ruinous ambitions firsthand and might be willing to stand against him.

Yolande, the bear shifter who’d helped us take him down the first time, fought side by side with the troll delegate—an older woman wearing armor and swinging a hammer with unnerving agility as she dodged shots of air magic.

Jasper and Isis—earth and water elementals—stood back to back, Isis holding a spinning shield of water in front of the gate, while Jasper trapped an attacker by sinking him into the concrete up to his knees.

As I watched, an enormous gray lion leaped from the upper windows over the stadium gates. He landed on the shoulders of an enemy wielding fire magic, taking him to the ground with a snarl and…

I didn’t watch the next part. I was too busy dodging a barrage of glowing blue fae darts shot at me by a human wearing a dark uniform. One of the darts clipped my arm, and I staggered, leaving me open to attack by a gargoyle, who swooped towards me, claws reaching, eyes burning a fiery red…

Only to be smacked right out of the air by a softball-sized chunk of ice.

A hand reached for mine, and I looked up into the face of a woman over seven feet tall, with brown skin, wild dark hair, and glowing blue eyes…

Talia—elemental queen and once my enemy. Her expression was fierce and feral as she pulled me to my feet, still gazing over my shoulder, never taking her eyes off our attackers.

“Thanks.”

She inclined her head regally. “We’re even now, Raine Kendrick.”

“Where is Faris?”

Her eyes turned bleak, and her chin jerked towards the street. “Out there somewhere. I don’t know. Last I saw… He was shielding a woman from a falling building and was buried in the rubble.”

No.

He couldn’t be dead. I wouldn’t allow it.

Faris was the glue that held us together. The only one who could have forged this alliance—bringing every court together and ensuring the cooperation of the local government. The only one powerful enough to fix everything Blake had broken.

And he was the heart of this family I’d been lucky enough to become a part of. If anything happened to him? I had no idea whether we would recover.

Or whether Kira would ever forgive herself. She’d agreed to stay back—along with Hugh—to guard Morghaine, Kes, Ethan, and the kids. But if Faris fell without her…

I wouldn’t let it be true.

“I’ll find him,” I promised. “Can you hold the walls?”

She nodded. “For now, we have enough. But only because the skies are safe.”

Only until the black dragon put in an appearance.

But where was it? Who was it? And why had Blake not yet deployed his greatest weapon?

The answer came in the form of a wailing siren—one that didn’t remain in the distance but drew closer and closer, until a black SUV emerged from the smoke, crunched its way over the debris, and came to a stop a few dozen yards away, just outside the ballpark’s main gates.

The passenger door opened, and Blake Masterson stepped out.

Still in his casual, everyday office-worker clothing, still with his tie loosened and his hair slightly rumpled, a small smile tugging at his lips.

Talia let out a cry of rage and produced spinning blades of water between her fingers, but Blake jerked up a hand, and the rear door of the SUV opened.

Two of his people jumped out, dragging a body between them.

Limp and covered in dust and blood.

Broken. Barely recognizable.

“No!”

The scream ripped involuntarily from my lips as they dragged Faris forward by his elbows and dropped him on the ground right in front of Blake, who crouched at Faris’s side and laid a blade of glowing blue against his throat.

“And this,” he said mildly, “is where your resistance ends. Or I… will kill him.”

A part of me simply hadn’t believed that Faris could be stopped. He’d seemed immovable as a mountain. And the sight of him lying there broken and still… broke something in me too.

As the sounds of battle fell away, leaving only watchful silence, I was forced to clench my fists until my nails drew blood from my palms.

I would not cry. Not yet.

“Surely…” Blake said into the silence, “surely you understand that this battle is now over.”

I heard feral cries from overhead as the dragons recognized the danger and dove nearer…

Only to pull up short when they realized there was nothing they could do. Not fast enough to stop Blake. They could only settle on the wall and wait, while Blake looked around at the chaos and death and destruction he had caused… and smiled.

The bastard smiled.

“Today has been everything I dreamed it could be,” he said, his eyes bright with wonder and satisfaction. “Everything I hoped for since the day I discovered my calling. Now, if you want me to spare Lansgrave’s life, you’ll stand aside and let my people do what they came here for.”

When no one moved, he looked almost comically confused.

“Are you honestly going to stand there and protect these protesters with your lives? Sacrifice one of your own for the sake of a few thousand humans? Humans who hate and fear you?”

I don’t know what he was expecting. Perhaps he was counting on us to do as he said without question. Or perhaps he thought he understood what we valued, after we’d refused to trade Kes’s life for those of the protesters.

But he understood nothing, and he most certainly did not understand Faris Lansgrave—a man with a heart so enormous that he’d risked everything to protect these humans who wanted him caged.

He would never have agreed to this trade. Never have allowed Blake to win by threatening his life. So as deeply as it hurt me, as harsh and impossible as the words felt when I forced them from my lips, I took two steps forward and said them anyway.

“Go to hell, Blake.”

He must not have seen me before that moment. Or maybe he simply hadn’t recognized me beneath the sweat and dirt and blood of battle.

But when he realized who had spoken, his mouth opened, his jaw went slack, and his eyes widened with the horrifying knowledge of exactly what my presence here might mean.

A million calculations flashed through his eyes. A weighing and then a decision.

The hand not holding the blade rose to his neck, his fingers tracing that dark and twisted burn scar as he reached for the jewel hidden beneath his shirt. And for an instant I thought he intended to run. To abandon his plans and his people.

But no.

His head jerked back, he let out a grunt of pain, and then…

Disappeared into a mountain of black scales that lunged forward before I’d even registered the truth.

That burn scar…

…had been caused by Kira’s dragon fire during the assault on The Portal.

Blake was the black dragon.

And an instant later, he caught me up in his terrifying claws and launched himself into the sky.
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I didn’t have enough magic to fight back. Didn’t even have enough breath to scream. Whatever Blake intended to do with me, I was at his mercy as I choked back a wave of nausea and gasped for air.

Beneath us, I could hear the sounds of battle being rejoined, and knew there would be no rescue coming. Ryker, Deverin, and Angelica had to stay to defend their position against Blake’s airborne allies.

So wherever we were going, I was on my own, but for some reason, instead of panic, I was suddenly enveloped in a deep and all-encompassing sense of peace.

If I was going to die, I would go out defending everyone I loved.

“You lost, Blake,” I called out over the sound of the wind in my ears. “Your facility has been destroyed. Your people are dead. This is over. No matter what you do to me, you’ll never win.”

Unlike Callum, Blake could not hear me telepathically, and he could not speak in dragon form like Kira. All he could do was roar in incoherent rage as he drove higher and higher, above the smoke and into the patchy clouds of a cool January afternoon.

Maybe he was planning to take me back to his base. Maybe he was going to eat me. There were a lot of options, but as long as he was focused on me, he wasn’t attacking my family and friends.

Hold on, Raine.

The words echoed around my head, a memory of Callum’s voice calling out through our bond. I hoped that wherever he was, he would somehow survive this. That losing our bond wouldn’t end up hurting him too badly.

I’m coming. Talk to me.

That didn’t sound like a memory. But Callum could no longer reach me that way, and I knew of no one else who could speak mind-to-mind like that.

Blake suddenly stopped climbing and hovered over the field, his claws tightening around my body as he roared again, spewing jets of flame futilely into the air. The heat was so intense that I shut my eyes and whimpered, wondering whether he intended to simply burn me to a crisp.

Raine. Don’t be afraid. I’ll catch you.

And then my peace was shattered by a wave of emotions so fierce and overwhelming that they left me breathless.

Fear.

Fury.

Desperation.

Love.

I was still gasping when something huge and dark plummeted out of the sky and struck Blake broadside.

He was sent reeling—tumbling through the sky for a handful of seconds before he righted himself—and as my brain tried frantically to tell up from down, I caught my first glimpse of his attacker.

Shimmering black scales, wide black wings, claws like scimitars, furious amber eyes… and a heart I could feel beating as if it rested in my own chest.

“Callum!”

He was here. He was whole. I didn’t understand it, couldn’t explain it, but the how and the why didn’t matter. Only that he was okay.

But now I was in the middle of a fight that I wasn’t sure I could survive.

Blake was desperate for a win. He knew I’d escaped his headquarters, so he would likely assume Kes had escaped with me. That we’d somehow neutralized his people. He couldn’t count on backup, and the battle still raging below us was too evenly matched to claim victory.

He needed to strike another blow to the morale of his enemies, and that meant winning this fight. Demonstrating his superiority in the air, while robbing Callum of the one thing he was most desperate to protect.

Me.

And it seemed that Blake agreed with my assessment. As Callum circled and dove, the dragon holding me reared back—hovering nearly upright with me clenched tightly in his claws.

I heard a sound like laughter—so deep and terrible that it shook me to my very core—and then…

He threw me.

Launched me skyward into the sun, like a fly-ball vanishing into the lights of left field. For a moment I hung there, weightless—unable to scream, unable to form even the smallest panicky thought—and then I fell, racing towards the unforgiving earth at ever-increasing speeds.

And below me, fanged mouth open wide as he rose through the air, was Blake. Pulling in a breath as he prepared to send me to oblivion with a single jet of flame.

Callum had already started his dive when Blake threw me, and had he been one bit less agile or experienced, our story would have been over in the blink of an eye—burnt to ash in the white heat of dragon fire.

But miraculously he twisted in midair. Pulled up, turned, and lashed out, carving a deep and bloody wound along Blake’s ribs with his claws.

Blake screamed and flailed and began to fall, but I was falling too, and Blake somehow managed to reach out and grip Callum’s neck between his teeth.

He was larger, just as Morghaine had been. Probably stronger, too, and he held on as the two plummeted towards the earth, twisted together in a terrible, bloody dance.

And I fell with them.

Watching the clouds flash by as if in slow motion. Heart in my throat—not for me, but for Callum, as he kicked out with his hind legs, caught the trailing edge of Blake’s wing, and tore a long gash through the membrane.

And when Blake’s mouth opened to cry out in panic and agony, Callum was free. Free to bank, free to dive, heedless of his own pain. His amber eyes seared into mine as I heard the terrified screams from below me.

I’ve got you.

I looked back at him and smiled as the ground rushed closer.

I know.

He caught me no more than twenty feet above the concrete surface of the parking lot. Scooped me out of the air and held me against his scaled chest as he tucked his wings and tumbled across the ground. I felt a jolt, heard the screech of metal and the crunch of glass as he collided with cars and then finally slid to a stop.

And didn’t move.

“Callum!”

I struggled against his hold, and began to breathe again only when he lowered me to the ground, released me, and raised his head.

Relief, heady as fae liquor, thrummed through my limbs and echoed through our bond as we stared at each other. Elated and uncertain.

Was this for real?

Then those fiery amber eyes closed, the scaled head bent, and I leaned forward to rest my forehead against his.

The moment I touched those warm scales and felt his heart beating beneath my hands, I knew everything was going to be all right.

“I love you,” I breathed. “So much. But Blake…”

I know.

“He’s so much bigger. And the poison! What if he…”

Callum rose to his feet, regarded me fiercely, and bared those glittering teeth in a vicious smile.

He might be physically stronger, but he knows nothing about this magic he’s stolen.

He was right. And in that moment, I knew that nothing could come between my beautiful black dragon and the people he’d sworn to protect.

“Then go get him. But be careful, you hear me?”

He bumped me with his nose, and then, with powerful wingbeats that nearly knocked me over, he rose slowly into the air.

Headed back into battle.

Which was also where I needed to be.
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I’d fallen on the wrong side of the park, so it was on trembling legs that I began wobbling my way down the alley to the north of the stadium.

But I was only halfway there when I was met by the sound of running feet, and familiar faces emerged from the smoke—Shane, his daggers bare and bloody, the shaggy wolf form of Seamus, and a winged newcomer I belatedly recognized as Draven.

“We need to get inside,” Shane warned me. “Blake is going to burn whatever he can.”

“Faris…”

“Inside. He’s alive.” Draven’s voice was harsh and strange in this form, but I could hear his relief even through the unfamiliar tones.

We ran together, Seamus under my hand to steady me when my knees threatened to collapse. And to my immense relief, the battle for the gates appeared to be over. A few bodies lay on the ground, but a majority of Blake’s people seemed to have recognized the imminence of their defeat and disappeared.

The defenders, however, were taking no chances, and shut the gates behind us with a clang the moment we staggered inside.

But the scene within those gates was no less staggering.

The injured were everywhere—human and Idrian alike. Burns, bleeding wounds, broken bones… And yet, I saw no segregation among the wounded or those tending them. The protesters’ signs lay tossed aside as the survivors huddled together, passing around first aid kits and fashioning makeshift splints.

Our city had endured so much pain in order to bring about healing, and I wanted to scream and cry as I begged for someone to tell me whether it had been worth it. Whether there was no balm for hatred except bloodshed. No wisdom to be found outside of bitter experience.

I weaved through the masses of people, looking for my friends, and spotted them one by one. Marilee and Oliver, leaning on one another to walk. Niko, Isaac, and Emberly, handing out armloads of bottled water. Talia and the other delegates, speaking quietly among themselves. And even Kevin, his face and mustache covered in blood, but still standing guard at the gate.

All battered and bruised, but alive.

And now waiting together, counting on Callum to bring down our final enemy before he could destroy our city.

It was killing me that I could see nothing, but even worse was when the sounds of combat finally reached our ears again, and the embattled dragons appeared above the field.

Both struggling to fly, both bearing visible wounds. I could see exhaustion in the way Callum was slow to right himself, and then gasped when they tangled one final time and fell, crashing onto the empty baseball field with so much momentum I was certain both of them had snapped bones.

But the battle was not over yet.

As they drew apart, it became even more evident how much larger Blake’s dragon truly was—a behemoth with longer teeth and a greater reach. And once he gained his feet, he loomed over Callum like a dark-scaled mountain of death, lashing out with teeth and claws and strength born of pure, vicious desperation.

The onslaught knocked Callum to the ground, and my breath caught in my chest…

But I’d forgotten that we had other defenders.

Two sleek red dragons touched down on opposite sides of the opponents, while a golden gryphon crouched over home plate, tail lashing as she eyed the combatants with unconcealed fury.

Callum was not alone.

And yet, even as I held my breath in eager anticipation of the moment they would combine their efforts to take Blake down, the three did not move.

They waited.

Waited while Callum struggled to his feet, rose to his full height, spread his wings…

And roared.

It was not simply the roar of battle. This was the sound I’d first heard months ago—a dagger of power that shot straight through my brain, pierced the part of me that answered to my shapeshifter magic, and dropped me to my knees.

It was pure, devastating strength of will, and a sense of threat so overwhelming that I nearly bowed my head. Callum’s eyes glowed too brightly to look at, and for an instant, everyone in the stadium froze, sensing the presence of a predator far more terrifying than any they’d encountered before.

This was the roar of the shapeshifter king, and Blake didn’t stand a chance.

He staggered once and then collapsed, belly to the ground, his stolen shapeshifter magic overruling his purely human defiance as it recognized a far greater power.

The moment Blake’s head hit the field, Callum pounced, seizing the larger dragon’s neck between his teeth and shaking him like the rat he was.

I heard a snap.

And that enormous head fell back to the ground, limp and unconscious.

Callum roared again, a sound of pure triumph that was echoed spontaneously by every soul in the stadium—a roar of victory unequaled by any crowd for any game ever played within those walls.

We’d won.

Against all odds, we’d somehow won the day.

So much had been broken. So much trust had been destroyed, and it was too soon to determine whether the humans around us would respond with hatred or with acceptance.

But our city would survive.

Now it only remained to be seen how much of my family had survived with it.
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I went looking for Faris first, and found him by following the unmistakable tone of his bellowing over the sounds of the crowd.

He was sitting down, his face still covered in a ghastly mask of dried blood, but his green eyes were bright as he issued orders and sent people scurrying in one direction or another.

I was so glad to see him alive, I almost cried, but thankfully he caught me with one of his patented scowls before any tears could fall.

“Cutting it close, weren’t you?” he grumbled, and then I had to press my fingers to my lips to keep from bawling.

His expression softened. “What happened?”

“It’s fine. We just… I don’t know how it ended. We got the kids out and rescued Tairen, but I left her there with Logan to wrap up. He said he could destroy the artifacts, but…”

Faris looked at me blankly for a moment.

“Logan? But he was supposed to be…” Then he just shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter how he got there. If he said he could do it, he can.” He threw a glance at the field, where Blake’s body had fallen. “And even if the gateway went down with Blake, Tairen will get him home—you can bet on it.”

I already had.

“How long before the police and the ambulances show up?”

“Already on their way,” he assured me, shifting in his seat and wincing. “I called them to start mopping up as soon as Callum went after Blake.”

“And… are they going to arrest you?” After all, from a human perspective, a portion of their city had just been turned to rubble by rampaging Idrians.

Faris’s lip curled, and a satisfied gleam appeared in his green eyes. “I have a good enough relationship with the city that they listened when I told them what was happening. And I recorded Blake’s phone call to play back for them. By now, the head of the Bureau of Idrian Affairs has been relieved of his position, and the governor will be making a strongly worded recommendation for more equitable hiring in the future.”

Wait, did that mean…

“So you told them everything? Even about the stolen magic?”

Faris grunted an affirmative. “Thankfully, it’s been destroyed by now, and no one outside of Blake’s people knows why he wanted Kes. But it was past time for more transparency between us. We can’t go on as two separate groups, with separate laws, sharing the same cities. We need cooperation. Bridge builders.”

He was right, and yet… It was such a huge step.

“The only reason Blake almost succeeded is how divided we are,” he pointed out. “How little we understand or trust each other. That has to change.”

And today, hopefully we’d made strides in the right direction.

“Where is Kes? Did she go with Kira, Morghaine, and Ari?”

He nodded. “They’re all at my place with Hugh.” Then he looked at me a little sideways. “I don’t know what happened, but Logan wanted to stay behind to defend your apartment, and… I decided to let him.”

Not like I was going to argue under the circumstances.

“And Ethan?”

Faris didn’t answer, just looked at someone over my left shoulder, and then…

“He healed me.”

I turned, let out a soft cry, and threw myself into Callum’s arms, burying my face in his chest so my tears could fall unnoticed.

Tears of relief and joy, because he was whole. I could feel his emotions again, wrapping around me like the warmest of blankets—safe and secure.

We stayed there, unmoving, barely noticing the crowds and the noise until we were jostled by a team of paramedics moving past at a run. When we broke apart, I looked up at him, and then laughed a little at his choice of clothing.

Someone had apparently borrowed an outfit for him from the ballpark’s gift shop—a pair of sweatpants with the current team’s logo and a sleeveless purple workout shirt that outlined his chest to perfection.

It was very unlike his usual attire, but not even a tiny bit less attractive to my eyes.

“When you say Ethan healed you…”

“He neutralized the poison,” Callum explained. “No idea how. I don’t think he knows either. But we were desperate, and when he asked to try, I decided I might as well hope for a miracle.”

And Ethan had delivered one.

“I’m so happy for him,” I murmured, with a rush of thankfulness for every strange twist in the path that had brought him back to us. That path had finally given him purpose, along with a new family and hope for the future.

Which was what we all had, now that Blake had finally been taken down. The question was…

“Is Blake…”

“Not dead,” Callum said. “But he may never walk again. Once he shifted back, shapeshifter healing couldn’t help him, and his neck is still broken.”

I dared to hope that after all of this, he would eventually have to face justice. For all the lives, all the pain, all the shattered city streets and traumatized kids.

“Do we know what happened to Heather?”

He shook his head. “Not yet. But we won’t stop looking.” He reached out, took my hand, and laced his fingers with mine. “Just as long as you’ll do it with me, because I’m never doing this separation thing again. Not ever.”

I leaned against his arm with a grateful sigh of agreement. “I’m with you. And that being the case… I need to check on my family. Will you come with me to make sure Ari and Kes are okay?”

“To the ends of the earth,” he said with a smile. “Or even just the post office or the grocery store.”

“Let’s try the grocery store tomorrow.”

He bent down and dropped a kiss on my lips. “Deal.”
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We knew the aftermath would be chaotic, and that healing would be a difficult road. And by the end of that day, we began to see just how steep a climb awaited us.

Four streets had sustained major structural damage. At least two dozen buildings had been set on fire or partially demolished, and would need to be rebuilt. Forty-three protesters had lost their lives, along with twenty-four of Blake’s followers. The rest had been caught fleeing the scene, taken into custody, and would eventually be tried for crimes we could only begin to enumerate.

And yet, there were bright spots too. The teens being reunited with their families. The nearly eight thousand people who would return home safely thanks to Faris’s planning and the heroic efforts of their Idrian defenders. The mayor and the governor actually both met with Faris, thanking him for defending the city and laying the groundwork for a far different level of cooperation and integration than any seen before.

We were all feeling grateful to be alive—and clinging just a little bit closer to the ones we loved—but we were also feeling decidedly anxious until just after dark that night, when a beat up black pickup truck pulled up outside the draped and scaffolded front of The Portal where all of us had gathered.

It was cold, but someone had brought in a propane fire pit and hung string lights from the ceiling. Seamus had found several unbroken bottles of fae liquor, and Irene had managed to scrape together enough ingredients to whip up a few trays of her signature appetizers.

We had nothing to sit on but a motley array of benches, camp chairs, and a broken-down couch, but it was enough. Faris and Morghaine sat side by side, her head on his shoulder, his arm holding her close. Kira was perched on Draven’s lap, her eyes bright as they murmured to one another in tones too low to hear, while Kes and Shane tucked themselves in a corner, content simply to be together in silence.

Behind us, Ryker and Angelica sat on the bar, legs swinging, eyeing one another with a sort of amused resignation as they passed a bottle back and forth. Ari, Hugh, and Ethan sat in the lone unbroken booth—my Bug hard at work on some as-yet-unnamed Lego creation—while Hugh observed indulgently, and Ethan occasionally offered a suggestion.

Only Deverin sat alone, watching with an almost lost expression as we turned to family, all of us thankful, and yet also wondering whether anything would ever be the same.

Perhaps because he was alone, he was the first to notice the sound of tires outside. The first to rise in anticipation when we heard doors slam, a whimper of pain, and then a pair of familiar voices approaching.

But by the time they ducked through the plastic sheet covering the empty doorway, everyone in the room was on their feet.

“I should have known,” Tairen-li-Corva grumbled as she looked around the room. “Leaving us to clean up your messes while you started the party early.”

Logan stood beside her looking exhausted but proud, and for once, I didn’t hold back. I just walked up and hugged him fiercely while tears ran unchecked down my face.

“You did it,” I whispered.

“Yeah.” He was crying too—this boy who was so quickly becoming a man. “I did. I really did.”

I pulled back, my hands still on his shoulders. “Now you’d better not ever complain again that I don’t let you help. How did you get back?”

He grinned at me. “The gateway disappeared, but when we found a way out, we realized we were only a few hours away. The whole time we were in an abandoned hospital just outside of Tulsa. I think the truck belonged to one of Blake’s people, so we just… took it.”

I had so much more I wanted to say, but then Ari flew out of nowhere to hug him, and the squishy moment was over all too soon.

I turned to Tairen, ready to hug her too even if she punched me, but all impulse to levity died when I realized that they’d brought a third person with them.

She knelt on the floor, head down, wrists bound, her hair hanging loose and her shoulders slumped forward.

But I didn’t need to see her face.

“What happened after we left?” I asked, my words falling harshly into the brittle silence.

“Your boy,” Tairen announced, “is a far better person than I am. He insisted on clearing the facility before he buried it, and we discovered this one ransacking an office. She was carrying a bag full of stolen magic, about a million in cash, and several hard drives I can only assume are filled with lovely evidence to be used against Blake in whatever court of law decides to try him.”

The woman’s shoulders began to shake, and a moment later her head lifted, revealing white teeth bared in laughter.

“You’ll never convict him,” Heather told us with a dreamy smile. “He has too many connections. Too many friends. He’ll only come back. Stronger. Smarter. Because by now everyone knows what’s possible. You can’t put this back in a box. They’ll be coming for your magic sooner or later, and when they do, I’ll be here. Laughing. The same way you all laughed at me when I was powerless…”

Her words droned on and on, and I looked up at Tairen, both of us recalling the pact we’d made when Callum’s life hung by an uncertain thread.

Heather’s hand might not have wielded the blade, but she was the one who’d made it all possible.

But while I’d once thought that I would cheerfully return the favor, today I’d seen enough death. Witnessed more than enough hatred. Callum was safe, and vengeance could not undo what had been done.

“She’s in your hands,” I said calmly.

Tairen’s nod was a solemn thing, and I half expected her to pronounce judgement right then and there.

But she didn’t. She turned instead to Logan.

“What do you think we should do?” It was a genuine question, and he looked back at her without flinching.

“I know she’s done a lot of terrible stuff,” he answered. “And she deserves to pay for it. But I don’t think we should be the ones to decide.”

Tairen regarded him curiously. “You believe we would not be able to administer justice because we are too close.”

He nodded seriously. “I think we should let the courts decide. Whoever she’s hurt the most should have a chance to vote on a just punishment.”

And Tairen began to smile—a slow, wicked expression that should have left Heather in considerably greater terror than before.

“Very good,” the former dragon queen said softly. “Perhaps we will do it your way. As much as I would like to eat her and be done with it, it will be far more entertaining to see what the fae and the shapeshifters will do when we inform them of her actions.”

I saw Heather blanch, and rightly so. She’d conspired with the fae to assassinate Callum and Rath, then paid Hector to kill Faris, nearly implicating the shapeshifters in three deaths in the process.

While Faris might be willing to leave the matter of punishment to others, neither the fae nor the shapeshifters were known for being lenient. In the end, Heather might actually wind up wishing for Tairen’s idea of justice.

“There’s an empty cell downstairs,” Faris called out. “I say we figure this out tomorrow. Tonight… tonight is for family.”

And so it was. Tomorrow would come soon enough, bringing with it all of the problems that we’d left at the door.

A city to repair.

Foundations to be built.

New relationships to forge.

And somewhere in the middle of all that, I still had a water-damaged apartment, a sprite child who couldn’t stop disappearing, and a summons by the Shapeshifter Court that needed to be answered.

And yet…

“What are you thinking about?” Callum murmured, wrapping his arms around my waist and resting his chin on the top of my head. “Something changed. You feel… content.”

I leaned back against him, letting the warmth and comfort of our bond wrap around me like a favorite sweater. No more fear. No more anxiety. No more secrets. To know and be fully known was a gift beyond anything I could ever ask for, and I would spend the rest of my days being thankful.

“I am,” I admitted. “And you?”

There was about to be so much on his plate. The burdens of his office had never been light or simple, and they were about to get so much heavier. It wasn’t going to be easy to balance them with our relationship, but no matter what…

“I love you,” he said simply. “Whatever happens after this, that fact is the first and the last thing I need to know. Everything else comes second.”

I didn’t stop to think about who might be watching, just turned in his arms, raised on my toes, and kissed him.

And he kissed me back, until the kids started making gagging noises, the adults pelted us with wadded-up napkins, and we broke apart, shaking with laughter.

There was so much healing yet to come, but none of it scared me anymore.

Because I was home, and this was my family.

And no matter where the future took us, not one of us would ever have to walk that road alone.
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Twenty-three days later…

A lot can happen in a little under four weeks.

Especially when you’ve just thrown your entire world into social and political upheaval.

In fact, so much about our lives had changed, that when I finally chose to respond to the summons from the Shapeshifter Council, it was with a rather different set of fears than the ones I’d first envisioned.

“Absolutely no roaring,” I admonished the dragon standing beside me at the top of the stairs. “You promised.”

His scowl was so adorable, I could have kissed him.

“If they don’t want me to roar at them, then they’d better be reasonable. Nobody in their right mind still thinks you and Blake were allies.”

That much at least was true.

But of the Shapeshifter Council’s two counts against me, that was the one I was least concerned about now. Thanks to the thousands of human witnesses with camera phones at our final battle, it was downright impossible for them to continue claiming that I was actually in league with Blake. Not after he’d tried so very hard to turn me into a crispy midday snack.

It was their other charge that still worried me.

“You’re right,” I agreed, bumping Callum with my shoulder. “I’m definitely not a traitor. But I am technically a criminal. Also a dangerous unknown, with unpredictable powers and far too much influence over their king.”

“I should hope so,” my mate protested. “Those are some of my favorite things about you.”

“Oh really.” I skewered him with a side-eye. “So what you’re saying is, you only chose me because I terrify your enemies.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

I nearly snorted.

Even in moments of stress, my dragon always knew how to make me laugh.

“Seriously though, what are we going to do if they still object to us being together?”

Callum just took my hand in his, laced our fingers together, and dropped a kiss on the top of my head. “You, my love, may do whatever you please. I will tell them where to stuff their objections, and then we will run away to live happily ever after.”

“No, we won’t,” I retorted. “You forget that I know you better than that.”

Callum-ro-Deverin would never run away when there was work to be done.

And no one could deny that we were facing a difficult uphill climb. But thankfully, in the aftermath of the battle, both human and Idrian governments had seen the need for change and begun taking steps in the right direction.

The initial stages were bound to be rocky. But thanks to Faris and his relationship with the city government, Oklahoma City was on the leading edge of these changes, and had become the first in the country to establish an official Idrian advisor to the mayor. Much to our delight, Seamus had accepted the position, but only after numerous reassurances that he could still bartend on evenings and weekends.

Meanwhile, across the country, other state legislatures had already begun debating the inclusion of Idrian representatives and enacting policies to integrate Idrians into law enforcement positions.

On the national level, most of the staff of the Bureau of Idrian Affairs had been fired after an audit revealed extensive corruption and bribery concerns. Deverin was made the new head of the Bureau, and his first act was to ensure that the department hired equal numbers of human and Idrian staffers. He also established a response team that would work together with local law enforcement in cases of violent crimes involving both humans and Idrians.

And as for the one who’d sparked these changes?

Blake and all of his people who’d participated in the attack on Oklahoma City were arrested and charged with enough crimes to keep them in court or jail until the end of their lifetimes. While possessing or using stolen magic artifacts was not yet a crime by human law, all fifty states had begun the process of adopting such a law, while also making a comprehensive review of their policies regarding the protection of Idrian refugees.

Someday soon, we hoped, Idrians would no longer be refugees, but something more. What that would look like? Well, that would take time to determine.

There would always be a need for the courts. Always be a place for Idrians to embrace their magic and their culture. And yet, we could also find common ground. It would be a long road, but we’d taken the first steps, and I had every hope that we would eventually find our way.

Hopefully, though, that road wouldn’t involve quite so many steps as it took to get from Callum’s apartment to the first floor of The Assemblage.

“Wait, aren’t you dragons rich enough to build a new elevator if you wanted to?” I grumbled as we made our way down the first flight.

“Of course.” Callum grinned evilly. “But far fewer annoying people tend to bother you if they have to climb five flights of stairs to reach your door.”

He had a point.

“It’s also excellent for defense. Funnels all your enemies into one place for easy incineration.”

I shot him another warning glare. “No setting anyone on fire either.”

His “who me” expression would have put my six-year-old to shame.

“You know you’re already pushing your luck with this ancient law business, so play nice.”

Not only had we waited the full twenty-eight days to answer the shapeshifter summons, Callum had somehow uncovered an old law that required the Shapeshifter Council to convene at whatever location the king requested.

So of course—with Faris’s permission—he’d summoned them to Oklahoma City, where he’d declared he would be working remotely during the interim.

The council wasn’t happy, but they’d agreed, not least because of Callum’s role in ending the threat posed by Blake and his minions. It was hard to argue with a dragon who’d been injured while single-handedly defeating an enemy twice his size.

We finally reached the bottom of the stairs and pulled up short in surprise.

We’d expected a few people, but not the entire crowd that awaited us in the foyer.

Angelica guarded the door to the event space, but she was flanked by Ryker and Yolande, the bear shifter who’d helped to defend the city. Standing nearby were Faris, Logan, Kira, Draven, and Morghaine, who held Ari’s hand as she bounced up and down on her toes.

And that wasn’t all. All of my friends from The Portal were there—Seamus, Marilee, Niko, Oliver, Irene, Kyle, and Emberly—plus Hugh and even Waffles whining as he strained at his leash.

And standing somewhat apart but also curiously close together were Tairen-li-Corva and Deverin-ro-Finnbar.

“I thought you were in Washington,” I exclaimed, before glancing at Tairen in surprise. “And I thought you were in Arizona for your health.”

“I was,” she replied serenely. “And I found it… very healthful indeed.”

Well that wasn’t concerning or anything.

“What are you all doing here?”

“Moral support, duh,” Kira responded tartly. “And also to prove to the council that they should think twice before trying to bully you.”

I would have hugged her if we hadn’t already been late.

“Thank you,” I said, a little tearfully. “This means a lot. All of you…”

My heartfelt speech was interrupted by the front door opening to admit two more familiar faces…

“You’re back!”

Ethan grinned, his ears turning a little pink at the enthusiastic greeting, and I reflected that while the world may have changed a great deal, Ethan had changed even more.

His hair was pulled into a knot at the back of his head, and his eyes were bright. He actually smiled now. Even joked with Logan and played with Ari. And just two days ago…

“Then…” I turned an anxious gaze on the other newcomer. “Did it work? Is he…”

Vinrath Elduvar, heir to the fae throne, looked utterly exhausted and haggard, but he smiled and nodded. “Yes. Thanks to Ethan, my father will make a full recovery.”

Once we’d revealed the truth of Heather’s deal with Callum’s would-be assassin, the Fae Court had turned on Lysarian Galavor, the most vocal opponent of Rath’s claim to the throne. His execution had been swift and decisive, and in the midst of the upheaval that followed, Rath had held the court together with a steady hand, proving himself a fit successor to his father. And now, thanks to Ethan’s miraculous healing ability, Dathair would have many more years in which to uncover the traitors responsible for poisoning him.

There were only a few questions yet remaining, and we could only get the answers by facing the Shapeshifter Council.

“I guess we have to face this,” I muttered. “If only so we can get to the after-party.”

“And you’d better hurry up,” Faris threatened me with a half-hearted scowl. “The grand re-opening is in only a few hours, and I have something to show you first.”

Thanks both to Ethan’s magic and the efforts of the entire Idrian community, The Portal had been rebuilt in only a few weeks. I knew Faris had made a few changes, but he’d been hiding them behind boards and scaffolding, saying we’d get to see them when he was ready.

I took a deep breath and turned to Callum.

“Shall we?”

Hand in hand, we approached the doors, and Angelica opened them without a word, standing aside to allow us to pass before closing them again behind us.

We’d spent three days ensuring that the space was ready for this moment, equipping it with tables and chairs, providing refreshments, and determining the correct seating arrangement for the occasion. So you can imagine my consternation when we stepped into the room and found it empty of people, but for a single man, seated at the head of the council table.

Landon Harrison—the younger of the two men who’d come to inquire after Callum’s well-being.

He watched our approach without comment, and for some reason I had the distinct impression he was biting back a smile.

“Where is the rest of the council?” Callum demanded, and I could hear the dragon-sized annoyance building beneath his words.

“Remember what you promised,” I reminded him through clenched teeth, while also jabbing him in the ribs with a surreptitious elbow. “No roaring. No biting. No setting things on fire. This is your building, and you’d just have to pay to fix it.”

“As it happens,” Landon said calmly, “the council has already met. We have reviewed the evidence against Raine Kendrick, and arrived at a judgement.”

I didn’t need our bond to know that Callum was clinging to his temper by a thread.

“And before you snap, ro-Deverin, recall that this is well within the bounds of precedent. And as you yourself have stated the need for more equitable governance and a stronger council, we hope you are willing to abide by our decision.”

“We are,” I answered, before Callum could growl at him. My heart sank at the implications of Landon’s statement, but I reminded myself that it didn’t matter. Callum would never abandon me, and I refused to give him up. We would simply have to find a way.

“Then let it be known,” Landon announced, “that the council has determined Raine Kendrick is indeed dangerous. Her magic is troubling in nature—not least because of its origin—and the influence she holds over our king remains sufficient grounds for caution.”

It was everything I’d feared. My hope sputtered and died, my stomach lurched, and I thought I just might throw up.

“However…” He paused, and I began to wonder if he was keeping us in suspense on purpose. But after a long, searching look at both of us, he sighed and continued. “While we remain concerned by the potential for misuse of Miss Kendrick’s powers, we have also seen undeniable evidence of her remarkable loyalty and tenacity.”

I almost stopped breathing.

“Indeed, it is thanks to her that our king still lives, and given her actions during the battle for Oklahoma City, the council has decreed that all shapeshifters are permanently and deeply in her debt.”

Wait, what? He was complimenting me?

Not that I actually deserved the credit for any of that, but I wasn’t about to contradict him. Ethan had decided against making his abilities public, so thanks to a very careful and deliberate obfuscation of the facts, most Idrians believed I was responsible for Callum’s miraculous recovery from being poisoned.

“So…”

“So you have been officially acknowledged as a part of the Shapeshifter Court,” Landon said, as his face finally relaxed into a genuine smile. “We have also called for a review of the laws created during the Symposium, and will be pushing for an amendment that limits their application to the possession and use of magic artifacts.”

He held out both hands, palms up. “That is as far as our authority extends. However the two of you choose to proceed from here… is up to you.”

I was so relieved I couldn’t even speak. I just turned, wrapped my arms around Callum’s waist, buried my head in his chest, and cried.

Landon was kind enough to give us a few moments before interrupting.

“I have a flight back to New Mexico in just a few short hours, so I won’t overstay my welcome. But it may interest you both to know that Heather Claudel was given a choice of being tried by the shapeshifters or the fae.” He grimaced. “She chose the fae.”

I doubt I was very successful in concealing my dismay. Not that I truly felt sorry for her, but she likely had no experience with the Fae Court’s concept of justice—which was often swift and brutal, if not outright cruel.

“Any idea what will happen to her?”

Landon shrugged. “We have been assured that she is unlikely to be seen again, and will no longer pose a threat. Frankly, I have no desire to ask questions.”

Probably wise. “And what of Hector Ademar?” I still had a score to settle with the naga—both for attempting to kill Faris, and for his role in poisoning my mate.

Landon’s expression turned studiously blank. “The only thing I have to report is that he has not been heard from in several weeks. He apparently disappeared while on a business trip somewhere in Arizona.”

My mouth opened. Closed. Callum looked as if he’d just swallowed a live eel.

“Naturally we are concerned,” Landon added, “but given Mr. Ademar’s business dealings, it would not be highly surprising to discover that one of his unsavory connections has finally caught up with him. If any evidence of his whereabouts turns up in the future, you will, of course, be informed.”

“I, uh… thank you.”

“And with that”—he offered both of us a nod—“I have a flight to catch. Accept my best wishes and please know that the court would be pleased to welcome both of you as soon as it is convenient.”

He walked away and out through the doors, leaving Callum and me to stare at each other in a haze of disbelief.

“Did that really happen?”

“It did.” He ran an unsteady hand through his hair. “Should I say anything to Mom?”

I shuddered. “You can if you want, but I’m not brave enough to bring it up.”

No doubt Tairen and I would be having a conversation eventually—about my bond with her son, among other things. But just for today, I decided to pretend that I didn’t know my mother-in-law had likely done something violent and irreversible to Hector Ademar.

“We should go find out what Faris’s surprise is,” Callum murmured.

“Yes, please.”

I almost couldn’t process that it was already over. That the thing I’d feared for the last four weeks was done, and Callum and I were free to be together without constraint.

It didn’t feel any more real as we left the room and were surrounded by our family and friends. Nor did it quite sink in as we walked out together, crossed the street, and approached the newly restored front of The Portal.

The scaffolding was gone, revealing an entirely new brick facade. The door was a lovingly aged replica of the original, and the windows were framed in restored wood.

What was quite conspicuously missing? The sign that had once hung permanently on the front door, proclaiming the premises closed for renovation.

Nor was there any glamour to conceal what went on inside from the casual eyes of passers-by. The windows were bright and clear, and a new sign hung over the entrance—a gorgeous, traditional wooden pub sign framed in steel, with a brand new logo burned into the center.

The Portal Supernatural Nightclub and Bar

I turned to Faris. “You’re going public?”

He nodded. “If humans and Idrians are going to find a way to live together, we need more spaces where both can feel safe. I think it’s time to drop the glamour and try to be better neighbors.”

A bold move, and one that wasn’t likely to make his life any easier.

That didn’t mean it wasn’t the right one.

Faris folded his arms across his chest and glowered down at me. “You still looking for a job, Kendrick?”

I grinned. “If you’ll have me. Seems like this might be a pretty interesting place to work.”

“The hours are terrible, and the pay is even worse,” he informed me. “But I hope you’ll consider staying.”

There was so much Callum and I hadn’t talked about yet. So much still to be decided. Kes, Ari, Logan, and Ethan were here in Oklahoma City, along with the rest of my friends and my family. But Callum’s life was at the Shapeshifter Court. How we were going to work this out…

“Of course we’re staying,” Callum scoffed, tucking an arm around my waist and pulling me closer. “Raine’s family and her work are here. I can work from anywhere, and the only thing I really need to move is my cat.”

I whirled to face him. “Callum, are you sure? This is a big decision, and I don’t want you to regret it.”

“Regret?” he echoed, tugging me towards him and pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I regret nothing when it comes to you. Wherever you are, that’s my home. The heart of my hoard. Everything else…”

“We can fix!” everyone around us chorused in unison.

Faris huffed and rolled his eyes, but he was smiling beneath his beard. And so it was on a tide of laughter that we crossed the threshold into a new future—not only for me and for Callum, but for our families, for The Portal, and for the entire city that we called home.
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